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PART ONE





THE scream, the rigid fall, the convulsions, were past, but the epileptic was not yet aware that they had ever begun. He was in his own bed in his own room in his mother’s house, but he had lost all knowledge of place, time and self. His eyes were open and the white ceiling of the room was reflected in them, but he did not recognize either the ceiling or its colour; his mind was dead, and his senses alive so faintly as to be useless. It took many minutes of blank staring at the ceiling before a sense of its whiteness awoke in him—and this first, tiny stir of the power of recognition was so stunning that his eyes closed themselves and he dropped again into total stupor.


Mrs. Morgan, who had noticed from her chair in the corner that her son’s eyes had opened, came over to the bed on tiptoe; but by the time she leaned over him, his eyes had closed again, and she returned to her chair, twisting her hands nervously, frowning and sighing miserably. She wanted more than anything to wipe her son’s face: he had fallen in the driveway and his left cheek was scraped from forehead to chin and smeared with gravel.


A sparrow dropped on to the windowsill and began to chirp. The sharp little sounds reached into Morgan’s sunken world and were included in it without recognition. When the sparrow flew away, taking the sound with him, Morgan’s eyes opened again. He saw the whiteness above him, and was able to feel curious as to its meaning. His eyes turned tentatively to left and right; he saw two walls, a picture, a window backed by a mass of trembling green leaves; he had no idea what any of these things were, but he would have liked to be able to give them a name. The raised parts of his blanket also made him curious: he had no idea that they followed the shape of his body, because he had still no idea that he existed; but he knew there was something familiar about them. He also felt that there was something large and awkward blocking his thoughts—and at once the thing, whatever it was, moved, and he suddenly felt pain, not only from his chewed and swollen tongue but all through his body: every joint and socket ached as a result of his convulsive attempts to tear his whole frame into dislocated fragments. The pain also stimulated his curiosity; nausea followed the effort to think; he closed his eyes, and opened them again, asking questions to which he had no answers because his memory was still in hiding—questions which existed without words, but which meant: What is this? What am I?—the most primitive and most sophisticated questions of life itself. The questions hung in vagueness for a spell, wordlessly repeating themselves without insistence, in vacuo. The eyes continued their moody, inconclusive staring at the white ceiling, like the open shutter of a camera without film.


All at once the whiteness was blacked out by an object which Morgan succeeded in recognizing as a face. He stared at it for a long time; there was some grey disorder at the top of it, and parts he faintly knew were eyes, nose, and lips that seemed to gesticulate, while murmurous, pleading sounds fell on him like woolly balls. This hovering spectacle of a face quickly became more familiar; at least he knew that it was not beyond the bounds of reason. He continued to stare into it, fixing his glazed eyes on his mother’s with a lack of comprehension that had exactly the look of deliberate indifference. He began to understand that the sounds that accompanied her were made by her and in his account: this was such a huge step forward in his return to life that he felt nauseated and resentful. All of a sudden he recognized her—that is to say, her face suddenly stirred up emotions that he knew involved his mother—and having thus discovered the identity of something outside himself (it might just as well have been an old boot), he began to realize who he was himself. With a sudden rush, his memory awoke; instantly he reached the conclusion for which he had been searching—not his name, who he was, who she was, where they were, but the one conclusion that included everything:


I have had an attack.


Now he had all the clue he wanted. He knew at once that the cumbersome pain that seemed closest to him was his unfortunate tongue, that a blanket covered him, and that the other sickening ache ran from his shoulders to his insteps. Once his sentiments had woken up a shocked look replaced the vacancy in his eyes: he was crushed with depression and disgust. His mind, articulate at last, kept putting the same questions: Not again? Not another one? Again? Again? Another?—and on finding the same merciless, humiliating answer, a head in a black cap nodding repeatedly, a furious anger swelled up against the evidence: hatred for his smarting, ugly tongue, his idiot headache and despicable, cracked joints, a sharp contempt of himself for having permitted such degradation, an equally sharp contempt of life itself. A few obscenities came to his mind, and he spoke them aloud, vaguely knowing that they would be socially permissible at such a moment. He groaned, and turned his face to the wall, clenching his fists, and daring his pains to stop him from turning and twisting as he pleased.


He heard his mother speak. She was holding in her trembling hand a medicine glass filled with whiskey. An arm slipped under his back; he caught a glimpse of the baby face of his mother’s secretary as she raised his neck and head. Breathing in gasps, he tested parts of his tongue against his teeth to find out where it was least raw. and after jamming it into one cheek as far out of the way as possible he gulped down the whiskey and said, “More, please.” His mother, her hands still trembling, poured another glassful: after drinking it he fell back on the pillow, and immediately dropped off into a deep sleep.


Mrs. Morgan drew down the shade and opened the window. The secretary brought in a bowl of water, and Mrs. Morgan washed her son’s cheek with a flannel. Then the two women laid their heads together and whispered. “No, you go on,” said Mrs. Morgan. “Do the letters, and tell Jakey to remember to take the station waggon for the box…. You’ll have to do the ordering, too… And tell Carmichael about the beans.” The secretary left the room on tiptoe: Mrs. Morgan sat in her chair and waited for her son to wake up.


The big house fell into the quietness that always followed one of Morgan’s fits. The secretary, the maids, the cook, the chauffeur, the gardener all worked in such silence that the sounds of the birds in the park and of the cars dashing along the highway beyond seemed rudely noisy. Mrs. Morgan sat straight up on the hard chair for a full half-hour; then, signs of impatience appeared and she began to toy with her hands, spreading the fingers apart, turning the two rings, nervously rubbing her palms. The expression of half-stunned despair that had been on her long, bony face changed so completely that she gradually became what she normally was: a strong, energetic woman who became exasperated when circumstances kept her from work.


There was a gentle tap on the door, and the secretary reappeared. Without a word she handed Mrs. Morgan a new book that had just arrived in the mail. It was called Decadence and Western Man. Mrs. Morgan gave her secretary a warm smile. The secretary responded with a squinty look of sympathy. Then she tiptoed out. Mrs. Morgan sighed, put on a pair of large, horn-rimmed spectacles and settled down to read.


Half an hour later her son stirred, groaned, and began to fiddle with the edge of the covers. Mrs. Morgan rose, and pressed the bell; the secretary appeared again, and the two women stood over the bed.


Morgan saw their faces when he opened his eyes. He was eighteen years old, and for the last six years he had awakened from fits to find one face or another hanging over him. He often dreamed of these faces: they tortured him with the mixture of shame and hatred they provoked in him. No matter in what ways the hovering faces varied, they always bore the silent, resigned air of lay figures, or of people who cannot pray because piety has failed them too often. He knew the hurt, sad faces of his mother and her household; the nervous, even silly faces of bewildered friends; the hysterical, terrified faces of chambermaids and landladies; the stern faces of efficient strangers—which showed a powerful determination to do something and an equally powerful indignation at not knowing what to do; the various long, short, clean-shaven, bearded faces of doctors and specialists, marked with unnatural gravity and custom-tailored tact. Sometimes all these faces came together in a group and became a part of his most humiliating, best-hated memory—of lying on a New York street-corner and looking up into the blank, open-mouthed faces of a group of fascinated rubbernecks. He could still hear the sound of scurrying footsteps as latecomers dashed up and pushed their way to the front of the circle so as to get a good look.


“Not such a bad one this time,” he said to his mother drearily.


“Your face got all scraped,” said Mrs. Morgan, wincing and looking miserable again.


“Oh, did it…?”


“Don’t touch, dear boy: oh, don’t be silly … be so careful!”


“Oh, who cares about the face!” he said crossly. “It always heals in no time.” How like women, he thought, to pick on just the silliest, most trivial part of the matter. “I suppose, now,” he added, “I won’t be able to go fishing with Georgie.”


His mother and the secretary exchanged quick, worried looks. “Will I?” he asked hopefully.


“That was yesterday, Jimmy dear…. Don’t you remember? You went fishing.”


“I went fishing?”


“Yes, you know. You caught the big trout and Georgie fell in. And you had supper with him at Fairbanks.”


“I guess that’s right,” he said, sighing.


“You’d better go to sleep again,” said Mrs. Morgan. She was always almost more horrified by the lapse of memory that followed an attack than by the attack itself. Not to know what you had done yesterday struck her as a condition bordering on lunacy, as shocking as not knowing what you were going to do tomorrow.


She fiddled again with the shade and the window. Still humiliated and disgusted, Morgan dropped back to sleep. When he woke up the room was nearly dark, and he heard the whistle blow at the local canneries. He was alone, and the household was returning to normal; he could hear noises coming from the kitchen, and in the hall his grandfather was saying in his peevish, baby’s voice: “But it was fifteen minutes slow, so I advanced it thirty.” “Oh, father!” snapped Mrs. Morgan in her sharp voice. “How can you be so exasperating!”


The boy’s mood changed quickly when he heard the old man being reprimanded like a silly boy. He was no longer isolated in humiliation, and as soon as he knew this he felt better. The optimism and energy of his years came back; he began to feel a quite condescending sympathy for his stupid tongue and rickety bones, as though they were blundering acquaintances rather than parts of his own body. The fact that another attack had come meant, now, that another attack had gone. It meant that he was a free man, and that he would remain free for days, weeks, perhaps even for a few months. He was aching all over, and a crust of blood was drying on his face—it meant that for some time to come nothing threatened him; he was invulnerable. Once more he felt that he had won another victory in a fight so endless that he was almost nonchalant in accepting it as normal. When his mother came in with some soup and toast, he said:








“Is it not passing brave to be a king,  


   And ride in triumph through Persepolis?”











“Your poor tongue; but try and drink it while it’s hot,” his mother said.


*


Two days later Morgan was at his tutor’s cabin. He slouched on a wicker-bottomed straight chair, his long legs stretched into the middle of the small, square porch. His eyes were abnormally vague and half-closed; out of the mist of lethargy and boredom that came from the drugs he took, he looked sleepily through the wire-screen, over the fields and hedges to the point where the trees began and climbed the low hills in a thick wood. The tutor was a very young, progressive man, fresh from college; he had never taught before; Mrs. Morgan gave him the cabin rent-free, plus a small salary, so that he could write his thesis in the afternoon and teach her son in the morning. In the safety of the countryside, the tutor was growing his first beard, which made him like a character in an old woodcut. He was the tenth, or eleventh—no one quite remembered—tutor that Morgan had had, and he was on his last legs. It was the beginning of June, he had only been here a month, and his thesis was only half-written; but the thought of continuing to address the drooping, indifferent figure on the other side of the table for the rest of the summer was enough to make his heart race. Morgan’s fit had given the tutor two days’ breathing space, during which he had resolved, tugging his morsel of beard, to try again to behave patiently with a boy who was entering maturity with a serious handicap. The tutor held in his hands Morgan’s last composition, which was written in wild, angular handwriting. It was about the relationship between Julius Cæsar and Brutus, and from the tutor’s point of view it was a total failure.


“I thought,” said the tutor, with a genial, nervous chuckle, turning the pages of the composition, “that we’d talked all this over enough for you to get Shakespeare’s idea. But just the same, all you do in this, really, is to say again that Brutus had no right to stab his best friend. The whole point of the drama is that Brutus stabbed Cæsar in spite of being his best friend.”


“Oh, I can see that all right,” said Morgan, leaning his head on his hands, and flopping the upper half of his body over the table. He saw an ant bustling on the tabletop and began to chivvy it with a toothpick.


“The significance of it all is,” continued the tutor, upset by the ant, “the dramatic significance is that when it came to choosing between a personal relationship and the good of the state, Brutus chose the good of the state. He murdered Cæsar for Rome’s sake; he set the welfare of many higher than his personal bond with the dictator. The way you write about him, Brutus is merely an unprincipled, disloyal friend.”


“Yes, that’s what I think,” said Morgan.


“You pay no attention to the deep anguish Brutus goes through before he murders Cæsar,” said the tutor.


“Oh, I don’t know,” said Morgan, throwing down the toothpick. “There’s something about Brutus I don’t like. Anyway, I have a feeling he did it just because everybody else did.”


“Shakespeare does not suggest that at any point,” said the tutor.


“Oh, I know that … No, it just seems to me it’s all too slick: I don’t believe you go about murdering your best friend or the good of the state. You’ve told me how corrupt they all were, anyway. I’m sure Brutus was too.”


“Mark Antony states very definitely that Brutus murdered Cæsar for completely unselfish reasons,” said the tutor.


“I don’t think that means much,” said Morgan. “You can see what a shyster Antony was in that speech of his, and look at the way he turned out afterwards. I think the whole thing’s just a gangster story; that’s what I like about it. I don’t think there’s any moral to it, and I’m sure that Brutus was a rat. All it does really is make me like Cæsar best.”


“I think you miss so much that’s valuable,” said the tutor sadly, “in not seeing in such a play all the fascinating contrasts and comparisons of Cæsarism, Elizabethanism, and Hitlerism. A whole field of thought would open up to you if you would only start seeing people in relation to basic trends.”


“I keep thinking of the murder,” said Morgan, closing his eyes and blowing out a great sigh of sulky disapproval.


“O.K.,” said the tutor, suddenly struck by a splendid idea. “Let’s do it your way. What would you do if your best friend became a ruthless dictator and you had a chance to murder him, for the sake of millions?”


Morgan sat up atraight with such speed that the tutor gave a jump. A look of horrible slyness came into Morgan’s eyes; he stared at the tutor, his mouth slightly open, with the pleased, malignant look of a naughty schoolboy who has caught his principal in an act of shocking misconduct.


“Why, Mr. Petty,” he said; “you don’t think you’ll catch me in that mousetrap, do you?”


“It’s no mousetrap, it’s merely a hypothetical question,” snapped the tutor.


“Well, whatever it is, I’ll wait till it really comes up,” said Morgan. He giggled in an offensive way. “It really is a ridiculous idea, Mr. Petty,” he added.


After Morgan had gone, the tutor sat down and wrote a letter of resignation to Mrs. Morgan. “I assure you,” he explained, “that it is not Jimmy’s health or nervous disorder per se that forces me to give up. It is more the feeling that he has no intention of co-operating; that he obstinately prefers to shut himself up in a private world and admit nothing that does not jive with his preconceived opinions. I hope you will not mind my adding that I feel that from somewhere or other he had got the idea that to learn is something degrading, that the world is filled with dangerous, plotting people whose sole aim in life is to persecute him with dogma and hamper his individuality. It would be unfair to call him unfriendly; it would be true to say that he seems to be devoid of any truly social response. In fact, I have felt sometimes that he actually gets a certain satisfaction, a morbid pleasure, out of watching the fruitless efforts of those who most desire to help him—as though these people were lunatics or children. I certainly do not mean to suggest that he is a victim of his own sadistic impulses, merely that he does not seem to feel at home with me—” etc., etc.


*


“I do think you ought to feel ashamed of yourself,” said Mrs. Morgan to her son. “Mr. Petty went to enormous trouble for you.”


“I am ashamed.”


“Yes, you should be ashamed—and I mean really ashamed, not just ashamed. Why ever do you do it?”


“Oh well, there’s something so puny about him …”


“Heavens, you wouldn’t like me to get you some old-fashioned schoolmaster, with a stick, would you?”


“I don’t know. I might, really. I feel ashamed when Petty gives up because I know I couldn’t have gone on like that with someone I was frightened of. I’m nearly always frightened when a new man comes, and then when he turns out to be someone ordinary and feeble, I can’t help being relieved, and mean. I’m such a coward, really; that’s what I’m really ashamed of, all the time.”


“Don’t be so silly,” said his mother, frowning indignantly. “You’ve always shown great courage in meeting a terrible handicap.”


“Any dope can do that. What else would one do?”


“Don’t talk that way … Now, I have a lot to do; kiss me, and go for a good walk.”


