

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















Tornado Pratt


PAUL ABLEMAN









[image: ]






















Contents











	Title Page


	Preface to the 2014 Edition


	Tornado Pratt


	Copyright

























Preface to the 2014 Edition





Paul Ableman – playwright, experimental novelist and screenwriter – was one of the most recognisable and well-loved literary figures of Hampstead.


When I first knew him, he was living in a penthouse flat in Fellows Road, which went through many metamorphoses during his long residence. It started off as a small bachelor pad in the wild late sixties, but expanded mysteriously over the years to accommodate more and more books, computers, his second wife Sheila, his younger son Tom, talkative dinner parties, and large summer parties of guests who would crowd on to newly sprouting balconies amongst the pot plants, sit on top of one another on settees, and yell at one another happily in crowded corridors. It was like the Tardis. There was much more room in there than you would have thought possible.


Ableman, too, though small of stature, contained multitudes. He was born in Leeds in 1927 into an unorthodox Jewish family. His father, Jack, was a tailor. His mother, Gertrude, wanted to be an actress, left his father and moved to London, to Hampstead, where she fell in love with an American journalist, Thurston Macauley. (I liked his mother, a flamboyant woman who used to make lively contributions to my class at Morley College, but Paul was more critical of her, and I guess he knew her a lot better than I did.)


Paul was brought up in New York with his mother and stepfather and sent to Stuyvesant High School, returning to England aged eighteen. He did his National Service in the Education Corps, in Gibraltar and Scapa Flow, then went to King’s College London to read English, but did not finish his degree, hanging out in Paris instead, writing erotic fiction.


His novels include I Hear Voices (1957), published by the Olympia Press (a work of which Maurice Girodias was very proud), As Near as I Can Get (1962), Vac (1968), The Twilight of the Vilp (1969, his first book to be produced by Gollancz), and Tornado Pratt (1978): these works were praised for their inventive language, bawdy high spirits, and originality of form by Anthony Burgess, Philip Toynbee, Robert Nye and other friends of the avant-garde.


But his first publication had been a play, written with his mother, Even His Enemy (1948) – produced in London as Letters to a Lady in 1951. Green Julia, his first full-length play, in which two young men discuss an absent mistress, was a great success at the 1965 Edinburgh Festival, and other surreal and experimental plays (such as Tests, 1966) followed, with the encouragement of establishment critics like Harold Hobson, but Ableman also wrote screenplays of a more popular nature. He described himself, proudly, as a freelance writer, and could turn his hand to many different genres, including general science books.


He made something of a speciality of ‘novelising’ BBC series, such as Shoestring (Shoestring, 1979, and Shoestring’s Finest Hour, 1980), Porridge (Porridge: The Inside Story, 1979, and others under the pseudonym Paul Victor), Hi-de-hi (Hi-de-hi, 1983), Dad’s Army (Dad’s Army: The Defence of a Front Line English Village, 1989), Minder (Straight Up: The Autobiography of Arthur Daley, 1991) and Last of the Summer Wine (Last of the Summer Wine: A Country Companion by Clegg, Foggy and Compo, 1992).


His embrace of the sexual revolution of the 1960s unwittingly exposed him to risks. In 1969 he published a book called The Mouth, a harmlessly entertaining and informative book about orality drawing on mythology, psychoanalysis, literature and art, and pleasantly illustrated with images from Magritte, Kitagawa Utamaro and other respectable sources. This provoked an obscenity case of some hilarity, which was very ably contested by Jeremy Hutchinson, and the book and its author were triumphantly acquitted. I appeared as witness for the defence and I hope made a good case for Ableman’s good heart, innocent intentions and literary merit.


Ableman’s first marriage to Tina Carrs-Brown ended in amicable divorce: they had one son, Martin. He married Sheila Hutton-Fox in 1978, with whom he had Tom. His emotional life went through periods of turbulence, but he was always an attentive and affectionate father. As he grew older, he grew milder and more benign (although his amazing shock of hair grew larger and wilder), and he remained an eccentric rather than a conformist.


He was a great walker, and liked to set off into the wilds with his compass, alone or with his wife and son, sometimes sleeping in the amazing expanding Dandy he attached to his car. He made a good gin and tonic in his Dandy, high on Exmoor. He loved the natural world as intensely as he loved the pubs of Soho. On my last walk with him, in the Chilterns, we sat in a field eating our sandwiches, watching a red kite, while he explained to me his theory of the mind, which he expounded in his last book. He was a wonderful talker, but never a deliverer of monologues: he was always eager for a response, and listened to the stories of others with keen curiosity.


The Secret of Consciousness (1999) concerns the function of dreams and the archival capacity and processing mechanisms of the brain during sleep. His claims have yet to be tested, although he maintained it would be easy to do so in a sleep laboratory. His scientist friends (who included Lewis Wolpert) were not persuaded by them. He believed that during sleep the brain sorts and stores diurnal sensory impressions, on a Twin-Data system, one pathway leading to consciousness, the other to the archival memory, and that identity is no more (or less) than the unique set, or narrative, of sensory data of each individual. He saw the novelist’s use of ‘interior monologue’ as an attempt to describe this fluid and ever-changing process of creation.


In later years he began to keep an impressively detailed journal – a sort of forerunner, as he saw it, of the blog – in which he noted domestic and social events and his thoughts on such disparate matters as Judaism, technology, the restaurants of Swiss Cottage and the acting techniques of Peter Sellers: a record of an enquiring mind which found all human life of interest.


Ableman bore his last years of illness with an exemplary mixture of stoicism, good manners and good humour that made his company a pleasure. He never complained, and retained his affectionate delight in others to the last.


Margaret Drabble


 


(Margaret Drabble’s obituary for Paul Ableman was first printed in the Independent on 31 October 2006.)



















Tornado Pratt





BECAUSE I GUESS I was kind of embarrassed. But if you’re serious, Horace, we could start on it right away. Or maybe, son, we better wait till we get back to Catch Creek where we’ve got the right facilities, like a typewriter or tape recorder, before you write


CHAPTER ONE



Horace, am I stretched out on the floor? Seems a crazy idea but how else can I see that green and purple plain stretching away? About a mile off there’s a shiny steel tower, which I interpret as the leg of the coffee table. Why the hell am I stretched out on the floor, boy?


Drunk? Have I been drinking heavy? Let’s see, we arrived here in—Manila, is it? Hang on, we took the plane from—where did we get that plane, Horace? Seems I got a king-size dose of jet fuckabout or—


Horace? Horace? Are you there? Can you hear me? Am I making a sound? Trying to yell my head off but—maybe I’ve passed clean out and—recapitulate this thing—


Right. Was in the—hotel room and the door opened, Horace, and you walked in with a manhattan like I ordered down on the house phone and I said: thank you, son, put it on the account and here’s a dollar to buy some life insurance and then you sat down and asked me for permission to write my life-story.


That was delightful, Horace, because I often had a sneaking suspicion that that’s why you hung around old Tornado so many years but I couldn’t figure out why you had on that bell-hop’s uniform and why you’d dyed your face yellow. I recollect you having a white face, Horace, and it gave me a turn to see you glide in with a yellow countenance.


But, son, if you want to be a Jap, that’s your business. I confess, Horace, that I am surprised at the degree of calculation revealed by your decision. It’s true that the Japs have come a long way since we grilled them at Hiroshima and obviously any guy in the modern world thinking of embarking on a successful career in commerce and industry could do a lot worse than become a Jap. I just somehow never thought it would happen to you, Horace, and it makes me kind of sad here on my—


Maybe I fainted? Then you gave me a slug of scotch and I came to. And now you want to begin on this exciting adventure of telling you


THE LIFE STORY OF TORNADO PRATT



Who is he? That is the first question you’re bound to ask, Horace. But I don’t need to answer that in broad terms because—hell, boy—you’ve been staying with me for the past six years. You’ve shared my good life here in Catch Creek with my prancing old mother and my sweet-faced young mistress, Helen Jameson, and you’ve observed my methods when starting my last successful business operation: Paradise.


Hell, boy, now I recollect what we’re doing here in the Pacific. We came to find new sites for Paradise. And we—did we find any, Horace? Can you just refresh my memory about the itinerary because I can’t seem to remember where we’ve been so far? Nor can I remember how long we’ve been travelling until we reached—is it Manila, boy?


Could have had a stroke, I guess. Had something like one at some airport recently. You’d gone to fix the baggage and I was sitting in a low chair and discovered I’d run out of cigars. So I rose to buy some cigars and I’d got about half way up when I felt a jolt like I’d been slugged with a hammer right on the bean. There was no pain—just a kind of flash of darkness and then I found I was sitting in the chair again. Couldn’t have lasted more than a couple of seconds.


HAPPY BIRTHDAY, PRATT



I was born in Kansas, Horace, and the day I was born a tornado ripped off the church roof. That’s where I got my name. But I wasn’t anything like a tornado at first, Horace. You could hardly say I was even a little breeze. Why if they’d called me Zephyr Pratt it would’ve been too strong for the timid, quaking thing I was in the very early days. Maybe it was because there was another tornado around—my pa! Only that doesn’t describe him right, Horace. Pa was less like a tornado than a thunderhead, one of those great, piled heaps of lightning-charged cumulus that mounts up and up as if it’s trying to smother the sun. When he’d get in a rage, he’d go off with a jug of corn liquor and he’d roar! That’s straight, Horace. One day the schoolmistress called on my ma and she said on the way down the valley she’d been scared by a dreadful noise. Ma and I looked at each other because we knew that what she’d heard was Pa roaring as he sucked down corn liquor. One day when Pa was in a roaring mood, two hobos passed by and saw him wobbling about the clearing. So they stopped and asked what was wrong and Pa just charged them. He put both those hobos in hospital. I don’t know for sure even now, Horace, why Pa used to roar like that but it was maybe because that’s the way a thunderhead is supposed to act when it comes up against a smiling summer day. You guessed it right, Horace, that was my ma—a woman of the most fine nature, Horace. A woman of serene and smiling peace, Horace, who was like the valley when it was green in the spring and little fleecy clouds drifting down it under the blue sky.


You see, Horace, he was a big man, my pa. Just a dirt farmer but loaded with character. A Bible-reading man, my pa. And I had a Bible-reading childhood.


