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“An action which is the outcome of an inordinate desire is certainly an act of the will, but it is by no means formally voluntary and free; for, as the attention of the mind is completely annulled, so too must freedom and self-determination be completely lacking.”
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“when you live among mountains you feel their strength.”
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Introduction





The Case of David Stacton


Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) Now in 2012 Faber Finds is reissuing a selection of seven of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.




*





He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own … Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical …’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons … [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce … I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart … [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved … There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road … [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time …





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.




*





Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods, D For Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities …’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on 20 January 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage in 2012, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





*


In 1955 Faber had a pair of novels by Stacton in manuscript for their publishing consideration, and on reflection they decided to take them as a pair. ‘[B]oth books’, Sir Geoffrey Faber wrote to Stacton, ‘are evidences of your imaginative power and wide range.’


Stacton was to develop a yet wider range in the years ahead, and A Fox Inside and its successor The Self-Enchanted might be considered as a diptych of sorts. Both novels draw their strength from Stacton’s assured evocations of the landscape and ambience of the western United States. Both feature brooding self-invented men with shadowy pasts, complex private schemes, and obsessively guarded weaknesses. Both of these men marry women they consider passive and pliable, though in this they are mistaken. Both books feature a mother who is monstrous and domineering, a ‘boss lady’ who has an almost vampiric effect on her offspring. And both also have a sort of Nick Carraway figure: one who is implicated in the main drama yet somehow forced to watch it from one remove, unable to wholly influence events or prevent bad things from happening.


The Times Literary Supplement considered The Self-Enchanted a ‘Gothic extravaganza’, proposing that Stacton seemed ‘to participate with so much fervour in the fantasies he describes’. But this was typical of his accomplishment, in that he could create disparate worlds of seemingly solid dimensions, by great exercise of imagination, and yet retain his own presence on the page. The Self-Enchanted is only the second of Faber Finds’ 2012 Stacton reissues; and we hope the reading of it will encourage you to delve deeper inside this quite extraordinary body of work.


Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


April 2012


Sources and Acknowledgements


This introduction was prepared with kind assistance from Robert Brown, archivist at Faber and Faber, from Robert Nedelkoff, who has done more than anyone to encourage a renewed appreciation of Stacton, and from David R. Slavitt. It was much aided by reference to a biographical article written about Stacton by Joy Martin, his first cousin.

















PART ONE





















I





Christopher Barocco was in the barber shop of the Palace Hotel in San Francisco. It was a long, old-fashioned room with something raffish about it, and it was where he always had his hair cut. Having his hair cut was an act that gave him deep pleasure.


The barber combed out the long hair at each side of his head and busily snipped away at the shorter hair underneath. Christopher always kept his eyes shut during this part of the operation, for he knew that it made him look absurd. When the barber had finished the groundwork he swept the two wings of hair back along the sides until they met at the rear, and then fussed with the details of the meeting. It was thick, metallic hair that formed a duckbill, a style that Christopher affected even now that he had risen from the ranks of those who wore it. With some pleasure Christopher opened his eyes and looked at the back of his head in the mirror.


“Just get in from Reno?” asked the barber.


“No. June Lake. I bought some land.” To himself Christopher thought that that sounded rather fine. And because they knew he was rich but not altogether respectable, and therefore glamorous, no doubt it sounded fine to the manicurist, the shoeshine boy, the barber and the manager who showed him out the door as well. What they said behind his back was their own affair. Christopher had carefully trained himself not to listen.


Christopher Barocco was a man who derived a good deal of pleasure from himself, and since San Francisco was hostile territory to him, there he felt the pleasure all the more. He subscribed to the theory that you can wear anything you like anywhere, so long as the clothes look expensive enough, and he knew the theory to be correct. Going to restaurants only racketeers and kept women could afford; having his own compartment in that section of the icebox which contained food that never appeared on the menu; dining alone so long as the head-waiter knew him; buying himself expensive jewellery; and having his shoes shined by white people, preferably Sicilians, deeply gratified him. He was inordinately fond of showing off: it was a way of proving who he was.


