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PART ONE




“But what are kings, when regiment is gone, But perfect shadows in a sunshine day.”


Marlowe: Edward the Second












1


She wore her trauma like a plume. When she was seven an elderly man attempted to have his way with her in a telephone booth at Grand Central (her mother had been buying a ticket to Peekskill). Although she was in no way defiled, the shock was great and, to this day, she was so terrified of the telephone that she was forced always to compose innumerable messages on pale blue paper for the instruction and pleasure of those acquaintances whom she might otherwise, in a less perilous era, have telephoned.


That was all there was to it, he thought sadly, studying this one paragraph typed neatly at the top of a sheet of fine white paper: there would be no more; he was confident of that. “She” was lost to the world, trauma and all, and the contents of those messages on blue paper would never be known. She had emerged in his mind one day, clear and precise, a lady of the highest, most Meredithean comedy, with just a trace of something more racy, vulgar even, to give her a proper contemporary relevance, but he had lost her for good after that first paragraph, watched with helpless resignation as she sank back into a limbo of unarranged words, convincing him that he would never be a man of letters: not, of course, that he had ever thought too seriously of becoming one; rather, it had seemed a pleasant way to spend a life, composing sentences day after day with a tight smile on his lips and a view of mountains, or the sea, from a study window.


His failure was complete, however, and he knew with a sad certainty that his lady of the blue notes (not a bad title, he thought, wondering if there might not be a double meaning in it: something to do with music) would remain unrevealed forever, this paragraph her alpha and omega. But that is that for now, he thought, and he gave up literature as he had given up painting and music the year before, having composed one art song to a three-line Emily Dickinson poem, and painted one nonobjective painting in the style of Mondrian. “I am not an artist,” he murmured to himself with some satisfaction, putting the paper back into his suitcase and ending forever a never too urgent dream of creativity.


The problem of what to do with his life still existed, of course; but time undoubtedly would arrange all that, he decided, removing the Hotel Excelsior, Napoli, tag which had only this morning been stuck on his new suitcase by a hotel porter whom he had never seen until that moment and who expected, but never received, a large tip for this superfluous service, thus further darkening the none too bright reputation of Americans in post-war Italy. There had been a scene as he got into the taxi but he carried it off well and at the station, as an act of contrition, he gave the cab driver a thick pile of torn and dirty lire.


He hated scenes, he thought, looking out the train window at the green countryside rippling uncertainly beyond the solid fact of glass, shimmering in the heat of a white spring sun.


Philip Warren sighed happily. He was here at last: Italy, Europe, a year of leisure, a time for decision, a prelude to the distinguished fugue his life was sure to be, once he got really to it, once the delightful prelude had been played to its conclusion among the foreign cities.


He glanced out the window again, looking instinctively for modern ruins which he hoped would not be there: the way one reluctantly examines the remains of a dead dog on a country road. Fortunately, there were no ruins in sight, except the ancient and respectable ones. Bits of an aqueduct arched over the plains of Latium, brown-brick against the Apennines. . . . The Apennines, he murmured the name aloud, with reverence. Yes, he was on the march to Rome.


“This is your room,” said the clerk, showing him a room as scrubbed and neat as the young clerk himself, a fresh-faced Swiss. A big balconied window looked out onto a quiet Roman street of tall trees against the baroque façades of seventeenth-century houses – all embassies now, remarked the clerk, opening the window and letting in the sunlit air. Then after a quick briefing on the meaning and the uses of the various bells, Philip was left alone in this handsome room with its feather bed and numerous pillows, its old-fashioned bathtub hidden, along with a bidet, behind curtains. Very happy, he unpacked.


Now then: what does he look like? What sort of man or boy or youth is Philip Warren? Well, it is much too early to draw any conclusions about his character since he is hardly yet revealed. On the other hand, there is something to be said about his appearance. The face, certainly, must be described before its owner ventures out into the Roman afternoon and as he has not yet looked into a mirror (the usual device for describing one’s protagonist), let it be noted that Philip Warren is twenty-eight and fairly handsome, slim, unembarrassed by overdeveloped muscles, flat-bellied (could one ever have a protagonist who was young and stout?) and though not tall, not short (all things to all men obviously); he is, then, of middle height, his face more square than oval, his cheekbones prominent. His nose is unheroic, small and stubby, making him look even younger than he is. His eyes are a dark blue, not very interesting but, as one writer once said of another writer’s eyes, interested. His skin is still boyish and taut and except for a deep line between fair brows he has no outward marks of age or experience or character in his face.


His body, for those who are interested in such things, was well formed and greatly admired by the not inconsiderable company which had, at one time or another (and on some occasions at the same time) enjoyed it. On the inside of his left thigh, near the groin, a small butterfly had been tattooed, a memento of the war when he had been a junior Naval officer on leave in Honolulu. His speaking voice was manly but marred by the faintest lisp, a defect which he hated although, unknown to him, it was his greatest charm for, instead of sounding sissy as he imagined, it made him seem very boyish and charming: a puzzled youthful man in need of a woman’s protection. As a result his success with women was quite remarkable not only because of this boyishness but also because he genuinely liked them in an age and nation where, generally speaking, they were less admired than usual.


“Do you play bridge?”


“Why yes,” said Philip, turning, as a stout bald man moved apologetically into the room from the hall.


“I’m so glad. I do hope you’ll excuse my dropping in like this but your door was open and I live right down the hall and we do have so few people in Rome who even play bridge, much less want to play it. You do want to play?”


“Yes, not now, though. Some other time perhaps.”


“Of course, of course . . . I was thinking of the future, not the present. You play it decently, I hope?”


“Rather,” said Philip, meaning “rather decently” but, in the excitement of the moment, he found himself parodying the other’s British accent.


“I’m so glad. Are you from home?”


“No,” said Philip, already alerted. “I’m from America.” He blushed as he said this unaccustomed phrase, as though he had begun suddenly to unfurl and snap, all red and white and blue in a chauvinistic breeze.