After the secretary had brought in some papers and they had worked for half an hour, Mrs. Morgan pulled her big spectacles away from her eyes, and asked: “Where did he go?”


“Up Kriss Mountain.”


“I wish he wouldn’t go there. It’s the worst place in the world if anything happens, and everyone knows it’s full of rattlers.” She began to sigh heavily. “I just don’t know what to do. I’ve done everything that’s safe.”


The secretary, who was not long out of Vassar, said what she had been dying to say for weeks. “Perhaps a good psychiatrist, Mrs. Morgan …”


“I know that, but what school? I have great respect for Freud, but Jimmy has quite enough to perplex him already. I have a kind of feeling … And then there are others who are mystical. Certainly that would do him no good; he’s too full of imagination as it is. Perhaps a good all-round man,” she murmured, picturing at once someone very broad and plump, hung all over with a variety of fraternity keys: “someone like that, perhaps … Or I might send him to that man who believes in electric shocks, but it does make me nervous to think of that. And everything always seems so encouraging at first. Doctors are always so calm; they have such a sense of responsibility: that’s why it’s always so much more discouraging afterwards, when they’ve not been able to do anything. I really don’t know; I’m at my wits’ end. Well, let’s go on … To Mr. Henry Baldwin: Dear Henry, of course I shall be there—I know your rallies, exclamation. Three-fifty a plate seems a little steep to me too, but the Browning always gives good food and service, and some of the best speakers will be there. You can try to get Zilla, but frankly I don’t see why Jugoslavia should come into it. A really good man from one of the unions in the South seems to me the real need: everyone knows Detroit. I can promise you a mention in next week’s Forward; this week’s has just gone to press. Cordially, as ever, sign Gertrude … And then I think you’d better go to the library, and while you’re there tell Wellcomes that we’ll need at least enough for twenty people on Sunday, and lamb if possible, I mean chops, of course. Oh, and my dear, just a minute; tell Carmichael that the top bar on Jimmy’s window is not strong and that he should see to it properly this time, when Jimmy’s out like today, not in … You look tired; are you tired?”


“Just the day of the month, Mrs. Morgan,” said the secretary, smiling with pretty melancholy.


“Oh yes indeed; you expect that; well; just do the library, will you; and, yes, I’m afraid you’ll have to do Wellcomes or it’ll be too late: I’ll talk to Carmichael myself: afterwards you go and rest. I think summer is really here at last, don’t you?”


“It looks that way, Mrs. Morgan: all the birds …”


“All the birds, yes, and the grass. Well, you run along and I’ll speak to Carmichael and then you rest.”


*


Mrs. Morgan was the owner and financier of a weekly progressive magazine, but she was not a person who felt guilty about hymning an experimental future from a rooted position. Dignity had been essential to her, even as a child, and she had always known that, given enough money, dignity can be thrown up around the spender as quickly as a big-top. Her late husband had supplied the money, and long before his death she had gone to work establishing herself in surroundings that gave her confidence. She rightly believed that a fine old establishment can be grown in a few years, that mellow dignity asks only a site that has some old trees: the rest can be done in no time with a good head-gardener, seasoned wood, old bricks in the hands of a nostalgic architect, shipments of well-grown rosebushes and thousands of spring bulbs, some espalier fruit trees for a walled garden, a herbiary, a little toying with a good brook and a rustic bridge for it, plenty of changeable sunlight and shadow, truckloads of gravel, unlimited lawn space, some pigeons and an old bell. Now, twenty years later, her home had not merely such old-time charms as cushioned bay-windows and a lozenge-windowed library in which it was impossible to read without electric light, there were also the dividends that greedy, unsentimental Nature pays so readily to the new-rich. Among the heavy shrubs, for instance, which were planted around mossy stretches of lawn, there were already those fortuitous alcoves of shade and silence that seem to the delighted visitor to have grown with the centuries; and birds of every sort, moles and woodchucks swarmed over the grounds in such numbers that they sometimes had to be shot. There had been times when Mrs. Morgan feared that advanced people might find a contradiction between the radical sympathies she expressed and the old-fashioned, expensive dignity in which she lived; but everyone seemed to conclude in a generous way that her magazine was the true child of her good heart and mind, and her estate an involuntary inheritance from her rich and backward husband. “I should be every bit as happy, even more happy, in just an apartment in New York,” she often said, to be on the safe side.


The forty lamb chops that the secretary had examined on Friday were for Mrs. Morgan’s first big luncheon of the year. Every Sunday through the summer, she entertained guests, most of whom came out from New York and spent the day. They might arrive as early as they pleased, but lunch was always set for two o’clock, so that guests who woke with hangovers had until midday to grope their way to the train. An open invitation stood for all members of the staff of Forward, down as far as assistant editors: typists and other girls were invited singly, by turn. The remaining guests were interesting people.


Between one and two on this particular Sunday, things were going on as usual. Mrs. Morgan was in the library talking to a visitor who wanted to see her privately. Her son was sulkily writing the names of the guests on small cards and placing them around the table in squat, pottery holders. The coloured chauffeur was just driving off to meet the next train from New York. The forty lamb chops were piled up in a heap on the kitchen table. Mrs. Morgan’s father had withdrawn to his bedroom; scarcely any of the guests had ever laid eyes on him.


Outside, in the grounds, the scene held the relaxed but dignified look of a monastery garden. The brook was bubbling and racing with spring rain, and two elderly editors were leaning over the rustic bridge and dropping in twigs. Economists and critics were slowly pacing the lawn, their hands clasped behind their backs, their heads nodding slowly in time with their steps. A literary editor in a tweed jacket and heavy shoes was pointing the stem of his pipe at various shrubs and trees that were new to his companion, a refugee from the Balkans. A group of four were aligned on the old iron seat below the biggest elm: one of them was a Negro columnist from the South, and the other three were putting him at his ease by talking so casually and naturally that he could scarcely understand a word. A few others, devout horticulturists, had gone off to the walled garden to study Mr. Carmichael’s distinguished work. From time to time, out of the poised, amicable discussions of recent articles, book reviews, defections and political policies, came the hearty, friar’s laugh of the successful intellect taking his ease.


At one forty-five, a coloured maid in uniform crossed from the kitchen door to the old-world garage, and pulled on the old bell. The pigeons shot into the air as spontaneously and frantically as pigeons have done for thousands of years; the enthusiasts in the walled garden looked at their grubby hands and began to wander toward the house. The big Cadillac swept up the gravelled driveway and deposited the last of the guests, who were greeted with cries of happy surprise. It was fifteen minutes to lunch.


Morgan was sitting in the panelled passageway that ran between the library and the living room. The guests, coming in to wash, greeted him as warmly as ever, calling him Jimmy and giving him a friendly smile. They knew about his illness and felt sorry for him, and always fell into the tact and bluffness of sympathetic doctors. Sometimes they stopped to talk to him, choosing their words carefully and speaking distinctly. He divided their remarks into two categories: those he despaired of ever being brilliant enough to say himself, and those which he knew he would never be stupid enough to say himself. He had been frightened of most of the guests, until he found that all of them were frightened of his mother; after which he classed most of them with his tutors. He also often felt deep contempt for his mother, who blundered along in a very unintellectual way during luncheon talks; but he admired her for caring so little about her gaffes, and despised her sycophants for being too frightened to jump on her. He knew by now that she ran the machine, that she knew when to be persuaded and by whom; that she knew what power she held and used it fully; that the magazine was her way of making her life race along in a productive way and its contributors the clowns who protected her from boredom. Morgan rarely read the articles they wrote, but he always read with envy the short biographical notes that accompanied their articles, and wondered at the magic wand that changed the unprepossessing man-in-the-flesh into the kingly man-in-print. “Thomas Swayne is a young Vermonter whose first novel, Saga for John, a study of the interior conflicts of a young rebel who finds himself bitterly at odds with his environment, was published last Fall. He is now at work on a critical study of Leonardo da Vinci.” “Herman Dimbeck teaches Restoration Drama at White River College.” “Arthur Riker has spent the last ten years in extensive study of the Swiss cantonment system. His forthcoming book is called The Land of William Tell.”


The sun shone through the Gothic windows; Morgan lay back on the padded seat, his mind in its usual half-drugged state and now irritated and stretched by the loose, scatterbrained after-effects of his recent attack. He heard his mother’s and her visitor’s voices suddenly grow louder inside the library; they were coming toward the door; the visitor gave a loud, happy laugh. When the door opened Max Divver came out, red in the face and beaming. Morgan knew him well: he was a husky, swarthy, political writer with hairy hands; he was often spoken of as “the man who shouted at Mussolini.” Morgan greatly respected his physical size and strength, and saw no reason why anyone who looked so impressive should be expected to think too. Now Divver came down the passage with such energy that he had almost passed Morgan before he noticed him and stopped. He put his hands behind his back, surveyed Morgan with a contented smile, and then said, laughing: “Well, Jimmy, my boy! How’d you like to come to Poland with me?”


The second bell rang, and the guests began to move into the dining-room.


*


Max Divver’s father had edited a small, liberal, agnostical newspaper in Des Moines for twenty-five years. He raised his son on the same principles as his editorials: the world, he believed, was pinched between good and evil men. Which of the two groups a man joined, Mr. Divver said, depended on each person’s capacity for honest thinking, discipline and unselfishness. Hanging somewhere in the no-man’s-land that was neither wholly good nor wholly evil, Mr. Divver recognized people who were merely indifferent or misguided or lazy or plagued with doubts; but he was not very much concerned with them; if they liked his paper, they could buy it; meanwhile, he had a job to do. At the age of five, Max was given a text to hang above his bed: THE TRUTH IS MIGHTY AND IT SHALL PREVAIL.


Max came to New York in the middle twenties with more or less the same opinions as his father’s. He spent six months in a post-graduate course at a New York university—and staggered out a changed man. He had fallen victim to devastating revelations, and never again did he experience the pain and misery of those six months.


The revelations concerned Forces and Man. It had never before entered Divver’s head that persons and objects did not have a self-contained existence. Now he discovered—at least, this was the only way he was able to interpret his new lessons without becoming totally confused—that neither he nor anyone had any more independence than prisoners exercising in a yard; they were merely circling spots, compelled by Forces. These Forces were called history, and various other names, and they made old Mr. Divver’s simple groups of black or white souls look as irresponsible as minnows.


If this had been all, Divver might have borne it. But at the same time he discovered that there were not only the omnipotent forces of history outside him, but equally omnipotent ones inside him. Like most boys and girls, he had thought of his mind as a kind of control-tower which did its best to keep his lusts in order and his limbs in motion, and succeeded moderately well. Now, he found that this was a naïve illusion: his mind had no more influence on him than it had on history: or rather, it did have some influence, but only of a very dishonest kind, called rationalization.


These two revelations embraced a third: that nothing was what it appeared to be, and rarely even that. Persons and things were no more than large or small illustrations of the inside and outside Forces. What was more; as a symbol of the Forces, the person or thing was almost sure to be travelling in the opposite direction to that in which it believed it was heading as a self-controlled incorporation.


These revelations did not settle on Divver’s shoulder like a sequence of doves. He didn’t learn them from his professors or from source-books, although both had much to say about them. He picked them up reluctantly in bits and pieces, because everyone his own age was talking about them, and he was ambitious. The New York students talked in a manner that was strange and cruel to his provincial nature: they seemed to him the most objectionable persons he had ever met. When Divver remarked, modestly but with a certain air, that his father edited the Des Moines Bugle, a sneer of elastic spread crossed their faces, as though they had been told that Mr. Divver was a hangman who rode to work on a quaint velocipede. After only a few weeks of classes Divver had learned to be terrified of their intense superciliousness and contempt. They too, they informed him sourly, had high ideals of honesty, and they lost no time in telling Divver that his own ideas of honesty were the wickedest, cheapest forms of self-delusion, invented by the very enemies of society against whom they were fighting. They also made clear that everything that had gone into Divver’s making, and all that he respected and depended on, were parts of a social disease, and that Divver himself was typhoid-Mary disguised as a hick. When Divver objected, as he did at first, clumsily and angrily, they took him apart with arguments that bewildered him completely, and a certain smile that he came to know well and to dread appeared on their faces. They seemed to use this smile chiefly when Divver tried to strengthen his lonely position by citing some great progressive figure out of American history; after they had smiled, they dismissed the great figure in language so scurrilous that Divver was appalled. If he continued to argue, they were able to recite one incident after another from Divver’s idol’s career, incidents that revealed the man as totally corrupt. At that point Divver always found that he was too badly informed to go on arguing. Often, they went on to discuss Divver’s own attitude to society and progress. They confidently insulted him with phrases that he had never heard before, but soon came to fear far more than charges of being a murderer or a rapist—charges which would, in fact, have entitled him to the students’ sympathy. One student went so far as publicly to describe Divver as a “reformist”—an epithet that resulted in his being ostracized for ten days.


Divver’s hatred of these new acquaintances came out in long, ferocious arguments that he would conduct against them while lying alone in bed: then, he would evoke their unpleasant sneering faces and turn them into messes of blood and smashed bone with his primitive fists. He hated them, especially when their names were Slavic and Jewish: at heart he believed it was intolerable that these sharp, hateful aliens should have been admitted into a country that was progressing well enough in a slow, honest way without them. He had been taught to be proud that his country had opened its doors to millions of immigrants; he did not dare to revise this opinion now, but he would have been overjoyed, secretly, if an epidemic had killed all the latecomers off. He hated them for their lack of respect for his generosity in having admitted them. He hated them for despising his father, his home, his books, his plain ideas; he hated them for their passionate interest in Europe; he hated them for the doubts they introduced into his way of life, and because they made him realize that he had never tried to think. What was so painful was that these students were unquestionably the most talented people in the class; Divver couldn’t do without them because already he felt contempt for the friendlier students who were like himself.


There was one exception to this. Because Divver was even more frightened of the pugnacious girl radicals than he was of the boys, he confided his fury and desperation to a mild, pretty girl who came from his own State. She soon developed such unshakeable faith in Divver’s Tightness and strength of character that sometimes he actually had to slap her down quite severely and defend his enemies, because her support of him was so uncritical as to make him feel ridiculous. “I’m a very ordinary sort of guy,” he once told her angrily, “and it only discourages me to have you talk as if I had nothing to learn. I have a great deal to learn. Do you think I want to stay just the way I am all my life?” Nonetheless, in spite of his doggedness and half-hearted attempts to learn, Divver continued for another six months in a state of harrowing uncertainty as to whether or not he should abandon his father and go over to his opponents. At last he made what was really a compromise: he left the University, but he married the girl.


When Divver looked back on this marriage, in later life, he could remember scarcely anything about it. It was one of those relationships in which both parties do their best, but one party—in this case, Divver—is left with an uncomfortable sense of shame, that he can escape only by squaring his shoulders and resolutely seeking happiness with another woman. Only five years after the marriage was over he had seen a woman wheeling a baby in Washington Square, and it had been a few moments before he recalled that she had been his wife for two years. He had forgotten the street they had lived on, what they had done in their spare time; he only remembered in a vague way, and with rather condescending sadness, that he had matured very rapidly during those two years, until he had become too large for the nest.


At the same time as his marriage he began to attend lectures on abnormal psychology. He discovered—it was the happiest discovery of his life—that there were people who were in the same fix as he was; that is to say, honest people who had abandoned their fathers, but who could not bring themselves to go all the way with the Communists. But these people always said—and Divver was soon happy to say the same—that they had a hell of a lot of respect for the Communists, who were hard-working and zealous; and they added that they wished like hell that their own consciences would let them go all the way with such admirable people instead of only permitting them to defend the Communists against ignorant critics and agree with them warmly on certain indisputable issues. These views suited Divver very well, and it was his growth of confidence and his feeling that after all he had a place in New York that perhaps made it hard for him to accept being married to a girl who had not shown the same signs of maturing, either politically or psychologically. But, at the time, the trouble that arose between the two of them expressed itself in a purely personal way.


