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  “There are goods so opposed that we cannot seize both, but, by too much prudence, may pass between them at too great a distance to reach either. This is often the fate of long

  consideration; he does nothing who endeavours to do more than is allowed to humanity. Flatter not yourself with contrarieties of pleasure. Of the blessings set before you, make your choice and be

  content. No man can taste the fruits of autumn while he is delighting his scent with the flowers of the spring; no man can, at the same time, fill his cup from the source and from the mouth of the

  Nile.”




  —THE PRINCESS NAKAYAH




  RASSELAS by Dr. Samuel Johnson
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  Chapter One




  This was a time of day he was most apt to like. A June evening, and a silence along the office halls after the twittering departures of the secretaries, young tamping of heels

  on the steel stair treads worn to silver, the last typewriter tilted back into its desk with decisive thump, the whirl and rattle and subsonic resonances of the mill itself stilled, the last cars

  leaving the lot.




  He sat quite still at his desk, breathing the silence. He heard the sounds of the girl in the outer office, a stealthy sliding of desk drawer and the small, bright snap of purse, then her steps

  on the rug as she came to the doorway.




  “Will there be anything else, Mr. Delevan?”




  “No. You can go now, Miss Daley.”




  “Good night, sir.”




  He treated this one with controlled patience and was amused at himself because the net, to her, was perhaps an impression of kindliness. Whereas the bitterly efficient Miss Meyer, now on her

  annual vacation, was often target for unwarranted irritation. Meyer was his right hand, comrade in many battles, she of stone routines, of razored loyalties. The only one who seemed even less than

  he to have a life outside the worn and ugly walls. Together now in this place for twenty-five years. And this was the year that it was half his life. He had thought about that a great deal lately.

  As though the very figures had some symbolic meaning. Last year more of his life had been spent outside the Stockton Knitting Company, Incorporated, than in it. And next year the outside life would

  become the minor fraction. It added a haunting significance to this year, like the echo of a sound that cannot be identified. When, he thought, had he passed the midpoint of the years he would be

  here? A prisoner can compute his term. One who will be pensioned can estimate retirement. But a man who works to keep a thing alive cannot guess how long he will be successful.




  He wondered if Meyer ever thought in this way. You could not get close to her, ever. They had come here at almost the same time. It was difficult to think of her outside the offices and more

  difficult to imagine her on vacation. Once, on a Saturday, he had been walking along one of the downtown streets and had seen her in a shoe store, salesman talking earnestly up at her, her lips

  pursed as she studied the shoe she was considering. It was strange to think of her as a person who must buy shoes, wash her face, think of the future, talk with friends. If she bought the wrong

  size, her feet would hurt. That was a shocking concept. And oddly heartbreaking.




  This was the time of silence. It was a healing time of transition from the life inside to the life outside. On those days when his younger brother, Quinn Delevan, waited to ride home with him,

  the healing process was flawed. He was then too aware of Quinn down the hall, glancing at his watch, aimlessly handling papers.




  Benjamin Delevan stood up and pushed his chair forward again, socketing it neatly into the kneehole of the desk. He closed his windows and closed his office door behind him. There was nothing at

  all on top of the secretarial desk in the outer office. Perhaps Meyer had explained, in her cool voice, “Mr. Delevan likes it that way.”




  He stood for a moment. The corner in its airlessness seemed faintly perfumed by the girl who had sat there these past few days. He shut the outer door of the office behind him and walked down

  the corridor, walked stolidly down the steps of steel and rubber to the tile of the ground floor. The watchman gave him his nightly surly nod and performed the ritual of leaning in over the

  switchboard and pulling the night plug from his phone. He always yanked it free with more emphasis than necessary. Benjamin Delevan suspected that it was an evening routine which obscurely

  comforted them both.




  His car was in the small ell of the parking lot reserved for the executive personnel, nosed against the brick on which was affixed the small wooden signs of reservation. B.

  DELEVAN. The car had been shaded from the late sun, but the steering wheel was still warmer than his hands. He drove out of the lot and down the narrowness of Hickman Street with its sidings

  and warehouses on either side, caught the green light at the end and turned out onto the six-lane asphalt of Vaunt Boulevard, into the tapering flow of the evening rush, up over the sleek hump of

  City Bridge, and out the long glossy blue river of the boulevard with its bright new yellow traffic-lane markings, its synchronized lights, past showrooms and used-car lots, angular new shopping

  centers and, further out, the drive-ins, the outdoor movies, an anachronistic and spanking new miniature golf course. For many years he had had to fight and inch his way through the narrow old

  streets of the city of Stockton, cursing the delivery trucks, the suicidal pedestrians, the uncoordinated lights. All the cities of the Mohawk Valley had been like that. Strangled spasms of evening

  traffic. Rome and Troy, Syracuse and Albany, Utica and Rochester. But now Mr. Dewey’s Thruway was taking away the congestion of the cross-state traffic, and the cities themselves were

  building these hushed black rivers to drain the twisted stone swamps of the old parts of the cities.