“Yes? Well, one never knows any more. The world is becoming one at last, is it not? Pleasant thought, or is it? Ah well, soon it will be a fait accompli and no concern of ours. My name, if I may introduce myself, is Clyde Norman.” Information of this sort was formally exchanged and Mr Norman gave him a card, a very proper sort of card which declared that Mr Norman was a director of the Fabian Trade Mission, otherwise undefined. “I’ve lived in Rome almost all my life, you know. Stayed here all through the war. Very risky. Quite a story in all that, I suppose. If one likes stories, eh? But now I’m sure you have many things to do . . .”


They agreed, then, that it might be a good idea to have a drink together, to celebrate Philip’s arrival.


Mr Norman was splendidly knowing, decided Philip, as they strolled from the hotel to the Via Veneto, the fashionable street of Rome. He was able to say something amusing about almost everything mentioned, or at least he spoke as though what he said might prove amusing if one fully understood the various references.


Dingy youths stood on street corners, peddling blackmarket cigarettes, candy bars and currency. The streets otherwise were discouragingly familiar. The buildings were either severe and formal or baroque and formal, their stucco façades a weathered gray-gold, the color of Rome. The day was so very fine, however, that this momentary disappointment was succeeded by a sudden elation, a blitheness which he had seldom experienced since childhood. He controlled a sudden impulse to slip away from Clyde Norman, to run as fast as he could until he had reached the Forum, where he would sit among the broken marble and recall Horace and Keats and think how good it was to live, or to die, for both seemed equally desirable, the dark and the light, one meaningless without the other, twins and opposites. But he dared not mention this to Mr Norman who was, he gathered, more concerned with details than with abstractions.


“In thirty years one picks up quite a bit, you know. One comes to know the city behind the city, if you get what I mean.”


“I certainly do.”


“England is like a foreign country to me now. I hardly know how to act when I’m there, and the climate . . . do you know English weather?”


“By reputation.”


“Damp, very damp. And from September to May everyone has a cold . . . ah, here we are, the Via Veneto.”


They paused for a moment, surveying this celebrated thoroughfare. Mr Norman was somewhat proprietary while Philip found it not strange at all. The street reminded him of a minor avenue in Washington, D.C., except that it curved up a slight hill to a massive brick arch and fissured wall behind which could be glimpsed the rich green of gardens. The gardens of the Villa Borghese, according to his companion, who indicated various other sights of interest: the Excelsior Hotel, an outdoor café called Doney’s where, presently, they sat in iron chairs at iron tables, the sidewalk between them and the main part of the café.


“This is the center,” said Mr Norman. “So many cities have no center. London for instance has none, or rather too many: the Strand, Westminster, Piccadilly Circus, but no place where one can go and see everybody. No cafés like this one where, sooner or later, those one wants to see will come. I have always thought London must have been like this in the days of the coffeehouses.” He ordered apéritifs with unfamiliar names. Then they sat back to watch. Philip felt as though he were sitting in a theater just as the lights had begun to dim, that expectant moment before the discordancies of an orchestra trying its instruments become an overture. Mr Norman, with a smile, figuratively tapped his music stand with an imaginary baton and the curtain rose as one of the late dictator’s mistresses, a plump little woman in black, walked slowly between the crowded tables of chattering people, accompanied by a plump little chow, its sad face a doggish facsimile of her own.


“I always thought mistresses were beautiful,” said Philip who had thought nothing of the kind but, having been trapped in a role – naïve, youthful, American – had the good manners not to confuse the other by assuming a character closer to his own.


“They say she used to be,” said Mr Norman, watching her as she nodded to numerous acquaintances who nodded back and then, when she was out of earshot, discussed her eagerly, her health, morals and current fortune.


“But then . . .” said Mr Norman, solemnly, pausing as though expecting an epigram on the nature of courtesans to spring sharp and original to his thin bluish lips; but as none came he took a sip of his apéritif instead. He was, Philip decided, one of those charming men whose way of speaking is so ceremonious and shrewd that they seem to be scoring one linguistic hit after another on the all too vulnerable target of human character while, actually, they do little more than repeat the clever sayings of other men . . . which takes a good memory, decided Philip tolerantly, not to mention a sense of timing and, finally, a style which was set if not by Dr Johnson then by Horace Walpole in the great days of aristocracy, after the perfect pearl of the Renaissance was misshapen by a rigid manner and the baroque was born of that tension between nature and artifice. Philip wondered if he would have an opportunity to tell Mr Norman that the word “baroque” came from the Portuguese barroco, which meant a misshapen pearl. Later, perhaps, if they spoke of architecture (Philip was good at guiding conversations into home waters where, with infinite skill, he could scuttle the barks of others with some torpedo of esoterica, some bit of knowledge, properly timed; it was, he knew, the surest way to total unpopularity in a pretentious age).


“There are of course many different sets in Rome. The Church, the government (which isn’t much these days), and the old nobility which is very fine and very distant, set apart. One hardly ever sees them. They live the way they’ve always lived in those palazzi and they are quite scornful, I suspect, of the rest of the world, of people whose ancestry does not go back to the Republic, as they maintain their own does, to the Republic and even further in some cases, to the gods.”


“But then doesn’t everyone go back that far?”


“Yes, but the descent is not recorded.”


“Caesar traced his family back to Venus, didn’t he?”


“Fully documented, too. Which proves I think that all genealogy is myth,” said Mr Norman smiling, displaying two rows of British teeth in a state of only partial repair. “But tell me why you are here, Mr Warren, if I may ask.”


“You certainly may,” said Philip cordially. Then he paused awkwardly, destroying the illusion of cordiality with this ill-timed hesitation. Discreetly Mr Norman began to murmur, to back away from the personal until Philip, the reason for his hesitation still not clear to him, said at last, “To travel. I have a year, you see.”


“A year? Is that all? I mean a year for what?”


“A year to travel in, to make up my mind.”


“About your future?”


“Yes, about the future.”


“I wonder if one can ever do precisely that.”


“You mean come to a decision about life in a given period?”


“Yes, to make a positive, irrevocable decision. I shouldn’t think it could be done, or should be done.”


“I would like to try, even so,” said Philip vaguely, distracted by the sight of a well-known American actor who strode quickly by, scowling like Cato and carrying under one arm a new and shiny book with its provocative title in bold black letters on red: Decadence. The actor disappeared into the door of the Excelsior Hotel.