In the first place, their marriage was the result of feeling that since they were in and out of one another’s apartments so much it would be silly not to arrange things more sensibly. Divver had had to have two bathrobes, one for his place, one for her’s; she had begun by taking over one of his drawers for essential things, and then had gone on to keeping a nightgown and toothbrush there too. Her mother, who knew what was happening, had said hopefully that she supposed on the whole men were more honest these days; to which Divver had said modestly that today honesty was being given a chance for the first time in history, and that women at last had a chance to practise it. The girl must have agreed, because she found little peculiar, and nothing insulting, in being admitted without wedlock into every last secret of Divver’s puzzled mind—in fact, a strong point in the affection between them was her tender respect for the way he struggled with the idea of not marrying her, and his shame-faced gratitude to her for not pressing him in the matter. Divver used to say repeatedly that he found her attitude miraculous, considering what an ordinary, selfish, egotistical sort of person he was.


Everything went well until, in spite of how hard they both tried, Divver grew more and more ashamed of himself. Each new stage of shame she matched with an assurance of fresh respect for him, until it became like a game in which the shuttlecock was shame when he hit it over the net and respect when she hit it back, but the same shuttlecock all the time. It was an exercise that soon left both of them almost too exhausted by shame and respect to go on leading semi-detached lives. “For Christ’s sweet sake, why am I—around like this?” Divver cried one evening after he had drunk too much. “Let’s get together really, like civilized people, for God’s sake!”—to which she replied promptly that neither for his sake nor her’s did she want him to take any step that he didn’t really want to take. Perhaps this reply seemed to him to be a reflection on his ability to make up his mind as a man should, because he at once went on to say that lately he had thought the whole business over in a most searching way and could now say with absolute certainty that marriage was what he most wanted. They agreed that a honeymoon would be silly, and though they spent that night together they were too conscious of the gap that deciding to get together had made to do anything but sleep nervously. Divver’s new mother-in-law kissed him warmly, and said that now at last she really knew she was a mother, a remark that made him a little frightened until his wife said that all mothers felt bound to make it, and that it had no meaning whatever.


They enjoyed waiting for their respective leases to end, and when they took a new apartment they enjoyed fitting it out with their furniture, and boldly tossing out things that they would never have managed to get rid of alone. Divver was impressed, though he felt self-conscious, when his wife bought a reproduction of Rouault’s “Old King” and hung it in the living-room; she said it was like him.


At this time there was some talk about the “freedom” they were to allow each other. But freedom was the last thing Mrs. Divver was interested in (she already felt tired), and Max, who thought he ought to want it, became so domesticated, or demoralized, in the first year of marriage that by the time he did feel the need to come and go in a mature way, he couldn’t bring himself to the point of saying so, much less of doing it. His wife even began to urge him to enjoy freedom, but he insisted that he didn’t need any more than he had and would say so when he did.


The days of matching shame and respect were, of course, far away now; when they looked back on that predicament it seemed completely childish: “though no doubt it was necessary, for psychological reasons that we only now understand,” Max said. Mrs. Divver thankfully forgot all about it until, soon after she began urging her husband to go out more, the old problem came back—in a new form, but an equally honest and painful one. Mrs. Divver saw that although Max seemed to prefer staying in (he was reading a lot) to going out, he was growing moody. Even the hang-dog look of his student days was back. Mrs. Divver asked no questions at first, because she felt uneasy as to what he might reply, and she wanted to go on thinking that everything had been done for the best, carefully, if slowly, in the manner of educated, mature personalities who respect a union based on responsibility not restriction. But at last he was so depressed and silent that she had to press him to speak openly, which he did.


It seemed that now he was ashamed of having married her, because he was not doing enough for her, not making their relation more significant—not loving her enough, he admitted finally, hardly daring to look at her as he spoke. She replied, just as she had replied in their childish days, that she realized he was not an ordinary man, and that he had strong outside interests and inside reserves, that she didn’t want him to be any different because those were the things she loved him for, and that what she might lose in delicate attention she found was made up for her in his character and intelligence and the confidence she drew from his honesty. He didn’t seem to be encouraged by this reply; she even thought he felt that she had failed to understand what he was talking about. Soon, this problem became the most important part of their lives, and it was not long before the old routine was re-established; he confessing to more and more shame, she avowing more and more respect. Mrs. Divver felt it was a cruel fate that the maturity and honesty which had turned their courtship into marriage should now possibly turn their marriage into divorce.


But the marriage continued for another long year. During that time, Divver’s conscience grew so bad that his only relief was to sit beside his wife in the evenings and tell her in the fullest detail how inadequately he loved her. To put him at his ease, his wife used to sew or knit while he talked, until one day he confessed that it drove him half out of his mind to watch the needle going in and out with such tiny, precise stitches. So from then on, she just sat, only getting up now and then to make them both a drink.


Divver talked in an unrepressed way, frowning, rolling his eyes, waving his arms, splaying his fingers and walking up and down. He would begin in a general way, talking of his egotism and his inability to lose himself totally in her, and as the hours passed, he would go on to describe, say, the sudden, intense feeling for her that had come over him when he was in a bar yesterday or discussing a grave political turn with friends. This feeling, he would say, had encouraged him to think that love was really present—until he had taken it apart scrupulously and found it full of typical bourgeois deception and dishonesty. “I have only to think about it for twenty-four hours,” he would say, “and then it goes bad on me and I know it’s nothing to do with what I really feel about you.”


At first these confessions did the marriage good, because after the day’s last pin-head of dishonesty had been frankly exposed, discussed and painfully marked down for what it was worth as an obstruction to happiness, Divver became unquestioningly affectionate with his wife, as though love’s emptied batteries had been surreptitiously re-charged while he was driving the other way. In fact, there were enough such revivals to make him suspicious of them, and thereafter when one occurred he would soon convict it of fraud by contrasting it with the conclusions he had reached through objective analysis. He realized, he told his wife sadly, that these spurts of love were at bottom nothing but wish-fulfilment dreams, provoked by his subconscious desire to evade his undoubtable guilt.


Each of Divver’s confessions came from so deep inside him that when one had bloomed and Mrs. Divver had, as usual, plucked it by assuring him that his honesty was what she loved best in him, she was sure that he couldn’t possibly find one more thing to be ashamed of. But he always did, and, moreover, he was always passionately sure that his newest doubt was the most important doubt of all, beside which all the previous doubts he had told her about were trifles, a basic doubt fit to rank with the torments of the great religious philosophers. The worst of these came when he told her that for months he had been tortured by the need to tell her that he considered her stupid (yes, stupid, that was the word, there was no evading it!) and that all the other confessions he had made to her were, he now saw clearly, simply excuses for not frankly admitting this. He had been so horrified to think of the pain he would give her by speaking out, and by fear of the shame he would feel having done so, that he had led her astray with chatter about trifles. But now he realized that if their relationship were to be an honourable one, he must be truthful even about this. Then he begged her miserably to tell him frankly if at heart she believed that he was nothing but a dirty little worm.


She answered that he was justified in speaking up, and that she was the last person to imagine that she was intelligent; she might well be stupid. As to her opinion of him, she said that she had stated it again and again and that it was no different now: she loved him as he was and felt sure that things would be all right if only he could believe that he was not a worm. At this, the most aggrieved look she had ever seen came into his face; he turned red, stammered, and at last said, with an incredulous groan: “Do you really know what it means for me to call you stupid? Can you really, honestly, feel it?”


Mrs. Divver said no more at the time; but she must have been more hurt than she realized, because next time Divver begged her to state her honest opinion of him she found that she had collected a few complaints. Perhaps she also felt that mentioning them might be evidence of her not being so stupid after all. Divver seemed only too eager to hear them, but he was obviously disappointed when she told him that sometimes she felt he was lazy about the house and managed to be out of the way when there were chores to be done and people whom he disliked, to talk to. He explained, gently but a little contemptuously, as though she had convicted him of being a pickpocket when he was Jack-the-Ripper, that these defects were the least important symptoms of a character that was basically degenerate, wilfully destructive, and hog-tied by an infantile narcissism. At this, Mrs. Divver really did feel she was stupid, and said so, quite resentfully, and burst into tears. Divver began to console her at once, and at the same time plunged into terrible shame; they ended the evening more miserable than they had ever been before. But at least Mrs. Divver had made a start on the road to objective analysis, and from there on she grew bolder and even a little more subtle in telling Divver what she disliked about him, going so far as to invent items when necessary. She would state them only vaguely and hesitantly—as though she were tossing over a few limp bits of rubber, which Divver spent the rest of the evening blowing up into large, coloured, explosive balloons. For a while it seemed that there was now more balance in their relations, due to her having realized that intimacy depends upon co-operation, and two minds work better than one.


At this time, in a sudden, helpless moment, Mrs. Divver made the silly mistake of telling a woman friend a little of what was wrong. The friend repeated it to her husband, who became indignant and passed it on to another couple, who also became indignant and felt it was their duty to tip off one or two other couples who liked Divver. At last it reached someone who felt angry and dutiful enough to reproach Divver for treating his wife like a slop-pail. Divver came home not only in the depths of shame but more torn in his vanity than ever before. He told his wife how terrible he had felt when he realized what he had been doing to her: “Yippy was dead right to tell me,” he said, “and I know he must have gone through hell wondering if he should or not: Yippy’s got guts. But why didn’t you tell me? Why did you just let me go on?” They both felt terribly ashamed, and Divver swore that he would never burden her in that way again, and made her swear that she would stop him instantly if he began.


Mrs. Divver took courage from the quiet that fell on the apartment, until she found that her husband could speak as forbiddingly with his eyes, his neck, his shoulders, his leg muscles, as with his tongue: when he lay in bed asleep his joints cracked like the muskets of a firing squad. His rejection of normal speech soon became so nerve-racking that his wife told him that she didn’t expect him never to tell her anything at all. But at first he kept stubbornly to his promise, and Mrs. Divver had a hard time convincing him that his resolution was agony to her. When at last he returned to plain speaking, she found that he was no longer upset by her stupidity or his own mental degeneracy. On the contrary, he was now convinced, after weeks of silence which had given him a chance to sift things to the bottom, that he had ruined her mental equilibrium by not having given her proper physical satisfaction. From now on, he assured her, setting his jaw, their love-life would be different, and he would see to it that she lacked no attention that would help towards complete sexual fulfilment. Mrs. Divver turned white, and replied that she liked him as he was: but he was firm, and pushed the new project ahead with the same blunt integrity that he had given to their minds and psyches. At first he was contented by the simplest assurances on her part as to the extent of his success, but gradually his doubts returned and he was impelled to question her more and more scrupulously as to the degree and nature of her satisfaction. He also admitted that he had painful doubts as to whether he would ever really be able to do his sexual duty by her, and his efforts to prove that he could made her so uncomfortable that she began to have headaches, which she attributed to a family tendency to migraine. But although Divver was only twenty-five, he was already too well educated to be convinced by such a fairy-tale, and he soon began to say that he had failed as a bedmate just as he had failed as a helpmate. They began to sleep in separate rooms, but it was six months before he managed to tell her that it was now clear to him that they couldn’t remain together and that he had already ruined the best years of her life and could not bear the thought of ruining any more. He added, a few days later, that he had known this for the past year, and that all the burdens he had laid on her and the efforts he had made to make her sexually well-rounded had been merely efforts to escape from admitting the truth. Mrs. Divver answered that he had always been honest with her, but that if he felt that even honesty had failed there was nothing left but to go their own ways. They agreed that the real tragedy of the matter was that it had taken them some years to realize the fruitlessness of their being together at all—to which Divver added, one day while he was packing, that it now seemed clear to him that subconsciously he had wanted their relationship to end in tragedy ever since he first knew her.


Mrs. Divver only saw Max once more. Five months after they had separated, he came around and rang her bell. From his look she knew that he had something on his mind. After a few preliminaries he came to the point: he had met another woman whom he liked very much, but he simply could not, he said, see the last of Mrs. Divver without admitting something that had been preying on his mind ever since the marriage ended. It had to do with his conscience—or rather, and this was the whole trouble, it had not to do with his conscience. During the last weeks of their marriage, he explained, he had given the impression that he suffered from a bad conscience at the thought of leaving her. But on analysing this feeling in the past weeks he had realized that at heart he didn’t really care about how painful she found their separation; he didn’t really suffer at all on her account. What he had thought was a bad conscience had been really a cowardly fear of what people might say when they knew he had left her.


She answered that the distinction between conscience and cowardice didn’t seem to make much difference, since the marriage was over anyway. But he insisted—perhaps she hadn’t understood exactly, he said—that there was all the difference in the world: he was trying to tell her that he left her without an atom of regret, and, in fact, at this very moment felt no regret, although he did still feel scared when he met their friends. At this point she vaguely suspected that the object of his visit was to make himself so despicable a character in relation to her that he could feel like a reformed character in relation to the other woman. This was more than she could bear, so she merely said, with a hint of spite, that she was afraid she was too stupid to understand what he was talking about. She then asked him to leave, pretending that she was expecting a lover in a few minutes. Her next husband was an affable man who worked for a firm of distillers and took only normal interest in honesty; the firmness of their marriage was due to the respect he had for his wife, which was based on the fact that her first husband had been an intellectual.


*


Once free of his first marriage, Divver was ready to make a start in life. Science and marriage, he felt, had combined to teach him the nature of mental and physical responsibility: the lessons had been painful, but so was all growth into maturity. What remained now was to broaden his scope, to learn to apply his experience in a wider field, to stop being dependent on an allowance from his provincial father. The following summer he took a vacation-cruise to Italy. It was his first professional venture, because although he paid his own way, the kindly liberal editor of Mrs. Morgan’s weekly had promised to try and use any reports on Fascism that Divver might write. “Of course you’re untrained,” said the editor honestly, “but often that kind of freshness receives impressions that we old-timers can’t register any more.” When the boat left New York harbour, for the first time in his life Divver experienced that piercing sense of freedom that penetrates Americans when they watch the Statue of Liberty fade from sight. In Divver’s case it also seemed like a sign from Heaven that his maturity must be devoted to foreign affairs—the kind of feeling St. Boniface had when he left his native Devonshire to Christianize the Germans.


During his first week abroad Divver never ceased to be astonished by the conjunction of himself and Italy. The first time he entered a café and observed two men chatting over coffee, he was swept by a sense of the miraculous. It seemed astonishing, when he came to think of it, that these men actually should be Italians, natives of this land; that the language they were speaking was their natural mother-tongue; that they knew no way to behave, to be, other than their way; that they found it absolutely natural to be Italians, and never found it surprising that there should be a country named Italy. After wondering over this for a day or so, Divver went to work in a determined way. First, he did something that seemed a little ridiculous even to himself: he wrote a dignified note to Mussolini, requesting an interview. Then he walked the streets of Rome with a notebook in which he put down any unusual forms that caught his eye; there were a great many. He was shocked by the immoral libretto of the opera he saw, for instance; partly, no doubt, because he was going through the stage of rigid puritanism common to men who have just abandoned their wives. But he knew that these jottings were not enough to make articles, and he also had a shrewd idea that if he were to justify his freshness he must be receptive to more significant things. Soon his notes reflected his deeper penetration:


“Evidence of strain visible in faces of people. How this strain differs from ordinary people’s strains (in democracy): another kind of strain altogether: democratic worker, even bourgeois, shows strain essentially of domestic, immediate  kind (result possibly overwork, no work, marital problems, etc.): under Fascism totally different: strain reflects desperation (i.e., lack of hope) regarding entire set-up, shot through with centuries historical pessimism—Italians never had a chance. But warn that if U.S.A. continues in reactionary path, no reason why they too won’t express similar strain in visages as years pass.


