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Astray on a spring evening in the old library of William
and Mary at Williamsburg in Virginia and admonished
to silence by the grim female in charge,
who kept warning me at the top of her lungs that all about
me the young were at their studies, I took down from a shelf
the fat volumes of Brand Whitlock’s Belgium and renewed
an old acquaintance with the stirring story he had to tell.
From this reunion, I came away with fresh enthusiasm for
one character in that story, a great gentleman from Spain
whose odd, stiff little figure moved jerkily across the stage of
the World War and seems to me now, through the dust and
smoke still hanging in the air, as near to a hero as walked the
earth in that time.

He was the Marquis of Villalobar. As Spanish Ambassador
to Belgium when the rest of the world took up arms, he
shared with Whitlock the extra burdens which the war deposited
on the doorsteps of the two great neutral embassies in
the cockpit of Europe. Fastidious, sensitive, chivalrous, proud,
witty, sardonic, the little Marquis, in his huge English car
with his chauffeur brave in a livery of red and green, moves
like a thread of relieving color through the somber fabric of
Whitlock’s story. But not once in the two volumes is there so
much as a hint of the dreadful and magnificent truth about
Villalobar which must have filled Whitlock with wonder and
pity and awe every time he saw him, every time he thought
of him.

When, still at his post in Brussels, Villalobar died in the
summer of 1926 and the news was cabled to America, the
obituary in the New York Times next day told all the routine
facts about him—his ministry to Washington, his services in
the great war—but left untold that single salient fact which
still shapes the lingering legend about the man and puts up
on the wall of every chancellery in the world a portrait done
in whispers. Now surely the full story can be told. Now,
while in Tokyo and Constantinople and Berlin, in Washington
and Brussels and Madrid, there still be men who might
bear witness; above all, while I, myself, am still here to read
that story, I hope it will be told.

For the little Marquis had been born, they say, with a
greater blight laid upon him than was the portion even of
Sir Richard Calmady. An aging few must still recall Lucas
Malet’s extraordinary novel of that unhappy baronet who, in
obedience to a curse laid upon his line in olden days, was born
into the world with the head and torso of a young god, but
with feet that came above where his knees should have been—a
grotesquely truncated figure that stumbled and scrambled
across the world while the heartless laughed and the pitiful
turned away. Well, according to the legend I still hope to see
filled out and documented, that very curse had been laid also
upon the Villalobar line, and this heir to the great house, who
was born in 1866, came into the world misshapen in the selfsame
fashion. They say there were even heavier odds against
him. For his head was hairless and he had only one hand he
could let anyone see. The other he carried, whenever possible,
thrust into the bosom of his coat. It was, they say, a kind of
cloven claw.

I do not know by what heavy and intricate contrivance
Villalobar raised himself to the stature of other men and managed
a kind of locomotion. It was serviceable enough, however,
to carry him to the ends of the earth, and his will lent
him seven-league boots. Furthermore, it was so deceptive to
one who did not see him move that when first he appeared
at court in Madrid, a fledgling diplomat already booked for
some minor post in Washington, a great lady—some say the
Queen Mother, but I do not believe that part of the legend—turned
quickly when she heard his name and told him how
as a girl she had visited in his part of Spain and how she had
always wondered whatever became of the Villalobar monster.
It seems she had heard curious countryside tales of a
monster born to the Villalobar line, just such a one as shadowed
Glamis Castle in those days and shadows it today. Such
a fascinating story, my dear Marquis. Quite gave one the
creeps. One heard it everywhere. Had the creature died? Or
been killed? Or what?

“Madame,” said young Villalobar, with a malicious smile
twisting the rich curve of his lips, “I am that monster,” and,
bowing low, he shuffled away, leaving her to wish she had
never been born.

Whitlock has a hundred anecdotes of the Marquis in his
prime—tales of his exquisite tact, of his generous rages, of
his devotion to the exiled Eugénie, who had been kind to him
when he was a little boy, of his vain, scornful, passionate,
night-long fight to save Edith Cavell from a German firing
squad. Whitlock tells about a time when a roaring Prussian
martinet bellowed at Villalobar only to have the little Marquis,
who, of course, spoke German fluently, turn on him and
say with glacial calm:

“Pardon, Monsieur, je ne vous comprends pas. Parlez lentement,
poliment—et en français.”

And about the time when he was halted in his rounds of
Brussels by another Prussian, who asked him brusquely what
he was doing there. Villalobar, with the accent of history and
doom, made answer:

“Sir, what are you doing here?” and stumped off about the
business of his king.

Whitlock tells all about the spotless, delicately perfumed,
and beautiful embassy in the Rue Archimède, filled with the
loot of Villalobar’s life, gifts from kings and queens, portraits,
family silver, even his grandmother’s sedan chair. The
American Ambassador could not imagine his own workaday
forbears associated with a vehicle so elegant. The Italian Ambassador
had no such difficulty. “Mine,” he said, “were here.”
And he stepped between the shafts.

Whitlock envied Villalobar the lovely Louis XVI table
which served as a desk, with the row of silver dispatch boxes
standing like sentinels on its gleaming surface. The Marquis
said he had picked it up in a second-hand shop in Toledo.
Whitlock sighed and murmured something about the luxury
of rummaging in these old European cities. Villalobar interrupted
him with a chuckle.

“Oh, it wasn’t in my Toledo in Spain,” he said; “it was in
your Toledo in Ohio. That time I was there, you remember,
for the carnival; I was going down that street—what’s it’s
name? ...”