  Though now it was much easier to commute—he could make the trip from the plant to Clayton Village in twenty minutes of restful driving rather than fifty minutes of nerve fray—he

  often had the feeling that something had been lost. The cars had jammed up where carriages had once rolled. Some elms survived there, and stone quarried long ago, and scrollwork on the Victorian

  cornices. There were curbs dished by many years, and ornate iron on the lamp standards, and the prehistoric bulge of old trolley tracks under the skin of patched asphalt. When the main street made

  an entirely unnecessary turn, you could think of some stolid farmer of long ago who made his neighbors go the long way around his property and perhaps stood in the evening and leaned on the fence

  rail and gave them uncompromising stares, sound in his belief in ownership.




  But now the sleek highway, through condemnation proceedings, implemented by bond issue, symbol of sterile union of slide rule and high-compression ratio, had flattened a swath through the most

  ancient slums, riding smoothly on rough fill that had once been buildings of old stone, bursting out into the flatlands beside the river where once there had been only marsh and discarded

  bedsprings and snaky adventures for small boys. It had simplified flow, enriched the farsighted, and spawned those bordering strips of plastic and glass brick, fluorescence and floodlight, where

  the Deal of the Day turned slowly under candy-striped canopy, where every orange was precisely the same size, and sapphire from Ceylon tipped the juke needles.




  Sometimes on the drive home he would imagine a civilization where this delicately engineered river of asphalt had become too cramped, too slow, too dangerous. Then it would become secondary and

  the bright plastic would fade and the light tubes fail and fabrics with catchy chemical names would flap in the night wind off the marsh. It would die then, but without grace. Not the way the old

  city had died. The old city died in the way a forgotten doll is found up there behind trunks with rounded tops, wooden legs carved with care. And this would die like a tin toy, stamped into the

  ground and rusting.




  When he thought that way, he could see the little indications of the decay. Streaks rusted down from the air conditioning units. Balled napkins hurrying along, enclosing mustard. A big window

  labeled with paint that had run. This stuff would not last bravely, with dignity. There was no stubborn persistence in it. It too quickly acknowledged defeat. There were no lost causes for it.




  Ten miles from the city he turned right, a gentle diagonal right down an incline to the octagonal yellow of the stop sign, and then turned left again, through the tunnel under the highway he had

  just left, leaving it to hurry on westward while he turned south along the winding two-lane farm road that had led to the village square.




  Off to his right as he neared the village was a new suburban development that had grown up in the past few years, was still growing. It had its own shops, primary school, playgrounds, park,

  social clubs. The houses had been put up in wholesale lots, with three and sometimes four variations of the basic design. This variation, plus the alterations in color, plus variations in

  plantings, plus subtle changes in the way the houses were placed on their lots, partially destroyed the flavor of sameness.




  Once he had read in the newspaper, with a certain amount of wonderment, that each house in Amity Park contained: electric stove, refrigerator, washer, dryer, dishwasher, and disposal; attic room

  that could be finished off at owner’s option; tile shower; breezeway; radiant-panel heat; concrete slab foundation with utility room; television corner; heatolater fireplace. And, knowing

  that, he would drive by, as on this June evening, by the streets with their new names—Three Brooks Lane, Dell Road, Grindstone Road, Persimmon Lane—and see the sprinklers turning and

  the bikes racing and the bent backs over the new plantings and the cars being washed and diapers drying—and it would suddenly look most odd and fearful. As though all these people had come

  from some alien place beyond the sun and through their very pronounced and exaggerated conformity sought to deceive us who were born here. The street scenes were too suburban, the young wives too

  consciously harassed and pretty, the young husbands too solemn and jolly, the children entirely too childlike. Where did they come from? Certainly not from the city. They had never lived anywhere

  else on this planet. Only here, at Amity Park, the alien eyes cold and waitful, aware of the times that were coming.




  One day in the hallway at the office one of the young men in Accounting had come up to him and said, a bit too brashly because of his shyness, “Moved out your way last week, Mr. Delevan.

  Out to Amity Park. Ellen said it would be a lot better for the kids.” Delevan said what was expected of him and then remembered that the man’s name was Fister, and it pleased him to be

  able to use the man’s name so easily. But he was disappointed to have the game he played compromised in this fashion. It was better when he had not known any of them. Then he could have

  maintained some of the variations of the game. Such as all the young men climbing into their Fords and Plymouths and Chevvies after kissing their young wives and setting out toward the city, but,

  of course, never going there, flickering off, instead, into some obscure dimension from which they would emerge, putting on their man-faces, at five.




  Perhaps, he thought, it is just because you cannot understand that way of life. It is in some obscure attunement with the new boulevard, with too much electronics. Or maybe, Benjamin, you are

  merely a snob.




  The village square looked changed and naked and for a few moments, as he waited for the light to change, he was puzzled. Then he noticed the raw stumps and realized that they had taken down more

  of the elms. He wondered if they had been standing when he had driven through the town that morning on his way to the city. Maybe they had been gone for days. Or weeks. And he had not noticed.

  Dutch elm disease was bad this year. At least there wasn’t any of it up on the hill yet. But there might be. He decided to ask Sam about sprays. If one tree went, it cost a fortune to get it

  felled and removed.