“Compare Des Moines soda-jerker (Billy, at Werthheim’s? or Frank?) with pizzeria man on Via Romana. What is Billy’s faith? On surface, none—because need not show on surface, i.e., underneath more genuine (NB). State nature, why. (Frank better, probably.)


“Thanksgiving with the Lukes.


“How must woman react to Fascist husband? Suggest how life turned upside down, distortion of values, etc. Nature of man (and woman) not a fixed thing; at mercy of historical framework. Describe everyday life in everyday Fascist home—find one—(where husband a party member—find?) start article with this.


“Children never problems, only parents—ergo, under Fascism child doomed become problem-child. Explain why. Also, marriage never a problem, only system that governs it.


“No such thing as man.


“Man only an attitude (of the State).


“Story of Signor Troiano and bath business. What it suggests in broader sense. On surface merely comical, dig to the roots find it tragic. Troiano always polite, friendly, financially honest, but this due to fact of state suppression of natural instincts (normal and abnormal) not result of training in objectivity, social analysis, etc.


“Love of rich pastry. Indicative? Consider.


“Nature of Opera (describe evening). Opera composer views life from standpoint at odds with history. Knows work is artificial, ludicrous, does not care, or cannot help self. No opera in democracies—wrong to assume this due only to lack of musical power. Opera irresponsible—forced to be so, since sole function is to distract, gloss over unpleasantness. Opera gives frank delusion of world—nevertheless pretends it is the world (opera houses built to resemble globe—democratic theatre square—hypocrisy, of course, but still, closer to reality than globe). Italian sees self magnified, like tenor, irresponsible, knows it is all a fake, but pressure too much. This does not mean all opera wrong, could be right. Describe hysteria of audience. Soviet love of ballet quite different—freedom of movement, jumping, aspiring, etc. Probably otherwise under Czar.


“Hard to tell prostitutes from ordinary women in Rome. Does not mean prostitute’s life easier now, means ordinary women’s life harder.


“Opera is not folk-music.”


Divver had filled pages with these notes and was trying to picture the kind of article in which there would be room for all of them when he was awarded the finest bit of luck of his career. He returned to his hotel one noon, tired after a conducted tour of the Vatican, to find the hotel employees intensely excited and staring at him with peculiar admiration. He was handed a large white envelope, which had just been left at the desk by a uniformed State Messenger and contained a highly impressive card, topped by gilt fasces, requesting him to appear for his interview at three o’clock, entering by such-and-such a door in such-and-such a wing of a particular building. Immediately, he fell into a shocking state of weakness; his legs quivered, his heart flew into hysterical drumming, he turned as white as paper. In his room he drank two stiff slugs of cognac, looked ecstatically at the ceiling and praised God, fell on the bed, got up again at once, walked round and round the room, kept burning his fingers with cigarettes, stared at the view of the city from his window and felt it was his sole property, spoke aloud snatches of his imagined discourse with Mussolini, feebly tried to note down the questions he would ask.


At this point a frightful panic came over him: he had no idea what questions to ask. It appalled him to picture himself sitting in a chair opposite so important a man and having absolutely nothing to say: for the moment, he completely forgot that Mussolini was the creature he most detested in the world, and when he recalled this fact he felt more horrified than ever, because the only questions that could be put to such a creature were of so insulting a kind that Divver’s sense of politeness was shocked by them. He turned the pages of his notebook, but could not find in them a single point that had anything to do with the approaching situation. He tried to recall interesting points in articles that had appeared in Mrs. Morgan’s Forward: it was as though the articles had never been wrtten. By the time he had washed and shaved for the second time, the truth was before his eyes: he knew that the only thing he knew was that he vigorously disapproved of Mussolini. If he said so, and Mussolini asked why—what would he answer? And what in God’s name would he do if Mussolini began to question him? It would not be too bad if Mussolini asked him to define the nature of man, but what if he preferred to stick, say, to trade statistics, or Italian history, or asked for Divver’s detailed arguments on some political point?


Divver found a cab, which drove him to his destination in half a second; he produced his card and was instantly shown into a small empty room without a chair: it was like a cell, and he spent a half-hour in it, praying to God, wishing he had never been born, and groaning to himself until he wanted to burst into tears. He took one glimpse at his twenty-six years of life and they looked as bare and senseless as his notebooks—which he had forgotten to bring. He also had no handkerchief, and he was afraid to smoke. Then an official led him down an immense corridor, decorated with indecent murals, and left him at a doorway with an old gentleman in a splendid uniform, who examined Divver’s card and bowed politely. Then he suddenly unbent and whispered kindly to Divver in excellent English: “You have nothing to be afraid of. Il Duce will not devour you.” He then ushered Divver into a large waiting room, full of people.


But the old gentleman’s remark had struck Divver to the heart. Instead of confidence, he felt shame at having so conducted himself that his cowardice and ignorance had been visible to a stranger, and an undemocratic stranger at that: he began to tremble with resentment. He felt more ridiculous and furious when he saw that his grandiose picture of a tête-à-tête was nonsense: a door had opened at the other end of the room and the fifty odd people, most of them looking shoddy as scarecrows, were filing through it. Divver was almost the last man through: he found himself in the rear of four ranks of reporters, who whispered in any language but English. A thick red cord held the ranks into the back part of the room, which looked like a long office and had a large desk at the opposite end, where a secretary in a morning-coat was doodling on a pad with a gold fountain pen, to make sure the ink was running. There was no sign of Mussolini; all the windows were closed; a hot sun poured on to the lemon parquet floor and bounced off it into the reporters’ eyes.


Divver stood there, cramped and uncomfortable, for a long time. He wavered between anger and misery. He wished he had never left his wife; he thought of how wonderful women were, really. He wondered what an earth he was doing in this ridiculous country and why he had ever gone to New York in the first place; above all, he was overcome by the belief that not one thing he had ever learned had any meaning whatever. I’m a fool, an imbecile, a moron, he kept saying to himself: the sweat began to run down his trousers: I am like someone in an opera. This thought was the cruellest of all; he swayed against the man beside him, who without any hesitation placed the flat of his hand against Divver’s ribs and sharply pushed him upright again. Divver said, “Hey, you!” gruffly, and smacked away the man’s hand with his fist. At once, with a noise like a barrage of airguns, the fifty seedy reporters turned in Divver’s direction and hissed. One man fell half over the red cord and was pushed up again by a uniformed attendant; the distant secretary stared in amazement, arching his neck like a giraffe. “No!” said Divver, addressing everyone. The attendant—a big man with huge moustaches—at once turned in Divver’s direction; his eyes flashed, he singled Divver out instantly and began to climb over the cord toward him. At that moment the door behind the desk opened. In came two soldiers in green uniforms who stood one on each side of the desk. Then Mussolini, dressed in black, entered the room, gave a friendly nod in the direction of the reporters and sat down to the desk, where he too at once began to doodle with the golden fountain-pen.


The secretary began reading in a sonorous voice from a long scroll of paper. Divver was annoyed to find that he read in Italian. But he had hardly had time to resent this when he felt his arm grasped, and saw to his astonishment that an usher was on either side of him and that the reporters had somehow managed so to squeeze themselves together that Divver was no longer part of the cosy crowd. The man who had grasped his wrist was the ferocious attendant, who now, without uttering a word, glowered at Divver from under a massive pair of eyebrows and vulgarly jerked a thumb toward the exit. The secretary read on; Mussolini rested his chin on his knuckles; there was no sound but the voice of the reader and the scratching of reporters’ pencils. The usher on Divver’s right began to nudge him with one elbow; then he leaned the whole side of his body against Divver, and heaved. Simultaneously the usher on the other side gripped Divver’s sleeve and pulled. The fierce attendant, who was now red in the face, began jerking his thumb so fast that it shot back and forth like a shuttle. Divver tried to pay no attention; he fixed his eyes firmly on Mussolini and strained every pound of his body to keep from being budged. Silly protests, such as: “I’ve paid my fare; I’ve a right to this seat.” “This is a free country,” and so on, snapped through his mind. He and the ushers and the attendant—who had now begun to push Divver in the stomach—all began to breathe heavily; little grunts were heard; Divver yielded a step; the three men pushed harder—and suddenly all four were whirling toward the door. “I will not go!” exclaimed Divver. “I was invited!” He felt a hand over his mouth; he became furious; as the door opened he was twirled around like a top and his last glimpse of the room included the black-coated figure at the desk, who was looking vexed. “You too!” shouted Divver, managing to shake one fist. Then he was shot into the waiting-room.


Here, three policemen appeared, and Divver was led into another room, where a wall-eyed man slapped his pockets and nipped the seams of his jacket. Divver’s trouser cuffs were turned down and found to be full of grey fluff, and bird-seed that had fallen there when he fed the pigeons outside the Vatican. His passport and wallet were examined, and after some conference Divver was asked to wait quietly for half an hour, which he did, since there was nothing else to do. Then he was escorted to the railroad station in a sedan with smoked windows and put on the train to Genoa. Just before the train pulled out a man appeared at the compartment with Divver’s suitcases, which had been beautifully packed, as by a valet, and even contained things which were not Divver’s but the hotel’s. The notebook, with Divver’s reflections on man, was the only thing missing: presumably it was now being checked by a skilled translator. Two detectives, two soldiers of an Alpine regiment, and a policeman travelled with Divver to Genoa.


At Genoa, Divver was taken straight to the quay and put aboard a slow Italian fruit ship that was leaving for New York in a few hours. Everything had been done so quietly and efficiently that at first the only evidence to leak out of Italy was a photograph that an American camera reporter in Genoa managed to make as Divver was approaching the gangplank. Radioed to New York, this photograph gave merely the customary furry outlines of the figures involved: but in its true glory—as it reached America by fast boat a few days before Divver—it told a story that was heroic and tinged with bitterness for anyone who was predisposed so to read it. It showed four Italian policemen, with the degraded faces of hirelings, walking stiffly toward the gangplank; also walking, in the centre, was Divver, his head bent and a frowning, dogged expression on his face. Compared with the policemen’s, his clothes looked loose and untidy, but in a freeish sort of way; his walk was more an idealist’s trudge than a criminal’s slouch. Off to one side of the picture (this was specially admired) was an Italian match-seller—a fat old lady with a black, sequined shawl, who was looking at Divver with an expression that was pained and maternal, but otherwise vague enough to be interpreted in a variety of ways (“She is 2,000 years of history” was one comment). In the background was the Genoa customs-house, a Romanesque structure.


Divver knew nothing about the photograph until he reached New York. The trip on the old boat took two weeks, and for the first few days Divver was too seasick to talk even to himself. He spent the rest of the voyage in miserable humiliation. His week in Rome already stood out in his mind too clearly to be faced; he gnashed his teeth over what seemed to him now his juvenile antics. He could hardly bear to think of the things he had written in his notebook; he could only thank God that it had fallen into the hands of foreigners. Wherever he was, alone in his cabin or walking the little deck, he blushed to his ears when he thought of how dreadful it would be if any of his friends should get wind of what had happened. Even at school, he had never put himself into the childish position of having to be ejected for silliness. What must the reporters have thought? What must Mussolini have thought? What would the sneering youths of his college days think? How would he explain his returning after only a week abroad? One thing, he decided, was certain: he could never again face the editor who had trusted him so generously and believed in his future as a thoughtful man. From there, Divver’s thoughts flew in all directions: since it was a mistake for him ever to have been educated, he would not even stop over in New York, but would go straight home and settle down quietly in his native suburb, and devote his life to the simplest forms of social help, as a doctor, a fruit-grower, or a labourer on the railroad; anything crude through which he might achieve wisdom without the risk of ridicule. Then, halfway across the Atlantic, the obvious course suddenly became apparent: he would become a schoolteacher.


At New York harbour, the skyscrapers awaited him like Supreme Court judges. Divver was shakily packing away his razor and toothbrush, and sighing as he gave a last look around the dirty little cabin, when his shoulder was tapped and a smiling young man appeared at his side. Next moment, there was a rumbling noise down the passage and a lot of other men, panting, appeared, all of whom shook Divver’s hand and gave quick winks and twitched the corners of their mouths, as though they appreciated a secret. One of them said: “Let’s get him out of here—can’t do a damn thing in this mousetrap.”


They removed Divver to the deck, where they noted down his age, place of birth, name of father, profession of father, profession of Divver, etc., just as though they were obtaining a vault in a good cemetery for him. “Did any of your forbears fight in the Revolution?” one of them asked, and Divver was able to recall a corporal on his mother’s side, who seemed to be just what the reporters had expected. “Our man in Rome, Mr. Divver,” said another reporter, “an Italian, tells us you called the old duck a ‘toot.’ What is a toot, Mr. Divver?” Divver said he didn’t know. “Something like a coot, eh?” said the man, and when Divver gave a pale smile everybody laughed and wrote down: “called M. a coot,” and Divver received friendly nudges and had his arm pinched above the elbow. He noticed that the more embarrassed he became, the more fidgety as to the accuracy of the growing story, the more frequent and friendly the nudges and pinches became; this heartened him a little because he had pictured such a bare future for himself, but it frightened him too. When he was asked: “Could you sum up your feelings about democracy in a few words?” he felt so conscience-stricken that he replied frankly: “A few words is just about all I know”—at which the reporters all relapsed into intense silence and their faces jellied into something like maternal ecstasy. Some flash bulbs went off and a halo circled Divver’s head. Then suddenly they all ran away and jumped overboard.


Only a few newspapers could resist mentioning Divver’s escapade in their editorials. Only a few Catholic ones considered it disgraceful—“an example of the way in which friendly relations with a sister nation may be acutely damaged. International affairs is the province of the State Department, which is an organization established expressly to the end of furthering Christian amity while preserving American security. In its capacity, the State Department is answerable to Congress, and thus to the whole people. When an individual assumes to this high duty, he places himself not, as he may think, in opposition to foreign ‘autocracy,’ but in opposition to the democratic expression of his own people. A young man, old enough to know better but with his head filled with the fluff of street-corner radicalism, takes it into his mind to usurp his Government’s functions. With this end in view, he buys a ticket to a friendly nation, of whose regime he happens not to approve, and in the hypocritical disguise of unprejudiced reporter requests an interview with the chief of State. Granted this rare and generous privilege, he behaves in much the same way as his young predecessor behaved at Sarajevo. He gives the Communist salute, screams insults and incites violence. Then he returns to his own country presumably glorying in his cheap exploit. But Mr. Divver will have a rude awakening. He will find that the American people have nothing but contempt for hotheads who wilfully smear their national reputation in the name of freedom of the press.”