“Accept the moment: there is nothing else.”


“Perhaps not. Still, I am nearly thirty and . . .”


“You look so young! I thought you were a college boy.”


“Thank you. And I feel I must decide what to do with the rest of my life.”


“Even though, terrible thought, it might be, considering the state of the world (and pardoning the impertinence of my gloom), very short?”


“Or, considering my natural cowardice and cunning, longer than the average.”


“Ah, now you exaggerate. I only suggested that your life might be shortened to convince you of the very real folly of making long-range plans: they are just not the thing to do nowadays.”


Philip appeared to ponder this pronouncement while the waiter brought them more aperitifs, pronouncing their name “Cinzano” as he slopped the glasses before them on the table.


The day, Philip decided, was perfect in every way: clouds burdened the west, preceding the golden globe of the afternoon sun as it sank rapidly through the blue to the seven hills of the city, to the sea and to the new world beyond that. The day was warm, without wind but not hot, not the way he had been warned it would be in the spring. Conscious of weather and bemused, he said yes and he said no as his pleasant companion advised him to accept what was, since there would be, for all he knew, no more. As he had already planned to do precisely that, to live as he pleased for a year, he found that he could agree with the older man and, by agreeing, could establish a tentative friendship.


“What precisely do you plan to do with this year of yours . . . this climacteric in your life?”


Philip smiled. “I haven’t the slightest idea. Sit at this café, perhaps. Or go and walk in those gardens over there. Or journey up the Nile to its source.”


“You have no plan?”


“None.”


“Wise! Very wise . . . and then you’re so fortunate.”


“In what way?”


“To be young.”


“One doesn’t realize it at the time. I’m not conscious of any serious blessing. Perhaps I will be one day.”


“You will. How extraordinary though that you should feel that way. Are you really so detached? Or like so many of the politic young men nowadays, have you merely learned the proper responses?”


“You’re too quick,” said Philip, taken aback, not prepared for the other’s shrewdness, for of course it was true: he had learned to say many things which got him easily and with no exertion the respect of his elders, statements which he knew well in advance would amuse or shock or please and which had little or no relation to what he actually thought. It was a schoolboy’s trick and he felt a sudden shame to be playing again the brightest boy with the headmaster, as though he were still fourteen and ruthless, without a heart.


Mr Norman had the grace not to pursue his advantage; instead he remarked, “And then you are fortunate because you have money.”


Philip laughed. “I have none,” he said.


“But you are able to travel well . . . That’s what I mean by having money. You are not caught like me in a web of chicanery, trying to make your few pounds support you by doing all the squalid black-market things.”


“In that sense, yes, I’m fortunate . . . I have the correct nationality.”


“Indeed you have.” Mr Norman drank his Cinzano moodily and Philip watched the street become more crowded as the golden light darkened and the evening star shone silver over the gardens. He was aware, after this discussion of currency, that he would be called upon to pay for the drinks and this thought did not sadden him for he was, after all, a young man with an income, a small one but sufficient for the traveler’s purpose and he knew that he would entertain many strangers before he was done and though none of them might prove to be angels in disguise they had, he knew, a right to his hospitality since he had come among them to learn what he could.


Mr Norman suddenly got to his feet and shook the hand of a stooped middle-aged man with a fire-red face in which, shadowed by a bird’s-beak nose, two watery blue eyes danced about seemingly unable to focus (although Philip was aware that he himself had been immediately comprehended by the newcomer in one quick intense glance).


“Sit with us, Ayre,” said Mr Norman. “I want you to meet a young friend of mine, a new friend, only just arrived from America. His name is Philip Warren.”


“How do you do?” said the older man in a curiously accented British voice, most of the stresses falling in unexpected places, a mock-Welsh voice as Philip later learned. “I can sit just a moment. I’m expecting Guido. I said I’d meet him here. He’s late. Why is he always late? Why?”


“That’s just his way.”


“There is of course a possibility that I am late. I never know.”


“I’m sure he’ll be along presently,” said Mr Norman with quiet authority and then he turned to Philip and said in a voice from which every trace of pride had been resolutely banished to accord harmoniously with a Stoic attitude: “This, Mr Warren, is Lord Glenellen.” Since they were now all seated, Philip could only incline his head respectfully at the peer who was now insulting the waiter in faultless Italian, or what sounded to Philip (and to the waiter) like faultless Italian. Mr Norman watched his countryman with some satisfaction, smiling at the more colorful epithets and frowning furiously when the waiter attempted a mild insult or two on his own.


“About the coffee,” said Glenellen finally, as the waiter walked away, “coffee I had yesterday. It made me ill.”


“What will you have now?”


“Not a thing. I think perhaps I’ll go to the Excelsior for some decent coffee.”


“And not wait for Guido?”


“He could wait for me, you know. There are worse fates.”


“Of course, Ayre, of course.”


“You’re an American, aren’t you?” The blue eyes, milky as though filmed by cataracts, turned on him disconcertingly, avoiding his eyes, though, concentrating instead on the line of his chin, the curve of his mouth.


“Yes, from New York, the state. . . .”


“Ah, I know. I know. Don’t tell me. There’s a state named that as well as a city. I was there, you see. Long, long ago. I adored Harlem. Is it still going?”


“Very much so.”


“Do you visit there much?”


“No, almost never.”


“Well, times change. Where do people go?”


“Nowhere in particular. There seems to be little difference now between one part of the city and another. The East Side is no different from Greenwich Village.”


“Ah, I had forgotten the Village! Has it changed much? Is it still amusing?”


“I expect so. I don’t live in the city, though. I live up the Hudson River, at a town called Hudson.”


“All great civilizations,” announced Mr Norman, checking in, “have flourished on the banks of rivers. There has never been a civilization of any importance on a lake, for instance.”


“Is that so?” Philip was polite.


“Do you plan to stay here long?” asked Glenellen.


“I have no plans.”


“A gentleman of leisure,” said Mr Norman, with a father’s smile.