  The light changed and he turned right onto Gilman Street, accelerating for the steepness of Gilman Hill, wondering if he could get all the way up without that robot under the hood shifting him

  back to a lower gear. It was a daily contest with the robot, and it never failed to annoy him. Yet he was unable to stop playing that particular game. It seemed an infringement on his dignity, a

  continual persecution by servo-mechanism, even when he won. In the winter he seldom won. He wished they would make this same car with a manual shift. Every day they took more decisions away from

  you.




  It was nearly six thirty. A bit later than usual. The big car moved smoothly up the hill. He decided as he neared the crest that on this night the robot had been decisively defeated, but at that

  moment a child’s ball rolled into the road. He swerved away from it, lifting his foot from the gas pedal, and heard the disheartening clunk as the car went into a lower gear. He felt annoyed

  out of all proportion to the defeat and at the same time amused at his own childishness.




  Once he was over the crest of the hill, the robot permitted a return to the higher gear. Ahead, on his left, was the land his father had purchased. Eight acres which the will had divided into

  four parcels of two acres each, one for each of the four children of Michael Delevan. And they had not even known he owned the land until the will was read. It had seemed a strange remote place

  then, a hilltop near an outlying village. But with the years, with the growth of commuting, Clayton Village had changed character. The old man had made a good guess. When the village became

  fashionable as a commuter community, there were the four Delevan kids with nice big lots on high ground. The four Delevan kids. Ben, the eldest, Quinn and Alice, the twins. Robbie, the kid.




  It was so alarmingly easy, even at fifty, to think of yourself again as one of the Delevan kids. Half a century and yet the mind, with one deceptive twist, could wipe away the years. Fifty had a

  dreadful sound. The very consonants of the word itself. A withered, secretive sound. A dried bell. Half of a century. Five decades. Two and a half generations. This, you knew, was beyond midpoint.

  More than half of life was gone. There were some who lived to be a hundred. But it was not life. It was a trick, faintly obscene, to be treated by the working press with that familiar mixture of

  heavy-handed humor and bathos.




  It seemed utterly unfair of the old man, Michael Delevan, to have made this one good guess on property value, thus leaving one false hint of shrewdness after having, with blind and stubborn

  arrogance, with both greed and carelessness, milked the Stockton Knitting Company into spavined sickness before he died. It could never come back completely. It could never be well again. It could

  be levered and pried and prodded along, staggering from one year into the next.




  There were four parcels of land on top of the hill. The parcel nearest the village was vacant, brush-grown, wild. That was the place where Robbie, the youngest of the Delevan children, might

  build one day should he come back from far places.




  Benjamin, the eldest, the President and Chairman of the Board of the Stockton Knitting Company, Incorporated—he who now drove this big car swiftly through the transition hour of Job to

  Home—lived in the middle house. He lived in that white house with his wife, Wilma, that white-haired lady who had comfortably shared so many of his years, and with his teen-age son, Brock,

  and with his teen-age daughter, Ellen.




  Ben’s was the middle house, with the twins on either side of him. In the house nearest the village lived Quinn Delevan, vice-president of the company, low-handicap golfer, mild husband of

  the husky Bess, stepfather of her son, David.




  Quinn’s twin was Alice, who shared his tallness and thinness and quietness. She was now a Furmon, having married the hearty George Furmon, having borne his three children—two of them

  simultaneously in accord with that hereditary gene. It was George Furmon who had built the three white houses on the hill, building his own no more honestly and solidly than the two he built for

  Benjamin Delevan and for Quinn Delevan—his wife’s twin brother. They were rambling houses, pleasant to live in, hellish to heat, cool in the summer, designed for maximum privacy.




  Ben turned in his driveway remembering again that he had forgotten to order gravel for the driveway, the coarser grade Sam had recommended so that it could not be so easily washed away by the

  spring rains. Sam Coward was the leathery old man who took care of the grounds around the three houses. If requested to plant something that did not appeal to him, it would be taken with some

  mysterious blight. Left to his own plans and programs, he made everything grow with unexpected lushness, and on this day the lawns looked remarkably well, Ben thought.




  As he made the turn in the drive to park by the garages he saw, to his instantaneous dismay, that his terrace was crowded with people. He thought for a moment that it was a party which had

  slipped his mind. But as he glanced quickly at individuals, he saw that it was all family. Though they lived here together, it was a rare time when everyone was together. He stopped the car and saw

  them there, looking toward him. Quinn and Alice with the twin stamp and the Delevan stamp on their lean faces, meaty florid George Furmon. And the two women, brought into the tribe, into the name,

  by marriage—breasty, vivid Bess, who was Quinn’s wife. And his own wife, Wilma, sitting there with their two almost adult children, Brock and Ellen. Out in the yard, in the long

  shadows, the blond little girl called Sandy—Alice’s youngest—turned solemn and dedicated and tireless cartwheels on the deep, soft green of the grass.




  He stopped the car and reached to turn off the key, seeing them all there as people dear and well-known to him, and then suddenly seeing them all as strangers again. Very pleasant people.