But there were few places where he really felt at ease, and the city was small. He was happiest among those people who had no roots and who were like himself, only not so good at it. From the Palace he walked across Market Street, the dividing line of decency in that city, and went into the Tenderloin, a district of tenements, cheap hotels, bookie establishments, and a few really good restaurants. He paid no attention to the people he passed. He did not speak to cheap touts and gamblers any more. He only mixed with the big-time operators who had concessions in the larger hotels and some influence with the police. But he did like to be seen among the small fry, because he knew that they alone admired and were in awe of him.


So he had a long, comfortable, self-indulgent lunch in a copper-lined and neon-lit grill room. He enjoyed the way he was slightly set off from everybody there by an aura of success. He liked the way some of them pretended to know him. He watched it all, the way he watched everything. At the same time, clearly he was not satisfied. He had something on his mind. He was bored by what he was good at. He wanted to do something else, and he wanted to do it in a hurry. If he had been six feet tall, matters might have stood differently; but he was five feet nine, and therefore he wanted to stand on tiptoe and touch the stars. He was a very handsome guy.


After lunch he walked up the hill, past Union Square, and towards Nob Hill itself. That was where Nora Blake saw him, for she was just starting down, walking carefully, because though she was smart and did not look her age, she knew her bones were brittle. She had not seen him for a long time and she watched him plod up towards her with considerable interest. She thought he looked common. To her everyone she had not known personally for at least thirty years looked common. She did not see why he had to wear his hair that way, or why his coats had to be so padded. It was a trace in him of the cheap but amusing dago on the make she had once thought him to be. Certainly she did not, even now, consider him as impregnable as he thought himself. She had her reasons for knowing better.


Because it was clear he had not seen her, she put out her hand and stopped him, just to see what would happen, when he drew abreast of her.


“Oh hello,” he said. “I didn’t see you.”


“I thought not.” She always made a point of being her drawling best when she saw him. But he did not seem either to be impressed or to notice.


“I was thinking,” he explained. He looked at her with more concentration, his forehead wrinkled with hidden amusement. “You don’t know a good architect, do you?”


“A what?”


“An architect. I want one.”


“But why ask me?” she asked. She sounded genuinely surprised. No doubt it was part of his insolence to ask her a favour.


“Oh, I don’t know. Why not?” He put a hand up to his sleek head and looked complacent.


If dogs danced, she thought, they would walk like you. But she also thought it over. It was not often she saw him these days and she liked to keep an eye on him for what seemed to her the best of reasons. She had, after all, a stable of her own favourites who had, occasionally, to be fed.


“I might,” she said. “You know, I just might.”


He gave her a look of boyish but slightly dangerous impudence, a wary, deliberate amusement that always made her mad, and she went on down the hill, wondering why he was so sure that she could not take him in.


A very simple meeting, for the chief adventure of our lives does not always begin when we expect it; and love has various disguises we may not even know. Beyond the next corner, as the unknown guests at a party, perhaps now, perhaps never, may be that other person who will accept the loneliness of our lives, and in accepting, end it. A man thinks of such matters seldom. Christopher had probably never thought of the matter at all, for no one can ever know the ordinary angel who will lead us out of the garden of ourselves. He comes by chance.


So Curt Bolton met Christopher Barocco at a party given by Nora Blake. He had had his own hair cut that day, but more miserably, in a shop around the corner, and as a special thing. Not only was he an aspiring architect. He was an aspiring architect badly in need of a job.


Curt Bolton was a big, rabbity blond from the Middle West who knew he had the effete manner that for some reason women like Nora always seem to find congenial.


The room was in an uproar, and so crowded with people that it was almost impossible to move. The air was heavy with blue smoke, and so stagnant that the smell-of cigarettes hung in layers in the air, shifting sluggishly, unnoticed in the babble. It was not at all what Curt Bolton expected. Usually he was asked only to Nora’s smaller parties. He stood in the foyer, under an archway which was really a canopy of pink and white muslin stiffened with plaster-of-Paris, and decided he could not face so many people without a drink. He grabbed a drink from a tray, and then went in search of Nora. At first he could not fight his way through to her, for she always sat at the far end of the room. Fortunately he knew very few of these people, so he was able to shoulder his way through them without being stopped.


“Curt, dear ….”


He whirled and saw her through a break in the crowd. She was sitting by the fire, nursing a bottle of brandy. He made his way to her, as she peered up at him from her chair. He had heard she spent four months a year at a health farm near Santa Barbara. Even so, he didn’t see how she did it. She was a shellacked matron in her bored sixties, to look at her, but she was older than that, much older.