“Fortunate boy . . . to have no plans. Now I, on the other hand, am burdened with plans. I have every day and every hour of every week outlined for months ahead. Dinner with this person and tea with that one. A week end at Ischia; a week in Vienna. I think sometimes I am over-organized because, in spite of all my activity, I have no time for work.”


“Work?”


“Oh my goodness, yes.”


“He composes,” said Mr Norman, giving a brother’s smile this time at the lean figure beside him. “He composes music,” he added, “chamber music.”


“When I have time,” said Glenellen uneasily. “Tell me: where are you stopping?”


“He’s at my hotel,” said Mr Norman. “Isn’t that a coincidence? I barged right in on him this afternoon and asked him if he played bridge. He does. Aren’t you pleased?”


“I am pleased that he is here, Clyde,” said the other courteously. “Besides, you know perfectly well that I seldom play cards.”


“Ah, your barren life, Ayre. I had forgotten.”


“I have my compensations.”


“Yes, yes, indeed yes. Innumerable.”


“And unmentionable!” They both laughed loudly and Philip looked from one to the other, puzzled as one always is by the private references of acquaintances newly met, the jokes which suggest vast unexplored areas of vice and virtue unrevealed to the outsider.


“But to consider you: you intend to follow your instinct, obey your whims, traveling here and there without a plan?”


“Exactly. I shall look at buildings I have heard about, absorb as much scenery as I can . . . I’m just a tourist, you know, not even a student like the rest. Then when I’ve had as much as I can take, I will go home and do something.”


“Do something? Do what?” Glenellen leaned forward as though suddenly eager to know truth, to attend at a revelation.


But Philip was not equal to the moment nor for that matter was he in the mood to be examined, to speak of himself when for once there was so much outside himself that he wanted to see and to know: he suddenly resented the attentions of these two odd Englishmen who, for all he knew, were mocking him.


“Whatever I can,” he said with a heavy attempt at lightness. “Take a job . . . I’m a lawyer, you know. I graduated from law school last June, from the one at Harvard.”


“A lawyer?” Glenellen pronounced the word as though not quite sure what it meant. “How peculiar. No, I don’t mean peculiar: I mean to say it seems so strange to find a personable young American who is not trying to be a painter or some such romantic thing among the ruins of our old Europe. I suppose, Clyde, that we see only the romantic ones, the ones who have got away for a time.”


“I think it most impressive, his being a lawyer. Original even.”


“But, my dear Clyde, does one want to be impressed by young men? Isn’t it far more agreeable to be pleased by them, charmed by their freshness and impracticality?”


“I am charmed,” said Mr Norman, patting Philip’s knee as the sun unexpectedly set: the light going from gold to gray, the air from warm to cool.


“Will you go into politics?” asked Glenellen.


“I may, yes. I’ve thought about it. My family is in politics, back home.”


“You find it interesting?”


“Oh yes . . . but for a career, I don’t know.”


“And what are your politics?”


“Darkly reactionary, I suppose. In practice, however, I should, if ever in office, devote my time to staying there.”


“No convictions . . . wonderful youth!” exclaimed Mr Norman, drinking the rest of his Cinzano. “How differen t you are from the young men of my day. How much more sensible. Tell me, would you like an ice or something? a little cake?”


“I don’t think so . . . thanks.”


Glenellen looked at him thoughtfully. “I would like very much to have a chat with you one day about European politics. I have certain insights which may interest you, certain schemes which . . . but more I cannot say, for now. Though let me add that when I was your age, I, like you, was interested primarily in the progress of my own life, my time given to hobbies. . . .”


“Hobbies?”


“A joke of Lord Glenellen’s, Mr Warren,” said Clyde Norman quickly, too quickly thought Philip, and he wondered what was not being said for his benefit.


“A joke, Mr Warren, yes, a joke . . . and here is the wicked Guido. Late! You’re late! Hear me?”


The wicked Guido heard and he smiled a smile like polished bone. He was a slender well-proportioned Italian boy with a head like a Michelangelo and a body, as much as could be seen through his suit (a great deal), as fine as a Donatello.


“This is Guido,” said Mr Norman urbanely as he and Philip rose and shook hands, while the high clear voice of the seated peer inveighed against the boy’s character, accused him in English and Italian of monstrous crimes, denunciations which were received by the youth with a lovely smile.


“I was on my way stopped,” he said, finally, when the querulous voice had paused for an instant; his English was good if original. “I find my brother has taken the only white good shirt of mine and so I went to my brother to receive the shirt once more for me. I want to look nice,” he added simply, expressing his philosophy in five words.


“Shirts, suits, shoes, watches. . . .” Glenellen sighed and turned to Philip. “Those are the only things that really matter to these people.”


“I like the motorcars, too,” giggled Guido. “I like to drive very fast in Alfa Romeo. Oh good car, good car. I take cars apart. I know about things inside. Were you a soldier?” he asked all in one breath, noticing Philip as though for the first time.


“A sailor, for several years.”


“In the war? In Italy?”


“In the war . . . in the Pacific.”


“I knew many soldiers here. You might know some of them maybe. Nice men . . . very kind. I was fourteen years old so they gave me presents. A camera was given to me by one captain but it was stolen from me by one thief I know and he sells it.”


“Come, Guido,” said Glenellen, rising. “You can tell your stories to Mr Warren another time.” He turned to Philip. “I would like to see you again one day soon, if I may.” They shook hands. “Do you know the Baths of Nero?”


“I’m afraid not. I’ve only just arrived.”


“That’s so. Of course you wouldn’t have had a chance. . . . Well, should you have a moment to spare, do drop by tomorrow afternoon around four. I always arrive at four and leave at five, like clockwork. . . . Marvelous for the figure, I’ve found. Not that you need to think of that quite yet, but we could talk. I have a plan which might interest you. Now I’m off. Many thanks, my dear Clyde, for introducing this young man to me.”


Farewells were made and Glenellen hurried away, followed at a more leisurely pace by Guido, immaculate in his good white shirt.


“Splendid fellow,” said Mr Norman as they watched the older man and the youth turn the corner beyond the Excelsior Hotel. “Difficult of course . . . one of the last of those eccentric peers my country used to produce with such abandon in the old days. The supply seemed inexhaustible but now of course, with currency restrictions and so on, Ayre is the last, the very last of a great line . . . and under a cloud, too.”