  Sitting there in sunlight, in assurance, in their casual ease. With bright clothes and wrought-iron furniture on flagstones, and late sun prisming through the shaker and pitcher and glasses,

  touching the acid yellow of lemon rind. He had a sudden and vivid urge toward violence, wanting to put the big car in gear so that it would surge through the tailored hedge and bound up over the

  flagstone edge and into the lot of them. It was so clear an image that he could hear the screams, the sound of breaking glass, the coarse grinding of wrought iron against the bowels of the car.




  He turned the key and turned the motor off and sat for a moment feeling oddly pleased with the image he had created, and somewhat shaken. The pleasure was that oblique pleasure of imagined

  horror. These random impulses toward violence seemed to occur too often lately. Crazy impulses. Perhaps everyone had them. But only a madman would go around responding to such impulses. Maybe with

  all normal people it remained in proper perspective. A game. Nothing more.




  Yet when he got out of the car and walked toward the gap in the hedge, smiling, they still looked like strangers to him, so much so that he was, in turn, sharply aware of how he must look to all

  of them, a rather dumpy man in a dark, rumpled suit, balding, his jowls shadowed with the day’s beard, his hat in his hand, like someone approaching with faint apologetic air to beg from

  them, without quite knowing what he intended to ask for. Or how he would use it were it given him.




  “The gang’s all here,” he said, almost pleased with the fatuousness of the expression.




  “You’re late, dear,” Wilma said, and met him at the edge of the terrace for the uxorial kiss, which he implanted quickly on her soft, dry, textureless mouth. There was about

  her an unaccustomed air of excitement. That air, combined with the gathering of the clan, meant news. For one good moment he wondered if it meant that Brock had been accepted by a decent college,

  though God knew the odds were against that. He glanced at his son, but it was not a moment when he could read his son’s face. Brock sat slouched, his head tilted back, eyes shut against the

  sun as he slowly drained a bottle of Coke.




  Ben nodded and spoke to all of them, Quinn and Bess, George and Alice, Brock and Ellen.




  “Shall we tell him now or wait until he sits down?” George Furman asked, his heavy voice a little loose at the edges, as it became each day of his life at five thirty. And there was

  a slurred bite of sarcasm which, to Ben, meant that George did not consider the news as impressive as the others did.




  “I’ll get a drink and then sit down,” Ben said. He was aware of their faces. At least it wasn’t bad news. Perhaps a local scandal of some sort that did not affect them.

  Yet Wilma wouldn’t bring up something like that with both kids around. She avoided such topics when the children were there, even though she knew they had their own sources and would find out

  in any case.




  Ben poured himself a martini. The glass was warm from being in the sun. The drink was acid and tepid. He sat down with it, took a sip, said, “Ready or not.”




  The women all tried to speak at once, but Wilma got the floor. “What do you know, Ben? Robbie has gotten married. In Mexico City. He’s flying up with her. He’ll be here

  Saturday, three days from now.”




  It took him a moment to comprehend. “Good Lord,” he said softly. “Is she a Mexican?”




  “Oh, no, dear,” Wilma said. “Her name is—was—Susan Walton, and she was a civil service person in the embassy there. I guess it was all very sudden.”




  Robbie Delevan, the youngest of the Delevans, only twenty-eight, had been working in Mexico City on some sort of vague project that bore a dim relationship to the State Department. They had not

  seen him in over two years. It was one of Wilma’s self-imposed “duties” to write to him regularly, but Robbie had been neither a very interesting nor a very consistent

  correspondent.




  “Here’s the letter, dear,” Wilma said. “And her picture.”




  Ben looked at the picture first. A young girl who looked into the camera in a clear-eyed way, not quite smiling. A girl with pale hair and a look of graveness and dignity and a soft, young

  mouth.




  “Hmm,” he said.




  “My sentiments exactly,” George said thickly.




  “Read the letter, dear,” Wilma said in the soft voice of command.




  The letter said the expected things. Much in love. Arranged our leave at the same time. Suzy had no family. Decided we’d be married here. Flying to Washington first and then up to see you.

  Should arrive Saturday the twenty-third. And it was near the end of the letter that Ben read a line that gave him a twinge of alarm: “Could be I have had enough of foreign parts. But

  we’ll talk about that when we see you all.”




  One dead-weight Delevan on the executive payroll of the Stockton Knitting Company was quite enough. It would indeed be unfortunate if Robbie thought that, because of his name and his

  inheritance, he could ask that a place be found for him. A well-lighted place with short hours, handsome salary, and pleasing title.




  The bride had added a postscript to the letter: “Dear Robbie’s Family—I’m nervous as a bride. Robbie says that’s to be expected. I want you to know that we’re

  very happy, and I’m looking forward to meeting you all at last. Robbie has told so much about you that I feel as if I know you already. All our love—Suzy.”




  “That’s a sweet note from her at the end, isn’t it?” Bess said warmly.




  “She sounds like a good addition,” Ben said. He liked the look of her handwriting. It was not peculiarly slanted, nor tinted, nor affected. It had a look of decision.