So one day when I was about nine, I went down fishing and the path was just an overgrown ribbon. And I was padding along on my bare feet because I only wore shoes to school and church and I heard a girl’s voice. So I stooped down and went on quiet until I came upon my pa and Norah Carmichael. I was crouched down on the river bank and I saw a frog swimming in the reeds. Then I looked round and Norah Carmichael was on the ground, seated, leaning back on her elbows. Her skirt was high and her legs were apart and she was looking up at my pa who was looking down at her. He had a big, black moustache and for a long time neither of them moved. So I looked back at the frog which I had a yen to catch and I was just curling up my hand to go for it when Pa started roaring. I was scared because I’d never heard it close up before and I looked back and Norah Carmichael was scowling and picking herself up off the ground. She went up to my Pa and slapped his face and then flounced off along the path the way I’d come and Pa just stood there roaring. When she smacked him he didn’t pay any attention but just roared as if he was trying to bust his lungs. I wanted to run too because the roaring was so loud it scared me. Then suddenly a feeling of great pity and love for my pa hit me and I rushed up to him and grabbed him and shouted:


“Pa! Pa! Quit that! Quit it!”


And what I’d like you to tell me, Horace, is—esh—is—Horace —if this is the Pacific, Horace, then just why is it—is it so goddamm cold, Horace? Why is that? That tropic sun should be piercing—but instead, Horace, it’s as cold as—cold as anything I remember—even cold as—say, it’s as cold as Maldoon—Maldoon Castle—when that spring I—


I was an honoured guest there, Horace, because you see the Earl—Earl Maldoon—was Harvey’s brother. I have to laugh when I think about it, Horace, because I was kind of brash. I used to kid that earl. I came at him real hard, playing the democrat. I called him a fossil. I had no respect for anyone or anything in those days.


“Friend, Earl,” is how I sometimes addressed him: “could I impose upon Your Grace to gratify a poor backwoodsman with the history of your noble clan?”


“Why, Tornado,” he’d reply, frowning a little, “you just want to take the piss out of me.”


He talked very dirty did the Earl Maldoon.


“Not at all, Your Grace. I just have a yen to comprehend what makes a little runt—light on brains and heavy with high living—superior to his fellow men?”


“Tornado, I didn’t invent the system.”


“Craving your noble indulgence, Your Grace, you couldn’t invent a night’s sleep. I’d be interested to know which of your footmen winds you up in the morning?”


Then, if we were out on the moors and the beaters had tickled up some birds, I’d grab his shot-gun and, firing it from the hip like a revolver, bring down a couple of pheasants. That trick always left him gasping.


But you’ll want to know, Horace, how a barefoot Kansas farm-boy comes to be horsing around on something better than equal terms with your original belted earl.


It all started in the marines. When I was sixteen, I was five foot eleven inches tall and I weighed a hundred and seventy pounds. I began to get scared I’d kill my pa. I told you before he was a thunderhead and he roared. But he was never mean—not when I was a youngster. Desperate, yes. But he poured most of his energy into the farm and he had the best five hundred acres of corn and mixed grazing in our part of the state. My mother kept him calm and happy when he wasn’t working—except, like I said, once every six or seven weeks when he’d go off with his jug of corn whisky and roar himself into oblivion. But then he began getting mean and he began to take it out on me. Now as for me, I’d got so big and strong I ust couldn’t go on being a dreaming zephyr any more. When I was fourteen or fifteen I’d be walking along and in my head I’d be rescuing maidens or travelling to every mortal land on earth or speculating about God—I might be any place. Then, out of the blue, there’d be a couple of them trailing along behind, jeering and cussing, trying to get a rise out of me. I stuck it for a long time and then one day I turned round and, just like Pa with those hobos, I flattened them. So, naturally, after that I got no peace at all. Everyone who looked upon himself as a he-man tried to pick a fight with me. Well, I thought about it, and I realized that I couldn’t go back. My mistake had been in declaring myself at all. I should have stuck it out and not got provoked. But since it had happened, there was nothing for it but to complete the job. So I set about it systematically and I licked every other buck in the district. Hell, Horace, you should have seen me! I had it all. I had the speed of a hound and the strength of a bear. I was like a wasp. They’d take a punch at me and I’d be a foot to one side. I’d weave like a fish and, when I saw an opening, I’d strike like a rattler. Only with just a little more weight. And they’d go down like a sack of corn dumped from a wagon. I began to take very intense pleasure in my prowess, Horace, and I regret to say—just occasionally—I would be the one to provoke the engagement. So although I wasn’t yet a tornado, it would have been incorrect any longer to describe me as a dreaming zephyr.


Which made it very hard to take when Pa developed a kind of tendency to chastise me.


One day my ma said to me:


“Tornado, you should pack and go.”


I felt my guts turn to stone.


“How do you mean, Ma?”


“I can’t stop your pa chastising you.”


“That’s okay, Ma, I can take it.”


“You’re too big for strapping, Tornado.”


“Why does he do it?”


“He’s jealous of you—because of my love for you. I can’t leave your pa. So you’ll have to go, Tornado.”


“But—”


“Before you do what’s natural and turn on him one day.”


So at sixteen, I hiked five hundred miles south-east and joined the marines.


PRATT MEETS HARVEY MALDOON



I’d go slamming into the sand-bag, Horace, and I’d be thinking of my pa. They told us to yell as we went charging down with our bayonets and somehow I could never get myself to do it. Seemed ridiculous. That made the Sergeant mad and that made me sad because, apart from the matter of yelling at bayonet practice, I was the star of the platoon, about the top recruit in that boot camp. Then one day, we were doing bayonet practice and I was thundering down on the sand-bag and the Sergeant was hollering at me to yell and I was trying to bring a real savage cry to my lips and just then I thought of my pa. And I let out such a blood-curdling yell the guy running next to me stopped dead in his tracks and swung round at me in the “cover” position. I guess he thought I’d blown my top. But the Sergeant gave a shout of praise. That evening, Horace, was terrible. I lay on my bunk thinking: I killed my pa, ran him through with a bayonet. Oh, I knew that really he was fit and roaring back in Kansas but in my mind, I knew, I’d run him through. Still it was the only way I could yell at bayonet practice so whenever we did it I thought of my pa. And after a while I didn’t mind so much any more because I figured it’s not what you think in this world it’s what you do that counts.


No, I didn’t have any tendencies that way at all, Horace, and the thing with Harvey was that, by the time I discovered he was somewhat that way, I really liked the guy. Hell, we were buddies, we were business partners and we were also sort of teacher and pupil. He was the teacher naturally. When I first met him, he said:


“Sit down, marine.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“Is this your real name? Tornado?”


“Tornado Pratt, sir.”


“Remarkable. How did you get a name like that?”


“The day I was born, a tornado shucked off the church roof.”


“Really? And if there’d been a light rain would they have called you Drizzle Pratt?”


“Sir?”


“Have a cigarette, Tornado? Would you care for a drink?”


“I was told: enlisted men shouldn’t be familiar with officers, sir.”


“Yes. You’d have made a good marine, Tornado. Pity.”


He was about thirty-five, Harvey, at that time and he was a major. I thought maybe he was some kind of exchange officer because he had the damnedest British accent but he was wearing the uniform of the United States Marines. Of course, by the time the interview had got that far, I knew something was up so I wasn’t surprised when, after thinking for a little, Harvey went on:


“Go ahead and have a smoke, Tornado. The regulations don’t apply to civilians.”


“Sir? I’m not a civilian.”


“You’re lucky, Tornado. A year ago we’d have prosecuted you for making a false declaration but—well the fact is there’s been rather a lot of criticism lately about the Marine Corps’ handling of juveniles who enlist so—so, we’ve got to ease you out with as little fuss as possible.”


The easing out process went on for nearly a month and during that time I had a good many sessions with Harvey Maldoon. For some reason—and it’s not the one you’re thinking, Horace—Harvey had taken a shine to me and before long I was quite easy and natural with him, drinking his imported scotch whisky in his quarters and quite at home.


“Do you mind if I ask you something, Major?”


“Harvey’s the name.”


But I couldn’t break through the discipline and conditioning I’d had that quickly.


“Right you are, Major. I’d like to ask you: how come you talk that way?”


“What way, Tornado?”


“I guess like an Englishman, Major, though I never heard another.”


“I am an Englishman, Tornado. At least I was. Now I’m a naturalized American.”


“But, Major, there’s a war going on—over there—”


“You’re suggesting, Tornado, that I’m in the wrong army? I fancy they’ll be able to manufacture enough corpses without my help.”


“How’d it happen, Major, that you wound up over here—in our marines and everything?”


“The wheel, Tornado, has a way of coming full circle. I left England to avoid the army. I was a younger son, traditionally destined for it. Or the church. Since I have always been exceedingly doubtful as to whether God truly appreciates the exertions of his agents on earth, the church would have been sheer hypocrisy. That left the army—”


“Well?”


“I decided to travel instead—more precisely, I decided to seek fame and fortune in the New World. Needless to say, I found neither. Rather badly down on my luck and in urgent need of a buck to ward off incipient starvation, I finally enlisted. I rationalized my decision with the thought that, in the American army, it was exceedingly unlikely that I would ever be required to actually harm anyone—a proceeding for which I have the greatest possible aversion.”


“But hell, Major, that’s what soldiers are for—killing people—”


“It is an ironic thing being a younger son, Tornado, and irony seems to pursue you. You bear a grand, ancient name but, because you’re denied the right to use the title which illuminates it, no one recognizes it and you remain as anonymous as the herd. You have the shadow of glory but none of the substance. You are a half man, an in-between man. You cannot throw yourself into adventure and ambition, trying to carve out a world and an empire for yourself because, in one sense, you’ve already reached the highest goal to which the average man aspires. But at the same time you can’t settle back to pursue dynastic aims and wield hereditary power because, by an accident of birth, it’s not you but your brother that’s in the saddle.”


“That’s all very well, Major, and I can’t say I know a thing about it but how come you joined the army—feeling the way you do?”


“I thought I’d get away with it. When I enlisted, Tornado, about ten years ago, there was a large quantity of peace about. Even Europe seemed tranquil and as for America—well everyone from the President to the hobos I used to chat with on the trail—oh, I was very down on my luck!—insisted that America would never, never get involved in European wars. But there you are, Tornado, that wheel, that wheel of irony, keeps turning and the way things are going I wouldn’t be surprised if American expeditionary forces weren’t on their way to France before the year is out.”


“And will you go over there, Major, and shoot Germans?”


“I’ll never do that, Tornado. I’d desert first. Now, do you see what I’ve done?”


“What’s that, Major?”


“I’ve put myself in your power. If you were to go and report what I’ve just said to the Colonel—you might get me court-martialled.”


“You’ve been real nice to me, Major. I wouldn’t want to harm you none.”