“A cloud? But why?”


“Oh, for so many reasons. His life has been too colorful for one thing, too many hobbies. Then there was the scandal about his wife. I suppose you were too young to remember that.”


“What happened to her?”


“I’m afraid he set fire to her at a party in the British Embassy at Berlin. There was the most terrible fuss made . . . relations were strained at the time and this was added fuel to the blaze, as it were. They got him out of Germany as quickly as possible. The Ambassador was furious and the party, needless to say, was ruined.”


“And his wife?”


“Lady Glenellen was burned to a crisp. Fortunately they were able to get the Glenellen diamonds back . . . she had been wearing a good many of them at dinner, a number of quite important pieces too. The settings were badly melted, I believe, but Ayre had them remounted later in the Etruscan fashion, a stroke of genius as it later developed, for he started an Etruscan vogue in jewelry which lasted a number of years.”


“Was he never prosecuted?”


“For making Etruscan art the vogue? Heavens no! He received a decoration from the Pope.”


“I meant prosecuted for burning up his wife.”


“Ah well,” Mr Norman gestured vaguely, “she was an unpopular woman, a great hypochondriac and a bit of a religious maniac, too. Then of course there was some question as to whether the fire was his fault or hers.”


“Who was responsible?”


“Who can say? All I know is that, as the ladies were getting up from dinner to go into the drawing room, he picked up the candelabra and hurled it at her, shouting, ‘Be Joan of Arc, if you dare!’ It was the addition of the ‘if you dare’ which saved him from more stern consequences since the phrase implied, you see, a certain choice in the matter. That she elected of her own free will to be Joan of Arc demonstrated a deliberate choice on her part and, as a result, he could hardly be held responsible for an act in which she so obviously concurred, perhaps even precipitated since it was well known that she had always expected some sort of martyrdom . . . ever since the day she married Glenellen, in fact, fully aware of the extent and the nature of his hobbies. Her life was one long expiation for the original sin, as Catholics say, of having been born.”


“You must tell me about his hobbies one day.”


“I should be glad to, but best of all observe him yourself. He will tell you all; show you everything . . . he has no discretion, alas. You should go, by the way, to the Baths of Nero tomorrow.”


“Are they interesting?”


“I have always thought so. It depends upon one’s taste, of course.” Mr Norman looked at him furtively and Philip experienced a sudden weariness as he recognized the ancient pattern, traditional and obvious, revealed perfunctorily, with little hope and less ceremony. He gave it back to Mr Norman: gently, firmly, he folded it up and placed it on the table before him; then, wiping the dust from his hands, he guided the conversation to an end.


Mr Norman sighed. “I shall see you at the Baths then. I often go there for the health’s sake . . . to lose weight. I get stout in the summer and slim in the winter, unlike the rest of the world.”


“Does Lord Glenellen live in Rome or England?”


“In Rome. He isn’t allowed to enter England.”


“Why not?”


“They disapprove of him. At least the Home Office does. Being officials, they have no humor. They don’t recognize his very real value.”


“Why do they disapprove?”


“Hobbies. But now it’s getting very late. Where do you plan to have dinner?”


“I hadn’t thought.”


“Then try the hotel. The food is very good there. I should like to dine with you but I have a function I must attend . . . dull sort of affair, part of my job, I fear.” When the waiter came there was a struggle for the check which Philip won, as both knew from the beginning he would.


“Awfully good of you, really, but now of course you must allow me to take you to dinner one night this week. Until tomorrow then . . . the Baths of Nero. The hotel will direct you.”


They parted and Philip made his way alone through the darkening streets to the hotel, elated and curious, aware not only of himself but of the city, too. For an instant, he was no longer separate but a part of it: an airy and fantastic bridge across the gulf challenged him and, deliberately, he moved across it, above the dark division, to the other side where strangers were.
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His first dinner in Rome was as good as Mr Norman had predicted it would be. He had dined alone with a volume of Byron’s Don Juan before him on the table and as he ate antipasto and minestrone and chicken and drank chianti (the sort of Italian dinner that was served in America but seldom in Italy except at the better hotels, for tourists), he read of Don Juan’s shipwreck and the hilarious account of the famished mariners who ate one another, beginning with Don Juan’s tutor Pedrillo.




“Part was divided, part thrown in the sea,
And such things as the entrails and the brains
Regaled two sharks, who followed o’er the billow –
The sailors ate the rest of poor Pedrillo.”





Excellent, he thought, murmuring the couplet to himself. Then feeling somewhat stuffed, he left the dining room, receiving the respectful bows of the maître d’hotel with a bemused expression which he hoped would be thought dignified but gracious. In the lobby the pinkcheeked desk clerk gave him a dolorous cocker-spaniel look and wished him a good evening.


A good evening? It was more than that: a splendid evening! warm and star-scattered. There was no moon, but he was too happy to object to this one omission as he strode down the Via Veneto in the direction of the piazza where he had been assured the Colosseum might be found. He hummed the only aria he knew from Tosca as he followed the curving Street of the Tritons toward the galleria. On the way he passed restaurants and trattorias all open, bright with undiffused light and loud with the noises of people eating and laughing and singing sad songs. Then he turned into the galleria, a massive arcade, not unlike a Gothic cathedral except, instead of a groined ceiling, it had dirty glass panels high overhead. Shops and bars like profane chapels edged the nave. Young boys and girls stood about soliciting buyers, older youths sold drugs and lire and lovers with a sharp good humor, very different from the manner of such salesmen in other cities. Nothing was sordid here. The pimps though shabby, were not at all sinister, and the boys and girls were cheerful, obviously more pleased than not to be making money in such an easy way. The young Swiss at the hotel had already instructed Philip in the current prices for girls, for virgins, for women and, with a blush or two, he had even quoted (from hearsay only, of course) the price for boys, and the one for men – there was a distinction, Philip had been amused to discover, but when he had pressed the young Swiss to define that difference he had only blushed all the more deeply and said that really he didn’t know, he’d only heard tell, as everyone had.