  He left them talking and planning, and went into the house. He stopped in the kitchen and floated two ice cubes in bourbon in an old-fashioned glass and took the drink to his bedroom. He was

  glad he hadn’t had to finish the warm martini. He sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for the ice to chill the bourbon. The window was open and he could hear them talking out on the terrace,

  the sound of the voices, but not the actual words. The voices had a summer sound. Already there were insects in the fields. The birds were making a great racket these mornings.




  He heard his daughter laugh. Clear young voice of seventeen. Clean and young and fresh. Gay enough and sad enough to break your heart. There was nothing more miraculous than a daughter of

  seventeen.




  Lately all of them had seemed like strangers, except Ellen. He wondered if Ellen would grow up to be like his own mother. Whenever he thought of that long-dead woman, that was the phrase he

  used. His own mother. A private person, not shared by the rest of the children of Big Mike.




  He remembered his own mother as being tiny and crisp and tidy and always laughing, and with a smell of soap when she hugged him, which was often. Soap made of flowers and the cakes were oval and

  lavender in color and when they were new and crisp, there were flower patterns on them. It was a big old house, hut she had filled it for him. She died when he was ten, and then that aloof stranger

  in the house, his father—Big Mike they had all called him at the plant—had married again, two years later, married a woman who was tall, young, elegant, poised, dignified. As aloof as

  his father. It had taken Ben many months to learn that her cool poise and dignity had concealed a dull, frightened and conventional mind. When he had learned that, she ceased to awe him, and he

  began to love her, and she responded with starved affection, for there was very little love or warmth in Michael Delevan, and the big old house had been very cold after Ben’s own mother had

  died.




  When Ben was fourteen, the second wife, Elaine, had borne the twins, Alice and Quinn, and they had grown into tall, poised children, of fine, lean, almost arid construction, full of themselves

  and their quiet games. Robbie was born eight years later. Two years after that, when Ben was twenty-four, Elaine had died. Ben had gotten there in time. She died with simple poise and dignity and

  only Ben had seen the fear that was sharp and thin behind placid eyes, only Ben had felt the odd strength, the frantic strength of hands and nails, strange in one so wasted. Her name had been

  Elaine and it had suited her.




  Twenty-six years ago she had died. And though Michael Delevan had never seemed to be emotionally involved with her, had seemed to accept her as a convenience in his house, he was not the same

  after that. He lasted a year and, in dying, he sprung the trap that snapped shut on Ben. The twins were eleven. Robbie was three. There was the plant and the job and that was where he went. It was

  that simple.




  Often it seemed to him that Elaine had been his wife, that the others were his children. Quinn and Alice, now thirty-six, were their mother’s children. Her tallness and reserve and odd

  pride. Robbie seemed to have a bit more of Big Mike in him. And the very reserve of the twins had seemed to drive them into the arms of extroverted people. Alice, married to George Furmon. And

  Quinn marrying warm and husky Bess who, at thirty-five, made Ben think of haymows and milkmaids.




  From Alice’s restrained and antiseptic body George Furmon had acquired the twins, happy, energetic, uncomplicated boys of thirteen who had been bundled off early to camp this June, and

  Sandy, the ten-year-old girl, she of the grave energies, the solemn absorptions. Yet from Bess’s warm sturdy body Quinn had achieved no issue. The only child was her child, David, the odd

  one. A crazy, tragic, runaway marriage when she was seventeen, and David born when she was eighteen, so that he was seventeen now, the same age as Ellen. Strange David, full of ancient despair.




  No, there could be no room at the plant for Robbie, if that was his intention. Not with the dead weight of Quinn Delevan on the payroll as vice-president. It was a blessing that George Furmon

  had his contracting business and did well at it. The Stockton Knitting Company was too enfeebled to carry much on its back. It irritated him, very often, that they could not or would not understand.

  When they thought of the plant at all, they seemed to think of it as a sort of inexhaustible General Motors, Junior Grade. They did not know how truly precarious was the Delevan security and way of

  life, so delicately balanced on the keen edge of his daily decisions.




  He drank half his drink and undressed and carried the rest of it into the bathroom. It was curious how impossible it was to tell them the true state of affairs. Ben is worrying again. You know

  how he worries. They thought that because it had always been there, making money in greater or lesser amounts for the family, it always would be there. And if it slipped fatally and he lost it, and

  it fell and smashed, they would all stare at him in fear and accusation and say, “Why didn’t you tell us how bad things were?”




  He stepped, dripping, out of the shower and finished his drink, sucking the sliver of ice that remained until it dissolved on his tongue. His mood was brightening a bit. A drink and a shower

  could always do it. If Robbie wanted to stay around, maybe George Furmon could be talked into taking him on. George, of all of them, was the only one who understood about the plant. On the other

  hand, George, for all his expansiveness and his expensive personal habits, was not known to throw money away.




  Half-turning as he reached for his towel, Ben caught an entirely unanticipated glimpse of himself in the full-length mirror set into the inside of the bathroom door. It was not pleasant. His was

  indeed an unlovely nakedness, male frame softened by the years and the offices and the luncheons, until the belly was suety and the thighs raddled and the haired breasts matronly and the buttocks

  flaccid, with only the shoulders remembering the look of drive and power. He looked at himself with disgust. You felt like a man, and then you saw something that should go in a waddling run across

  a vaudeville stage being beaten around the ears with a bladder.