Whitlock reports that on that desk and in that embassy, no
paper was ever, by any chance, out of place. But he says nothing
about the despotism, at once comical and terrifying,
whereby that order was maintained. Nor does he tell with
what bated breath the Marquis was always served. Nor how
each thread of the embassy life, however trivial, had to lead
to Villalobar’s one available hand. Even when finally the vast
concerns of America and England were added to the French
and Spanish business, Villalobar would have only one telephone
in the embassy. You see, he wanted to hear each message.
It might be only the market calling up about the cauliflower.
No matter. The Marquis would take the message. It
might be a light-o’-love calling up the young third secretary.
The Marquis would take that, too. If a picture postcard came
for the cook, the Marquis saw it before the cook did.

It was an embassy ruled by a crotchety bachelor. Once
Whitlock told Villalobar that had he been born in an unfeathered
American nest, he might, with his many and varied
talents, have been anything he chose: lawyer, journalist, politician,
artist, financier, and certainly as guileful a stage manager
as Irving or David Belasco. If Whitlock wondered privately
whether, had he so chosen, Villalobar might also have
been a husband, he could scarcely have given voice to that
inevitable speculation. Yet when he was approaching sixty,
Villalobar did marry. He married a cousin whom he had
wooed in vain when she was a young girl, and who came to
the shelter of his name and power when the long years had
played strange tricks on both of them.

But that is another story. What Whitlock saw was an embassy
run by a bachelor, and one thing all its staff knew was
that the chief would tolerate no physical assistance while anyone
was looking. If, as sometimes happened, he fell, the secretary
who ventured to help him or even to notice the mishap
would go unthanked and soon be mysteriously recalled to
Madrid for transfer to some other capital. Not everyone knew
this. It is part of the legend that on the night of a wartime
Christmas party at the British Embassy in Madrid, in a scuffle
under the mistletoe which hung from the chandelier, the
Marquis came down with a crash. The lights were put out
lest anyone see him getting to his pins. But in Brussels, the
consciousness of him was so acute that once when he was
mounting the grand stairway at a tremendous postwar reception
and slipped as he was nearing the top, a kind of catalepsy
seized the whole sumptuous assemblage as over and over, over
and over, over and over, that little figure rolled with a tremendous
clatter to the foot of the stairs. In the distance an
oblivious orchestra was fiddling away for dear life, but among
the actual onlookers no one dared breathe. And that agonized
paralysis lasted while he righted himself somehow, and, tap-tap-tap,
tap-tap-tap, began again—and finished—the difficult
ascent.

There is a photograph of him in the lovely Spanish Embassy
at Washington—taken, I suppose, at the time of his first
assignment to this country. Whitlock speaks of him as handsome
and here you see why. He is dressed as a Maestrante
Knight of Zaragoza, and something in the white cape, the
beplumed helmet, and the amused, contemptuous curve of
the sensuous lips makes you think of him as having just come
from some torchlit conspiratorial gathering in Zenda or Graustark.
At the embassy, too, you can find in the files the list of
his honors:

Grand Cross of Charles the Third. Grand Cross of Isabella
the Catholic. Gold Medal of the Sieges of Zaragoza. Grand
Cross of St. Gregory the Great of the Holy See. Grand Cross
of St. Maurice and St. Lazarus of Italy. Grand Cross of the
Rising Sun of Japan. Grand Officer of the Legion of Honor
of France. Knight Commander of the Order of Christ and of
Villaviciosa of Portugal. Lord of the Bedchamber of His
Majesty. Maestrante Knight of Zaragoza. Burgess of Brussels.
Burgess of Ghent. Burgess of Lille.

Thus interminably. A little it recalls the list of titles which
Thornton Wilder, with wide-open eyes and elegiac voice,
read out over the dead princeling in The Cabala. The list
ceased to be a mere string of words and became a roll of
drums.

Not in that embassy, however, nor in any other, but only in
far cafés in moments of unleashed confidences will those who
worked under him tell the tales that make up the living
legend of Villalobar. They still talk in whispers as if a little
afraid to this day that he might reach out and punish them.
I have heard in Berlin at second-hand—and only so does one
even begin to know how great a man their little Marquis was—the
experience of one minor secretary who remembers still,
and will, I think, remember while he lives, a wartime night
in Brussels when he was homing at three in the morning
from some clandestine mischief. Silk-hatted and caped resplendent,
he was passing through the guarded dark of the
Rue Archimède when, as he passed the embassy, he remembered
with a panic clutch of fear that he had gone off that
afternoon and left an indiscreet paper in full sight on his desk.
If only he could let himself into the chancellery wing and
retrieve it, there might even yet be a chance that the chief had
not seen it.

When, on this slightly burglarious enterprise, the secretary
reached his desk in the office, he found the paper gone. But
whether the Marquis had seen it and taken it away the young
man never really knew. For next morning he was recalled to
Madrid with no chance to bid his chief good-by. But that
night, just as he realized his mission was fruitless, he saw
there was a light in the hallway at this unaccountable hour
and heard a puzzling noise there as of some animal scuttling
across the floor. Alarmed, he tiptoed through the intervening
rooms, reached the lighted doorway, and on the threshold
stood transfixed. He swears he stopped breathing altogether.
There on the rug, crouched as if for a spring, was a small,
unrecognizable creature clad in some kind of white night-shift.
It had a human head. Its burning eyes met his. The
witness says that before he could move or force a sound
through his paralyzed lips, the creature turned, scampered to
the foot of the stairs, and then—a streak of white in the dusk
of the stair-well—whisked up and along the gallery and out
of sight.
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THE SACRED GROVE

Once upon a time, a great architect sat on the floor
and spread out before me the plans for an apartment
house that was to be a tower of copper and
glass. One could picture the homing householder catching
sight of it from afar, an opalescent shaft agleam and winking
in the afternoon sunlight. It was when the architect added
casually that he himself would design each interior, even unto
the uttermost ashtray, and permit each tenant to bring with
him only his own piano, that I made a mulish mental note
not to take a flat in that iridescent tower. For it seems to me
that the loveliest product of an unrestrained, unsubservient
decorator is, as Edna Ferber once said of Switzerland, beautiful
but dumb, with just about as much character as a birthday
cake.