But tonight Philip was not interested in finding a companion. He was on a mission of the spirit: to behold certain of the more profound Roman symbols by starlight. So, spiritually mighty, he paused in silence before the dark and rather unimpressive palace where, on a balcony, the fallen dictator had made so many appearances, burdening the newsreels of Philip’s boyhood with a rock-jawed, insensitive face tilted with boundless assurance to a classic disaster. Few people frequented the square at night as though in deference to that battered ghost which still seemed, Philip felt, to brood over the palace, arm raised forever in a facsimile Roman salute; dwarfed, however, in death as in life by the fantastic marble monument across the square, the pillared white temple of the first modern Italian king, Victor Emmanuel, now a resident with the dictator in that limbo which some clever god has no doubt devised with the express purpose of maintaining the onetime great men of our world in a state of eternal discomfort, of perpetual desire and thwarted will. Philip, meditating comfortably on the folly of human enterprise, crossed the square, dodging the occasional cars which darted about, lights blazing and horns shrieking. He paused and asked a policeman where the Colosseum might be. Having had this one sentence already prepared for several weeks, he was confident that the other would be able to understand. The young policeman, with a gravely stupid frown, shook his head wonderingly and Philip said “Grazie” and turned down the street which seemed most likely to lead him to his goal.


It was the right street. He sensed that instinctively and he toyed with the idea of pretending to himself that he had been here before, that some atavistic memory was leading him on to the center of the ancient city, over paths which in another life he had walked many times: a general returned from Parthia followed by his legions. He chuckled at the thought . . . more likely a prisoner from the island of Britain, a fair-skinned oaf with shaggy beard who’d probably fetch a better price at the slave market than an African, but not so good a one as an Asiatic.


Suddenly the modern buildings ceased and on either side he saw dark canyons a dozen feet lower than the street, and he could see dimly by starlight the ruins of the Forum, pale familiar shapes of broken buildings, shattered columns and arches, an occasional dark massive section of some government building still intact, reminiscent in style of nearly every railroad station in every American city. He walked slowly, quite alone. There were no other pedestrians and he wondered if perhaps the Romans had some feeling against frequenting ruins at night, the fear of ghosts, of all the bloody happenings which had taken place among this broken stone, the center once of a world of fine law and some order, an age of silver untarnished by that Christian blight which had coincided, somewhat suspiciously he had always thought, with the dark ages.


The avenue widened and there before him, illuminated by several floodlights, was the Colosseum, far higher than he’d ever imagined it to be, solemn in its age. He paused, awaiting revelation. None came, however . . . he was aware only that his legs were rather tired from walking and that his left shoe was pressing too tightly against his little toe. There it was, though, precisely as he’d imagined it would be from the various photographs he had studied years ago in school, in the days when he had read with excitement the stories of Livy and the Lives of Plutarch and the splendid, trimming letters of Cicero. Now by the floodlights which managed to diminish rather than enhance this relic, he was able to regain in a rush that youthful fascination with the past which, like a sudden tide in the blood, returned: a love of the old not merely because the old was in itself romantic nor because the worst of the dull sad moments had long ago been winnowed out by chroniclers too busy describing great deeds to note that the human condition (how he loved this echoing phrase: the human condition!) was constant in its confusion, in its vulnerability to pain. No, he loved the past for another reason: continuity, that was it. He had always known instinctively that when he died the poignant progress of one Philip Warren would end for good. He had known this from the day he’d first been told about death: when he was four years old and his grandfather had died in the room next to his. War had only confirmed him in this knowledge. Men whom he knew became after an air attack so many torn limp carcasses to be put in canvas bags and dropped into the sea, their personal belongings sent home to a faraway family (equipment gone through carefully beforehand, however, to make sure that no unusual letters, lewd photographs or contraceptive devices would be sent on to shock the grieved family). Nothing remained of these warriors but fast-blurring images in the minds of friends whose primary interest is never the devout recollection of the good deed but survival. Somewhere Thomas Hardy had written a poem on this theme, he recalled. But Philip, though he acknowledged change, valued the past, his own and the world’s. He became, as he pondered, all the more impatient with detail, more curious about the whole design of which only tantalizing fragments had been revealed by scholars, men not unlike himself, in temperament at least, all haunted by the fact of change which they attempted, in the only way they knew, to define, by fixing the near-true moment in the careful prose of history.


“‘O, call back yesterday, bid time return,’” Philip whispered as he descended a deep flight of steps and approached the crypt-like building, eroded by weather and scarred by all the visiting Northern warriors. With a sense of one about to make a discovery, he entered a dark archway, pausing midway through the building, suddenly alert, as he realized there were people all about him in the dark. He could see no one but he heard breathing, an occasional whispered word. Finally the lighting of a match revealed a pair of lovers while, behind them, stepping hastily into the shadows, thieves and murderers forgathered to contemplate acts of violence. Although conscious of danger, he was unafraid, protected by his own conception of this battered place: no one is murdered in a dream, he knew, and like a dreamer he walked out into the open and observed with nostalgia and delight the tiers of seats which circled an arena whose floor had been tom up by archeologists to reveal the complicated passage ways beneath. This was Rome.


“Do you think the ruins of Madison Square Garden will look as impressive?”


He started. The voice, a woman’s, laughed pleasantly. He turned and saw that she was behind him, seated on a fallen column.


“Perhaps,” he said evenly, moving toward her. “Have you been here long?”


“On this column? No, not very, a few minutes. . . .”


“How could you tell I was an American?”


“Only an American would come here at night and walk out into the arena. An Italian would have hid beneath the arches, doing business.”


“Are we the only romantics?”


“It would seem so.” Was she young or old, he wondered, pretty or beautiful or plain? He could not tell. He moved beside her and caught the odor of her perfume.


“You’re a student, aren’t you?” she asked.


“In what sense?” he parried, remembering this stylized phrase so often used in intellectual debate when one warrior of the word, needing time to compose a new strategy, invites the other to lose his way in definition.


She laughed again, mockingly. “Now I know you must be a student. Scholarly young men always want to know ‘in what sense’ any question is intended.”