But this was not the common feeling at all. Divver received letters containing proposals of marriage, and a number of proposals from lecture agents and progressive Protestant ministers, as well as letters of congratulation from screwballs who wanted Divver to invest money in a new device. Even conservative newspapers found it hard not to be proud of him: they only referred to the affair in a shortish editorial paragraph, and were careful to start by saying that this sort of thing attracted the wrong kind of attention and did no good; but they concluded by stressing Divver’s mid-Western origin, and remarking that there was in those parts a certain spirit to which all autocracy was abominable. Most astonishing to Divver was the reaction of his liberal editor. This impressive man greeting Divver with a broad smile, and suggested, with a worried chuckle, that Divver had already signed up with some syndicate to write about his experience for millions of dollars. When Divver said no, he was only interested in writing for this particular magazine, the editor seemed about to kiss him. To this editor, Divver did his best to relieve his worried conscience: he said frankly that he had not planned the business beforehand; that he had been in a horrible state of fright; that frankly he had lost his head and had had very little notion of what he was doing. When the editor merely smiled and pinched him affectionately on the upper arm, like the reporters, Divver was surprised but encouraged: he felt (even more strongly than he had sometimes felt while confessing to his wife) how rewarding and right it is to tell the truth. So he boldly stripped himself even barer, and said that really and truly he believed it had been thoroughly childish, and he was ashamed of himself; at which the editor pinched him so tenderly that it hurt. Divver then took the final step and said, with gruff misery, that he was sure some kind of cheap vanity, a need to make himself noticed at all costs, had been at the bottom of it all. The editor seemed too affected by this admission to speak or pinch. At last he said: “If you are going to rate honesty as highly for the rest of your life as you rate it now, I predict for you a remarkable career—plenty of pretty awful pain, yes, but remarkable. Now let’s forget all that and go for lunch and talk about your piece.” At these words, Divver’s last gnawing worries dropped away: he had been right after all, he knew now; his life had not been the horror he had imagined it was on the voyage home; his marriage had not been ruined by his own subconscious; his trip to Italy had been the way in which the Forces had subtly chosen to confirm him in his beliefs: above all, there was now no need to become a schoolteacher. A month later, his first article, “Notes on a Roman Vista,” appeared in Forward; it was made up mostly of the jottings Divver was able to recall out of his notebooks, and the incompleteness of some of the remarks was explained, in a footnote, as being due to the fact that Mr. Divver’s records had been confiscated by the Italian dictatorship, and he himself held incommunicado for many hours. This was the only reference to Divver’s spectacular behaviour; dignity was the chord struck, and in the notes on contributors it was stated simply that Mr. Divver was a young student of Italian matters. This reserve made a good impression on Divver’s contemporaries, and six months later Divver was made an assistant-editor. It was also taken for granted that he should have first refusal, as book-reviewer, of most books relating to Italian politics, economy, and art. He never abused this privilege, and in consequence became well-liked by his colleagues.


*


In the next twelve years of his career as a liberal journalist, Divver established himself in a role that suited his character and qualifications. He knew his limitations, and was careful not to do away with them. He was a wheelhorse, a reader of anthologies, the sort of dog who can always retrieve a shot bird even though he has very little nose for a live one. His name was displayed on the cover of Mrs. Morgan’s magazine when he had an article inside, but he would never have been called upon—as one of his friends, who shared Divver’s interest in science, had been—to supply explanatory psychological footnotes to The Brothers Karamazov. His views were not original, except in the field of military strategy and logistics. He knew how to plunge below the deceptive surface of things and sound the undercurrents. “Divver’s ability to grasp the intrinsic-plus quality of the given object,” wrote an admirer of one of his books, Europe’s Bleak House, “sets him apart from observers who are hypnotized by the ding an sich.”


His experience with the students at college had taught him caution; the success of his trip to Italy gave him confidence to have faith in modesty. Divver was hard-working, and the fact of having travelled abroad helped him to lose much of his gaucheness; he was also perfectly ready to answer letters and do other dull work, and to come into the office to finish a job when the rest of the staff had left for a week-end’s gardening. In his work and among friends he never lost his first sense of relief at finding that there was a place for him in intellectual circles. He deferred in a very humble manner to the men who pointed the way, even though their opinions often confused him. In such matters there were certain rules, which Divver learned. It was not right, he found, to be critical of certain rather stupid authors simply because they were lacking in intelligence; one had to bear in mind that they were not artists but honest men. Similarly, it was not right to punish certain undisputedly brilliant authors simply because they were lacking in political propriety; one had to bear in mind that they too were honest, as artists, and on the wrong side probably only as a result of some psychological blunder, for which their environment or one of their parents or genes was to blame. However, there was a certain vocabulary of terms, a more limited edition of those Divver had so feared as a student, which needed to be learned carefully, because to apply them meant death to the victim. No matter how enlightened the liberal critic might be, no matter how deeply he believed in the helplessness of the isolated human being in a world ruled by Forces, still he must sometimes, for instance, charge a man with being “not serious.” When Divver first heard this terrible phrase, applied to a religious poet, a cold shudder ran down his back, and he knew instinctively that the man would never raise his head again. To be considered “not serious” was soon Divver’s principal fear, and he did all he could to ensure his safety. Some of the best and most honest minds in his circle seemed to be quite without this fear; they were very relaxed, easy sort of men who smoked pipes and laughed freely: Divver envied the way in which they could kid a serious subject along in the most nonchalant prose and still give the impression that they were deadly serious. Divver would have liked to have been able to write like them, to combine the crumbs of the cracker-barrel with the essence of the most advanced thought, to write simultaneously in the languages of the common people and the refined, to express warm human sympathy without sacrificing intellectual integrity. Sometimes he tried to do so, but all that happened was that he felt he had nothing to say. So he was content to give his prose an air that was impeccably serious; he never cracked jokes, he was never flippant about important things; he just began at the beginning and went on to the end. In time his prose and his appearance became well-matched; when he was made a full editor he looked like a serious man. He held himself straight, and his well-built, husky figure was impressive; usually, he kept his thick eyebrows drawn firmly in a strong frown, and he looked straight ahead from under them as though he were permanently engaged in social analysis: he was. His big hands, which were covered with a coat of black hair, looked well against a blotter, or holding a white manuscript; a photograph of his second wife, Lily, stood in the far centre of the desk.


Outside of foreign affairs, Divver’s interest was still in science. He liked plastics, the cushioning of automobiles according to some new device, germ-theories, heredity, the nature of genius, cotton-pickers; in his home an electric clock was linked synchronously to the radio in such a way that it automatically switched on Divver’s favourite news-commentators. But these were only a small aspect of Divver’s interest in science; they were not the science which elevated him into the sense of high excitement that was the nearest he could come to poetry; they were not the science that so fascinated him by reason of being so unpredictable and personal. Divver’s chosen science was the highest form of self-punishment through guesswork; an art that turned a general hypothesis into a personal shame. He had no scientific interest at all in such tangible things as the human brain and hand, but he was deeply concerned with the motives which impelled the hand; and with the psyche which, he believed, was actually divisible into a number of semi-detached, communicating residences, so that it resembled the chart that had been used in grade school to teach him the geography of a section of the United States coastline. This chart had portrayed various land-levels, in various shadings, starting submarinely, rising almost to sea level here and there, and emerging, like anti-climaxes, as the hills and valleys of his native land. This world, as a whole, Divver referred to, as one might to a favourite dog, as “my ego.” Other people’s egos, he might feel were beyond praise or blame because they were victims of the Forces, but he fed, watched, praised and blamed his own ego with absorption, and rightly took for granted that all his friends had something like it on the end of a chain—as though there were at least two of each of them on display, and more, invisible, underneath. Often, he would talk as though psyches were little houses out of which figures popped to tell the weather: “Last night Jake’s masculine ego came out,” he would say, of a quarrel, and: “Her ego is built on oral optimism”—envisaging the emergence of detached, irresponsible lips. He had learned that the tendencies of perverts and maniacs are present in the best of people; but instead of concluding from this that it would be abnormal to be totally lacking in such tendencies, he believed that there was no real difference between having a trace of an abnormality and being in the throes of it—in fact, the only difference was that to have it badly was likely to be more honest than to have it slightly. By the time he was thirty he had learned to speak quite naturally of a feeling of hesitation as “schizophrenia,” of resentment as “paranoia,” or “a bit of paranoia,” and he knew that personal opinions were usually “resistance” to honest. He also knew that it was wicked and wilful to forget a face or a ’phone-number; that if he said “dog” when he meant to say “God,” he must chuckle, and quietly knock on Freud; that the greater the innocence, the greater the viciousness; that it is honest to rape an old woman but perverse to help her over a stile.


In other walks of life science had much the same special meaning for Divver—science was what you feared to admit, not what you could prove to be true. Divver took for granted that conduct is always suspect, and fantasy always scientific; that the greater the contrast between doing and dreaming, the greater the personal dishonesty, but that not to dream was most dishonest of all.


Divver would have denied how much misery he derived from science; he believed that education had been his salvation; there was no knowing, he often thought, what frightful mistakes he might have made in his career without science to guide him. For one thing, science had given him a vocabulary of symbols, metaphors and similes that gave point to every line he wrote. Old-fashioned writers made-do with hackneyed warnings in the form of striking clocks, gathering stormclouds, jugular veins, termites, copperheads, wormwood, gall, Frankenstein, Leviathan, Juggernaut, bastions and dykes. But Divver’s imagery, which he applied without distinction to persons, or nations, or corporations, made his articles look like an up-to-date laboratory manned by all types of psychotic workmen. Sometimes he used his imagery so freely in the body of an article, that when the time came to sum up, his final conclusions sounded lame: “Congress may consider either or both of these imperatives. But it cannot merely twiddle its thumbs”; “One morning Senor Branco will awake to find that the train has gone.”


Although Divver believed in the omnipotence of Forces, he was equally faithful to the hope that somewhere, in a town he had never heard of, in a street he had never walked, in a top room he had never entered, he would find a great man who had succeeded in denying them. It was a source of shame to him that if he was let down really painfully by objects of his admiration, he became incapable of judging them in the calm scientific terms applicable to neurotics, and invariably fell back on irrational obscenities. He was a pugnacious man, and at such times he sometimes picked a fist-fight with someone, and felt a good deal better for it: it had always been a great help to him, though he never said so, to find that his most intellectual, anti-war friends looked on physical violence as a virtuous form of expression, the only natural and respectable outlet left, since sex had turned out to be chiefly a rational exercise of the super-ego. But when Divver’s disillusion was serious, not even fighting could help him, and he would miserably pick over his failures with previous heroes—the brave Negro trade-unionist whose fare to New York he had paid, and who turned out to be a wicked snob; the refugee with terrible stories to tell, who simply ended up as a bore; the talented girl whom Divver dreamed of making the first woman-President of the United States, or his third wife, or both, and who turned out to be just another masculine type. In these moments, he would have a horrifying fear that anybody who was capable of becoming his friend was bound to be a contemptible character, that he was doomed to despise anyone who liked him. He would also recall the sins of his youth: the fact that he had considered Jews a low type of persons; that the faces of tyrants had always impressed him; that the man in the street was just a mob. When he was depressed, he feared that he still believed these things, and that he would be discovered. He would dream of a group of simple but advanced people sitting around a plain table in a hut: one of them would say: “I’m afraid Max Divver cannot be counted as a serious man”—and Divver would wake up feeling that it must be true. Occasionally he was able to cheer himself up with a remark that put him back on a sound footing by giving him a strong classification: “I guess I’m nothing but a manic-depressive,” he would say to himself, and feel greatly relieved. At other times, he simply couldn’t think of a single scientific word that really seemed to be related to the brutal, commonplace course of everyday life. Sometimes his self-contempt was so strong that he needed a visit to Europe to bring back his self-confidence.


He was helped by such visits because to find a hero one must first define evil, and Divver believed that evil in its basic form was exclusively European. He knew that it was wicked to think like this, and in his editorials he was harsh with people who did: such a point of view, he said, was chauvinistic and immature. Nonetheless, Divver could imagine real evil trickling into America only as a harbour official imagines the tricky entry of an undesirable alien. But unfortunately he also felt sometimes that by hogging all the evil, like old masters, Europeans made their lives unfairly exciting. When he met the officials of foreign chancelleries, and when he looked at the careers of expatriate artists and ambassadors, he sometimes was very disappointed by the drabness of his native land. And here, too, was one of the most absorbing puzzles of his life: when Americans went abroad they were simple, straightforward people; when they stayed abroad they became cynical climbers. A man who had spoken contemptuously of knee-breeches in New York harbour, was soon photographed smiling at the Pope, or lounging in a punt on the Thames with the daughters of a titled brewer. A man who had painted tall corn since puberty was found in the studio of a Parisian abstractionist. A new Secretary of State, who had never even stirred from home and had harried his predecessor with demands for a “genuinely American” foreign policy, soon began arranging trade-treaties with the most contemptible foreign elements. This sort of apostasy struck Divver with special shame—because it reminded him of himself. He, too, was unable to resist the colour and brilliance of the European opera, any more than he could resist the glamour of a full-blown psychosis. Whole chapters of his books were given over to the richest details of ornate banquets, Foreign Office interiors, interviews with peers, cardinals, pro-consuls, academicians, visits to country houses, symbolical weather conditions. But Divver always made clear that these glamorous accounts were included simply as an overture to honest indignation of the kind that had caused his work to be known as “fearless” and “cuts to the bone.” “As I sat sipping Turkish coffee in this luxurious home,” he would write, “I thought of how many centuries of exploitation had gone into its making. I thought of the man I had seen barely an hour earlier, pushing his junk cart toward an East End market, one in whom I had detected a natural, open vitality and generosity of feeling which was certainly not visible in those who now surrounded me. I also thought of Garibaldi, and of Lincoln, in whose faces, when I recalled them at this moment, I recognized that self-same mark of … etc., etc.” In his books there were also pages devoted to the life of the underprivileged; but these were usually more sketchy, because such common people were the ground on which Divver planted his feet in order to see what went on above his head, and he had no wish to break up with analysis what he found so stable as a mass. He also found it easier to enter palaces than cottages, and so his writing about cottagers was based mainly on hand-outs from trustworthy sources, short trips through depressed areas, remarks overheard in bars and buses, and humane conclusions evoked by the sight of a farmhand covered with manure.


*


Early one Saturday morning, in May, 1939, Divver realized that the pain in his left ear was a growing boil. The sun edged in through slits in the closed venetian blinds and shaped itself on the bedroom floor in powdery markings, bringing a dim light into the room. Lily was still asleep; Divver heard the morning paper flop outside the hall door; in the next room Home On The Range was being sung in a subdued but querulous soprano, his son Arthur’s warning that worse would come if he were deprived of many more minutes of another glorious day. Divver propped himself against the bedhead with two pillows, easing himself up with the heavy breathing and muted grunting of a man who is determined that no matter how great his agony, his wife shall get her full sleep. He held his head gingerly on one side, brushed his throbbing ear gently with four fingers, and finally delicately inserted his crooked little finger and probed into his ear-hole, edging in further and further, his features expressing excruciating wariness. Soon, a stab of pain rewarded him; Divver gave a sharp hiss, and, his guess that he was in pain being now confirmed, let his face rise into ridges of suffering, while a muted whistle came from his lips. His wife responded with a faint bleat; her smooth black eyebrows started to meet in a frown; then they drifted apart again, and with a little sigh Lily continued to sleep.


For some seconds Divver remained still, his head bent, his eyes half-closed in discomfort. Then, with intense caution, and side-glances at his sleeping wife, he began to manœuvre his right arm, working it free of the covers inch by inch, wincing at the rustling, until the whole limb was exposed in its sleeve of maroon silk. The free hand advanced nervously on a package of cigarettes; Divver’s breathing became stertorous; cigarettes and matches came together with the noise of blown leaves; a match was struck after three or four vain strikes, each of which made the bed hop; the flame flared up with a hiss, and Lily bleated again and again returned to sleep.


Silent as an Indian scout, Art appeared in the open doorway. He looked at his father with sharp interest and made a hopeful grimace. Divver responded with a fearful frown and expansion of the nostrils, jerking his head forcefully in the direction of Art’s mother. Art at once replied with a whole series of contortions, which any trained parent could interpret as suggesting that he might sit on Divver’s side of the bed without saying a single word or moving the least little muscle; to which Divver replied with his own series of facial twitches; which set the whole bed trembling. Art disappeared, giving the door jamb a loud slap as he passed.