I would not mind a home of my own being an affront to
every other eye so long as it was full of the accidentals of my
own life. I doubt if I am any longer equal to such spasms of
quaintness as animated young J. M. Barrie when, more than
forty years ago, he was furbishing his first flat in London and
used to paste on the back of each piece of furniture a copy of
the newspaper or magazine article which had paid for it. But
I do think that a man who is at least half-full of years is missing
something of the salt of life if every stick and patch on
which his lamplight falls does not tell him sad or funny stories
of where and what he has been.

Surely it is so even with one’s pictures. My own lean gallery,
from which one thrilling Utrillo has gone back home,
to which another has just come for a visit and an early Noel
Coward for good, and which is now even aspiring to shelter
some day, if only for a few memorable weeks, the inexplicable
magic of a serenely powerful O’Keeffe—my own gallery, I
say, has pictures which no one else would take as a gift because
they could not mean to anyone else what they happen
to mean to me. In that sense, I have one fading photograph
which I would not swap for a Vermeer. And in that sense, I
cherish with an especial affection a certain Böcklin, even
though it represents a kind of ham painting I have not enjoyed
for years. You are doubtless familiar with it. It is the
one with the file of white-clad priests emerging from a bosky
dell to kneel at a Druidical altar. It is, mind you, only a reproduction,
for the original, which that sentimental Helvetian
painted in Florence fifty years ago, still hangs in the gallery
at Basel—and may go on hanging there for all of me. It
is the reproduction I want—this reproduction.

It was in 1916 that I entered upon the long train of inquiry,
chance, skullduggery, and blandishment which finally
brought this Böcklin to my door and hung it on my wall;
there to remain until death, bankruptcy, or the dawn of Communism
do us part. One fine afternoon of a day in that year,
when I happened to be solvent, I went into a picture store on
Fifth Avenue and asked the clerk there if they had a print of
“The Sacred Grove.” A large and somewhat tumultuous-looking
young man who was tending shop at the time said,
“Ah, ‘Der heilige Hain,’ ” and brushed me aside, a trifle summarily,
I thought, as if I were perversely asking the impossible.
Well, if they didn’t have it in stock, how long, I persisted
doggedly, would it take them to get me one? This
innocent query wrung from him a very roar of displeasure.

That, remember, was in the time of strain when the American
people were trying to hold on to their neutrality much as
a voyager in the English Channel tries to hold on to his breakfast.
With my perceptions sharpened by years of journalism,
I had realized at once that the young art-dealer was not precisely
what would have been called pro-Ally. If, however, I
not only left his shop hastily but thereafter stayed away from
it, it was not so much because I felt alienated by his failure to
share my own wartime prejudices, but because, after all, it did
seem improbable that, by further traffic with him, I would
acquire what I had come for. Indeed, being one of little faith,
I saw in those dark days no prospect of my ever owning “The
Sacred Grove” at all.

Yet two years later, when, after America had taken to shipping
men as well as munitions, I was ordered to Paris from
my lowly post in Brittany, what should I see looking out at
me enigmatically from a shop window in the Rue Drouot but
a print of “The Sacred Grove”? Surely this was a sign unto
me. Then and there I decided to buy it, even though I would
need another sign to tell me how to get the money for the
purpose, and even though I had not the slightest notion what
I should do with the pesky picture when I got it. For the most
part, impulses to mural decoration in the A.E.F. found expression
in covers of La Vie Parisienne pinned on barrack
walls. The welfare agencies, though addicted to culture and
dedicated to ameliorating the bleak life of the enlisted man,
had not yet reached the point of insuring to each soldier his
own personal art gallery.

The purely financial aspect of the problem was cleared up
a few nights later on the floor of the Yale rooms at the University
Union. Among the participants or the kibitzers of that
crap game were F.P.A., J. T. Winterich of The Colophon,
Lee Wilson Dodd, and John Erskine. I remember the details
of this contest not only because of its singularly pleasing outcome
but because it was interrupted by an air raid which
plunged the game (and, incidentally, the rest of Paris) into
impenetrable darkness. As the lights went out, each winner
flung himself shrewdly down upon his pile of francs, but
Captain Adams, having been recently relieved by the fall of
the dice from the oppressive burden of private property, was
free to put on his helmet, drift out onto the balcony, and
cravenly murmur “Kamerad! Kamerad!” in the general direction
of the heavens. Owing, perhaps, to the shriek of the
sirens, the spatter of anti-aircraft guns, and the occasional
boom of a bomb falling in the city, this propitiatory effort
went unnoticed by those to whom it was addressed. According
to the heroic press next day, the damage done by the raid
of the night before had been negligible, but I can testify that
at least one building was completely demolished. I can so
testify because when, with pockets agreeably stuffed with
francs, I hurried next morning to the Rue Drouot, I discovered
that on the night before, in the middle of the air raid,
my picture shop had gone out of business in a big way. One
German victory after another. I was minded to say with Shylock:
“I never felt it until now.”