  Where did it all go? The good years and the taut muscles. “Ben, you mustn’t run up and down the stairs that way!” And all the times of walking in the night and singing aloud.

  All the quickenings, now buried in grossness, in the staleness of the body. He turned away from himself. Now you can stop looking. It is left there in the mirror. Now you deceive. You hide it all

  behind tailoring and fabrics. So far from the body. Today the bright fabrics are our new skin. A new sort of animal that walks the world, wide and stately and full of ponderous dignity.




  He rubbed the back of his hand along his jaw and decided not to shave until morning. He put on baggy gray slacks he loved, and a clean plaid shirt in lightweight wool. He went to the window and

  looked out toward the terrace. George and Alice and their Sandy had left, and so had his own two kids, Brock and Ellen. His half-brother, Quinn, still sat there, relaxed and slim and brown and

  handsome, holding a highball glass moodily in both hands, elbows braced on the chair arms, while Wilma talked with Bess. Ben refilled his glass in the kitchen. Two more cubes and a generous amount

  of bourbon. He went out. The sun was gone. It was dark under the trees. Birds made settling-down sounds in the elms. He sighed as he sat down.




  “Tired, dear?” Wilma asked. Stimulus and response. He would sigh and she would say that, precisely that. Last time. Next time. Marriage seemed to be largely a Pavlov experiment on a

  more intricate scale.




  “Little bit,” he said, giving the equally meaningless response.




  “Feel guilty,” Quinn said, “getting out for a round of golf on a day like this. Had to do it though.” He yawned hugely, mouth cavernous behind the carefully unkempt

  mustache, that British colonial mustache which went with his terse, rather abrupt manner of speech.




  Yes, Ben thought, you had to do it all right. Who was it this time? The second cousin of the brother-in-law of the county tax assessor? Your reasoning gets more remote every year. “How did

  it go?” Ben asked.




  “I had something going on the back nine and then I blew up on that dog of a seventeen. Came in with five over par.”




  Bess was hunched forward in her chair, her expression serious. As usual, she had a curiously rumpled look. She was always shining clean, but oddly disorganized. She was a big, strong-bodied,

  high-breasted woman who seemed to be always pulling and wrenching at her clothes. They never seemed to fit, always too tight or too loose in the wrong places, slips showing, sweaters coming out of

  skirts, heels coming off shoes, straps breaking. She seemed to be in continual stubborn conflict with her clothing, unable to subdue it. She had too much pale brown hair of a texture so silky that

  it would never stay the way she wanted it.




  For a long time after knowing her, Ben had wondered how a woman who always managed to look rumpled could emit such a strong flavor of desirability. She seemed so utterly unconscious of her body,

  so perfectly willing to collapse into any posture regardless of how unflattering it was. And then it had come to him that she was one of those people to whom nakedness is a natural state. She was

  tight in her skin, resilient with health, uncomplicated as a puppy. He had felt an amused and pleasant desire for her for a long time, and he was certain she was unaware of it, and equally certain

  that nothing would or could ever come of it. The advantage was that it always made him feel good to be near her. He liked her and knew she liked him. Sometimes he had a strong urge to smooth back

  that glossy brown hair and, pertraps, scratch the nape of her neck.




  Eighteen years ago she had run away from Sarah Lawrence and married a wild and improbable young man named Carney, a black Irishman, a brawler, a laborer, a poet of sorts. Three months later, in

  Philadelphia, he took violent exception to a comment about his bride, a comment made in a place to which he never should have taken her. He did mighty damage and walked out with her, walking

  casually, taunting them, laughing low in his throat, walking a dozen feet before someone threw a knife into the back of his neck, dropping him in the quick spineless death which is a bull ring art.

  She came back to her father’s house, wearing a disturbingly vacant smile, her emaciation accenting the first evidences of pregnancy. She was eighteen and Quinn was nineteen when David was

  born. They had been playmates. Quinn, for perhaps the first time in his life, felt needed. The families approved the marriage. Not only did it seem sound emotionally, but it looked like a healthy

  move for the Stockton Knitting Company. Bess’s father’s firm had weathered the early depression years very well, but not so well but that both firms could not benefit from a merger. The

  difficulty, Ben discovered later, resulted from the very thoroughness of the audit which had to precede any merger agreement.




  Not long after the marriage, while the audit was in process, her father went home from the office in the middle of the afternoon and drew a hot tub and opened his wrists with a single-edged Gem

  razor blade and drifted peacefully out of life, listening to the afternoon game on the bathroom radio, lasting long enough, perhaps, to hear the Yankees pile up a substantial lead in the bottom of

  the fifth. His badly depleted stock interest in his own firm had to go on the block to cover his speculations, and the interests which took over control wasted no time in moving everything movable

  to a low-wage area in the backwoods of Tennessee where, ever since, they had profited mightily.




  Ben heard a note of uncertainty in Wilma’s voice as she said, to Bess, “Well . . . I suppose if Alice did volunteer . . . but I do think we ought to have them stay here with

  us.”