“What’s everybody waiting for?” he asked, for there was an atmosphere of waiting in the air that he could not understand. Nora, he knew, had asked him for some-reason, and he would have felt more comfortable if he had known what it was.


She gave a nervous cackle. “For Barocco, of course.” She made a rueful face. “If he comes, he’s a good catch for you. There’s nothing you won’t be able to get. And I imagine your ideas are quite expensive.”


He looked at her suspiciously. He had been the victim of Nora’s little games before. “What does he do?” he asked.


Nora was obviously pleased with herself. She was fond of intrigues. “I prefer not to think what he does. As to what he is, he calls himself a public relations counsellor. The only one in the country, I imagine, who carries a gun.”


Curt was not really listening. He looked at her for a moment and then moved off, aware that she would say nothing more. She did not like to speak to any one person for very long at a time. The crowd was too much for him, and if Nora wished him to meet Barocco, she would contrive the meeting soon enough. She was very good at contriving things. He fought his way to the relative peace of the bar, a small airtight bandbox on which Nora’s decorator had expended his most exhausting efforts. It was apparently deserted, so he sat down on a stool to think things over. As he did so, a man popped up from behind the bar itself.


“Did you know this was where the old crow hides her brandy?” he asked.


Curt was startled. The man looked at him blandly. He was not an impressive looking person. He was a short, chunky Italian of about forty-three, with a brisk, cursory manner and a hard twinkle in black eyes. He looked pleased with himself.


“I could use some of that,” said Curt, pointing to the bottle.


“Of course.” The man set up two glasses. His voice was cautious, husky, and low pitched. Curt felt attracted to him. It may have been the alcohol, but a feeling of meeting someone he had known for a long time swept over him. “What are you doing here?” asked the man.


“Nora asked me.”


“She must have had a purpose. She always has a purpose.” The man sounded amused.


“I’m an architect. I need commissions. Nora can introduce me to people.”


“Out of the goodness of her heart?” The man sounded as though he knew her.


Curt twisted uncomfortably. “If you like. She’s a little old for anything else.”


The man laughed at this. “You don’t know Nora,” he said.


“Do you?”


“As well as I want to.”


Curt thought that over. The liquor had gone to his stomach and had made him irritable. He always felt ill at ease with Nora’s friends, and what was more, Nora knew it. “Who is this bastard Barocco?” he asked.


The man finished his glass and beamed jauntily. “I am,” he said, flipped up the flap of the bar, and left the room.


Curt sat looking at his drink blankly, and then leaned over the bar and poured himself another. The drunker he got, he thought, the better off he would be. He had miffed his chance.


“Well, you had quite a chat.”


It was Nora, standing beside him. On her platform shoes she walked like a tethered goat. She came and stood behind the bar. She was clearly annoyed and did not want to show it. She drummed her fingers on the bar. “He’s not so frightening,” she said suddenly, having made some mental connection of her own. “Besides, I’ve seen his mother. See a man’s mother, and you know all. She’s the one who has the brains.”


“I liked him.” Curt wondered what she was up to. Her reveries were not as aimless as they seemed.


Nora stiffened. “Oh yes, he has charm. But it’s all a bit too perfect to be natural. Wait and see.” Her voice was acid, and she looked at him speculatively. “I have to get back. Sulk in here if you want to, but be sure to see me before you go.”


She left, and he sat there thinking. Nora had been tired of him for a long time. It wasn’t like her to be helpful. After a while he got up and followed her into the living-room. He realized she was trying to shove him into some plan of her own concoction and he resented it. He did not enjoy being a pawn.


“Well,” she said exultantly, “he asked for your name.” There was a coffee urn on the table beside her now, for it was her custom to sober up for dinner.


“I’m flattered,” he said.


Nora gave him a shrewd glance. “I’d watch my step if I were you. He’ll eat you alive, if he can get what he wants out of you.”


“And what does he want?”


“I don’t know,” she said. She sounded as if she were lying. “I’ve often wondered.”


“You hate him, don’t you?”


Nora started to speak, and then stopped to consider. “Everybody hates him. A man like that has no friends.”