Even for the sake of the story, I will not pretend that this
minor misadventure stiffened my will to victory. But I do
remember feeling a faint if unjustifiable glow of personal triumph
when, on a day in early December, after the American
troops had marched to the Rhine and we were all savoring
the experience of strolling unchallenged through the streets
of Coblenz, there, looking out at me from a shop window, I
saw a print of “Der heilige Hain” as ever was. Five minutes
later, Damon Runyon, himself astroll in the thoroughfares of
the bridgehead, found me still standing in front of the shop,
staring pensively at a will-o’-the-wisp which seemed bent on
both pursuing and eluding me, for the price tag was in full
view and I had just remembered that in my jeans was no
money at all. I did not even have that which was even more
acceptable as currency in the Rhineland just then—a cake of
soap. Indeed, all the soap supply of our outfit was gone, and
our dreamy old mess sergeant was even then languishing in
the brig, awaiting trial on the charge that he had given it all
to sundry matrons in Trier in return for favors unspecified in
the indictment.

The kindly Runyon was so puzzled by my anachronistic
absorption in the art of the late Arnold Böcklin that I was
forced to tell him the story just as I have told it to you, and
then work up a fairly convincing start of grateful surprise
when he walked grandly into the shop and bought the picture.

“Fröhliche Weihnachten,” said the lavish old linguist, as he
put it into my hands. “Und,” I replied, “ein glückliches Neujahr.”
I rather had him there.

I shall not describe the immense amount of shenanigan involved
in getting that print to Paris, beyond saying that it
made the journey by ambulance, hidden under a blanket
which also, by the way, concealed the tremulous person of the
aforesaid mess sergeant, who had escaped from his guard and
was starting A.W.O.L. for parts unknown. Nor shall I tell
you how, against all the laws of the A.E.F., the picture went
from a French post office to a guardian appointed in New
York. I need only describe how, myself back in New York the
following year, I regained custody of it and, with the print still
rolled in its cardboard mailer, hurried around to the nearest
picture-framer. This was a little place in Fifty-seventh Street
across from Carnegie Hall, and blandly in charge as I walked
in was the once distraught young picture-dealer of yesteryear.
This time he was all affability, and at the sight of me he
delved deep into what must be a prodigious memory.

“Ah,” he cried, “the man who likes Böcklin! Which one
was it? Yes, yes, ‘Der heilige Hain.’ Ah, well, my friend, I
can get it for you now.”

I suppose I derived some slight malicious pleasure from unrolling
my picture and sticking it under his nose. He was
properly astonished.

“Well, well,” he said, “where did you get it?”

When I answered “In Coblenz,” he suppressed a visible and
creditable impulse to tear it up and throw it in my face, but
the rest of the transaction was carried out in moody silence.
Anyway, he did frame it for me.

All of which I remembered when in the spring of 1933 I
came upon his photograph in the rotogravures. He was seated
at an elegant desk, signing things furiously. Beside him stood
some minor functionary in such an obsequious posture as
must have given him pleasure to watch. From the caption I
learned that he was a Harvard man named Hanfstaengl and
that he had just become confidential secretary to some German
politician whose name, as I recall, was Hitler.
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A PLOT FOR MR. DREISER

This is an account of my neighbor, Marigold Jones. It
is an unfinished story. When first I came to New
York, she was a most lovely sight to see, not unlike
Miss Justine Johnstone in her fair beauty, we all thought, but
taller and graver and more serene. She had that sweet composure
of the spirit which made it an effortless thing for her
to sit hour after hour on the model-stand till the afternoon
light faded from the studio. Then, in the twilight, she would
make us some tea before she had to leave to meet her sweetheart
on the corner. In those, her untroubled years, all artists
clamored for Marigold. If anyone needed a goddess for coin
or poster, Marigold would oblige. Or she would sit with an
ermine wrap flung back from her white shoulders, her long,
gloved arm resting on the rail of an improvised opera-box,
while on the easel there took form a picture of Our Lady of
the Diamond Horseshoe, which, if cunningly used as an advertisement
for some frippery, would incite to the point of
purchasing it a myriad girls even humbler and poorer than
Marigold herself.

Well, all that was long ago. Today, in her early forties, she
is a scarred and haggard creature with frightened eyes. She
gets a chance to pose at all only when some artist remembers
her with a pang, and lets her sit for old times’ sake while he
draws a sleeve, a shoulder, the back of a head. They cannot
draw her face any more. They cannot even look at it. Wherefore,
I have been thinking that this story could end only with
some such fond cry as was wrung from Sylvia Warner in her
moment of parting forever with the manuscript of her beloved
Mr. Fortune’s Maggot. My poor Marigold, good-by. I do not
know what will become of you! But she herself does not
share my apprehensions.

It was during the war that the peace first went out of Marigold’s
eyes. She lost her lover then and was herself as dreadfully
wounded as any casualty that was carried on a stretcher
from a battlefield in France. This lover of hers was an Irish
boy who drove a freebooting taxi, and when he was drafted,
she took all her savings and bought him a wrist-watch, with
two hearts engraved on it, and their initials intertwined. The
week before his outfit sailed, she went down to Spartanburg
to say good-by to him. It would be some hours before he could
come in from camp to meet her. While she waited on a bench
in the park, she fell to talking, as sister to sister, with a tart
who was doing a thriving trade in the national emergency.
Some of those soldier boys, it seems, were real crazy about
her. For instance, there was one dizzy guy from New York
who, only the night before, had given her his wrist-watch.
See! Pretty, ain’t it? It was Marigold’s watch.

Then some years after the war came that automobile collision
which flung a taxi onto the sidewalk where our Marigold
was mooning along. The surgeons had to do a good deal of
guessing as they worked on the jig-saw puzzle of her face. The
damage awarded scarcely paid the hospital bills. I suppose the
jury was unimpressed with the long line of famous painters
who took the stand to tell how fair a sight this pale, trembling
ruin once had been. What of it? She could still scrub
floors, couldn’t she?