He laughed, too. “I was stalling,” he said, wondering whether he should tell her a lie or not. If she were old or plain he would not for a moment have hesitated to make himself sound as romantic as the occasion and the setting insisted that he be. If she were desirable he would of course be romantic about her and stick only to the facts, favorably arranged. Which should he do? What should he be? He paused, knowing that his decision would be irrevocable, that, if she were to be one day a lover, it would never do to begin by telling her that he was one of the heroes of the Air Force, now doomed to travel feverishly about until the cancer which had already begun to spread to his nerve centers (explaining that tiresome lisp) finally, and in great agony, brought him Icarus-like to earth. No, he would play it safe, he decided; and moving closer to her, he said: “I graduated from law school a month ago.”


“How young you must be,” she said, and his heart sank: he was positive now that she must be sixty with a strong resemblance to his mother. He backed away, wondering if it was too late to speak of his fatal disease.


“No, not so young,” he said.


“Then you are one of the veterans who went back to school.”


“Yes.” He waited for an opening.


“What was it like, going back? Didn’t you feel too wise to be taught?”


“I always felt too wise to be taught,” he said, stumbling into an epigram, “but not, I hope, too wise to learn.”


“Oh, I hope not.” And again he caught the mocking note in her voice. Well, I earned it that time, he thought, grimly. “You’re a lawyer now?”


“Yes . . . believe it or not.”


“It doesn’t seem so incredible. There have been other lawyers.”


“But I never thought I should be one.”


“Why not? what would you have rather been?”


“I don’t know . . . probably nothing at all. I would have made a very fine dilettante in the eighteenth century . . . the sort that had theories on everything and wrote long careful letters to friends.”


“You were born too late for that. Everyone must struggle now.”


“A pity, isn’t it?”


“I don’t think so.” She was now going to become serious, he could see, and the advantage would all be his. He had been on the defensive as long as she questioned or mocked him; but now she was vulnerable and he felt very much better. She said: “I suppose it’s fashionable now to avoid responsibility, to speak lightly of Armageddon as though it were really of no concern.”


“What can one man do, or fifty men, or even a million . . . if you could imagine a million men, or fifty of them for that matter, being united on any policy. What can they do? How can they alter the direction of life?”


“You sound so fatalistic.”


“Not really,” said Philip, wishing to get the conversation back to earth again, to himself and to the story he had planned to tell her of the sanitarium where he had spent the last year, and of this final fling before the end (had he not been warned that if he came down to sea level before the five years of his cure were up he would die?).


“Have you any interest in politics?”


“Only a spectator’s.”


“But you’re a lawyer.”


“What has that to do with it?”


“You know perfectly well what that has to do with it . . . the law is the first step in most political careers.”


“So?”


“Have you money? Aside from what you earn?”


“I have enough. I’ve never earned anything yet . . . except my Navy pay.”


“Are you married?”


“No, and I’m not likely to be.” This was better. He was about to inquire into her status but she gave him no opportunity.


“Then obviously you have everything . . . and how you could enjoy yourself if you wanted to, in politics too.”


“Talking to dull people all day? Smiling at my cretinous constituents and promising them all the things they have never had? It doesn’t sound like fun to me.”


“But can’t you imagine yourself the head of state? making important decisions? striking an admired pose for your . . . cretinous public?”


“Too easily . . . I fight against the temptation.”


“Then you are tempted?”


“Of course, but the fact that I’m reasonable now doesn’t mean I should act reasonably if placed in a different situation.”


“Then you could imagine yourself involved in politics?”


“I can imagine myself involved in anything . . . the one virtue of having served in a war is that one quickly learns nothing is unlikely. I can do anything.”


“But would you like it?”


“I would have a real contempt for the whole business.”


“But would you like it?”


“Probably.” He qualified, partly from conviction, out of a desire to be as nearly accurate as words would allow and partly to see what she would say next, to determine, if he could, the reason for her curious urgency.


“Ah. . . .” She had got her way and for a moment she did not speak. Both stared across the trenched arena toward the tiers of seats on the other side. Stars shone large and white in the black sky. Beneath the dark arches of the building, struck matches, for brief instants, glowed like fireflies on a summer lawn. The air was still. There was no wind and, though he tried, he could not hear the sounds of the modern city which he knew must be all about them, outside this much-scarred oval of antique marble. An occasional voice, muffled and secret, came to him from the archways but, excepting those near-by voices, the rest was silence. What would she say? She asked him where he was from and when he told her, she laughed and asked him his name. He told her this, too, and she said, “I know your family.”


“Oh no! I’ll never escape, I see.”


“Why escape? You have so much to do . . . Philip, and there isn’t much time.”


His name sounded odd to him, spoken like this in the warm Roman dark by a stranger, by a woman who apparently knew all about him though he knew nothing of her.


“What do you mean, not much time? Are you speaking prophetically?”


“Oh no . . . just relatively, I suppose. I was thinking how short lives are at best, and since you are thirty. . . .”


“Not quite.”


“Not quite . . . and presuming you live to be seventy, your life at this moment is half gone.”


“Nearly half.”


She laughed and repeated, “Nearly half.”


“Then, of course, you could so easily be killed in a new war. But somehow I feel you will survive it.”


“So do I. But how did you guess I’d planned to avoid it?”


“I’m intuitive, I suppose.”


“You must be. Yes, I’ve very elaborate plans for keeping out of the trouble. First, I shall have all my teeth taken out. . . .” He paused; then: “Where did you know my family?”


“In Hudson. My husband knows your father very well.”


“And your husband, what’s his name?”


“Rex Durham . . . my name is, as you probably know, and a poor joke it is after all these years, Regina.”


He said nothing for a moment. He was surprised and amused and, against his will, more than a little impressed. All his life he had heard of Rex Durham and he still remembered, years ago, when Durham had married Regina: Rex and Regina. For fifteen years he had heard stories about them. Their parties, their deeds (both amatory and political). Durham was the boss of the party which was the boss of their state and the state, often as not, was the boss of the country. Philip’s father had always been proud that he knew Rex well enough to call him by his first name, while his mother had always thought Regina lovely, “in a hard sort of way.”


“No wonder,” said Philip at last, “you’re so interested in politics.”