Phlegm made its way into Divver’s throat; after ignoring it for a moment he made two or three throaty ejaculations which emerged in a rattle. With great caution he scratched his right shin, which was suddenly ticklish. Again Art appeared in the doorway, this time holding up a box of some mechanical outfit, which jingled. Divver shook his head fiercely. Art disappeared again. In a few minutes, Home On The Range drifted back into the bedroom, sung this time with more expression. Better to get it out of the way for good and all, Divver decided, and cleared his throat raucously. Lily opened her eyes. “Go back to sleep, honey,” said Divver in a low voice, patting her shoulder: but Lily had already done so.


Divver touched his ear again. Placing his index finger on the top of the ear and his thumb under the lobe he cautiously pinched the ends together until the ear resembled a sweet-pea. A loud drumming noise now rang in the cavity, accompanied by a high singing, and a nervous throbbing pain that appeared to be directed into the very heart of the brain. Divver hissed again, and nervously looked down at Lily: her morning face was so soft and full that he could scarcely believe that at the very instant of waking it would take on a whole complexion of lines. When he examined the flesh on either side of her lips, the two grooves that normally ran from her nostrils almost to her jawbone in such a frightening way were visible only as delicate tracings: she looked positively girlish in a smooth, pink way, and her flesh appeared to be as rich and sleek as a good leg of lamb. Divver felt, half-way down the bed, a stirring and knotting of his muscles and insides; he looked crossly at the centre of the quilt and pressed out his cigarette; soon his boil gave him a sharp stab, and he was able to reflect with some pride that if at this moment Lily were to wake, and to hold out her arms to him, as she had often done years ago, he would be obliged to shake his head. “I am sorry, dear. I have a boil.” “You have a what?” “I have a boil in my ear.” Divver hung his head dismally to one side; the boil throbbed louder than ever, and the bedside clock ticked away the minutes in its usual pointless way. About time she woke up, thought Divver crossly.


Art reappeared. This time he carried a woolly animal which he held against his chest. Avoiding his father’s menacing eye as artlessly as a waiter avoids a patron’s, he stepped across the carpet and sat in a low chair beside the dresser. Here he held the animal at arm’s length and began to address it—without speaking, of course, but pursing his lips at it, wagging one finger warningly at its nose, suddenly projecting his chin and appearing to strike the animal sharply on the backside with his right hand. His father was not sure what to do; he eyed his son fiercely and tossed his head, but Art failed to notice: he made up his mind to ignore his son’s exhibitionism, but couldn’t resist glancing toward the animal from time to time. Noticing instantly that his father’s interest was aroused, Art looked at him with a winning smile and began a speechless, grimaceful explanation of the animal’s misconduct, stopping now and then to shake it savagely and threaten it with his bared teeth. He then looked hopefully at his father. Divver half-closed his eyes, to express pain. Art raised his eyebrows and patted his stomach questioningly. Divver replied by laying an open palm against his left ear. “Ts! Ts!” said Art. “Sshh!” said Divver. The bed shook.


A few minutes passed. Art dropped the animal suddenly and stared vacantly into space, his mouth open. Divver lay back on the pillows with his eyes closed, listening to the morning traffic and pressing a plump end of the top pillow against his ear. When he next opened his eyes, he saw that Art had opened the closet door and was toying with the ends of his mother’s skirts, pulling each hem towards him, studying the colour and fingering the material. “Art!” cried Divver in a high whisper. Art turned; Divver beckoned to him, and the little boy came over in a sulky slouch, tossing his body pettishly from the hips up. “Get me the newspaper, eh?” whispered Divver, stroking his hair and kissing him. “What’s wrong with your ear?” whispered Art. “Sshh! We mustn’t talk. It’s a boil.” “What’s a boil?” “Like that thing you had on your arm, but bigger.” “May I see?” “Don’t talk, will you? There’s nothing to see. Get me the paper, please.”


He heard Art wrestle with the handle of the hall door; there was the clang of a milk bottle rolling across the hallway, scraping sounds of pursuit, a loud slam, and the boy reappeared, walking at dead-slow pace, in deep study of the back page of the New York Times. “Go and play in the living-room,” whispered Divver, taking the paper and patting Art’s hand. “I’m hungry,” said Art. “It won’t be long now. Go and play in the living-room.”


Divver opened the newspaper, but after reading no more than a column he found the dim light unbearable. After a short struggle with his conscience he stretched his hand toward his bedside lamp and began to turn the switch with extreme slowness. Eventually there was a loud click; Divver winced and swore; the light poured over Lily’s face. “Don’t wake, honey!” cried Divver. “What d’you mean, don’t wake?” replied Lily, sitting up and breathing out a deep groan. “Did you get Art some breakfast?” she asked, pushing her hair back and staring at him with sticky eyes. “Well, no, I didn’t. As a matter of fact, I’m not feeling so hot.” “He must be starving … Art!” “I have a boil.” “You have a what?” “A boil in my ear.” “You must have drunk too much last night. Does it hurt?” “It’s pretty painful.” “Well, I guess I’d better fix Art his breakfast. God, I feel a wreck.” “I’ll get him his breakfast,” said Divver. “I thought you said you have a boil.” “I have a boil; it doesn’t mean I can’t squeeze an orange.” “Well, apparently you didn’t think of squeezing one before I woke up.” “Are we going to start the day like this?” “You can start it any way you please, so long as you’ll give me five minutes to fix your son’s breakfast.”


Lily took down an old bathrobe made of towelling, much the same colour as Art’s animal—on which she now stepped and jumped away from with a dismal cry. Art ran in from the living room and threw his arms around his mother’s waist. “Hello, honey,” said Lily in a feeble voice, patting his head and wearily drawing the belt of the bathrobe into a knot. “Max has got a boil,” said Art, looking up into her face proudly. “I know he has, Art, so don’t bother him too much, because boils hurt.” “I don’t think you have to give the child the impression that I’m at death’s door,” said Divver, looking up from the newspaper. “Come on, Artie,” said Lily, “and close the door and we’ll leave your father with his boil.”


O.K. said Divver, holding the newspaper in front of his face. If she wants it that way she can have it that way. If she wants to get up when I want her to sleep, O.K. If she wants to be crucified, let her be crucified. She can spend her day any way she wants; I’ll not say another word. He heard from the kitchen the sound of frying bacon fat and Lily telling Art to put his own plate and own cup and own saucer on his own table and bring up his own chair. Maybe I should go in and just say something, thought Divver, feeling conscience-stricken suddenly and picturing himself putting his arm round Lily’s waist and kissing her softly. He decided that there was no good reason why he should; it was nothing but a matter of his wanting to.


Art came, carrying a glass of orange juice at a steep angle. “Oh, thank you, Art, thank you very much,” said Divver with courtesy, patting Art’s head. He then called loudly: “Sweetheart, you shouldn’t have bothered, really.” Lily left the kitchen and came into the bedroom. “I didn’t hear what you said,” she said: “do you want something? I’m trying to fix Art’s breakfast.” “I just said you shouldn’t have bothered, dear,” said Divver, rather impatiently. “Oh,” said Lily, and led Art back to the kitchen. “I want you to eat by yourself,” Divver soon heard her telling Art, “I’m going to eat with your father and I’ve got things I have to talk to him about.” “But it’s Saturday.” “I know it’s Saturday, but you can’t expect to have everything the same always.”


Lily returned to the bedroom with a large tray. “I feel a louse, just lying here,” said Divver, taking his bacon and eggs. “Well, it’s silly not to eat if you can,” said Lily. “I guess I can eat, though this damn thing does hurt.” “They’re lousy things, I know,” said Lily. “Yes, they are: it’s not so much a sort of a sharp pain as the constant ache and not being able to find any position that helps.” “I remember my father getting them at least twice a year.” “I guess lots of people have them. I must be run down. I felt this coming on. I shouldn’t have stayed up talking last night. How about you?” “Well, not so hot. I somehow never seem to get my eight hours.” “Weren’t you in bed by eleven?” “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I slept. It was at least one before I dropped off, and then I had one of those nights where even though you sleep you’re not relaxed. When I woke up this morning I was just as tense as when I went to bed. Would you like a hot-water bag for your ear?” “That’s a swell idea, honey.” They kissed affectionately, but quickly, and Lily went out to the kitchen. “Are you through talking with Max?” said Art. “No,” said Lily, “I’ve only just started, so be a good boy and stay a while longer.” She returned to the bedroom and Art followed her in immediately. “I’m not going to do anything,” he said. “Well, sit on your own chair,” said Lily, “and don’t interrupt.” Art climbed on to the bed. Lily handed her husband the morning’s mail, which consisted of one letter from a press-clipping bureau.


Divver leaned his head sideways, the hot-water bag wedged between his ear and the pillow, and opened the envelope. Inside was a half-column review, from a newspaper in Christchurch, New Zealand, of Divver’s last book, now two years old. “Not so bad,” said Divver, reading the clipping and passing it to Lily. “Let me see,” said Art, crawling over his father’s body. “We’ll not read it now, Art,” said Lily, “we’ll wait.” She pushed the clipping under a wet saucer. “I’ve got to plan the day with your father…. I was going to go to Wanamaker’s; I guess that’s out, with your boil.” “I can mind Art,” said Divver, “though I don’t think I’ll take him out.” “Well, he needs to be taken out, but I don’t want to take him to Wanamaker’s, not on Saturday. But I’m taking him to Dr. Schweitzer this morning, anyway, so maybe he’ll not mind staying in this afternoon.” “D’you have to take him to Schweitzer?” “Yes, he has to have a Schick test.” “Oh, what for? I thought we were through with all that.” “No, this is the Schick test he has to take to make sure the last injection took. And after that comes the Dick test, to check if the Schick test took.” “If that doctor puts one of those stinky needles in me,” cried Art, making a pugilist’s face, “I’ll not let him: I’ll bite him, I’ll hit him, I’ll give him a good sock and knock him on the floor and kick him.” “Do you want to go in the next room, Artie?” said Lily: “No? All right then, keep quiet…. He’s got to have an injection in a few days, too.” “My God, I thought he’d had them all.” “He’s had diphtheria and whooping cough, but he’s never had anti-tetanus; he’s got to have that, and he’s got to have whooping cough.” “I thought you said he’d had whooping cough?” “So he has, but it wears off after a couple of years.” “Seems to me you could skip it.” “And have him have whooping cough?” “Well, you could take a chance. It’s not so bad, anyway. I had it when I was twelve; it never hurt me.” “It wouldn’t hurt you if Art had it either: you go to an office every day; but I’m the one who’d have to stay quarantined with Artie, or maybe you’d like a big hospital bill.” “I only mean, it seems going too far to have all these things done to him.” “O.K. if you want your son to have lock-jaw …” “Do I look like the sort of person who wants his son to have lock-jaw?” “Well, if you spent half the time you spend psychologizing …” “I never psychologize, as you call it; that’s one thing I believe one should never do.” “… If you spent half that time reading the statistics on infant mortality the way it was before they began injections, then maybe you’d find out why Dr. Schweitzer agrees with me.” “Mommy, I don’t have to go to that dirty old doctor. I won’t go. Those needles hurt; I hate the old fool.” “Oh, Art, keep quiet for two seconds, can’t you? And, anyway, I want Dr. Schweitzer to look at Art’s bladder. He still wets the bed, and five’s too old for that.” “I remember I went on wetting until I was ten.” “Maybe you did, but it was your mother who had to wash your sheets and hang the mattress out of the window every morning for ten years.” “I’m never going to wet any, any more, Mom. Only children do that.” “You’ve said that before Art, and I know you’ve tried, but now Dr. Schweitzer is going to look at the place the wet comes from.” “Lily, I guess I’ve said this before, but I bet anything there’s nothing wrong with the bladder. I do wish you’d do what I’ve suggested so often.” “You mean, just do nothing?” “It’s not just doing nothing; it’s a matter of deliberately not saying anything about it. We shouldn’t even speak of his bladder in front of him. After a month I bet he’d stop.” “O.K., then during that month you’ll wash his sheets before you go to the office?” “I shall be very glad to.” “Well, I’d rather trust Dr. Schweitzer to look at his bladder. I notice you don’t say that your boil’s psychological.” “It could very well be.” “Then why not analyse it so it bursts?” “Lily, you don’t imagine that the way you’re talking is serious, do you?” “I want to talk now, Mommy.” “That’s a fine idea, darling: come along and we’ll get dressed and go to Dr. Schweitzer for your bladder, and after I’ll take you to get those balloons.”


When Lily reappeared all the fleshy softness that had been in her face and body when she had worn night-clothes had quite disappeared: she was clamped, as by armour, in a close-fitting suit to which a hard round hat was the casque. Her face had petrified into the fearsome, pioneer resolution of unremitting housewifery. While Art, dressed in his best for the doctor, leaned against her haunch and waved one leg to and fro in a semicircle, Lily made a census of her handbag, her fingers speeding remorselessly through the contents, flicking aside keys, nickels, and twenty or thirty other oddments, until she seized on a piece of paper that had been savagely folded down to the proportions of a postage stamp. “Here’s the receipt for the linoleum,” she said, unfolding the stamp until it was a fair size, and handing it to Divver. “I don’t think anyone else will come.” “Am I to pay the bill?” “No, can’t you see it’s been paid? All I want to do is have him sign it.” “He has to sign it?” “That’s right.”


Lily put on her fur coat. “I’ll be back by noon, I’m sure,” she said. “Well, take it easy, don’t kill yourself.” “Well, it’s easy to say; “I’ve two days’ washing piled up in the kitchen.” “I only mean, don’t feel there’s any hurry on my account,” said Diver, graciously waving one arm. “Well, here we go,” said Lily, nudging Artie through the door and following close on his heels in a stumbling sway.


The hall-door snapped-to behind them; Divver was alone, but thousands of shivering, high-pitched concerts of sound appeared to be darting through the air, inaudible to the human ear but charged with frightful vitality; the sort of residual tension that might persist between work shifts in an abattoir. Divver crouched down in bed and pressed his ear against the hot-water bag; he cursed himself for having been so stupid as to have a boil; everything was going to be even more hellish than usual; neither he nor Lily would miss a single spiteful opening, and no man can defend himself against a backlog of dirty child’s clothes. Divver thought querulously of the wicked advantage women have over men in matters of illness. A husband has an ear, in which a boil forms in a frank, masculine way, the best he can do. What was this compared with the unbelievable collection of inter-communicating tubes and bags that wives succeeded in burying under the debonair surfaces of their bellies and keeping in a permanent snarl of disruptive heaving, shoving, expansion, contraction and over-all dismay—a condition for which they vindictively demanded the highest respect, as though insisting that everything had been sweet and clean until some husband stepped in and gummed it all up for the sake of his despicable pleasure. After long calculation that involved holding one set of numbers suspended in memory while hastily summing up a second set, and then dividing one set by the other, Divver reached the figure of fifty thousand dollars as the probable yearly income of Lily’s gynæcologist. He then reached about the same figure for Art’s pediatrician, by which time the pulse in his ear was drumming furiously, and it seemed that a dull knife was being pressed into his head.


Lily was the one who brought home the Digests and other literary trash that Divver was ashamed to be found reading and always read. Sitting up with a groan and pressing the warm bag to his ear, Divver read an article entitled “Are You Emotionally Rich?” The gist of this article was that even people who had an adequate bank balance went through life with a sense that they were missing something. When Divver had read it he answered the test-questions: “When you see a beautiful work of art such as Rembrandt’s Descent from The Cross or Grant Wood’s American Gothic, does your blood pressure rise appreciably, and are you conscious of goose-flesh or a tingling in the spine?” “Has the woman (or man) you say you love ever caused you to feel such joy or sorrow that you have been incapable of eating a meal?” “You say you are terribly affected by, say, the suffering of Europe’s refugees or the victims of the recent coal-mine disaster in Pennsylvania. But did either episode, or any similar one, make it impossible for you to get a good night’s sleep?” “If you saw a woman, a stranger to you, hysterically beating her child in a public thoroughfare, would you intervene?” “When you are faced with a difficult situation does the saliva withdraw from your oral cavity?” “You say you have been profoundly stirred by a political address or a beautiful poem, but does much emotional residue remain the next day, or even after a few hours of commonplace distraction?” Divver was always scrupulously honest in such tests, and all his replies were in the negative, except the one about the child-beating, against which he placed a question mark.