“I like him.”


“You don’t know him,” snapped Nora, and looked angry. Curt had seldom seen her look so alert. He excused himself, left the apartment, and got into the elevator. He felt discouraged. He paused outside on the curb, wondering what to do. A big black car drew up beside him, and Barocco was inside it. It was as simple as that. He got the job.


*


The job was to build him a house. On the face of it that was a good thing, and one which Curt had been after for years. But when it came to the actual building it was another matter. He had not, for one thing, expected it to be high in the mountains. And for another, Nora would not leave him alone. In return for the job, she seemed to expect him to spy on Christopher, and that, for some reason even he did not know, he was unwilling to do.


In short, Curt was appalled. It was two months later. In the early morning light he stood on the height of the cliff and saw, thirty miles away, at the edge of the higher mountain passes, the first of an endless caravan of trucks breast the grade, the glass of its windshield catching the sun. They were the supply trucks. He stood idly as the caravan moved ponderously down the grade.


The building had begun. In his hand he had one of Nora’s inquisitive letters. He did not trust her; he did not trust Barocco; he did not trust his own feelings; and least of all he trusted this obscure valley in the Sierra Nevada and the madness he knew was in it. He let the letter blow out of his hand. It turned in the air once or twice, like an angry hawk, and blew away. It was the latest of many such letters and he had answered none of them.


Looking up, he heard the drone of a plane and knew instinctively who it was. He had not seen Barocco for a month. He went down the hill, got into a pick-up, and drove to the barren lake at the far end of the valley in order to meet him. Such had been their arrangement. It took him about fifteen minutes to get there.


He arrived in plenty of time. The little plane taxied to the dock, and after what seemed a very long time its door opened and a well-wrapped-up figure clambered down on to the wharf. Curt smiled despite himself and began to wave, though he did not feel like waving. The figure stripped off its goggles and yelled a greeting. Then Christopher strode down the dock to meet him. The man looked vigorous and Curt wondered if that trick of his of seeming over-tired was not just a device for getting rid of people once he was through with them.


The two of them walked into that copse of damp and dripping trees where the car was idling. From there they went up to see the site of the house, which was on a plateau three hundred yards long and a hundred wide, backed by thick trees dusty with age. The plateau ended in a sheet of granite facing the high mountains across the valley.


All Barocco wanted to know was, did Curt have the foundations in yet.


Of course he didn’t have the foundations in yet, and this annoyed them both. But then Barocco liked to work at cross purposes. He liked to keep the people he knew divided against themselves. Curt had already learned that, but it was all he had learned. Barocco had a special insolent animal charm that men resent and women can make no use of.


The annoyance persisted, for Barocco had decided to move in. He planned to share the farmhouse at which Curt was lodging, and if there was one thing that drove Curt wild, it was to be watched. Barocco seemed to know that, too.


They did not speak much the first night Christopher moved in, but after dinner he insisted that they should go for a walk. They went through the woods, treading on dusty ferns, until they came to a place where the trees opened out. Through the opening Curt could see, on the other side of the valley, the cliff where the house was soon to rise: that sheet of granite had, he noticed now for the first time, a distinct fault running at an angle through it.


Christopher shielded his eyes and looked upward. His expression was almost boyish and his face was deliberately handsome. The face uplifted drew the chin tight, disclosing the toughness of the jaw, but in profile the mouth, which from the front seemed so casual and decisive, now looked petulant. It was the mouth of a small child reaching for its bottle. He stood as though yearning after something, his hands captive in his pockets.


“I wish I could build it myself,” he said. “I wish I could do it all myself.”


*


And that was the rub: not only did he want to do everything himself, but he persisted in trying to do so. He treated Curt like a naughty boy. “Humour me,” he would say. “You can do what you like as long as you humour me. How about it?” And in his face there would be something faintly contemptuous, the look of a man who always got his own way, even when he didn’t necessarily want to.


Yet sometimes it occurred to Curt that Barocco was a lonely man. “What will you do with your house when it’s finished?” he asked.


“Live in it,” said Christopher shortly, and walked rapidly away, to cut the conversation off, and so ended what should have been one of many amiable strolls after dinner. He had been sweating, and the heavy animal smell lingered in the air behind him. It was like the smell of a troubled dog. Whatever else he might be, Barocco was not an easy man. He was certainly a devil to work for. And in addition to this, Curt had problems of his own soon enough. The first of these was the riveting of the fault in the granite shelf.