  “She can do it so much easier, Wilma,” Bess said. “She’s got that cute little guest wing George put on last year, with the little terrace and private bath and everything

  and the little stove-refrigerator gadget for breakfasts. Newlyweds don’t want to be right in the middle of the family. That’s the way they’d have to be here or at my

  house. Besides, she’s got Mrs. Bailey to help and the cleaning girl that comes three days a week. You heard her say she’d be glad to. And the twins are away.”




  Ben knew Wilma enough to sense the relief behind her hesitant words. “All right. I mean, I guess it’s all right. But let’s not let Alice do any entertaining for them.

  That’s our job, Bess. She’s doing enough just having them there.”




  Bess stood up and stretched and yawned. She put her hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “Come on, honey. These people want to eat.” Quinn unfolded his lazy length out of the chair and

  set his empty glass on the tray. They said good night and walked away through the late dusk toward their house.




  Wilma banged glasses on the tray and said in a low voice, “I wish that once, just once, she’d at least carry stuff into the house after one of these parties that just happen. I want

  the chance of at least telling her not to bother. I even wish I had the gall to not offer when we have a drink over there. I do, though. Every time. And she says sure. Honestly, Ben, sometimes it

  makes me so damn mad.”




  “She just doesn’t think about it, I guess.”




  “At her age she ought to start thinking about it. I guess it’s a good thing Robbie and Susan won’t be staying with her. Susan would be working her head off.”




  “David might make it difficult.”




  “I guess he would make it difficult.” He picked up the pitcher and shaker and followed her into the house. She turned on the white amphitheater glare of the kitchen lights. She

  turned to him as she put the tray down. “You better do something about those cushions. The dew has been heavy these nights.”




  He walked out and collected the canvas cushions off the wrought-iron chairs and put them on the shelf in the pump house. He bent over, grunting a bit, and touched the grass with his fingertips.

  It was a bit damp already. He was far enough behind his own house so that he could see through the trees the lights in Quinn’s house and in George’s. There was a dim trace of color in

  the west, a dull orange, low to the horizon. He lit a cigarette. Day is done and the Delevans are in their nests and all of us have gotten through this one. Fifty is a time when you think too much

  of all the things that can happen. Twenty is a time when nothing can happen.




  Turning, he could see through the kitchen windows, see Wilma walking back and forth. She was a stranger in a tricky stage setting. Suburban matron. The billowing breasts and the rigorously

  girdled waist and hips, so that she seemed balanced in a rather topheavy way on the legs which for some reason had remained as slim and smooth and unblemished as when she had been young. She used

  some sort of blue tint in her white hair, and it was carefully sculptured, looking in that light as cold and rigid and planned as marble. There were two deep lines between her eyebrows. And a

  compressed look about her lips. He had heard her described, quite often lately, as a handsome woman. Perhaps it was the way her features were cut. A certain bold clarity.




  And he suddenly felt ashamed because he had looked at her so coldly. What right had he to indulge himself in a critique. Both of them had changed in the same slow way, the same terrifying

  day-by-day way, so that the faces in old photographs became the faces of strangers. A strange girl in a muddy print, looking out with shyness, and the young man beside her—that fast walker,

  that fast talker, that one who bounded up stairs and sang and knew a thousand things and told of them well, and perhaps too often. There had been a thousand things in the world and a thousand risks

  to take gladly.




  It was, he thought, like a network of tunnels. A thousand choices. And the next year five hundred choices. And each year the choices were fewer and finally one day there were featureless walls

  on either side of you and nothing to do but keep on going forward toward your inevitable death, hoping only that you would be given as much time as possible, and not too much. Hoping that it would

  not end in pain. Hoping that it would be as right and good as it could be for both of you. He saw this very clearly, and for a moment it was like that time of awakening in the night and suddenly

  knowing the answer to everything. But as you try to grasp it, it slips away and down and back into the sleep you have left behind you. The idea seemed good and then it was gone and he stood there,

  feeling the evening dampness, looking at his wife in her kitchen, feeling his hunger for the evening meal, feeling the faint edge of the liquor. A man standing on his land.




  There could have been other tunnels. Other roads. Maybe one that would not have dulled the shyness of her, the awareness. A life of more simplicity, without all this jangling, these tin noises

  and twistings. A place where he could have been a hard, brown man with outdoors in his eyes and the gift of quietness and long thought. . . .




  He smiled at himself. Plow jockey. Peasant life. Cottage with a dirt floor, mulled wine, and potato pancakes, for God’s sake.




  You started with a woman and she was magic and she was mystery and that was the way it was supposed to be. And then you grew into each other and learned each other so that what had

  been high adventure became a comforting, a warmth, a reassurance of existence. Good gal, you can say. Contentment, you can say. But, oh, where did the shy one go, the shy wild one of all the

  awareness, of magical blue vein on porcelain breast, who loved earth under her hips, eyes strained shut against sunlight. She went to the same place, Ben, as did that great walker and talker and

  dreamer of a thousand things. They look out of the old muddy prints and they are still together. Every tunnel is right and every tunnel is wrong. Choice is immutable.