“Nevertheless, I want you to understand, Tornado, that I have quite deliberately given you a hold over me. I’ve done it because I trust you and I want to prove it to you. Now, as I said, if Winston Churchill or Lloyd George or another of our fire-eating politicians succeeds in dragging America into this holocaust and we get our sailing orders in the near future I’ll have no option but to desert. However, I don’t think it’ll come to that.”


“I’m not with you, Major.”


“In exactly three months and seventeen days, my term of enlistment will be over. I’ll be a civilian again. What’s more, I’ll be a modestly prosperous one. I’ve lived frugally and I’ve managed to save—a few thousand dollars. Now that’s where you come in, Tornado.”


“Me!”


Can you imagine how I felt, Horace? There I was, chewing the fat with this weird officer who’d sort of befriended me while I was waiting to get my discharge papers, and suddenly with no warning he says a thing like that? Why at that time I just thought of myself still as a barefoot hillbilly. The idea that a major in the US marines and who was some kind of big-shot Englishman as well could include me in his plans just bowled me over. There’ve been moments in my life, Horace, moments of triumph and power which few men have ever experienced, but I don’t think I’ve ever felt such a thrill of achievement as I did just then when the Major said: “that’s where you come in, Tornado.”


“Just—just what have you got on your mind, Major?”


Well, he explained it to me. It seemed crazy—crazy on his part. I was just one under-aged boot in a camp of three thousand marines—and he’d picked me! Of course, what he said, Horace, and now naturally I recognize that he was right, was that he could judge men.


“That’s the one thing my kind of background fits you for, Tornado, judging character.”


He said I was to take his money—all of it!—and just go off and travel about the States and find something good to do with it. Naturally, he said I wasn’t to live wild or fat but just spend what I had to and find something profitable to do with that money. And if I pulled it off, why then he and me would be partners.


“But, Major!” I cried, “I can read and write well enough or they wouldn’t have let me tote one of their rifles but I don’t know nothing about business or—or investment—or things like that—”


“You can hit a bull with four shots out of five, Tornado. You’ve got an eye. That’s what I want—a fresh eye. Naturally, you’re to do nothing without consulting me first. I’ll make the final decisions. You’ll just be a roving agent—looking for opportunities.”


“And suppose I take off with your money and you never hear from me again?”


“In that case, Tornado, I’ll know that you’ve been robbed and murdered and dumped in a ditch.”


When he said that, Horace, I started to love Harvey Maldoon. I wanted to prove myself—prove that he’d been right—prove that I was worthy of his trust. He was shrewd, was Harvey, and he’d judged me right. More than that, he spied what no one else had spied to that time, that I had brains as well as guts and, given a start, could go anywhere. And, in his ironic, British way, he loved me too. And perhaps I better just clear up one point here and now, Horace. There was never anything of a sexual nature between me and Harvey. I know that he’d had several boy-friends at school in England and there was something between him and a house-boy we had in Chicago but I don’t know how far it went. But Harvey was very abstemious in his sexual habits and moreover he wasn’t just one sided. He liked women too as I discovered much later.


THE YEARS OF HIGH LIVING AND CHAMPAGNE



I started off with meat, Horace, and I’ll tell you my reasoning. I’d been a marine. I knew how much chow a man doing military training could get through. Harvey said that America was going into the war. That meant there were going to be thousands, perhaps millions, of men to be fuelled. Then, over there, where the big armies were grinding each other to dust, the land was being neglected or ruined. Europe was going to be short of food. Any way you looked at it, Horace, I figured you couldn’t go wrong with meat, and in particular canned meat. And, of course, I’d been raised on a farm. I knew what a prime steer should look like.


So I made my way to Chicago.


It makes me shudder, Horace, to recollect it. I was so green I—the first week a con-man took me for five hundred bucks! The next week I—you swallowing this, Horace? Then you haven’t sized me up right at all! I’ll tell you how it really was:


I spent three weeks in Chicago mooching around the stockyards, talking to anyone I could buttonhole, reading the trade newspapers and anything else that seemed useful. Then I went back South and had a long talk with Harvey. Then I went back to Chicago and bought a half-interest in a small meat-canning plant.


And three years after that, we had the second biggest meat-canning operation in Chicago.


Don’t ask me how I did it, Horace, because I can’t tell you. All I know is I never put a foot wrong. I did it naturally as a bird flies or a bomb explodes. I never had any hesitation. It was as if there was a voice inside me telling me what step to take next—what move to make.


You see, Horace, I soon found that the pace of other men compared to mine was that of a sluggish crab to a dolphin. I skimmed round them spewing out golden bubbles while they crawled a painful step sideways. I could do a day’s work in an hour, a week’s work in a day. Why, I even got so infuriated with the labour of getting letters done—dictating to a slow-witted secretary, checking for errors, getting them retyped and so on—that I taught myself to type and whipped out my correspondence myself in a flash.


For six years, I worked like a dynamo and at twenty-three I was the youngest self-made millionaire in the United States.


But naturally I didn’t do it alone. There was Harvey. And, in the first years anyway, I wouldn’t have got anywhere without him. I had the power and the instinct but he had the experience and the judgement. We were, I guess, the ideal team. And I worshipped him.


When he got his discharge, we set up together in a modest apartment out by the lake.


Evenings I’d work or else take off into town and explore the evil places of Chicago. Harvey didn’t go out much. He mainly stayed at home and read books. Now here’s a crazy thing, Horace, it wasn’t for about three months that I really noticed Harvey reading. I guess the explanation is: I knew about books. I had to read some at school and I’d even read a couple of Westerns and things on my own. But I’d always just assumed that books belonged to people like Harvey—the kind of people who become officers and senators and lawyers. Books didn’t have a big part in the world of folk like me, except, of course, for the Bible. So when I’d come in—maybe a little boisterous and liquored—and Harvey would be plumped in a leather chair with a book in his hand, it just seemed the natural order of things.


I remember very distinctly the evening I suddenly became aware of Harvey reading. I was dressing to go out and I came into the living-room—we had a bedroom each and a big living-room which Harvey kept tidy—and I was about to ask Harvey something and suddenly the question flashed into my mind: why’s he always reading?


For a while I just stood and watched him. He didn’t sprawl in his chair. He sat pretty near upright and he held the book neatly in his right hand with his fingers supporting the spine and his thumb holding the pages apart. When he’d read to the bottom of a page, he’d raise his left hand, pull his thumb out of the middle, turn over the page and then replace his thumb to keep the pages spread out. And suddenly I had a great desire to do the same. I asked him:


“Is that a good book, Harvey?”


“It is—by reputation. But I suspect its beauties are too subtle for me.”


“Could you recommend a good book for me, Harvey? I reckon I’ll stay in this evening and read.”


“Well, that’s a very commendable resolution, Tornado. I think I know just the thing.”


Harvey went to one of his bookcases and came back with a thin little volume which he handed to me.


“This is a splendid book. I’m sure you’ll like it.”


Well, I took that book and I parked myself in the other armchair and I started to read it. It took me about twenty minutes to read the first page. I didn’t understand more than about half of the words and I couldn’t make anything at all of their arrangement. The sentences were so long that by the time I’d got to the end of one I’d forgotten the beginning and I had to go back and start again. Moreover, my mind kept wandering so that I’d find my eyes were moving along the lines of print and I might even be saying the words under my breath but I’d be thinking of something different.


Suddenly Harvey asked:


“What do you think of it, Tornado?”


“Why—it’s a mighty interesting book, Harvey.”


“You don’t feel, as some critics do, that an element of renaissance frivolity tends to undermine it?”


“Come again?”


“You don’t feel—”


But then something surprising happened. Harvey broke off and made a sort of gurgling noise. The next moment he stood up and staggered about the room spluttering with laughter. I couldn’t see what was amusing him so and it made me uncomfortable. After a while, I asked:


“What are you laughing about, Harvey?”


He managed to say:


“Tornado, forgive me! I’m laughing at you.”


I frowned and began to feel kind of tense.


“What’s so funny about me, Harvey?”


“I did it—I set it up—and it was an unkind thing to do. But—Tornado—the expression!—the expression on your face!”


And he was off again, doubled up, clutching his belly, and heaving with laughter. I didn’t say anything but I felt my fist clench.


“What is this book, Harvey?” I asked.


“It is selections from Erasmus, in translation. It’s a very difficult book, Tornado, even for someone who’s had a full classical education.”


“Then why did you give it to me, Harvey?”


“I have to admit, Tornado, it was pure mischief. I was curious to see what you’d make of it.”


“You never expected me to understand it?”


“I never did.”


“How would you like me to break your jaw, Harvey?”


“It would not improve your reading ability, Tornado.”


“That’s true, Harvey. But that wouldn’t be my reason for doing it.”


“Tornado, you are a powerful young man. I concede your ability to break my jaw. Won’t you be satisfied with that?”


“Harvey, find me a book that I can read.”


“What for?”


“Because I really have a yen to read.”


But he surprised me by saying urgently:


“Don’t do it, Tornado! Don’t make the mistake so many have made and think you can turn books into dutiful servants. They’re infinitely treacherous. Let me explain: suppose I did what you wanted and found a nice, simple-minded volume that you could sit there and enjoy. Well, that book might have a hero and a heroine in it. You might fall in love with the heroine and that would mean you would naturally want to emulate the hero. So right away, you’re deflected from your own course, your own truth and energy. But that would only be the beginning. That book would make you want to read another book. And that would immediately give you a new set of models and ideas. And so it would go on. Twenty years later, you’d find yourself like me—without spirit or energy, battered by other men’s thoughts. And to crown it all, what you’d be then, Tornado, would be an arbitrary wreck! It might have happened that you’d read completely different books from the ones you actually encountered and they’d have done quite different things to you.”


Well, as you might guess, Horace, I was more than a little amazed by Harvey’s fervour. I knew he meant it kindly but I was kind of stubborn and sure of myself in those far-gone morning days. So I made him teach me, Horace, and, sadly, he consented. After a while, he got into it and became enthusiastic about my huge power to learn. Naturally, I began slowly—a modern novel or two, a kid’s history book, a few little tinkling poems and maybe a visit to the theatre. But from the start I bombarded Harvey with questions, making him explain and then explain his explanations and leaving no corner in which ignorance could lurk. And we made mighty strides, Horace.


PRATT PERFECTS PRATT



There came a time when Harvey would come at me with:


“Would you say that poem was a typical product of the romantic movement, Tornado?”


or


“Do you really give a fart for art, Tornado?”