I have said her eyes were frightened. But not always. At
times now, quite suddenly, they grow large and dark and fill
up with wonder. Once this strange and visible change took
place while I was present. For a moment she sat like one who
hears distant music. Then she jumped from the model-stand
and ran to the window. “He’s come! He’s come!” she cried,
looking up into the sky. “Don’t you hear him?” And with a
pretty flurry of apology, she caught up her hat and coat and
rushed out of the studio.

It seems that, for some months past, Marigold has been
happy in the devotion of an aviator. It is no violation of confidence
to tell you so, for she herself unpacks her singing
heart in the sight of everyone—the news-dealer at the corner,
the boy who runs the elevator, the girl at the switchboard.
Marigold gets the sweetest notes from him. He writes them
in the sky and she reads them as she walks in Central Park.
At first she affected to be displeased by this correspondence
writ large that the whole world could read it. She vowed he
was a nuisance. It was downright embarrassing to have him
fly over the park like that, writing in characters of smoke “I
love you, Marigold.” Just that, penciled in black on the limitless
blue. “I love you, Marigold. I love you, Marigold.”

When she remembers, she is in terror lest he come too close
and see the ravage of her face. In this mood one night she
locked herself in her room and lay till dawn with her shamed
cheeks hidden in her pillow, the while the wings of his plane
brushed the glass of her window in night-long quest of her.
But mostly she is happy with him. One day in July she
begged the oldest of her artists to give her some of the ragged
finery he uses for his models. Ah, there, Marigold, going to
the ball? But she only laughed and went off in triumph with
a sleazy chiffon scarf, a fan of weatherbeaten ostrich plumes
that had been dyed an emerald green, and a lace gown that
had seen better days—but not recently. If they were damaged
goods, you would not have known it had you seen her on the
roof of her tenement at midnight, dancing in the moonlight
for her lover.

The good people with whom she finds lodging are worried
about her—especially when that flier of hers writes a message
in the sky, bidding her meet him at such and such a street
corner. Once she waited in the rain from dusk to dawn, and
when the agony of that disappointment had been eased by a
little time, they tried to reason with her, arguing that she
ought not pin her hopes on one so faithless. She smiled at
them pityingly. Why, he had explained that one defection.
You see, he had had to go to the moon that day and it took
him longer than he expected.

Well, that is the story of Marigold. I have no title for it
because the one that fits has already been used by Theodore
Dreiser. He used it for the heading of a clinical case he reported
in the Mercury some years ago. It was the case of an
ugly and unsought virgin who bewildered her family by taking,
late in life, to paint and gaudy raiment, suspecting every
man she passed—every visitor to the house, even the bishop—of
dishonorable intentions, and generally living in a festive
delusion that she was a femme fatale of devastating allure. It
made a pathetic story. Dreiser called it “The Mercy of God.”
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REUNION IN PARIS

This is a story—a true story—of an adventure which
befell Anne Parrish one June day in Paris. I mean the
Anne Parrish, the one who wrote The Perennial Bachelor,
the maliciously surgical All Kneeling, and that uncomfortably
penetrating and richly entertaining novel called
Loads of Love. Although she comes of Philadelphia and
Delaware people and has used their backgrounds and folkways
for her books, she herself grew up out in Colorado
Springs and it was not until one summer about ten years ago
that she first experienced the enchantment of Paris. It was all
new to her—the placid sidewalk cafés, the beckoning bookstalls
along the river wall, the breath-taking panorama of the
city from the steps of Sacré-Cœur, the twisting alleys of the
Marais, murmurous with the footfalls of two thousand years.

No day was long enough for her. But to her husband Paris
was an old story and one Sunday, after they had been to
Notre-Dame for Mass, then to the bird-market, all a-twitter
in the June sunlight, and finally (with detours to a dozen
bookstalls) to the Deux-Magots for lunch, he swore he had
seen all of Paris he could bear to see that day. Not one more
bookstall, even if there was another only just across the way,
all stocked, no doubt, with First Folios of Shakespeare, unrecognized
by the witless bookseller, who would part with
them at two francs each. Even so, he would sit him down at
this table on the quai and take no further needless steps that
day. From where he sat, obdurately sipping his fine, he could
see her a-prowl on the riverbank, watch her as she hovered
over the rows of books. At last he saw her pounce on one,
wave it in triumph, haggle with the vendor, and come back
with her purchase under her arm.

Just see what she had found for a franc! It was a flat, pallid,
dingy English book for children, called Jack Frost and Other
Stories. He inspected it without enthusiasm, implying by his
manner that, personally, he would rather have had the franc.
But she explained that, valueless as this admittedly insipid
volume might seem to him, she was delighted to have it because
it was a book she had been brought up on in her nursery
days and she had not seen a copy since. For her it would
provide material for just such a debauch of memory as I myself
might enjoy if ever I could come upon a certain dilapidated
volume of Chatterbox, from which I was wrenched by
harsh circumstance nearly forty years ago. But he was skeptical.
Could she, for instance, recall a single story in the lot?
Yes, she could. After a spasm of concentration, she fished up
out of her memory the fact that one of the stories concerned
a little girl named Dorothy—she could even remember the
pen-and-ink illustration—a little girl named Dorothy who
did not like her own nose.