The man arrived with the linoleum, and Divver went to meet him, expressing the pain in his ear by walking with a limp. He obtained a thick black signature and let the man out. Standing alone in the centre of the living-room, wearing his heavy bathrobe and red Turkish slippers embroidered with hieroglyphics, his depression reached a new low and he fell into a fit of shivering. The room was thoroughly furnished, but in the stillness of his wife’s and child’s absence it was desolate. And yet each fitting and decoration had been chosen with care; and Divver recalled the conferences at which things had been squinted at subtly from various angles, as by witch doctors, and then placed where they belonged with so powerful an air of gravity and secret deftness that the room had been charged with tension. Divver remembered with what extraordinary excitement he and Lily had hugged each other when the radio-phonograph filled a vacant alcove so precisely that it left on either side a chink of no more than one millimeter. Lily had not been able to keep her eyes off it for days, and Divver had been so touched that he had come up behind her while she was waxing the cabinet and had pressed a French kiss on her lips, and murmured: “Honey, aren’t you my own soft tiny goose?” These excellent arrangements now seemed to suggest a funeral parlour: the most repellant objects were those whose convenience was most admirable, such as the glass and standard ash-trays set at ash-tapping distance from the couch and the chairs. There were pictures on the walls which Divver had not noticed for years; he now studied one of them intently and told himself that it was a work of art. The most frigid and hopeless aspect of the room was the bookshelf, with its six tiers of volumes arranged according to sizes and authors, with size taking precedence over author where necessary; new volumes were regularly added to this collection and thereafter were of interest only to visitors. The spaces between the dead spines were tastefully filled with occasional crockery, such as a glazed leopard in the act of springing, and a Japanese vase whose swollen sides held books in an erect position. We really ought to buy fresh flowers once a week, Divver thought; flowers make a big difference to a room; they make it more human.


He hurried back to bed, laying his head deep in the pillows and hunching his body together until he was warm again. If the boil became a tumour it would possibly penetrate his brain and he would die. He wondered who Lily would marry, and whether she and her husband would keep his belongings or give them to the Salvation Army. He thought they should be given to a refugee.


At this moment a picture of a European street came into his mind. It was a small Tyrolean street, with a limewashed hostel at the far end on which were painted two brown bears clutching opposite sides of a tree. The houses were varnished chalêts with balconies on every floor; on the walls of the balconies stood rows of pots filled with geraniums. Divver had barely dwelt on this vision before the side of a giant steamship came into view; smoke poured from the funnels, and all at once a tender was carrying him ashore and the skyline was marked with cranes and hoists. A porter asked Divver about his suitcases, and Divver followed him to the cabstand, smoking a cigarette. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Divver,” said a distinguished man, rising from his chair and shaking Divver’s hand: “I hope you’re going to tell me all the latest news from Washington.” “Well, there’s not much to tell,” Divver answered, pressing the bag harder against his ear, “except that there is increasing disillusionment as to the prospects of collective security.” “Do you have any views to express on this point, Mr. Divver?” “Well, specifically, I believe that the attitude of the United States is not likely to change unless the people are convinced that the European democracies do really intend to do something. The prevailing feeling is one of despair, even disgust, at the callous opportunism shown by Europe’s democratic leaders, who refuse to admit that the very structure of Western civilization stands at the brink of a catastrophic chasm. There is a stench of decadence in European democracy to which we Americans react with distaste. We see no reason why we should come to the aid of nations which appear to have no intention of aiding themselves. We see no reason why our young manhood’s blood should be shed to prop up a system that is fundamentally corrupt. We are an open-air nation, Lord Berkley, and though at times we may seem unsophisticated, we have nevertheless retained much of the farmer’s natural shrewdness, a certain indefinable spirit of respect for the man who hoes his own row and approaches problems openly, not from behind velvet curtains, in the conclaves of secret diplomacy.” “You’ll stay for lunch, Mr. Divver?” “I should be glad to do so, but unfortunately my state of health … a tumour from which I may not recover … perhaps only six months to live….”


Divver closed his eyes and slept.


He heard the click of the latch key, and a second later Lily’s and Art’s soprano voices were tearing through the apartment. They burst in on him, Art prancing ahead and screaming “Look, my balloons!” and hurling three huge red, yellow and purple objects into his father’s face; Lily gasping, her face tight with exhaustion, carrying two parcels in one hand and a large shopping-bag in the other. “Artie! Get off your father!” she cried, dropping the shopping bag and slapping Artie on the behind. There was a howl; Art rolled to the empty side of the bed, kicking violently, and turned up a face filled with outrage. “Now don’t say I hit you!” cried his mother. “You did hit me!” screamed Art, bursting into tears. “For Pete’s sake, I do that to you fifty times a day and you know it’s not hitting. Art, d’you want me to give you a real smack? Art, do you or don’t you? You’d better speak up fast, Art; I’m losing my patience. Artie! Do you hear me?” “Leave him to me, honey,” boomed Divver, “you go and lie down.” “Lie down! What do you mean, lie down?” “Art, Max wants to speak to you,” said Divver, ignoring Lily and speaking in the warm, controlled voice of booklet fatherhood. Art paid him no attention; he fixed his streaming eyes on his mother, who had suddenly become completely calm and remote, and, turning her back on her son, whom she appeared to have completely forgotten, was examining her expressionless face in the mirror and pulling and patting her blouse and suit into neatness. At this, Art burst into a desperate wail: “Mommy! Mom-my!” to which Lily paid no attention. “Artie, I want to tell you something,” said Divver, “something very easy that will make you feel better. I want you to listen to me, do you see? listen to me for just one minute.” “Mom-my!” screamed Art—this time with fear in his voice—and scrambling like an animal over his father’s body he hurled himself against his mother and clutched her skirt with both fists. “Mommy!” he screamed again. “Stop crying first,” said Lily very quietly, still looking straight into the mirror. Art beat her with his fists and went on screaming. Lily, her body rocking under the blows, took out a lipstick and peered closer into the mirror. Artie dropped his fists and leaned against her leg; he began to cry feebly. At once Lily laid aside the lipstick, bent down and put her arms around him. “Shall we find you your lunch?” she murmured. Artie nodded, pressing his head against her breast. “O.K. We’ll get your lunch.” She stood up and took him by the hand. They went off to the kitchen, Art shuffling and snuffling, Lily poised and dignified. “Stay in your chair and screw the top off your candy jar to eat after,” said Lily, “and I’ll get a handkerchief for your nose.” “I can’t unscrew it.” “Sure you can….. Blow…. Blow again….. Now hold up your face…. Now you’ve a clean face…. Do you want your pumpkin first? … All right, pumpkin first….” “Wasn’t that a crazy man we saw, Mommy?” “Yes, he was a clown, but never mind that now. You call me when you’re through. I want to talk to your father.”


Divver looked up to find Lily standing beside him with her face so cold and set that his whole body contracted into the narrowest space. She said: “Max, do you mind not interfering when I am having trouble with Artie.” Divver glared at her, and replied in a voice as austere as her’s: “If any help on my part is put down as interference …” “I can manage Artie my own way without you trying to make me feel that I haven’t a brain in my head. You can write an editorial about Czechoslovakia if you want to, but leave Artie to me.” Divver, who was now pale with anger and fear, replied: “I’m only too glad to leave Artie to you, except when you get hysterical and start hitting him.” Lily trembled. “What do you mean, hitting him?” “Didn’t you hit him?” “You know very well I didn’t hit him.” “You must be out of your mind.” “I didn’t know you thought I had a mind.” “Did I ever suggest any such thing?” “I don’t care what you did or didn’t suggest, but you’re not going to lie in a bed and teach me how to mind your son.” “For Christ’s sake!” shouted Divver. “You don’t have to shout. I’m not Mussolini.”


At this body-blow, Divver raised himself to a sitting posture and stared at his wife in amazement. Lily’s face began to work; without more words she returned to the kitchen.


Fifteen minutes later Art was laid away for his nap—two hours of an undulating crooning accompanied by strokes on resonant parts of his bed.


At one-thirty Lily brought her husband a bowl of soup and some salad. She said nothing.


At two o’clock she passed through the bedroom, her sleeves rolled up, carrying a basin of wrung-out small clothes.


Divver read the New York Times, coughing delicately from time to time and holding one hand over his ear.


At two-fifteen Lily walked slowly into the bedroom, her face steamy, pale blue shadows under her eyes. Breathing in a subdued panting, she slowly removed her suit and put her bathrobe on over her slip. “How’s your ear?” she asked in a dull voice. “It’ll burst eventually, I guess,” said Divver, in the same weary voice. “Can I get up now?” cried Art from the next room. “No, you cannot,” said his mother, “you’ve still got three-quarters of an hour.” “How much is that?” “You know how much it is. When the big finger on your clock stands straight up, it’s time.” “It’s straight up now.” “Don’t be silly. Artie. Now don’t call again because I’m going to lie down too.”


Lily lay down beside her husband and pulled the bedspread up to her shoulders. She lay on her back, closing her eyes every minute or so, then opening them again and staring dully at the ceiling. Her breathing was that of a runner who has regained his wind but continues automatically to gasp. “Will you give me a cigarette, please?” she asked. In handing her the lighted cigarette Divver gave her face a quick once-over and hastily turned his eyes away. Lily was in one of those momentary stretches when she had lost her dignity and was too disgusted to care: once she had got back her breath she would find this condition so unbearable that she would pull herself together with a show of authority, which would involve storming from one point to another about the apartment, re-establishing everything in view with a lot of patting and pushing and glancing from one thing to another like a hawk. Meanwhile, she gave the impression of a woman who collapses drunkenly in the street, when her skirt rucks up and exposes the tops of her stockings and the metal clips of her garters, and her legs loll any way they happen to fall, with a total picture of shocking ungainliness and abandonment. Divver pretended he had not noticed anything, not merely because he considered such notice unfair to his wife, but because he knew that any man who so much as recognized a woman in this condition is ambushed in a dark alley by harpies and witches, who tear him into pieces with their nails, boil him alive, and eat him so ravenously that not one particle of his beastly self remains. Divver also knew that some day a similar punishment would be visited on all the men who had ever gone to an office with the pretext of going to work: the wives of centuries would arise, rip off their husbands’ business suits, dress them in skirts, and pitchfork them into a stewing hell of fouled baby-clothes, where millions of infants screamed in millions of keys, tiny hands pressed dirty marks on spotless dresses, and piping voices called for a drink of water every two hours every night for all eternity. Lily, Divver reflected, not only desired this fate for him but held the vicious conviction that Hitler’s rise to power was merely a device through which democratic husbands were enabled to while away the day scribbling reproaches on pieces of paper. Divver often suspected, as most men do, that he had never done a real day’s work in his life. But he wished that Lily would be more generous about concealing this fact; she never was. If a person who was meeting her for the first time asked politely: “And do you go to work, Mrs. Divver?” Lily always answered: “Yes, I stay home.” Divver’s men-friends, who were not married to Lily, greatly admired her when she made such remarks—and she made a great many; Lily always made them roar with laughter, and they often said, without meaning to be personal, that there were damn few wives they could think of who were not far more intelligent than their husbands, and that it was pretty much of a scandal the way the women were pushed into the background. Divver would have been more sympathetic toward Lily in this respect if she had not had so many unpleasant ways of reducing his dignity to the same low level as her own. For instance, when friends came in after supper and there was talk about international affairs, Divver might put in a word or two about Italy—say, an explanation of certain important factors, taking up little more than ten minutes of monologue. When he had finished, and the pause that follows monologues was being observed, it was Lily’s habit to, as it were, dull the effect by remarking: “Speaking of Italy, does anyone know where the Silbersteins buy their gorgonzola?” She had other habits that he found just as painful. If he handed her a press-clipping, say, a review of one of his books or some mention of an article he had written, remarking casually: “Not too bad, eh?” or “Well, here’s someone who seems to think I’m quite a man,” it was Lily’s habit to take the clipping and instinctively to turn it over and read whatever was on the other side. A man had to be a saint …


“What did you feel about the party last night?” Lily asked.


Divver recognized this remark. It was not so much a peace-feeler as a moving of things on to ground where they would both be able temporarily to relax. The one sure bond between them was not love or Art; it was the ready tolerance and comradeship  they felt for one another when discussing the characters of their friends. “I thought Henry was a wind-bag,” said Divver firmly.


“So did I,” said Lily, a warm lilt in her voice.


“Mind you; Henry is an intelligent man. On subjects he really knows, I’d rate Henry higher than anyone.”


“I know what you mean, but even when he’s talking about something he knows I always have a sort of a strange feeling that I can’t really put into words that there’s something about him that’s not, well, how can I say it; sort of not, no, it’s not that, sort of a, well, I don’t know….”


“Lack of real good hard knowledge.”


“That, yes, but not just that: a feeling, well, that if he can’t make everyone agree with him he’s going to feel excluded, shut off.”


“You know his mother was put in an insane asylum.”


“Henry’s mother? No, I never knew that.”


“Sure. He was raised by an Irish uncle and aunt.”


“Didn’t he have a father?”


“I never did hear what happened to the father.”


“Anyway, you’d think he’d have got over that by now.”


“I’m not so sure. Those things hang on, you know. For Henry, I’m sure they’re still fundamental.”


“I wonder if he ever gives men the same sort of feeling he gives a woman—a sort of shrinking-away feeling, not wanting to get too close: I don’t know, something almost wormy.” Lily shivered and rubbed the ends of her fingers together.


“Well, of course, he’s an intellectual pure and simple.”


“But so is Mort.”


“Mort’s different, though. There’s a whole lot underneath you don’t see. Mort’s only an intellectual because that seems to him to be the one dependable way. Under the surface he’s an intuitive type. Cigarette, honey?”


“Yes, I think I will. How’s the boil coming?”


“I can feel it working up.”


“I’ll warm up that bag for you in a minute or two. My God, Artie’s being an angel. It’s like Heaven. But you think apart from Henry everything went all right?”


“Apart from Henry, yes. Mind you, I’m not knocking Henry. It’s not his fault that he’s got no you-know-what.”


“Did I ever tell you what Miriam said about Henry? I shouldn’t tell you, actually, but it was before they were married.” Lily turned her head and murmured.


An astonished grin spread over Divver’s face; the upper half, however, retained, and even struggled to intensify, its look of unshakeable loyalty to the soul of man. “Good God!” whispered Divver. “That’s terrible; that’s really terrible. I laugh, but I think it’s terrible. Then, why ever did Miriam marry him?”


Lily shrugged.


“I should think,” said Divver, shaking his head slowly, “that to marry a man when you know … After all.”


“Well, don’t ask me,” said Lily. “Maybe Henry changed. Or maybe Miriam needed a rest anyway.”


“But even so. How any woman in her right mind …” He stared earnestly in front of him. and at that moment became conscious of a sudden rise in self-respect. Despite the pain of his boil, Divver began to feel that he was a man after all; an assuring sense of portliness entered his limbs, and again he believed himself well fitted to his profession and to life. “My, my,” he said to Lily, still shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have repeated it, really, even to you,” said Lily. “It will help me to understand Henry,” said Divver. He had the impulse to slide down from the pillows and take Lily in his arms, even though he didn’t really approve of her cruelty in repeating confidences.