And I’d come twisting back at him, full of book knowledge, leaping like a mountain goat from reference to reference, spinning out a shining web of ideas and, often as not, tangling up Harvey in the bright coils of my thought. Anything I could understand I could dominate and, if I set my mind to it, I could understand anything. Those were the tornado years, Horace, and I sucked in everything.


They’re coming whirling out now, Horace, out of my vivid flux of days, some images of pain. Like the time I slugged Harvey Maldoon.


We’d been to a speakeasy that night. Must have been a big occasion because I don’t recollect more than half a dozen times that Harvey came out on the town with me. After we got the mansion out beyond Taplow Park, he fitted it out with a billiard-room and most evenings he’d play billiards with one of the house-boys and then hit the sack early and read. But on this occasion—maybe it was my birthday?—I’d persuaded him to come down and see this new spot. We took the Cadillac and I remember telling the driver to go down by way of the lake because I wanted to show Harvey the latest in our fleet of cargo ships. We had a drink with the Captain and I recollect as we were leaving the ship I saw a rat creeping up a hawser and I distracted Harvey’s attention with a wise crack because I knew he had a mortal fear of rats.


Then the night opened like a flower as it always did in those days for Tornado Pratt and out of the silver alleys of the town danced the children of sin. We caroused at Emmets which was a tinsel palace lit by emerald spotlights. The lights turned us all into fish nosing through turbulent pools of champagne. Little rainbow fish and thick grinning fish with pistols in their armpits clustered round as I swept up through the champagne. As I broke surface, the band struck up the “Tornado Song” which half a dozen Chicago clubs played whenever I walked in.


All the big shots called at my table. Not only businessmen and politicians came to pay their respects but actors and singers and artists. In those days, there was a girl called Lotte who wore green and scarlet face paint so that across the room she looked like a parrot but close up she was ravishing. Lotte was a poet and a dancer. Somehow she’d wafted to Chicago from Vienna and she’d become the queen of the artists. She was a challenge to me because, for some reason, she wouldn’t come across. Now I’m not suggesting, Horace, that I’ve ever had to shovel dames out of my bed. It’s never quite like that. No matter how much you’ve got, women don’t like to think of themselves as sex toys. Moreover, in a lot of cases, bodies are all girls have to bargain with and so they don’t give them away. Any man who’s had physical relations with a reasonable number of women—more than a hundred, say—knows that some kind of campaign is usually necessary. But with those qualifications, Horace, I wouldn’t be bragging if I said that I had few problems in those days. Many’s the night I’d dive laughing into the pool of champagne and the next thing I’d surface in some strange bed, perhaps with the wife or daughter of a senator or tycoon nestled up to me. And it might have been like that on this particular night—except that Lotte was there. I came to her with:


“Hiya, kid!”


“Oh, hello, Pratt.”


“My friends call me Tornado.”


“Do they really, Pratt?”


“Aren’t you my friend, Lotte?”


“What’s a friend, Pratt?”


“Why someone who—you know what a friend is, Lotte.”


“A tiger on a lead.”


“Huh?”


“Someone who can—eat you up.”


“I don’t want to eat you up, Lotte.”


“What do you want to do to me, Pratt?”


And then, as if suggesting the answer, she put her hand down and squeezed my leg hard, just below my crutch. Naturally, I swung my arm round to circle her shoulder but she shrank back as if alarmed.


“Don’t!”


“But—”


“You won’t find me, Pratt.”


“How do you mean?”


“Oh, don’t be stupid. Who’s that man looking at us?”


I glanced towards the entrance, where she was looking, and saw a plump, cheerful-looking man talking to a waiter. I recognized him as Jay Vasari, a gangster I knew slightly. I told Lotte but she didn’t seem interested. She asked:


“Do you want to sleep with me, Pratt?”


“I sure do.”


“You won’t find me if you do.”


“I—how do you mean?”


She smiled sadly. She suddenly looked pathetic under the whorls of green and crimson paint, like a delicate, doomed savage. I wanted to scoop her up in my arms and carry her off to a benign wilderness. She glanced towards the entrance again.


“That man’s still looking at us.”


Then she squeezed my leg again, even more urgently, her fingers brushing my muffled prick. But she again shrank back when I tried a follow-up. Just then, Harvey materialized beside me and said:


“Can I have a word with you, Tornado?”


Naturally, I showed reluctance but Harvey conveyed that it was important. I sighed, stood up and followed him a little way away.


“What’s nibbling you, Harvey?”


“It’s that girl you’re with—”


“Shoot.”


Harvey claimed that he’d just overheard a conversation which implied that Lotte was Vasari’s new girl-friend. I shook my head.


“No, she’s not. And what if she is?”


“Vasari, I believe, has a reputation for shooting rivals—or getting them shot.”


This was true but I was drunk and infatuated. I glanced about the room and recognized one or two of Vasari’s men but I felt ready to take on an army to get at Lotte that night.


“It’ll be okay, Harvey,” I assured him.


“I think you should drop it, Tornado.”


I felt a stir of irritation. Oh, sure, I’ve realized since that Harvey was merely trying to protect me but at the time I felt he was meddling in my affairs. I said:


“I can look after myself, Harvey.”


I saw he was peering over my shoulder. Then he said:


“That seems to settle it. She’s leaving.”


I spun round and saw Vasari towing Lotte out of the joint like a dinghy in the wake of a yacht. I growled and started after them. But Harvey, very stupidly, grabbed my tuxedo jacket. This unbalanced me and I crashed to the floor. I rose like a gusher and slugged Harvey, fracturing his jaw. Then I turned to pursue Vasari but found an unaccountable welter of obstacles which I later figured must have been rigged by Vasari’s men. First a waiter lay down in front of me and writhed about, further impeding my progress by pouring slippery blood from his mouth. I leaped over him only to encounter a judge and his wife doing a kind of turkey dance in front of me. I related this activity to the strange conduct of a gangster called Mario who seemed to be trying to shoot his own foot off with an automatic. I ducked to avoid a flying champagne bottle and a stranger behind me caught it in his mouth. Now the whole joint started leaping about and yelling in their attempt to keep me from Lotte. I patiently hacked a path through the living jungle and had just reached the door when a counter-torrent of patrolmen surged in and washed me back into the room.


The rest of that night got very confused, Horace. I plunged about Chicago, searching for Lotte. In the end I wound up at Pony Roach’s apartment. One thing I do want to make clear, Horace, is that I never killed Pony Roach.


He was one of Vasari’s men and I just called on him to get Jay’s address which was not widely known in Chicago. The funny thing about Pony Roach, Horace, is that he had excellent manners. He had natural courtesy. He was an Irishman, not more than five foot seven inches tall and delicate as a praying mantis but he could put away massive hoods and torpedoes. He made me laugh by claiming that he’d never harm a human being but had no objection to shooting apes.


Well we talked for hours in his penthouse on Cutler Street. We were sitting on the terrace twenty-five floors above Chicago and I noticed that the sky was red. I asked Pony to tell me about Europe which I was thinking of visiting and he recommended that I should explore Cork. Then, still holding his pony glass, he dove off the edge of his balcony. All I can suggest is that it was a sudden impulse. A moment before, we had been talking and drinking and then Pony grinned and said:


“See you in paradise, Tornado!” and—whizz!—he’s over the edge.


I finished my cigar and whisky, although I felt uneasy, and then I went to the parapet and gazed down. I beheld many people, including patrolmen, gazing up at me and it struck me what the crazy joker, Pony, might have let me in for. People could easily assume that I’d booted him off the terrace. As if I’d do a thing like that just because he’d got down on his knees and fiddled with my fly buttons. Earlier, I’d asked him if he could direct me to where Lotte was staying. I’d suggested that, since he was number two to Vasari, he was in a position to know. Pony admitted that he did know but claimed that he’d promised not to tell anyone. Then he expressed the opinion that, in any case, I was wasting my time with a “dime whore” like Lotte who did a poxy trade in bargemen and niggers and I’d be better getting sucked off by him, Pony Roach. We roared with laughter at this crack and then Pony excused himself and dove off the roof. I hastened down in the elevator to the seventh floor, where there was an adjoining roof, and thus made my way home.


That’s how it was, Horace. I remember clearly now. I’ve never killed a civilian in my life—certainly not that kid in Peru. As for Pony Roach, I was hanging on to him with both hands, hugging him to my chest, and he just popped out like a wet fish, straight over the edge of the roof.


EUROPE RAVISHED



It was a mistake busting Harvey on the jaw, not because he held a grudge. That wasn’t in Harvey’s nature. But because from then on he was scared of me. Just a little. He wasn’t terrified. He didn’t scuttle into the butler’s room when I got home but there was just that hint of deference, of restraining himself from being totally candid, which changed the balance of our relationship. Part of the trouble was his jaw never healed properly. I don’t mean it stuck out on one side or anything. To look at, Harvey was the same distinguished-looking guy he’d always been. But he had twinges now and then, especially if he ate nuts or anything hard, which reminded him of my fearsome, drunken blow and I guess—


Sometimes, if we had company, and when we did have company it was the most glittering company in the Middle West, and I’d see Harvey wince when his teeth met something hard, tears would spring into my eyes. I loved that man and I’d broken his jaw. It could never be undone. I could stitch continents together with iron ships. I could make prairies belch cows but I couldn’t buy Harvey a new jaw. And there was something else too which, in a way, was worse. Because Harvey was just that fraction scared of me, I was just that fraction more bossy. I could hear the change in my voice and I’d think: my God, this is the guy who’s given you everything—why the hell can’t you go easy on him?


So I decided to travel some.


There was another reason too. I was wearing out with Lotte Rine. We had five weeks of concentrated passion when every day we managed at least one fuck. In her studio I’d pull her straddling on to my lap and probe into her while she gasped:


“Tornado! Töte mich!”


Then I’d rise slowly to my feet, still embedded in her and, after she’d writhed out of her blouse and brassière, fall forwards on to the deep cushions of her oval bed where we’d roll and curl for hours in the sweet athletics of life. Feeling the call, I’d excuse myself from directors or accountants and head for Lotte, often meeting her streaming towards me. And where we met, we’d do it. Not actually in the street but in strange nooks and crevices of the city with the iron life whizzing about us. I took her in telephone booths, often in cars, on perforated fire-escapes which must have revealed at least heaving forms to the street below, in alleys behind stacks of boxes, once in an elevator between the twelfth and the fortieth floor, where Lotte’s brief petal of skirt was still wafting down as the doors grated open and people jostled in.


But the crazy thing is, Horace, we had nothing to say to each other, not a blessed thing. It was:


“Hiya, Baby!”


“Hiya, Tornado!”