This bit of testimony confounded him, for indeed there
was such an item in the inane collection. There, you see!
While she was basking in this triumph, he turned the dog’s-eared
pages in quest of further data. There was a moment of
silence while her glance drifted along the river to the close-packed
green of its islands and the towers beyond. This silence
was broken abruptly by his admitting, in a strained
voice, that after all he was inclined to think she had known
the book in her younger days. He handed it to her, open at
the fly-leaf. On the fly-leaf was penciled in an ungainly, childish
scrawl: “Anne Parrish, 209 N. Weber Street, Colorado
Springs.”

Well, that is the story. How and when the book had first
passed out of her possession, she could not recall, if indeed she
ever knew. She did not remember having seen or thought of
it in twenty years. She could only surmise by what seemingly
capricious circumstances and against what dismaying, incalculable
odds it had made its journey across five thousand
miles of land and sea to take up its place on the bank of the
Seine and wait there for the right day and hour and moment
in June when she would come drifting by and reach out her
hand for it.

Surely the finding of it gave her more deeply nourishing
pleasure than any collectors’ item—any mere First Folio, for
instance—could possibly have afforded her. Pleasure for her
and pleasure, too, I think, for all of us. In fact, what interests
me most about this story is a result of my own experience in
hearing it and, from time to time, telling it. There is something
so curiously tickling, so warming to the foolish heart in
the phenomenon we call coincidence that the most indifferent
stranger is somehow delighted by Anne Parrish’s adventure,
delighted and cheered by a strong and probably valid sense
of good fortune.

I know that when I myself first heard it, I walked down
the street in quite a glow, for all the world as if I had just
found a tidy sum on the pavement. I had to keep reminding
myself that my affairs were, when examined separately and
coldly, in just about as parlous a state as they had been before.
If the tidings of so uncommon a coincidence thus have all
the tingle of good news, if they come to us with the force of
a boon and a benison, it is, I suppose, because they carry with
them the reassuring intimation that this is, after all, an ordered
universe, that there is, after all, a design to our existence.
When we thus catch life in the very act of rhyming, our
inordinate pleasure is a measure, perhaps, of how frightened
we really are by the mystery of its uncharted seas. At least, I
know that when I first heard the tale, I carried it about with
me as a talisman, more than half disposed to believe that
when the oblivious Anne Parrish crossed the street to that
bookstall, somewhere in fathomless space a star chuckled—chuckled
and skipped in its course.
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HANSOM IS

On a Saturday in January, in pursuance of a promise
recklessly made long ago to my firm, young goddaughter,
I engaged a hansom and in it escorted
her, cloppety-clop, to the theater where Alice in Wonderland
was playing. This innocent excursion was attended by rather
more publicity than had been foreseen, and was viewed from
the sidewalks with just such a jaundiced eye as I myself
would have turned upon it had I been on the outside looking
in. Here, I would have said, is someone pretty grim in his
resolution to be quaint. Here, perhaps, is even someone seeking
public attention in the manner of Mae Murray when, in
the presence of photographers, that whimsical creature went
down to the Grand Central and kissed the Twentieth Century—kissed
it, as a great poet said at the time, with a hey
nonny nonny and a mae murray murray.

Well, it was this way. It seems that, like every chronic winner
of second prizes, I have three godchildren. Three times a
godfather and never a father. To be sure, one of the three
was christened while I was in the trenches (old soldier’s slang
for war service in Paris) and another, thanks to the heathenish
habits of her parents, has not yet been officially called to
God’s attention. But one of these wards I actually sponsored.
When, at a certain point in the service, these old arms opened
to receive her minute person, she dissented with such a shriek
of frank distaste that, as one who can take a hint, I avoided
her thereafter for several years. It was when she was very six
that my latent interest in her was renewed. Two overheard
remarks of hers provoked this grudging attention. One was
on a sunlit day when her mother was hell-bent on teaching
her to dive. Finally, she took the child by the neck and ankles
and swished her through the water to give her a foretaste of
what a header might be like. “There, dear,” said this aquatic
Madonna with that dreadful false gusto which nurses employ
in a doomed effort to convince their charges how simply delicious
spinach is, “there, dear, wasn’t that fun!” To which my
goddaughter, shaking the water out of her eyes, replied
coldly, “Not for me.” Then we heard she was going to school
and could actually spell. It seemed improbable, but one day,
in the presence of skeptical guests, her over-confident mother
put an arm around the small shoulders and asked seductively,
“Joan, dear, what is c-a-t?” After some thought, Joan replied,
“Thirty-four.” I have revered her from that moment.

Then one July, when I realized she was going on eight, I
proposed taking her to a matinée some day in the winter and
escorting her there in a hansom cab. It is so easy to promise
anything six months ahead, especially in an age when all
one’s really intellectual neighbors give daily assurance that the
clock of the world will have run down by three weeks from
the following Tuesday. As for the vehicular detail with which
the promise was complicated, perhaps I should confess an old
weakness for all archaic means of transportation. They are
not much on speed, but, after all, I am in no hurry. My favorite
is a rickshaw, and next to that the victoria combines the
greatest comfort with the best view. Unfortunately, the view
works both ways and the lolling occupant of a victoria does
sometimes have a sense of being uncomfortably conspicuous.
I remember one occasion when, in jogging up Fifth Avenue
through the midsummer twilight, we were caught and embedded,
as a raisin in a cake, in the herd of angry pedestrians
swarming from curb to curb. The nightmare unreality of that
moment was heightened when my companion—could it have
been Dorothy Parker?—rose and blew kisses to the crowd,
calling out, “And I promise to come back and sing Carmen
again for you some time.”