  “What in the world are you doing out there, dear?”




  “Thinking, I guess.”




  He went into the kitchen, blinking at the lights. “Kids around?”




  “Ellen had a date. They picked her up while you were showering. Brock’s in his room.”




  “Who did Ellen have a date with?”




  She put her hand on his arm. “Darling, listen to me a minute. Please try to be nice to Brock tonight. Just try. You don’t know how it is for me, you two sitting there like wooden

  dummies. I’m right in the middle. You know, you just can’t keep on treating him like a criminal for the rest of his life.”




  “It seems to me that that particular label was applied in a very accurate——”




  “Ben!”




  “All right. All right. I’ll try. Who did Ellen go out with?”




  “Thank you, darling. Oh, she went out with the Schermer boy again. In the jeep. There was another couple. I think she said they were going to the drive-in movie.”




  “You think!”




  “Don’t bark at me. Goodness! Look, aren’t these nice chops?”




  He said they looked very fine indeed and he mixed himself another drink and carried it into the living room, aware of her silent disapproval. He turned on the television. A grave man sat behind

  a big desk with his hands gently folded and looked Benjamin Delevan directly in the eye and said grave sensible things about people and nations. Apparently the most sensible thing that could be

  said about nations was that every effort must be made to alleviate the tension in the family of nations, and the tension seemed inevitable. If you looked at him while he said it, it seemed to make

  sense. If you thought it over, it made no sense. But they didn’t want you to think it over. They wanted you to look at the next item. The next item was a grinning shot of the President as he

  boarded a plane. Then there was the man at the desk again. And then a clock that said Calcutta under it, and then a crowd of dark people in white pajamas waving illegible signs and hollering, and

  then a toy airplane crushed against an artificial mountain. Ben sipped his drink. The grave man spoke about the product which sponsored his services. He spoke with greater gravity than before. He

  went away and there were little line drawings of people knocking on a bar and singing about beer.




  Benjamin sat and sipped his drink. The program made him feel curiously diffused. One Ben sat there. One contested a robot on Gilman Hill. A naked one stood inside the bathroom mirror. One still

  sat in the office silences. And there was one out on the grass, standing on his land, standing in a circle painted in white on the grass. He frowned and wondered what in the hell that circle

  meant.




  





  Chapter Two




  Brock Delevan was glad when the dinner hour was over and he could get up from the table and go back to his room and be away from them. This dinner hour had been bad in a

  different way. He could not decide which was worse—the sour silence of other dinner hours, or the false cheer of this one, with the old man’s conversation sounding as if it had been

  lifted, complete and shining, from the fillers in the Reader’s Digest. The conversation could not have been more forced, even if there had been a microphone suspended over the table,

  a television camera aimed at them. Dinner with the happy Delevans. Sorry, folks, Ellen could not be with you tonight, but turn to channel thirteen tomorrow at this same time and—




  It made Brock want to bang his fist on the table, bouncing the dishes into the air. He had guessed at once that his mother had spoken to the old man about it. During the joyous hour she had

  looked both pleased and uncertain.




  Brock kept it under control and said that he thought he would read and went to his room and shut the door. He had not been holding his breath, but when he heard the click of the door latch he

  had the feeling that now he could take a deep breath. He moved mechanically, taking LP records at random from their cardboard envelopes, stacking them on the spindle of the player. He turned the

  record player on and turned out the light over the bed and stretched out. The volume was low, so low that the bass was like the slow, deep pulse of someone who lay beside him in darkness. The

  trumpet sounds were thin, far away, like summers at the lake when you were little and in bed and they were dancing across the lake, over at the pavilion. The only light in the room was the tiny

  light of the dial on the player. It was good to have the lights off in the room. When they were on, you could see the kid stuff. Framed high-school pictures. The football enameled white with the

  score painted on it in red. STOCKTON—14, SYRACUSE HIGH—13. A sleek gray model of a PT. A yellow highway sign that said DEER CROSSING. A

  lot of kid stuff that some other Brock Delevan, some smug untroubled kid, had collected and stuck in the room. A punk kid. A high-school wheel.




  He lay there and waited for it to happen to him, knowing that it would. It was not pain, but it was like pain. It was like a time long ago, when he had been little and very sick, and faces had

  loomed over the bed and gone away, faces that were too big and sort of twisted looking. It kept coming then, a pain, and it came like a red light down a track, like a train that made a noise too

  loud and then faded away, but was on a circular track so it would come back.




  It came then, as the pain had come long ago, a great wave that made him tighten his fists and lock his throat. Not me. It didn’t happen to me. Not a thing like that. I’m Brock.

  Remember me? They looked at me with pride. Pride kept me warm. It gave me dignity. So I shamed them and the pride is gone. Why? That was the thing. Find out why I did it. How could I have done

  it?




  And so it was necessary to go over it all again. An old ritual. A nightly searching. A going back and looking for clues. Because you could not accept a flat statement that it happened because

  that is the way you are. There are the good guys and the bad guys. All your life you are sure you are one of the good guys. And then this.
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