And then all we could think about was cementing bellies. At first, I attempted conversation with remarks about, say, the decline of the meat trade in Chicago or the beauty of bank-notes. But I couldn’t get any meaningful response from Lotte. She’d smile and chew her dainty lip and shake her head. And then, if we had even elementary privacy, lay my hand on her breast.


PRATT FOOLS THE WAVES



I didn’t like the sea. It’s the only thing I was ever scared of although I licked it in the end and became a spear fisherman. But when I was heaving to Europe on that liner I’d stand by the rail and I’d see that grey surge of water stretching away to meet the sky and I’d think: hell! Then I looked up and I saw the white bird riding the air and I’d think: fear. If we hit an iceberg like the Titanic and went down, the white bird would go on riding the sky. I guess I was too gregarious for the sea. In my day, it was the loneliest place on earth. Oh sure, in the saloon, ladies with jet necklaces were talking and smoking but out on deck there was just the sea and sky. So at three o’clock in the morning when it was still dark, I headed for the deck and found a concealed place by the rail between two lifeboats. Then I swung myself over the side and hung there, fifty feet above boiling oblivion. I was so scared I puked. And when I puked, my arms went limp and I could feel the spray sucking me down into the heart of the sea. So I gave an almighty shout and the next thing I was stretched out on deck with an officer kneeling over me. He asked:


“What happened, sir?”


“I guess you pulled me up on deck.”


“But how did you get there?”


“I swung myself over the side because I’m scared of the sea and I don’t like being scared—or at least feeling it.”


“You did it deliberately?”


“That’s right, Admiral.”


And that British officer just stared at me, amazed. And I grinned back at him. The next morning a steward came and conducted me to the Captain’s quarters. The captain of that liner was a big, red-faced type of Englishman. He gave me a glass of scotch and then said:


“Now then, old chap. What’s all this I hear?”


“What do you hear, Captain?”


“They tell me that you’ve been doing your exercises over the ship’s side.”


So I explained to the Captain how I’d never been scared before and how I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I hadn’t faced what was scaring me.


“Most extraordinary! But have you considered this, old chap? You can’t test them all. I mean to say, there’s fire and heights and jungles—the world’s littered with dangerous things. You wouldn’t have much hope of reaching retirement age if you tried to test them all.”


I finished my whisky and winked at that old salt.


“The thing is, Captain, it’s only the sea that bothers me. I’m not scared of any other thing in the world.”


And that was the truth, Horace, because you see I wasn’t scared of death. I laughed at death. I met death in my dreams and I wrestled with him. And it always ended up with me pinning death to the ground and him weeping thick mud tears out of his skull’s eyes. I met death in books and never winced. At that stage of my life, I knew perfectly that only total contempt for death could gain me perfect enjoyment of life. And, oh boy! Horace, did I enjoy life!


I rode a mule through the Sierra Moreno mountains. And behind me rode a whole village. I wanted to live in a Spanish village and I wanted to move as well. So I hired the whole village to ride with me across the slopes. And on those slopes grew wild hyacinth and fern. Above them towered frosty peaks and our procession, tuned with pipes and guitars, ambled for weeks through the Sierra. At night, I’d warm myself with a village girl and I was amazed to find that none of those proud Spanish males ever tried to hinder me. While riding, I learned Spanish from Pedro, the village baker. Some days, we’d troop into the courtyard of a Spanish aristocrat and then I’d accept the hospitality of the hacienda for the night and stagger my hosts in the morning by turning up for breakfast with a ragged wench. But they all loved me in spite of my outrageous ways for I was life itself in those days, Horace, and who could resist me?


After about a month, I suddenly had a yen for the city. So I paid off my village handsomely and took a train to Paris.


I stayed at the Crillon Hotel in the Place de la Concorde and I found out it was just like Chicago: Americans with cigars and fedora hats stomping about the lobby. So I moved out of the Crillon and walked about until I found a hotel on the quay where there were no Americans.


Horace, in those days I could breathe in a city the way you could breathe in magnolia in a Southern garden. I’d step out of that hotel lobby and cross the road and look out over the Seine, across to the huge king-box of the Louvre and up towards the fancy bridges by Government House, and along the avenue of trees and I’d feel Paris charging my whole body. So I’d take off and do crazy things. Within a week I knew ten houses where they had curious diversions. In one of them, they had a bed the size of a swimming pool and on that bed half the gentry of Paris were jigging and rolling. With their own women too sometimes—not just with the whores who fluttered all over Paris like butterflies in an orchard. These big-eyed whores plucked at you in the narrow streets. They wore short muslin dresses the colour of flame or coal and one of them, called Mele, first took me to the Maison du Grand Lit. I was just using Mele as a guide since I still had hangups from my Bible-laced boyhood. I had no yen to get into the action myself. So I bought Mele a gin-sling and myself a tumbler of scotch and we planted ourselves on two plush chairs, provided for voyeurs, and watched.


There were near a hundred people on that sprung plateau, most of them naked, some, particularly the women, with wisps of clothing still clinging to them. Time to time a couple would roll off the great bed and stagger away to the changing rooms or perhaps a new couple would arrive. But all the time, on the great bed, the orgy went on thrashing. There were coils of girls and knots of men. There were pyramids and loops of mixed bodies. And the whole was writhing and twitching to the accompaniment of a hissing, slurping, sluthering kind of noise, of human gasps and moans and the muted grating of springs.


It was one of the most extraordinary things I ever saw, Horace, and it made me think of pictures I’d seen—or maybe I saw them later when I became a collector?—makes no matter—pictures from the Middle Ages of bodies twisted and heaped and usually being tormented by devils. But was that gang in the Paris “maison” being tormented by devils? I couldn’t rightly say, Horace. The nearest I figured it was, watching those judges and senators and officers, that if this was how they liked spending their time it must be pretty frustrating to have to sit in court or run the country or do their other boring jobs. As for me, I won’t say I’ve never jerked off remembering that pageant of abandon but at the time I never even got a hard-on, whereas at high school in Kansas I’d feel my body shiver with lust if Miss Perkins, our young geography teacher, accidentally showed the calf of her leg.


I began to see a lot of Sylvie, a girl who lived in the same hotel. In spite of her name, she was some kind of oriental and she had those deep, measuring, smooth-rimmed eyes. She was exquisite. I’d been noticing her appreciatively in the rickety elevator and also down at the desk where we deposited our keys. One evening, we shared the elevator and, on impulse, I got out at her floor and noted which room she went into. Then, an hour or so later, I went down and knocked at her door. When she opened it, I bowed with a big Kansas grin and said:


“Would you do me the honour of dining with me tonight?”


She looked at me startled—or maybe it was just the big, inscrutable eyes—for a moment and then she smiled and said:


“You are lucky. I speak very good the English.”


I told her I was a poor student and asked her: could she recommend a cheap restaurant? I didn’t want her to realize I was rich. I’d had enough trouble in Chicago with dames who couldn’t see me for the glare of gold. She took us to a fine little place, packed with youngsters, where we ate terrific chow at long, festive tables covered with paper. Two or three people knew her there and one boy kissed her affectionately. I couldn’t get over this, how in Paris, everyone touched and kissed. In the rumbling old trains of the metro, couples stood locked together for minutes on end and meanwhile folk going to work just read their newspapers and paid no unhealthy attention. It seemed to me for a time that Paris had the secret of living.


So that night after dinner, Sylvie and I wandered about the Latin Quarter. She told me she worked in a bank, that she was Indo-Chinese and that her ambition was to go to America. She explained:


“I am very modern.”


Time to time, we paused for a drink on the sidewalk terrace of a café and once we went into a little purple basement where a Frenchman was reciting on a platform. He made Sylvie laugh and she explained that he was being funny about the government. At that stage, I couldn’t understand a word of French and my Spanish didn’t help.


Finally, we drifted back along the quay with the lights of Paris cupped in the sliding black waters of the Seine and the stone prow of die Isle de la Cité riding ceaselessly into the current. Back at the hotel, I let my arms gently forage for their prey and tug her body against mine. And, after the union of brandy lips and wine lips, I turned towards my own door but her small, peremptory hand clasped mine and led me by it into her room.


Ah, Horace, I could show it to you. I could hire a geographer to draw it up for you: Pratt’s Love Map of Europe, with coloured pins stuck all over it to reveal the number and kinds of my physical loves. In Norway, there would be only two pins, one ice-blue to represent a Viking lady who swam naked in a fjord and who had once delivered her own baby. In France, on the other hand, there would be a hundred pins but most of them would represent later trips, the time when I had a château in France. But in Paris, in a poor section of the quay that borders the river Seine, there would be one crimson pin like Aphrodite’s standard. There are nights, Horace, which you don’t forget. Maybe there’s no reason for it. Maybe you can’t subsequently isolate any special quality or element which makes them unique. But in memory they become citadels, withstanding the assaults of the grey, besieging armies of time. That’s how it was—how it is!—that night with Sylvie. We only made love once—but it lasted three hours! Straight, Horace, I never unhorsed nor sheathed my lance for three glorious hours of joust! We rolled and tumbled together like comets through the starry cosmos, and as we heaved and raced, the stars flashed brighter and the worlds span faster and all the veins of energy that lace the void blazed with light.


“Whisky, sir?”


“It’s killing me, Horace. Do I know you, boy?”


PRATT IN THE HOUSE OF GOD



After that we slept together every night. On Sunday morning, my eyes still glued shut with hangover, I heard Sylvie moving about the room. I called:


“Come back to bed, honey.”


She whispered in my ear.


“Stay there, chéri. I will be back soon.”


For a while I just dozed and then the meaning of her words jabbed through and I opened my eyes.


“But where the hell are you going?”


“I am going to mass, chéri.”


Mass? Somehow the idea surprised me. I thought about it and I realized, with slight shame, that I’d vaguely figured that Sylvie probably worshipped idols with eight arms or fat, grinning Buddhas. I asked her about it and she explained that her family had been Catholic even out there in Indo-China because of the French culture they had there. By this time I was awake, so I got up, dressed and accompanied her to the Cathedral of Notre Dame for Sunday morning mass.


It was a mighty place, that cathedral, Horace, but when I tried to think of it as the house of God, it seemed to me more like a barn. I could only imagine God as a huge penned beast. The windows were brilliant, like glowing tiles of ruby and sapphire. Thousands of candles blinked in the crannies. Like the moaning of wind in a winter forest, the chant of the priests echoed coldly in my ears. I rose to leave and, just then, a sigh swept through the congregation. I heard an irreverent yell and turned to see a comic figure capering up the central aisle. It was a young man wearing a red and green piebald tunic and tights. The bells that tipped his conical, drooping cap and his long, upturned shoes jingled as—dodging to avoid spiteful hands that plucked at him—he skipped past me.