*


At first the men had refused to go down in the cage suspended over the edge of nothing, so Curt had been forced to go with them. He had swung out into space while the cable ground against the cliff edge and the wire seat scratched sickeningly during its descent. Below him the trees of the valley rose like spires, and it was all he could do to keep from vomiting. He was not good at handling the men, even so. It was curious how quickly he had become subservient to them, and this he did not want Barocco to know.


Every night, when the workmen had quit work, he wandered over the site alone. Because it was feared that the twenty-foot snows of winter might weaken an ordinary foundation, the house was to be built on pylons shaped like those of a bridge. One of these was already finished. From its top sprang several armatures, like knotted arteries. The pylons were to lift the house fifteen feet into the air. Of course the whole design was mad, but then it was supposed to be. It was a grand design.


On one of those solitary nights when twilight fell heavily around him, Curt saw the mountains and the first star. He shivered, for it was cold, and then heard a car approaching. As he stood still the lights of the car struck him forcibly, making him jump aside. He called out angrily, the car door slammed, and he heard quick footsteps as Christopher emerged from the shadows.


“What the hell are you doing up here?” he wanted to know, and that put Curt’s back up at once. But the real argument between them was about the slowness of the work.


“Can’t you hurry things up?” Barocco would ask. “The snows may start in October.”


“Not unless you want the building to fall down. You can’t expect a man to work twenty-fours a day.”


“Why not?”


Curt didn’t answer that. It wasn’t worth answering, and he was angry. He knew he was ridiculous when he was angry, but he was angry all the same. “You’ve got to cut out this meddling,” he said. The word sounded silly even to him, but he was tired. He was also afraid to complain too much, for this was his first big job and he needed the money.


“Oh la,” said Barocco and rolled his eyes. Even as a parody it was not kind.


There were a lot of trivial storms like that, but the real blow-up came later, over Sam Carson. It had been blowing up for a long time.


*


It was a bright and gracious morning, cool and clear. Already August had turned the leaves red. Already the steel frame of the house rose crimson and garish into the sky, imbedded in the concrete casings of the pylons. Curt was in the building office. From its windows he could see the causeway which connected the house with the hillside behind it. He saw Christopher squatting down on his heels, playing with a shaving and talking to Sam Carson.


Sam Carson was one of the few workmen Curt felt at ease with and therefore liked. He was also one of the few valley men who had been hired to work on the house, and this because he was a well-trained stonemason.


Unwillingly Curt watched the two of them. They did not seem in the least put out at being watched. People who are sure of themselves don’t mind it, Curt thought bitterly. He could see Christopher’s stubby but well-proportioned back and his black hair glistening in the sun, as though it had been beaten out of lead. As he watched, he saw Christopher rise, dust off his knees, and start down the causeway.


“Working hard?” he asked, coming into the shack and looking down at the drawing board. Curt had been doodling and didn’t want his drawing board looked at. That gave Barocco the advantage, as he fidgeted round the room.


“I like that old man,” he said at last. “I like the way he does things. Did you know he was sixty-three? I wouldn’t mind being that strong at sixty-three.”


“He’s got a daughter,” said Curt shortly. “He has to work hard.” For some reason he felt miserable. “Do you think it’s such a good idea to get chummy with the valley people?”


“Why not?” Barocco seemed amused. “He says he’s going to teach me how to lay stone. I think I’ll like that.”


“You’ll get tired of it in a day.”


“Maybe.” Barocco looked wistful. “But I’d like to do something. After all, it’s my house.” He fiddled with a compass, patently seeking approval. “I like him,” he said again. “He understands me.”


“Nobody understands you.”


Barocco laughed. “Just the same, I’m going back and have lunch with him. He’s got boiled eggs and I haven’t had a boiled egg in years.”


“It isn’t exactly a delicacy.”


“It is to him,” said Barocco and left the shack, whistling off key and obviously pleased with himself.


*


When he was gone Curt sulked in the shed, doodling and watching through the window. Christopher gravely peeled an egg and held it up towards the shack. It glistened in the sun, a shiny white egg gone black at the tip. Irritably Curt took off his glasses and the scene shrank to a blur. He was extremely short-sighted.


