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INTRODUCTION
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IT IS ONE OF THE ACCEPTED TRUTHS of the publishing world that many good books appear, are critically praised but attract few readers, fall between the cracks of their time, and are never heard of again. So, for me, it is a pleasure to see, resurrected and restored to print, these three novels by Mary Britton Miller who published them under the pseudonym of Isabel Bolton.


A few years ago I sent a copy of The Christmas Tree, one of the novels you now have in hand, to my editor, a man of very good taste. I hoped he would consider republishing the book, especially in the light of new public interest in gay fiction (The Christmas Tree first appeared in 1949). He returned the book with a note saying it was ‘a bit old-fashioned’ for his tastes.


In 1978, I came upon the name of Isabel Bolton in Diana Trilling’s collection of her reviews from the pages of The Nation. Reviewing the Forties contained the admission that she had been pointed toward Bolton by a hymn of praise to Do I Wake or Sleep by Edmund Wilson in The New Yorker. A few months earlier he had written:






She [Bolton] has cut to roundness and smoothed to convexity a little crystal of literary form that concentrates the light like a burning glass … Her writing rarely shapes or paints; it either makes people talk or talks itself, but it does have its own personal tone, a voice that combines, in a peculiar way, the lyric with the dry; and is exquisitely perfect in accent; every syllable falls as it should …








Trilling went on to extol the same novel, by the woman writing under a pseudonym, in what some must have regarded in that time as hyperbole:






Whoever she is, she is the most important new novelist in the English language to appear in years … Do I Wake or Sleep is quite the best novel that has come my way in the four years I have been reviewing new fiction for this magazine. (1946)
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Do I Wake or Sleep was published by Scribner’s, then a most distinguished house, when Mary Britton Miller was sixty-three years old. (Her previous work had consisted of five books of poetry and one novel, all for children.) Adopting a pen name was one way of signifying that she intended to remain anonymous, autobiographically disassociated from the novels of her late maturity. When asked by her editor for jacket copy about herself she wrote: ‘Here it is, the book over which I have thought deeply and worked hard. What more is there to say, except perhaps to add that I have lived some time in Europe, that I was brought up in America, and that New York has been my home for many years?’


The fortunate reader who comes upon Do I Wake or Sleep for the first time, fifty years after it appeared, will, at first, see traces of Henry James’s Isabel Archer in Millicent, Bolton’s point of consciousness, of Virginia Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness technique in Mrs Dalloway, and more than a little of the acute sensibility of Elizabeth Bowen in The Death of the Heart.


But ultimately it will become clear that Bolton’s style is entirely her own. Her treatment of contemporary New York scenes, from the 1939 World’s Fair to the cocktail party gatherings, drinks at the Algonquin and dinner at the memorable Chambord, the visit to a Newsreel Theater – most, alas, long, long gone – as well as her subtly critical treatment of the shallowness of the literary chatter of that time, all strike me, who lived through those days and in those places, as accurate and evocative. Tragic echoes of Hitler’s rule in Europe hang over the frivolity of this odyssey in the day of a sensitive and charming middle-aged woman.


A short novel, Do I Wake or Sleep did not evoke universal admiration. Lesser critics like Anne Freemantle in Commonweal (‘I slept,’ she reported) and Dorothy Sparks in Book Week found the story well written but unsuccessful and plotless, unprepared as they seem to have been for the subtle and unexpected manner of revealing by hint or mere suggestion the underlying truths of the story. What incidents there are – Millicent’s past with British Christopher Henderson, the brilliant and ‘modern’ young Bridget’s tragic child in Hitler’s hands, the fragile novelist Percy Jones’s unhappy, lovelorn, drunken day – are encased in Bolton’s fine evocation of the charm and mystery of the city she loved. It is a celebration of place that was to continue three years later with the publication of The Christmas Tree.
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As I have already suggested, The Christmas Tree is my personal favorite of the three books. Parts of the first two chapters had appeared in The New Yorker, I suspect, through the influence of its then book critic, Edmund Wilson. Bolton, with unaccustomed (for her time) insight and sympathy, describes three days and nights during the Christmas season of 1945. World War II had just ended. The story is colored by the sensibility of another middle-aged protagonist, Hildegarde Danforth, whose little grandson, Henry, her daughter-in-law, Anne, and Anne’s new husband, an Air Force captain, are gathered in the high, terraced New York apartment to celebrate the holiday. The arrival of Mrs Danforth’s beloved, gay son, Larry, father of Henry, and his gay lover brings about the awful climax of the story. All the unspoken, suggested strains of these complex and ultimately tragic relationships are here again bolstered by the beauty of skyscrapers and the glamorous mid-town streets of New York.