His name was Gaspard Luria, Horace, and he was a dreamer and buffoon. When I ran into him, now wearing ordinary “quartier” clothes, a few days later in a café, I said:


“You’re the one that shouted ‘God is dead’ in the cathedral.”


He replied in pretty good English.


“That is correct, monsieur. Are you drunk?”


“Drunk? How do you mean drunk?”


“Some subtle quality about you, monsieur—ah yes, the fact that you are on your hands and knees.”


I’d been amusing Sylvie, Horace, by showing her how a bronco bucked when I’d caught sight of Gaspard. I was somewhat drunk but not as bad as it looked. I grinned and got up and joined him at his table. I asked him:


“Why did you do that?”


“Do what, monsieur?”


“Why skip about in the cathedral, shouting ‘God is dead’?”


“For the same reason, monsieur, that you murdered the Italian ambassador.”


“I—what the hell are you talking about?”


“Why did you do it, monsieur? He was a swine who ruined women but, for all that, one of God’s creatures.”


“I never—”


“Assassin!”


This was a shrill shout, Horace. The next thing, Gaspard had darted out on to the sidewalk and accosted a couple of passing cops. I saw him talking eagerly to them and pointing at me but after a while they pushed him aside and continued on up the crowded boulevard. He danced after them, hissing and jeering and suddenly one of them swung round and hit him on the side of the head with his truncheon. Gaspard collapsed on the pavement and a crowd of indignant youngsters clustered round him. A little later they carried him, bleeding a lot, back to his seat next to mine. He blinked at me and offered:


“I was mistaken, monsieur. The Italian ambassador is unharmed.”


“What the hell was that all about?”


“Monsieur, on behalf of the flics and people of France, I welcome you to our shores. Friends, a toast to the Italian ambassador.”


And that’s how he always was, Horace, a kind of lethal joker whose most destructive pranks were reserved for himself. The closest I ever came to fathoming the nature of Gaspard Luria was one day when I caught him alone in the street because in the café he was always surrounded by an enthusiastic group. I came at him with:


“Cut the kidding for once, Gaspard, and tell me what you really think.”


“I think the world is a pimple, Tornado.”


“Are you jealous?”


“Yes.”


“See here, Gaspard—”


“There is nothing to see there, Tornado. What I do, I do for no reason because if there were a reason it would be unreasonable. Look at it like this, my life is the canopy which shelters me from the intolerable glare of eternity. How can I explain it to you, Tornado? I purchase my thoughts in the flea-market. They are second-hand but have the charming patina of age. One day, Tornado, I will die a hero’s death because I am a connoisseur of the banal.”


Gaspard had a room in the Hotel du Phare. It was a round room without windows, like the inside of a big cheese. It contained a bed with books stacked deep around it and nothing else. He slept in that room but he lived in the huge, baroque Café Balzac on the Boulevard St Michel. All day he sat there, reading, reciting poetry, receiving friends and courtiers. Sometimes he would say:


“Money—who can give me money?”


And, sure enough, someone would always get out a wallet and extract some old, garishly coloured French bank-notes that were falling to bits, and hand them over to him. When I left Paris, I handed him about five hundred dollars in francs. He smiled, said:


“Thank you, Tornado.”


And stuffed them carelessly in his pocket.


But what the hell, Horace, I haven’t thought about Gaspard Luria for years. Maybe I was reminded of him by that kid we saw this afternoon being shot by the firing squad. The way he held his head on one side and smiled so that he looked composed and forgiving but then—just as we slipped past in the taxi—I saw his chin quiver and I could tell that kid was rotten inside with terror of the dark. Shut the door, Horace. This is the noisiest goddamm hotel I’ve ever been in.


PRATT AND PEER’S DAUGHTER—JUST FRIENDS?


In England, Horace, I went straight to visit Harvey’s brother, the Earl. And that earl was very taken with me and glad to have me remain in his palace in Huntingdonshire—was it?—for as long as I wanted. While I was there he asked my opinion about certain American investments and I was able to help him in this matter so that he made thousands of pounds in the next few months. With this money, he mended the roof, hired a new under-gamekeeper and paid one of his parlour maids handsomely not to make a fuss about a baby. I studied that earl, Horace, noticing the difference there was between him and Harvey and relating that difference to the fact that for the Earl life had unrolled like a red carpet while Harvey had had to hack his way forwards. This meant Harvey had grown into the better man. That earl was a worm of a man, self-indulgent and self-important. But his estate was the nearest thing to heaven I ever saw.


When I arrived it was velvet spring and the creamy breeze went rustling through his beeches and elms. Red squirrels clawed their way up those trees and then spied down on the flamingos in the reedy lake. Those flamingos had been imported from Africa and yet their gaudy plumes harmonized with the English green. In the walled kitchen garden, rows of succulent vegetables ripened. In front of the house, which had columns, was a great spread of lawn which gleamed with daffodils that danced away to meet a host of bluebells in the woods.


There was a great peace and elegance about that place and no matter who came there the house was big enough to take it.


The thing was, Harvey—Harvey? Harvey’s dead. He was hit by a truck in—early nineteen fifties must have been. Or sixties? Anyhow, the thing was, Harv—Horace! The thing was, Horace, most of that earl’s friends were too old and vicious to attract me but now and then someone called who took a shine to me and I to them. In this way, I went on to other country houses and soon I was running with fairy-tale people. There were lanterns strung in the gardens, Horace, and under them swayed the golden boys and girls. I’d never met such a set before. They smiled and whispered things. Nothing shocked them and everything amused them. And I was their new toy that they kept handing round to prove it really worked. Those silver girls flitted in and out of my skin, Horace, dissolving into moonlight. I’d bounce into a circle of those favoured children, Horace, standing with hands linked but not enough energy to dance and I’d tug long streamers of them through woods to the sea and then whip them into the curling surf.


“My God, Tornado, don’t you ever let up?”


“Race you to the beacon, Sir Andrew.”


And off we’d go, drumming along the cliffhead, thrashing the wind with our winged elbows. Naturally, if I had anything like an equal amount I could lick them all on horseback. Then I’d do tricks for them like scooping up at a gallop the prettiest little Honourable, kissing her hard and then shooting her into a haystack as I went pounding past. In the sea, I’d leap and skim amongst them like a dolphin. But I began to sicken of them, Horace. Hardly any of them had any guts or any spine and, having learned at their finishing schools how to be perfect, were stuck like that forever. They began to impress me, Horace, as pretty china figures on a mantel-piece. I knew that any shock could shatter them—if you talked too loud or if you talked too real. But for a long time I went on prancing with them, Horace, because there was so much charm to be explored. But I began to get disgusted with myself and that made me drink and one day I woke up in a cell in a London police station, screaming from the pain of a horse-race taking place on my chest. I could see those ponies and their jockeys, Horace, and at the same time recognize I was in the grip of liquor-induced delirium. After a while two of those tommies or bobbies, with the big helmets, came charging along the corridor and into my cell.


“Are you all right, sir?”


“Are you all right, Mr Pratt?”


They’d discovered that the bum they’d found sleeping in a shop doorway was a millionaire with fantastic connections and they nursed me like a pair of mothers.


After that, I cut myself off from the pleasure set and began making long phone calls to Chicago, making plans for my return. I figured I’d spend a couple of weeks in London, setting up, or just exploring, one or two deals and then get on a big ship back to the USA.


PRATT AMAZED IN THE MAZE OF TIME



I was negotiating with Sir Vivian Bronson to sell him a few thousand steel “spiders”. These were meat-handling devices we’d invented and patented in Chicago. It wasn’t much of a deal, profitwise, but everyone said: Vivian Bronson is the man in London meat. Get him on your side and the sky’s the limit. The trouble I found was that this guy wouldn’t talk about meat. I came at him with:


“Cuts handling costs by a third. Improves quality of the carcass.”


He’d come busting back at me with:


“How would you like to see my father’s marbles?”


“I’d rather see a contract.”


“You’re a nice lad, Tornado, but something of a philistine. Aren’t you interested in the past?”


“No.”


“But you can’t understand the present, Tornado, unless you understand the past. All of today is locked in yesterday and yesterday is in the museum.”


“Do you want to do a deal, Sir Vivian?”


“We are doing a deal, Tornado.”


And I’d fume inwardly while he blathered on about his father’s marbles and his father’s flints and his father’s bronzes. You get the idea, Horace? Sir Vivian senior had been a great digger-up of things. As far as I could make out he’d gone snooping round the Mediterranean, digging little pits wherever he went. And wherever he put down his spade why he fished up some crumbling old head of a Roman senator or a Greek athlete. Sir Vivian pointed down from his office window:


“And they’re all there, Tornado. He left everything to the nation.”


Sir Vivian was pointing at the British Museum. He had a tremendous reverence for his father and his father’s achievement. Thinking back, Horace, it is clear that Sir Vivian wouldn’t talk about meat because he felt that it was inferior to marble and bronze. He figured that he’d let the family down by being a mere meat mogul instead of an archaeologist like dad. I still can’t figure out how he held his job because I sure as hell couldn’t get him to talk about meat. Finally, hoping it might lead to action, I agreed to inspect his father’s marbles and we shuffled off to the museum. While we were giving those marbles the once-over his secretary came mincing up to us:


“Telephone call for you, sir—from the minister.”


And, promising to be back soon, Sir Vivian went puffing away with his secretary. I took another glum look at the marbles. They were mainly isolated legs, mostly of horses and the truth is, Horace, I got no kicks from contemplating them. During the next eight years, with Nathalie, I learned to savour the beauty of the spun imagination and I became a collector of note but at that time I was still a goon about art. Anyhow, Sir Vivian not returning, I drifted out of that hall, thinking to follow him back to his office. In the next hall was a glass case and, for some reason, I paused to look in it. There were a lot of little bitty things inside, many made of ivory, things like needles, fish-hooks, crude forks and combs. I gazed at one rough needle and shook my head ironically at the thought of preserving such a thing in a glass case. I read the notice propped near it and learned that this stuff was all Norwegian and dated back to the eighth century. Then I eyed that deformed needle again and I got a shock like a steer’s hoof on the shin! Eighth century! This needle! More than a thousand years ago—a thousand years!—a woman had been sewing with that home-made needle. In Norway, a thousand years ago—dark and cold, glacier, pine, log cabin, primitive family—and through the long, dark winter that unknown woman had stitched together the life-giving furs for her man and her kids with—that very needle! I kept gazing at it, almost seeing the ghostly scene of that oh distant! winter wavering into vision, imagining somehow that the life which had once moved that needle still adhered to it. A little later, Sir Vivian taps me on the back and leads me to his office to sign the contract at last.