The door opened and Art stood on the threshold, his face rosy, a smile of sweet gentleness on his lips. “It’th time, Mom,” he said. “Come right here, my treasure.” cried Lily, pulling him on to the bed. “You have been a good boy. Artie, I never knew you could be so sweet. If you only knew what a difference it makes, sweetie-pie. Give your Mommy a big kiss, because she loves you, Artie. And now one for Max. Want to lie down too? O.K. You snuggle right down here against Mommy.” She wound her arms around him, and Art, his head nestled between her breasts, looked up at his father with glazed, seraphic eyes. “That’s the way, boy,” said Divver, putting out his hand and giving Artie two or three little pats. “Don’t,” said Artie, suddenly becoming aggrieved. “Why, go on!” exclaimed Divver gruffly, patting him again, “I just did it to tell you you were a swell boy.” “I don’t like it,” said Artie, turning his face caressingly from side to side on his mother’s bosom. “You don’t want men around when you just woke up, do you, honey?” murmured Lily, making gurgling noises with her lips to Artie’s ear: “No, you don’t, do you?” Art shook his head, and buried it deeper than ever. “I don’t love Max,” he mumbled. “Oh, you don’t, eh? Little son-of-a-gun,” cried Divver, slapping his son on the behind rather peevishly. “Don’t!” howled Art. “Don’t, dear,” said Lily, giving her husband a look that was at once pained and smug. “You just want to lie and be Mommy’s chocolate cookie, don’t you?” she said, stroking back her son’s hair with both hands. “Mom’s cookie,” muttered Art. Divver lay and stared glumly at the wall: suddenly he exclaimed: “By God, Lily, it’s time I really got down to work again. For the last eighteen months I’ve just been messing around doing damn all.” “You hear what your daddy says?” said Lily, heaving Art over the side of the bed and getting up herself. “We’ll go in the kitchen and you have your milk and cookie.”


As they went out she stopped and turned to her husband with an unpleasant smile. “I suppose you mean you plan to go to Europe again,” she said.


Divver jumped. “What a crazy thing to say,” he answered.


“What’s so incredible about it?”


“Well, since it’s the last thing that ever entered my mind …”


“Well, we’ll see.”


“Once and for all, categorically,” said Divver, raising himself on the pillows and surveying his wife with extraordinary dignity, “I state that I have no intention whatsoever of making any trip to Europe.” Lily turned on him in the doorway, holding Art by the hand, and Divver was shocked to see that her face was filled with desperate anger and she was about to burst into tears. “Do you think I care what you do?” she said. “You’ll always manage to sneak out some way. Go ahead, do anything you damn well like; it’s all the same to me.”


*


Divver’s broad back passed away down the corridor, his shoulders still shaking as he chuckled to himself. Morgan stood stock-still and stared until Divver had turned into the dining-room; then he raced to the library door, flung it open, and caught his mother in the act of leaving. The heaviness had gone from his eyes; he snatched his mother’s wrist and exclaimed: “Mom, Max Divver wants me to go to Poland with him!”


His mother started; her eyes opened wide and she drew back her head to examine this absurd statement from a more proper distance. “My dear boy,” she said, “whatever are you talking about?”


“I’m telling you; he asked me if I’d like to go. Can I go? I can, can’t I? Max asked me to.”


His mother recovered her balance. In a moment Morgan knew that she was tightly attached to the brisk, efficient machinery through which she disposed of anything trying. “Jimmy dear,” she said, looking past his head and peering vaguely, “the second bell’s rung. Do go in and help seat the people. And don’t talk rubbish. You know quite well Max was joking.”


“How, joking? He asked me to go, I tell you.”  


“To go to Poland, at a time like this—of all times?” said Mrs. Morgan, smiling in spite of her annoyance and patting her son on the arm. “Why, Jimmy, people would think I’d gone out of my mind if I let you go. Now, come along in, and for Heaven’s sake don’t look so hurt and furious; you know as well as I do the idea’s ridiculous. Please, now, not another word; if you insist on talking we can do it later; not that there’s the slightest point. Fancy springing such a thing on me! I can’t imagine where you dug up such an idea. Really, you should at least read the newspapers and get some idea of what’s happening. This sort of talk ought to make you ashamed.” With that she moved past her son and entered the dining-room, adopting at once the peculiar stance and manner that so exactly expressed her character as a hostess—somewhat bent forward from the waist, her face crossed by a smile that suggested nervousness rather than pleasure (she was an ugly woman) and one hand held vaguely forward, drooping from the wrist, indicating that it had no real desire to be taken at its word and shaken. The guests were already around the table, tucking away their pipes, wiping their palms lightly on their trousers, peering at the little cards and discovering their places with the pleased surprise of successful explorers. Those who had already found their places stood with a self-congratutory air behind their chairs, with their hands, and even elbows, resting on the high backs. “I think we were very lucky to have such a beautiful day for our first luncheon of the year,” said Mrs. Morgan, seating herself at the head of the table—at which there were gruff murmurs of assent from the guests, scraping of chairs, a general settling back into easy positions; and after only a slight pause the table hummed like an orchestra.


But in that short time Morgan had collected his scattered wits into the hard round ball of a solitary obsession. His mind was made up, his every faculty was already at work with passionate concentration. Ignoring the rest of the guests, he fixed his eyes on Divver, and stared at him so intensely that Mrs. Morgan was exceedingly embarrassed. But her son, having focussed irrevocably on the bull’s-eye, began feverishly to work his emotions towards the same single point, so that in no time at all he had transformed his wild desire into an undebatable fact. He wondered how it was possible that he had never before had the slightest suspicion of Divver’s extraordinary personality—which was now plainly revealed to anyone who was not blind. Divver sat almost opposite to Morgan, wearing a new heather-mixture suit with a herringbone pattern. He had opened his napkin and flung it over his knees with an incomparable gesture; then he had torn open his bread roll with his immense hands and had almost instantly reduced it to small sections which he flipped strongly hither and thither with his middle fingers. When the maid laid his soup in front of him, Divver plunged a spoon into it and, although it steamed with heat, voraciously engorged it, crouching over it like a king of the beasts, and still managing to cock his ears at what his neighbours were saying, to flash glances at them even at the moment of thrusting the spoon between his jaws, even to speak himself, in a rich voice that throbbed with driving good-sense and controlled power. “But not in any specific category,” Morgan heard him say, and the words were the trade-mark of a man who devours obstacles for breakfast. Having cleared his plate utterly of soup, Divver raised the whole upper half of his body and leaned back in his chair, presenting to Morgan his impressive, swarthy face, furrowed here and there by the plough of experience, the skin ripe with the dull, battered look that only maturity can bestow. It was at this moment that Morgan felt fully for the first time in his life the human craving for absolute subjugation, a craving in which the desire for total surrender to another’s strength instantly inspires in him who desires it an intense magnification of his own strength, as though through the act of prostration he has at last been enabled to express his will more furiously than was ever possible when he stood erect. I will do exactly what he tells me to do, Morgan said to himself, and I will kill anybody who tries to stop me. At this instant he caught his mother’s cold eye, and with a burst of shame looked back at her with a murderous glare. He was now revolted by the idea of politeness; the mere presence on either side of him of his mother’s guests—who were talking to each other across him in an uncomfortable, self-conscious way—was provocative and insolent. Exhausted by his own emotion he let his jaw drop and climbed away into a cloud of visions: there appeared around him a Polish town, modelled on the innumerable pictures, photographs and engravings of European settings that he had seen at one time or another—a Polish town in which French porters stood beside the Ponte Veccio and a London policeman spoke to him in the shadow of Big Ben, while the Cathedral of Notre Dame rose out of the heart of the Lake District and men in leather breeches carried alpenstocks and rucksacks through the palm trees of the French Riviera. An exotic woman, murmuring “Cheri,” pressed a fine bust against his chest and wound long white arms around his neck. Superimposed on most of this panorama were the dignified figures of himself and Divver, smoking cigarettes and already on the terms of easy comradeship that exist when each has acted well in an emergency. The whole atmosphere was elevated by an extraordinary sense of grandeur….


When the main dish had been cleared away, Mrs. Morgan introduced the principal guest.


Willi Morgenstern, who now blinked politely to the table from his place beside the hostess, was descended from a long line of German monotheists. Life had one door, one key, for Willi; the door was not spiritual but material, the key he had found only after frenziedly turning out his pockets for many years; since then it had never left his hand. Briefly, his aim in life was to lay his finger inexorably on the indispensable factors in the strength of nations, to discover what it was that a particular country could not survive without. Others whose minds were bent like Willi’s might choose to absorb themselves in the decisive influence on history of the brown rat, influenza, nicotine, rubber, etc.; but for many years Willi himself had sought to show Hitler’s total dependence on the German potato crop (Ausweisung der Nationalische-ekonomie Deutschlands vom Standpunkt seiner Kartoffelnzonen). He had no patience with people who mourned the fact that if such-and-such a person had not gone to the ’phone at a certain split second on the afternoon of April 15, a historical catastrophe would have been avoided. A logician to the bone, he had never actually touched a potato except on a plate, at which time he never regarded it as more than one of the sources of energy essential to him in his work on potatoes. Soon after Hitler’s establishment, Willi, then a refugee in France, had first propounded his thesis, which was that the new regime would be unable to survive the season’s potato shortage. Conservative French editors showed no interest in the idea, which they found vulgar; the more radical ones hesitated, torn as usual between fear of being charged with lack of perspicacity, and fear of looking silly. The outcome was that one of them printed Willi’s articles, but added a footnote which said more or less that the editors would gladly share the credit with Willi if Willi proved right, but that only Willi could be blamed if Willi proved wrong. Willi was an honest and fair-minded man, as well as a tireless researcher; he had spent a year only studying the weathers that affected potatoes; and in marshalling his intensely complicated calculations in these articles, he took chance and circumstances into account in a way that he had scorned to take them when he was searching for a key to human destiny. He also, again and again, give Hitler the benefit of the doubt, and granted him hectograms of potatoes that democracy might fairly have kept.


When the next German harvest was come and gone, Willi’s calculations turned out to have been right. He had predicted the size of the harvest with unbelievable accuracy; in one region of East Prussia there was actually less than a cartload of difference between his and nature’s figures. Willi was proud and pleased; he was exalted; so it was a blow when the editor who had published the articles looked at him malignantly and threw at his head a small press-clipping, which reported that a protest meeting of German potato farmers whose niggardly crop had been confiscated by the government, had been dispersed by ten soldiers and a machine-gun. The economy of the Third Reich proceeded without a pause; Germans who objected to starving were shot.


For a few months Willi felt that he would never know reality again; he came close to a nervous breakdown. Then, he learned that extensive plans were being carried through in Germany to make next year’s potato crop at least double the previous year’s—and in a flash Willi’s mind somersaulted back into its old sanity, with the difference that whereas he had formerly been inspired by evidence of Nazi weakness in the matter of potatoes, he was now obsessed by their potential strength. His new conclusion was confirmed by the Nazi invasion of Czechoslovakia; at which point Willi moved on to the United States.


The custom of having a guest of honour, “who has some most interesting things to tell us all,” was always observed at Mrs. Morgan’s luncheons. When Willi’s head rose over the table and he gave his sharp little nod to the company, his new friends and liberals ceased to speak of the year’s first peonies, bowed back courteously to Willi and settled back as does a rural congregation that best loves to share in singing the familiar hymns but admits the moral necessity of a solo from the pulpit. Though they might love the old ways best, they recognized the preacher’s duty to speak of the present; though they had heard one Willi or another—and sometimes had themselves been Willi—exhort them at least once a week for many years, still they tolerated the right of the zealot to pour out his heart in a provincial or Central European accent. Mrs. Morgan’s editor took out his little notebook, and a silver pencil with leads in three colours. Morgan noticed that Divver leaned his elbow well onto the table, laid his strong jaw in his hand and fixed Willi with a furrowed look. Morgan at once did the same.


No one was on guard against the fire that Willi put into his American debut. Having reached into his inside pocket and found a pencil but no paper, he thrust away from him impatiently some bread, a knife, and a glass of water, and brusquely drew an outline map of Germany on the tablecloth. A start ran around the table, drowsy faces marked with summer’s first warmth awoke instantly to a man who was prepared not merely to talk but to demonstrate. Without a pause, Willi harshly split Germany into twelve equal parts (his famous “zones”), numbered each part, and placed below each number, in decimal units to the scale of one per thousand, its zone’s approximate harvest for the normal year. He then raised his head to declaim—and saw to his pleasure that every eye in the room was centred on his little drawing, and that those who could not see it from where they sat were standing up and peering over their neighbour’s heads. Nothing like this had happened to Willi before; and so his monologue that day, though similar in the main to all its predecessors, was so impassioned as to be thrilling. In a few brilliant paragraphs, which amounted to an overture, Willi scornfully swept from the mind’s eye of his audience any cluttered vision they had brought with them of brown-shirted marchers, the steel industry, and Wagnerian heroics, and instead unrolled before them field upon field of leafy potatoes, a tuberous carpet of flowery greenery spreading from the Baltic to the Tyrol and trod by millions of male and female peasants with smocks and hoes. On this premise he then went to work creating his massive statistical romance; he summoned the wind and the rain in their probable quantities; he made the sun to shine according to the hours for which it was liable to serve the respective zones; he infested provinces with weevils, beetles, rot and wilt, and then sped to their aid with giant sprays and destructive powders; with ruthless slashes of his pencil he rejected areas which were sure to succumb, discounted with a calm shrug those which hovered between life and death, and then swept the vast remainder into fruition. As fast as these crops could be gathered in, Willi apportioned them to their various duties—with such confidence and verve that markets, bakeries, giant alcohol-distilling factories and a host of contraptions devoted twenty-four hours a day to the liquifying, solidifying and plasticizing of root, leaf and tuber dominated the landscape not merely materially but with a richly emotional quality and a Machiavellian combination of variety of method and excruciating singleness of purpose. The picture Willi was painting was no different in its ultimate effects from any other painting of the Third Reich; it was a picture of doom for Europe, but created so splendidly that once Willi’s audience had swallowed the potato as a prime mover they were only too happy to chase it down with its heady, thrilling by-products; Divver even recognized in Willi’s oratory the great poetic twang of the bass-string of statistical science. As Willi built toward his conclusion, a new tension was added: Willi appeared all at once to be opening a loop-hole of escape; he seemed to suggest that despite all the gigantic efforts he had described, still there would not be enough potatoes to ensure the Reich’s march to victory. At this point heavy breathing was audible at the table: Willi was imposing on his listeners a dramatic moment of uncertainty; he was appearing to be about to demolish his own tremendous conception. It was with relief that the guests fell back in their seats as Willi dramatically introduced the potatoes of Poland as the means of filling the gap between shortage and sufficiency. From there on the excitement of his narrative decreased; there remained merely the pleasure of watching a thrilling story turned on the last pages into the sentimental finale of reconciliation: the bride at the altar, a charming hint at little children not far in the future: in short, Willi said that by conquering Poland this fall the Nazis would obtain all the potatoes they wanted.


When he had spoken his last word there was a pause, and almost immediately an air of nervousness. A few of the guests looked at Willi with the well-known expression of deep respect that a person assumes when he feels sorry for somebody who is obviously honest and obviously stupid; but the rest of the guests merely frowned solemnly at the tablecloth and fingered their bread. They had been deeply stirred, but they had not yet made up their minds whether it would be safe to applaud Willi, and the most they could do was so to twist their features as to suggest that they did have minds to make up. One thing was clear to everybody—that a potato is a ridiculous, that is to say dangerous, thing to talk about impressively; like their French colleagues, they suspected Willi’s potato of being all wrong somehow, and they had more than a suspicion that to swallow it whole would be fatal to their own dignity. On the other hand, of course … one never knew … and how beautiful all those figures had been … like a dream … They peeked furtively out from under their knitted eyebrows, first at Willi, then at the faces of their friends. The silence was embarrassing.
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