“No wonder,” she echoed. “But tell me, have we ever met before? I must be honest and say I remember almost no one I meet, unless I’ve been briefed in advance.”


“No, we’ve never met. But I was thirteen when you were married . . . I remember that very clearly. My parents were at the Albany reception.”


“I remember, too. I mean, I remember your mother and father that day. I was twenty then,” she added self-consciously.


“I know.”


“Time passes,” she said. “Shall we go?” She stood up, facing him in the dark. She was taller than he had suspected, not much shorter than himself, and her body was indeed slim. Her face he had imagined from the many photographs he’d seen of it: dark hair drawn severely back, thin mouth, arched nose, and-black eyes with thick brows. He knew all the details, knew they made handsome photographs. He was curious to see how those familiar features looked in life.


Beyond the Colosseum, they both stopped as though by mutual consent beneath the first lamppost and examined one another with, he thought uneasily, that shameless eagerness which in the past had meant only one thing; and that one thing, he’d already decided, was out of the question for a number of reasons, all good.


As he looked at her he wondered if, perhaps, electric light was not in its way as false as photography. For this light was stark and dramatic and it made her face deathly white. It made the features bold as it cast dark shadows in all the hollows, emphasizing her large deep-set eyes. She wore no hat and her hair seemed pale and rather dull, not gray nor yet blonde but somewhere in between; not dark like the newspaper photographs, nor as severe. She seemed very young to him or, rather, ageless; a woman with handsome features and a tranquil expression.


“I thought you would look older,” she said, smiling.


“I thought you would, too,” he said, without thinking.


She laughed at this. Yet, suddenly self-conscious, she stepped out of the light. “You’re not very gallant,” she said.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t think . . . one of those unfortunate sentences that don’t mean what they say.”


“Don’t make too many of them or we’ll never get you elected.”


“Am I running for office?”


“Of course. Let’s go back to the hotel . . . you must meet Rex, you know.”


“Now? this very minute?”


“Why not? Are you afraid?”


“No, just uncertain. I never know what to say to politicians.”


“He isn’t like a politician. Besides, you’ll have to learn how to talk to everyone easily. There’s a trick to it.”


“You’ll really teach me all those things?” He was careful to disguise his amusement.


“Of course.”


“Why?”


“For reasons of state,” she said evenly, as though the phrase had been long prepared in her mind awaiting the proper moment to be spoken, to disguise, he was quite sure, her true intentions whatever they might be.


“I haven’t consented yet,” he said lightly as they approached the mammoth white confection which contained the martial spirit of that dull king who fathered the no less dull and now, thought Philip, fortunately defunct royal house of Savoy. A bat suddenly swooped across their path, circled in front of them and doubled back to the vast ruins of the Forum behind them.


“But you will,” she said seriously. “You’ll see, I think, that you must. For many, many reasons that I will give you one day, if you like.”


“I should like to hear them.”


“I should like to tell them to you. I wonder why you seem so much younger than you really are.”


“Because I lisp, I suppose. It’s my cross . . . before my voice changed I was considered the sissy of all time. After it changed I was considered very sweet and everyone wanted to protect me.”


“The way I do?”


“I don’t know. By the way, how am I to succeed in politics if I can’t talk straight?”


“Stop finding difficulties.”


“Tell me, do you know Lord Glenellen?”


“No, I don’t think so. Why?”


“I only wondered.”


It was almost midnight when they arrived at the Excelsior. The lobby was nearly empty as they turned to the right of the desk and walked downstairs to a crowded bar. As they walked between the red damask walls, he caught a glimpse of her in the mirror and saw her, he realized, for the first time. Among glass and damask and well-dressed people, she moved with purpose, pale and strange, foreign not only to this room, to these people, but in a sense to all that was familiar. He wondered with some amusement how she managed to please her husband’s political friends, for she was abrupt in a way sure to be resented. But then, too, it occurred to him that she might after all be a good actress and that the figure he saw crossing the room was an actress hurrying from her dressing room to the wings, mumbling lines to herself, oblivious of the supers who stepped aside, making way for the star.


Philip stepped forward like Ganymede prepared to meet Jove and, with a smile, he shook the hand of Rex Durham who had risen to greet them. The introductions were quickly and skillfully made and before the first Scotch and water had been brought, Rex had been told all that he would ever need to know of the past life and deeds of Philip, who said nothing while his protectress (or temptress, he was not sure which) instructed her lord.


Rex Durham was a tall man, heavily built, with a great head and large gray eyes, which, Philip noticed, could look either commanding or stupid, and nothing else. The brow was massive and deeply lined and his hair was a thick chrome-silver, while the square strong face was ruddy and healthy. He was just fifty, powerful, admired, and married to a remarkable woman, a combination of good things which, Philip reflected, might combine to destroy a lesser man. But Rex was in no sense a lesser man. He was a major one. He was, at this moment in his history, leader of the party and in rank a member of Congress. He believed, like all good bosses, that it was wiser to remain out of important office, away from the direct influence of the frivolous ballot box which could occasionally (though, he saw to it, not often) upset the most reasonable of combinations for the most irrelevant of reasons. He represented, Philip recalled, his own district on the melancholy-green banks of the Hudson River.


“Been waiting for you for half an hour, Regina,” said Rex clearing his throat oratorically, trumpeting.


“I lost my way,” she said. “Then, when I finally got there, I met this young man and we talked for a long time. He walked me back.” Rex looked at Philip with the large gray eyes empty, not seeing. “He’s one of your constituents,” she added, “that’s why I’ve been so nice to him. He’s Judge Warren’s son.”


“Judge Warren! Old friend of mine, young man. I’m very fond of your father, very fond indeed. Do remember me to him when you write him next. We’ve been through a lot of campaigns together, the Judge and I. Wonderful old devil.”


Rex’s manner had changed and his eyes glittered as he reminisced. “But isn’t that remarkable, Regina,” he said, turning to his wife with an ingenuous air, “your finding a boy from our own backyard right in the middle of the Colosseum. . . .”


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Part One



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5









		Part Two



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9









		Part Three



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13

















Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Judgement of Paris





OEBPS/images/pub.png
abacus
book