Hansoms have the advantage of semi-privacy, and what
their drivers lack in chic they make up in saltiness. I recall an
evening when it was my privilege to escort the most fascinating
American actress to the stage door of her theater. As there
was time to spare, we hailed a hansom in front of the Plaza
and were soon ensconced, with the whip cracking and the
horse dashing off in great style. It took some time for me to
attract the driver’s attention by beating on the ceiling with
my stick. Once he had drawn rein and opened up his peep
hole, I inquired bitingly, “Wouldn’t you like to know where
we want to go?” “Oh, no,” he replied cheerfully, and, closing
his trap, dashed off into the Park. Yes, I do think hansom
rides are likely to be rewarding experiences. Besides, there is
something in my goddaughter which makes a vintage vehicle
seem an appropriate conveyance for her. She has an undeniable
1840 air. In her character I detect an alarming admixture
of some such rough ferriferous substance as Molly Pitcher,
but the substratum is straight from Haworth Parsonage.
Emily Brontë at eight must have been very like her.

Anyway, it was a hansom that had been promised, and at
the last moment I was discovering with dismay that none was
parked somnolently in front of the Plaza in January. After
some negotiation, I persuaded an aged charioteer named Ben
Solomon to take his out of winter quarters. It was not precisely
new, he admitted, but it did have red wheels. Meanwhile,
rumbles from afar assured me that my guest was getting
ready, and with such effective protests about having
nothing to wear that, by the appointed hour, she had wangled
a new pair of shoes and a new red dress, and had acquired
for the occasion, from a gentleman-friend named Connelly,
a pair of opera glasses. A promise had been lightly
made in a dead-and-gone July, and here we were bowling
down Eighth Avenue.

I was not long in discovering that some anxiety was weighing
on my guest. She confessed at last a fear that the horse
would not know where to go. As this was obviously preying
on her mind, I pointed to the vanishing reins and explained
that somewhere out of sight the driver had hold of them and
thus controlled the situation. It was clear from her polite
smile that she regarded this as just some more of the dreary
nonsense with which grown-ups insult and fatigue the intelligence
of the young. “But,” she persisted, “does the horse
know what play we want to see?” I realized with a shudder
that city-bred children of the machine age are no more familiar
with the technique of the bit and rein than I am with
the mechanics of a trireme. I was just about to assure her that
our steed was one of the original guarantors of the Civic
Repertory who had since had to go to work, when fortunately
there arose at that moment the question of the horse’s name.
I had thoughtlessly neglected to ask, and after some meditation
(about six blocks) she decided to name it Fluff. Then at
last, miraculously, we were drawing up at the right curb—good
old Fluff had known the way after all—and pretty soon
the curtain was up and we were both, I think, enthralled.
With an infallible and gracious gesture, Miss Le Gallienne
had summoned from immortal pages a lovely cavalcade and,
with this achievement, surely all lingering doubts about her
must vanish. I might say—and have said—many things about
her. One thing I must say. She is—if there be one in our time—a
great woman.

In all her enchanting pageant, my goddaughter and I detected
only one flaw. In telling about the children who lived
at the bottom of the treacle well, the dormouse did speak of
them as Elsie, Lucy, and Tillie, when of course it should be
Lacie, not Lucy. Lucy, indeed! Good God! We pounced on
this error with punditical pleasure, and scowled and tossed
our arms about in What-is-the-world-coming-to gestures and
were pretty indignant. Afterwards, there was a delightful visit
to the turbulent regions backstage, a meeting with Miss Le
Gallienne and with Alice herself and with the incredibly
small pickaninny who plays the littlest rabbit. There was even
a moment when we were allowed to try on the White
Queen’s crown. Then began the ride home through the gathering
dusk. My guest seemed lost in thought as one entranced.
What dreams! What sweet saunterings through a looking-glass
world of her own! Ah, to be young enough again to
share so perfect an illusion! Made gross by the debauching
years, I feared, by so much as a word, to crash through the
gossamer of her fancies. Finally, she herself broke the silence.
“I don’t think,” she said, “that that lady keeps her theater
very clean.”

This hansom took me further than I had anticipated.
Through strange byways, it led me into the alarming company
of my goddaughter’s contemporaries. It introduced me
to one formidable Miss Osland-Hill.

After brooding for many weeks upon Nora Waln’s The
House of Exile, I gave voice to some accumulated misgivings.
Under the caption “A Doll’s House for Nora,” I tried to make
the point that this young Quaker woman, by picturing Chinese
life with all the dirt, smell, neglect, and dissolution left
out, had achieved an effect so pretty as to leave one wondering
whether her book quite deserved the high honor of being
enrolled in the best-seller lists as non-fiction. This mutinous
mutter of dissent elicited from a stern young reader a reprimand
which—perhaps because of its eventually mitigated
severity—I am willing to quote in full. Here it is:


Dear Mr. Woollcott,

I am Nora Waln’s daughter. Mummy is not just a pacifist by
inheritance. She is one by conviction also. No matter what any
one does to her, she will not take any action. I am not a birthright
Quaker. Both parents have to be one or the child is not.
My father is a member of the Church of England but does not
go to Church. I will probably not be a pacifist. Anyhow I am
not one yet. I think that you ought to be written to and I am
doing it.

I have read your article. I was born in China and lived nearly
all my life there. I have read Mummy’s book carefully and I do
not find any untruth in it. Certainly she does not put everything
down. Mummy never mentions nasty things in her conversation.
I do not think she concentrates on them in her mind. She may see
them but I do not think she could write them. Filth makes her
vomit. When she has to pass anything horrid she goes quickly
and does not look. If anyone mentions anything not nice, such as
blood on the meat platter as my cousin Brenda did at lunch,
Mummy is sick right then. Uncle Jim says she has always been
like that. I feel that it is naughty of you to write that she shouldn’t
notice only beauty. Why shouldn’t she? If you want something
else written then can’t you write it yourself?