But the next day, Horace, I went back to the museum. This time I got hooked on an early Christian drinking glass made of slightly greenish glass. This item was more than twelve hundred years old and had been found in Cyprus. Who had drunk out of that glass and what had they drunk? More important, what had they thought and felt and done in that summer world? I gazed at that glass, Horace, and at two or three items in the case and when I looked up, damn near an hour had passed. It made me shiver with the realization of how the past, and dreaming of the past, could swallow up the present. Nevertheless, Horace, I found that I was trapped. I cancelled my boat ticket and every day for three weeks I went to the British Museum. After that, I got a little alarmed and I took out a few doxies I’d found wandering about the corridors of the Ritz where I had a suite. The idea was to shake off the glamour of that museum but it didn’t work, Horace. While we dined in classy restaurants and danced in sophisticated nightclubs, I kept thinking about some crumbling bit of wood that was just recognizable as the ruins of a doll or of a little stone lamp that had feebly lit a hovel full of brutish ancestors. And the next day I’d be back in that terrible, passion-wracked theatre of time until:


“Isn’t it—Tornado Pratt?”


I looked round, Horace, and saw a sweet and diffident smile. I nodded and muttered:


“At your service, ma’am.”


But she was faint behind the roar of the past. Faintly, through that roar, I heard her murmur:


“Well, I won’t spoil your concentration.”


A dim memory glowed. I’d met her before—in Scotland—amongst a large party feasting beside a lake and noted then the sweetness of her smile. But now my mind was in ancient Crete. My heart was beating in jagged spikes and each spike was a barbaric pin stuck through the oiled locks of a Cretan princess. I saw Nathalie’s smile, rebuffed, contract slightly and then, with a little, self-deprecating quirk of her mouth, she strolled on and I turned back to my showcase. A minute later I was flying down the aisle after her and when I caught up, beside a canoe, I burst out:


“Ma’am, get me out of here!”


“You are impetuous, Mr Pratt. I’ve never known an American before.”


“Take me live, and rescue me from the dead. We’ll honeymoon in Wyoming because there are no relics there.”


“Are you proposing to me, Mr Pratt?”


“It appears so, ma’am.”


“Very well, Mr Pratt.”


She wasn’t really forward, Horace, my Nathalie. In fact, she was an old-fashioned girl in many ways. She was kind and didn’t feel any need to wrap it in irony. She had values—like nature and art and loyalty—that she would defend. She—but what I want to project, Horace, is how we clicked. I can’t remember when I really proposed, the second day, third day, but we walked out of that museum, gazing into each other’s eyes and transmitting a current of love and already with the yearning for marriage in our hearts. She looked at me like that for years, Horace, eight years if you want to know, before the great amoeba grew round her liver and shrank my Nathalie into a husk. When I’d turn on the swivel of my drive and glance at her standing behind me on the green, I’d quicken to that lamp of love. When I came home, when she came home, when we flew together in the Starlight Room an eighth of a mile above Manhattan, at any level, at any latitude of earth, the air turned to musk and filled with petals when my Nathalie and I came together.


PRATT AND PEER’S DAUGHTER—JUST FRIENDS? NO, GODDAMM IT!


We’re not just friends. How would you describe your relationship, Mr Pratt? Mighty fine. What I was seeking to discover, Mr Pratt, was whether you and Lady Nathalie are contemplating marriage? Is that right? Is what right, Mr Pratt? Is that what you were seeking to discover? Precisely, Mr Pratt, or are you just good friends? No, goddamm it. No? No, goddamm it, we’re not just friends—hey, you dropped your pencil.


Then, when he stooped to look for it, Horace, why I gave him a spin and a shove that sent the poor old geezer flying across the lawn. Hell, Horace, I couldn’t take a piss in a public John without finding a reporter in the next bay. I was used to having the press on my tail from Chicago but this was like Niagara to a shower compared to that. Little men in bowler hats scurrying along rooftops, popping up outside windows, busting through hedges. I got as nervous as a bootlegger, figuring everyone was patting his pocket meaningfully. Only what he’d got in there was not a gun but a notebook and pencil. And what was it all about?


It was all about a guy called Hugh Perry who’d been a blacksmith back in the seventeenth or eighteenth century—yeah, it would have been the seventeenth. And when Cromwell started ripping up the Royalists all over England, Hugh followed after and shoed the General’s horses with the special portable forge which he’d invented. And Cromwell was so tickled with the good state of his cavalry’s hooves that he gave this Perry guy a big estate that had belonged to a cavalier and after the Restoration, for some reason I haven’t got straight at this very moment, Horace, after the Restoration, James the—or was it Charles? Some king anyhow made Perry into a marquis.


And all the Perrys after him were decent guys who lived on the estate that Oliver had given Hugh and were well liked in the neighbourhood but none of them could have invented a hangover. Nathalie’s pa was a bee-loving old fellow, who could recite everything that the poet Donne ever wrote but he was about as much use to society as a stray dog. But because he was called the fourteenth Marquis, England, much of the continent of Europe and practically the whole of the United States of America went crazy because his daughter was marrying a Chicago meat-packer.


No, not that time, Horace. I can recognize it when it’s beamed at me. It was Nathalie the fuss was about. Tornado Pratt was just a little whirlwind, just a light zephyr, in that hullabaloo. Yeah, and maybe you’re right. Maybe that is what irked me. Maybe that is what got under my skin. I’d been kind of used to getting the maximum attention for a number of years now and, even though I kidded myself it was the infringement of privacy and the goddamm nuisance of these snooping dummies that was getting me wild, maybe it was really having to play second fiddle. At one point, I came at Nat with:


“Baby, do you want to marry me?”


“Of course I want to marry you, Tornado.”


“It just sometimes seems to me, Nathalie, just recently, that maybe you were fixing to marry your hairdresser instead.”


“Why do you say that, Tornado?”


“Because when I ask you to lunch, or to walk in the park with me, or to visit me in my suite, you say that you have a date with your hairdresser.”


“But, darling, I have to make preparations. There’s so much to do.”


“Why is there so much to do, Nathalie? My ma and pa were married with just a hired man for witness and no goddamm hairdressers.”


“You’re being deliberately naive, Tornado. Our’s is a society wedding.”


“Is it me, you want, Nathalie, or the society wedding?”


“Why the society wedding, of course, Tornado. Any old husband would do.”


You see, Horace, she always turned my anger and made me laugh. But I stuck to my guns:


“Don’t try to bullshit me, my lady, that you’re not enjoying this shindig.”


“It would be silly not to enjoy it, Tornado, since we have to go through with it. But I’d marry you, my love, in a shack on the prairie.”


And so she would have done, Horace, because there was an affinity of the bone between my Nat and me. From the moment we met in the museum until I held her chilling hand in the blind hospital in Milwaukee, choking in the abysm of my immeasureable grief, we interlocked like wing and air in this world.


PERFECT YEARS FOR PRATT



We had three regular homes, the ranch in Colorado, the mansion in Chicago and our favourite: a one-room log cabin in Carolina where our only close neighbours were a family of chipmunks. Within visiting distance were bears and beavers and a wide range of other dumb critters but there wasn’t a human for miles. Don’t get the idea we were misanthropic. Not at all. In Chicago, likewise in Europe where we were frequent guests and visitors, we revelled in good company but no matter how good the company the best for both of us was each other’s and so it was always with delight that we headed out into the Carolina wilderness.


We’d live there, self-sufficient, for weeks at a time. Maybe we’d take with us, in the big limousine, some canned food and a selection of drinks but mostly we’d drink water from our own well, eat vegetables from out own patch, which I set in every year and weeded and looked after with some help from a ranger, and meat that I shot. And Nathalie would cook it. And days we’d canoe on the lake and streams, or walk the pine trails with or without guns, or, if it was very warm, splash the beavers out of the lake with our huge competition and evenings we’d build a log fire of red, chunky pine and we’d light the oil lamps and what we liked doing best of all was—reading to each other.


In that way, we read long classical novels from England, Russia and France. Personally, I did not appreciate Flaubert but was attracted to Tolstoy and Stendhal. Nat disliked Dickens but I thought he was fine. The tar bubbling out of the pine logs and Nat’s hoity-toity English voice clearly speaking out the words of Thackeray or, in translation naturally, Turgenev and you’d think the bears might crowd to our windows to get an earful. And late in the night, but early by city standards, we’d get bare-ass into our big timber-frame bed, under the skins, and I’d try and squeeze Nat through my breast bone into my bowels while love sounds creaked in my throat.


You ever see that film Walker’s Claim? It was a crap film but the girl in it was a dead ringer for Nat. Can’t even remember what she was called. She was only the second lead and I don’t recollect ever seeing her again in a movie but she was what Nat looked like. Nat came up to my chest and she’d lay her face on my chest and smile up at me and she had the most beautiful face that existed and you know what—I couldn’t for sure—not absolutely for sure tell you the colour of her eyes. I could tell you how her lips pursed to blow me a kiss and I can see now that trick she had of swinging her head from side to side like a wilful kid but I wouldn’t swear to her eyes. Hell, yes I would! Just as I said I wouldn’t, Horace, I saw them, clear and bright. They were green flecked with gold, Nat’s eyes, and the moment in which my memory just flashed them on to the screen of my mind was that moment when, sitting on a little bluff above our beaver lake, I glanced round and caught Nat inspecting me with a questioning look that sent thrills rippling through my body. For I understood the question she was asking herself and it was: how could she love me so much?


As for Manuel—that was crazy! I can see now how crazy it was. Sure, I’ll tell you exactly what happened.


I was ahead of Nat in sport. I was only a few seconds behind Olympic time in the crawl, a rodeo-calibre horseman, a scratch golfer but I was a bit heavy for tennis. I could give anyone a good game but I could see I’d never have made a pro. Well now, Nat also played a little tennis and we decided we’d improve our game some. So we joined a club just outside Chicago. We joined this particular club because it was owned and run by Manuel Carmine, who, in those years, was always one of the top seeds at Wimbledon. He ran a businesslike and elegant club and I never thought of Manual as anything but a tennis pro.


About this time, I got involved in planning and running new airmail routes. It was chicken feed but I could see that airplanes weren’t going to remain the same shape like elephants but would get sleeker and bigger and I predicted within thirty years the sky would be black with them. So I figured Pratt should have a piece of the air. The consequence was, I had to ease off on the sporting activities and so Nat more or less carried on the tennis alone.