Christopher, his coat off and his sleeves rolled up, spent the afternoon talking to the old man. As a reward he was somewhat grudgingly allowed to put some mortar on a trowel. It went on like that until quitting time. Official quitting time was five-thirty, but the old man insisted upon leaving at five. Curt had had words with him about that, but Carson had won his point.


When at last Curt looked up from his drawing board he saw the two of them coming down the causeway together. Christopher stepped into the shed, leaving Carson outside.


“We’re driving him down,” he said. There was nothing Curt could do about that, so the three of them got into the cab of the pick-up. Old Man Carson sat in the middle. He smelled of earth and decaying turnips and garlic. His clothes were filthy. Curt huddled into himself and did not speak, and when they reached the valley drove straight to the Carsons’ farm.


It was cluttered and its yard was full of debris. Curt halted the car abruptly, but Old Man Carson was not displeased.


“Thanks for the lift,” he said to Barocco. “I guess I’m getting old. I appreciate the ride.” He looked at Barocco with piggy eyes. “Want to come in? My daughter’s wild to meet you.”


“Some other time,” said Barocco, and when the old man looked disappointed, added, “I mean it. I’ll be seeing you.” There was some sort of understanding between them that Curt could not follow.


“I’ve got some pretty good whisky,” the old man wheedled.


“Later,” said Barocco. “Let it age.”


Carson grinned and went towards the house. Curt reversed gears. Behind a curtain he caught a glimpse of a woman’s face as it stared coldly back at him. Turning the car, he raced down the hill and away from the farm.


There was no more said about the Carsons, but that evening Barocco seemed oddly restive. He was clearly pleased with himself. After dinner he disappeared into his work-room, and in about an hour came out to ask Curt to go for another walk. Curt did not want to go, but he went.


Outside the night was dark and confidential. Far above them the last daylight remained on the crests of the mountains, though the black sky was already clustered with stars.


The woods were deep with bracken and with a luminous decaying wood that gave underfoot, turning to powder. They heard a cow-bell tinkling faintly in the darkness. The trees were slimy to the touch, like submarine stems. At last they came out into a mushy meadow scattered with sulphur licks for the cows, and through which a small stream rustled underneath the moonlight, falling gently over shallow stones. Barocco had been silent, but the meadow brought him to the surface again.


“That old man got me thinking,” he said. “He seems so young.”


“People keep younger up here.”


“Yes,” said Barocco. “I know.” The emphasis seemed odd, but Barocco went on without noticing it. “I’m forty-three. It’s not a great age. Do you know Santa Barbara?”


“I’ve been there.”


“I was born there. My parents were Italian.” He seemed to think that over. “Europeans age faster than we do. I wonder why?”


“Maybe they want to.”


Christopher did not seem interested. “When I was young I had to work,” he said. “I worked in a call-house. Mamma was mad when she found out, but she didn’t make me quit. She just took what I made. I was a can-runner, the guy who brought in the beer. We got a lot of the southern crowd and they put on a lot of side. What I most wanted was a big black shiny car, like theirs. I learned a lot of things.” He shrugged and then, faintly puzzled, he gazed across the tree-tops to the cliff where his house would soon be.


“Up there nothing can touch you,” he said. “At least, that’s the idea.” He looked now not at the cliff, but up into the depthless black sky, where all the white stars danced in a chorus of completely impersonal derision. “I like power,” he said, and his voice was soft. “Like that old man. Nothing can move him. He knows what he wants, so he has what he wants, and the stink doesn’t matter. That’s where you make your mistake, for the stink doesn’t matter at all. Mamma’s like that: her skin feels like a raw turkey, but she has what she wants.”


It was warm. He took off his shirt and tied it round his waist. His chest was big and wide and brown, and was covered with curling black hairs. The cold night air formed goose pimples, until his flesh looked like pigskin. Unfortunately it was the sagging body of a man of forty-three. His face looked blindly upward: and Curt felt uncomfortable. Nakedness in the dark disturbed him bitterly, and he did not like to be in the presence of anything he did not understand.


“It’s pretty cold,” he said.


But Christopher did not hear him. Christopher was lost in some muscular colloquy of his own.
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