But if you write anything bad about China I shall not like it.
China is the best country in the world. I am young but I have
been twice around the world. I have not seen any other place to
compare with my birthland. Mai-da’s life is told correctly.

Besides having read your article about Mummy, I have read
your article about taking a little girl to the theater in February,
and I have seen your picture in the Cosmopolitan. My conclusion
is that you are not a bad man but a too hasty one.

Yours sincerely,

Marie Osland-Hill.



The foregoing missive, which my executor will eventually
find among my papers, is hereby gratefully acknowledged.
It is my guess that the writer is the Small Girl referred to in
this letter which Shunko wrote to Nora Wain from the
House of Exile on the last day of the Kindly Moon in
1923:


Uncle Keng-lin has trained a bird-of-one-thousand-bells to sing
for thy Small Girl. En route to Shanghai Camel-back will bring
the bird to thee with instructions how to feed and exercise it. The
one-thousand-bells has a lovely plumage and a wonderful repertoire
of trills. His red cage is pagoda-shaped. It was made to
Uncle’s own design in the birdcage shop on the Street-of-the-Sound-of-Thunder-on-the-Ground.



Later we see Small Girl borne supine on a sedan-chair cushion
through the streets of Canton, watch her rescue from the
murderous rage of Chang, the house steward, and accompany
her through sundry later alarums and excursions of China in
revolution.

Little I thought I would one day get a letter from Small
Girl. I could wish she were not so far away that it is impractical
at present for me to call a hansom and pay my respects
in person. I should do so in the hope and belief that we would
get along famously. To be sure, the prospect of such harmony
would be brighter if there could be tactful provision made for
my getting off in a corner from time to time for a good,
rough, gory talk with Cousin Brenda, who is, I suspect, more
my style. But to Marie Osland-Hill I must ever be grateful
for the best epitaph I seem likely to get. Indeed, arrangements
are now being made at Woodlawn for a simple headstone engraved
with the legend “Too Hasty, But Not a Bad Man.”

Once in my hebdomadal musings I raised the question
whether nowadays there were any children who, after a petit
déjeuner of Bekus Puddy or Lishus, really liked to run off
and romp in the Tot Lot. My own spasmodic encounters with
the members of the youngest generation had tended to suggest
they were made of sterner stuff. My own goddaughter, I
said, more closely resembled Lady Macbeth (or the glorious
Florence Atwater) than she did the vacuous Dora Copperfield.
To this chance and passing remark I owe the incalculable
boon of an introduction to a young woman whom I
shall call Sally because that is her name.

Sally lives in a New England town and her years on this
earth have been seven. Sally has an aunt who (fortunately for
you and me) is good at shorthand; a four-year-old brother
Wallie, who, like myself, regards her with awe; and, living
just down the street, a little girl, slightly older and taller than
herself, whom she looks upon as her mortal enemy and in
whose shoes I most decidedly would not care to be.

The other day the mortal enemy could be descried through
the window, mincing offensively past Sally’s house, with, I
suspect, such a flirt of her skirts as served only to fan the ever-smoldering
embers of Sally’s animosity. Anyway, beyond ear-shot
of this noxious neighbor, Sally began to croon a war
song.

“There she comes! Isn’t she dirty! Shoot her, Wallie.”

Wallie responded with a dutiful “Bang! Bang!”

“There!” cried Sally. “You shot her right through the little
hole in her stomach and she is dead. Oh”—this is a spurious
tone of concern—“somebody stepped on her! See the foot
mark? Her brains will run out. And her insides. The chickens
will eat them and we will give her bones to the cat to chew
on. We will skin her in the old-fashioned way and I will
make a little, sleeveless dress—a tan dress—out of her skin.
To match my tan shoes.”

Wallie was getting into the spirit of the thing. “To wear on
Sunday?” he suggested, respectfully.

“Yes,” said Sally, “and we will take out her brains and all
the blood will run into a bowl. We will cut the freckles out
of her skin so that it will be a plain tan dress. We will put her
on the ground and let snakes crawl on her. Now she is dying,
and when she has gone to Heaven,” Sally said, with what I
have no doubt was a clairvoyant glimpse of the spectacle best
calculated to perturb the spirit of her enemy, “and when she
has gone to Heaven, her little sister will wear all her dresses.”

The war song was over. It had been a solace and a luxury,
but Sally is one who can see the moon in her daydreams and
still not overlook the sixpence at her feet. There were more
limited objectives that could interest her, faute de mieux.

“When I see her tomorrow,” she concluded, lapsing moodily
into the practical, “I will poke her with a stick and trip
her up when she is skating.”

Well, there you have Sally, in a nutshell. I am at work now
on a suitable bedtime story for her. To her mind, I am afraid,
the aforesaid Lady Macbeth would seem indistinguishable
from Elsie Dinsmore. She might be mildly interested in
Brunehaut and Fredegonde, those rival queens of Frankish
Gaul who, in their squabbles, killed off most of each other’s
children and grandchildren. Fredegonde was the better of the
two and, full of years, died peacefully in bed. Somewhat like
the late Miss Borden of Fall River, she was buried by the side
of her husband, whose violent death she had personally negotiated.
But I think Sally would relish more the death of
Brunehaut. They caught the old girl at last, accused her of
the death of ten kings, and for three days set her on a camel
for the army to mock at. Then they tied her to the tail of a
horse and lashed the creature to fury. “Soon,” says the chronicle,
“all that remained of the proud queen was a shapeless
mass of carrion.” Of course they were simple fellows, and
never thought of making her into a little sleeveless dress.
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