Then one afternoon, in fall, I looked out of my office window, forty-six floors above Chicago, and decided I wanted to be away out of the city and with my love. I phoned down for my car and half an hour later I was swerving out through the red and gold towards Manuel’s club. Just about the first thing I saw when I got there was Nat and Manuel, in tennis white, heading out for the the courts. So I swung out of my drop-head and chased after them. They hadn’t seen or heard me arrive because the car park was about twenty feet below the club-house, with some fancy terraces and rock gardens in between. I went bounding up the steps like an antelope and then paused to admire Nat from behind. Tennis skirts and panties weren’t as revealing then as they are now but my Nat’s firm little butt and lithe carriage impressed me. I was running my eyes up and down her body, happy as a kid with a cone, when I saw Manuel’s left hand swing over slightly, take Nat’s right hand, squeeze it briefly and release it again. I was so euphoric I just went on dancing after them, chuckling to myself. And then suddenly it hit me and I stopped short and shivered. What the hell! What did that dago think he was doing? Handling my Nat! A huge rage, like the belch of a volcano, swelled up in me. Tennis pro? I’d cut off his balls and volley them at him! And how about Nat? She’d let him! Permitted it—permitted—what? Now take hold, Tornado! What’s she permitted? Just a little brush of the hand—that’s nothing—sure as hell nothing.


Well, I turned about, Horace, and I went back to the car. Correction, I sneaked back to the car. Suddenly I didn’t want anyone to see me. I wanted to be alone and secret.


However, by the time I got home that night, I’d laughed the whole thing off. We had a delightful evening. We ate Maine oysters, flown in on one of my new mail planes, with a bottle of fine German hock. As a matter of fact, I think we drank three bottles of that good hock. It slipped down like spring water when you’re really bushed in high summer. I kept calling for another bottle, filling Harvey’s glass and Nat’s glass and then, I confess, just about finishing the bottle myself. They cheered me on and laughed. They both loved to see me expanding into delight. I told wild stories of alarm and triumph. I got Harvey reciting ballads which he only did when he caught some excitement buzzing around. He loved reciting ballads but it never happened but four or five times all the years I knew him. Now, as we headed for the drawing-room for coffee, Harvey was moaning out:


“Oh, Helen fair, beyond compare,


I’ll weave a garland from thy hair—”


And I scooped Nat up in my arms and rocked her like she was on a fair-ground swing, compelling her to scream in alarm, and then just chucked her gently onto the great leather sofa.


Then things quieted down and we talked, mainly Harvey and me, about the St Louis run which was giving us problems because there was one stretch where there weren’t enough emergency fields and we’d nearly lost a plane the week before. After we’d been at it awhile, I suddenly turned to Nat and, to my own surprise and distress, asked:


“How’d the tennis go?”


You must understand, Horace, that I thought I’d put the whole thing out of my mind. So what the hell did I mean by betraying my resolve and asking Nat that question? What’s more, why did I ask it in that somewhat grim tone of voice? She replied lightly:


“I did rather well. I took a set.”


“From Manuel?”


“Oh, Titch! Of course not! I took a set from Dina Paradine. You know I couldn’t take a game from Manuel.”


“Is that right, Nat?”


“Well, of course it is. You know it is!”


“Maybe I wasn’t thinking about tennis, Nat.”


“Not thinking about tennis? I don’t play any other games with Manuel.”


“Sure about that, Nat?”


“Well, of course—now wait a minute. There’s more to this than meets the ear. Why is his face darkening into a crude resemblance of Othello’s? Tornado, you’re jealous!”


But I was in no laughing mood, Horace! I went bounding over, grabbed Nat’s wrist so that she flinched, tugged her to her feet and then forced her to the ground. It was the only time I ever laid violent hands on her, Horace, and whenever I remember it steel tongs grip my heart. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Harvey wince and double-shame filled my gullet for I saw that I was humiliating him too. But I couldn’t stop. It was as if there was a machine inside me moving my body.


“Before you say any more, Nat, I was there.”


“Could you let go of my arm, Tornado?”


“I’m—sorry. I don’t want to hurt you. But I was there. I saw what happened.”


Nat stood up, rubbing her wrist because my grip in anger was mighty, and then reseated herself on the sofa. She asked calmly:


“Tornado, what are you talking about?”


“Why did you let him hold your hand?”


“Who?”


“That shit-brown dago skunk! Manuel!”


“Manuel has never held my hand.”


I made a jump towards her, Horace. I couldn’t stand for her to lie to me. I would have rather she’d admitted to being the private and contented whore of half Chicago than lie to me. I bellowed:


“Goddamm it, Lady Slippery, I saw it!”


She looked puzzled at that, Horace, and I could tell she was genuinely puzzled and a lot of my anger dissolved. She asked me what I meant and I told her what I’d seen. Then she shook her head incredulously:


“You’re making this nightmare scene because Manuel Carmine squeezed—and squeezed is different from held—my hand this afternoon?”


“That’s right. And if I thought there was any more to it, I’d turn his club into something that would make the battle of the Little Big Horn look like a garden party.”


“Titch! You’re an idiot.”


She came over to me then, Horace, and took my hand between both of hers and squeezed it in the way that made my innards melt with love. I hung my head in shame, asking:


“How do you mean?”


“Because—don’t you know—oh!”


“What is it, Nat?”


She was somewhat angry herself by now, Horace, and I felt a mite alarmed.


“Men! I’m not naturally a suffragette or a fierce militant girl but—oh! Your schemes and projects and comets of power and—have you any idea what kind of world you’ve woven for us?”


“How do you mean, Nat?”


“You just happen to have seen—just by chance—Manuel Carmine squeeze my hand? And that’s the first time you’ve ever seen a man touch me, is it, Tornado? You’re just not very observant. For instance, that cocktail party we went to last night, did you notice anything there? No? Well, for the quarter of an hour we were chatting with him, Judge Mendelsohn stroked my bottom. Delicately, almost absently, but quite definitely, while we were pressed together by the crowd in the corner and you were asking him about the law and airplanes. What should I have done? Made a fuss? Appealed to you to put a stop to the nuisance? Would you really have been delighted, Tornado, to have had that kind of scene just then? If I really wanted to avoid all male attention I’d have to walk around spraying vinegar from my eyes. And you wouldn’t really like me like that, would you? After we’d talked to Judge Mendelsohn, you went off with Bob Kransky to look at some rude books or something and for the next hour at least four men made some kind of pass at me. One kissed me, two put their arms round me and hugged me and one quaint and endearing old chap actually pinched my bottom. Tornado, for every woman this is a permanent and inescapable part of life.”


I asked sheepishly:


“How about Carmine?”


“How about him?”


“Do you like him?”


“Very much. He’s an excellent raconteur, a widely-travelled and thoughtful man, as well as being a magnificent tennis player. If you mean do I like him fumbling with any portion of my anatomy that happens to swing within range—well, I must be careful to answer honestly. Women inevitably find that kind of thing flattering. The counterpart of male lust is female narcissism. But I also find it a confounded nuisance since I am in no way physically drawn to Manuel any more than to the dozens of other men who paw hopefully.”


“Why not?”


“I suppose I’m just not promiscuous like you.”


I was somewhat taken aback by this, Horace, since I had made no move of that kind in all the two years we’d been married, so, with some bitterness, I asked her what she meant.


“Did you think I hadn’t noticed? Perhaps you yourself haven’t really noticed. Perhaps you’ve really managed to convince yourself that because you love me well, and I know how well you do love me, you are indifferent to all other women on the earth? Poor Tornado! Poor chained whirlwind. But I’ve lived with you for a long time now and I probably know the currents of your flesh better than you do. I’ve seen the tiny flashing at your nerve ends when a woman starts transmitting her appeal. Sometimes, my love, I’ve noticed your helpless eye track the path of a passing woman. Well, that’s how it is. That’s how we’re made. And, Tornado, if you always come back to me, if you never stay away too long, well you can pursue a glancing star sometimes.”


It made me ashamed, Horace, this tender magnanimity but I accepted her noble offer and, over the following six years, I exercised the freedom she had granted me five or six times. I would go off with a girl for a few days or a week and, although it would be incorrect to say she didn’t mind, my incomparable Nat never reproached me or attempted to generate crummy guilt feelings in my mind.


PRATT’S PEAK



It would probably be true to say, Horace, that I achieved my peak of power and wealth in the years just preceding the slump. Round about nineteen twenty-eight I was one of the richest men in America. I was always being pestered to serve in an advisory capacity on this or that organization. Often at fat retainers but I already had far more money than I needed. I liked spending the stuff but who needs two yachts?


The quaint thing is, Horace, that at this period when I was being courted by all the rich, and would-be-rich, of America to impart to them my secret, and perhaps give them a little practical help with their own growth activities, I had, for all intents and purposes, retired from business. All my companies had good managers. Harvey kept an eye on accounts. I was available for emergency consultations, but these were few, and for routine meetings which I kept down to one a month. The whole empire was self-perpetuating and it amused me to note that for a period of some years I was credited with titanic influence and Machiavellian cunning when, in fact, I did practically nothing.


This was the time of projects. Looking back, I can see clearly that, in spite of my great love for Nat, I was discontented. I wanted something to do, to exercise myself upon. I’d read a biography of Alexander the Great and I could not help thinking of myself afterwards not exactly as a reincarnation of the Macedonian adventurer, because I had no belief in reincarnation, but as the bearer of his spirit in a more prosaic age. But how could anyone conquer the whole known world in the twentieth century? Anyway, what would be the point since one could travel all about it with great ease and see what there was to see. I wasn’t consumed with lust for power but then, it seems, neither was Alexander. He wanted to live to the fullest and so did I. But how? For a time I collected sculpture and painting and built up a pretty good collection. But this was a somewhat static activity. I wrote a book—and I sometimes wonder, Horace, if you ever came across it? It was called: The Pioneer and it was a romance, a novel, about a self-made millionaire based on—you guessed it! Well, it got a few kind mentions and it sold three thousand copies and I made five hundred bucks out of that book which had taken me eight months to write! That was pretty lousy pay when you consider I could normally make five hundred bucks in the time it takes to have a piss. If I’d felt I could be a great writer—or painter or any damn thing in the arts—why I might have stuck to it but I knew I couldn’t. No, what I was was a businessman and now that I’d reached the pinnacle of my profession at the age of thirty, it seemed there was nothing left for me to do. Alarmed at this prospect, I combatted it by dreaming up projects the whole time. After all, if I was Alexander then I must be a twentieth-century Alexander and find my adventure in business.
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