Edmund Wilson was as enthusiastic about The Christmas Tree as he had been about Bolton’s first novel: ‘[It] seems to me even more remarkable … She is a poet of the noblest kind who uses the compression and the polish of her fiction to focus human insight and to concentrate moral passion.’ And Diana Trilling wrote in her review of The Christmas Tree: ‘With her second novel … Isabel Bolton establishes herself as the best woman writer of fiction in this country today.’
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Margaret Sylvester, in Many Mansions, is a very elderly woman living in New York City in 1950 (the book was published in 1952). The story of her life is told as she rereads, in manuscript, an autobiographical account she had written some time ago. Set in a Greenwich Village hotel, it allows for the inclusion of young Village types and a fine recreation of the condition of old age. As in the other two books, Bolton’s main character is her customary well-to-do, upper-class woman with cherished memories of her favored childhood, and a past that holds secrets buried too long ago and too deep to be part of her present. Margaret Sylvester’s young womanhood, partly spent as a volunteer worker among the sweatshop working women of New York, reads as autobiographical revelation, and was the first time Bolton had shown an interest in another class in her fiction.


So much of Many Mansions rings true that I found myself searching in its pages for hints of the life of Mary Britton Miller, a question given ground by the author when she observes in the novel: ‘And here we were, hawking our souls about, writing novels, our own little autobiographies (all novels were, in one way or another, autobiographical) …’ Was she describing herself, I wondered, when she wrote of her heroine’s deepest love for her friend Mary whom she loses, in a way, to marriage: ‘… there had been a hollow in her heart … There had been the queerest void … had not this deep, this steadfast friendship for Mary been the one human relationship where love had never failed to nourish and replenish her?’ Did she, like her heroine, bear an illegitimate child in a convent in Italy, and then lose him to adoption? I fear I will never know.
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Nineteen years later, when Bolton was eighty-four, she wrote her last novel, The Whirligig of Time, a touching account of the lives of aged Blanche Willoughby and her very old friend, David Hare, coming together at the end of their lives after both had lived lives marked by the deprivation of their love by his marriage to an heiress, Olivia Wildering. A vision of this unfortunate union of attractive, servile David to demanding, heavy, selfish Olivia recalls the poignant glimpse of a similarly miserable marriage in Many Mansions.


Again, reputable critics praised the book, but the somewhat grim and old-fashioned subject matter and style did not interest a public now more absorbed by the fiction of John Updike and Bernard Malamud – both Rabbit Redux and The Tenants appeared that year.
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The three novels in this volume appeared when I was young and had lived all my life in the beloved city of Bolton’s memory, but I was ignorant of her and her work. She was a writer who pursued her craft without any desire for personal appearance or publicity. She wrote one memoir, Under Gemini (1966), about her childhood with her twin sister who drowned when they were not yet in their teens. No other autobiographical volume was to follow.


Under Gemini was dedicated ‘to my incomparable friend Tobias Schneebaum.’ As luck would have it, I knew Toby from our stays at Yaddo artists’ colony, so what little more I have learned about Mary Britton Miller was provided by him. He met her, he told me, at Yaddo in 1959. She was then in her seventies, a rather grand, elegant nineteenth-century lady, ‘a vision,’ he said, in her long white dress and large straw hat, walking about in the rose garden.


As she aged she had developed a serious eye affliction and could not read for any length of time without great pain. Toby offered to read to her and went on doing so until she died in 1979. In New York she lived alone, finally at 81 Barrow Street in Greenwich Village in a charming, ample four-bedroom apartment. She was secretive about her past, even to Toby, who describes her as imperious, sharp-tongued, demanding, witty, often a delightful conversationalist, and always difficult (she once fired a reader on the spot for stammering in embarrassment over the word ‘fuck’). He was told she had spent some time in Italy, but there was no way of knowing if the Italian events in Many Mansions are autobiographical. She never married; in earlier years she had two close women friends (to one, Virginia Stevens, she dedicated The Whirligig of Time ‘with love and gratitude’). But whether her unusual compassion for the gay son in The Christmas Tree was evidence of her own sexual orientation we have no way of knowing.


Schneebaum remembers her holding a large drawing pad in her lap on which she wrote poems, not her own but those of T. S. Eliot, W. H. Auden and others. Near the end she enjoyed having contemporary literature read to her: Saul Bellow’s Augie March and James Joyce’s Ulysses. She died in the way she had assigned to the heroine of Many Mansions, of a stroke suffered in her apartment. She was 92; the last thirty years had been the most productive and successful of her long life. The fortunate reader of this gathering of three of her novels will have the pleasure of encountering, most probably for the first time, a unique (if somewhat ‘old-fashioned’) writer of originality and great power.




Doris Grumbach


Sargentville, Maine


April 23, 1997








DO I WAKE OR SLEEP
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ONE
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WITH HALF OF HER ATTENTION Millicent regarded Bridget and with the other half looked out upon the scene surrounding her.

There was, she thought, a magic, an enchantment – these myriad rainbow lights, now soft and low, now deeper, stronger – all the stops and chords and colors played like organ voluntaries, over the moon, the clouds, the grass. The fountains with their leaping jets and pyramids of spray, the fairylike palaces (states and empires of the world met here in conclave on the green), all seemed illuminated, just as though the heavens were opening to receive them, with an uncanny radiance – a gravity.

How graciously the lovely little Dutch building stood up in the strange light; that ostentatious marble structure with the meaningless cascades descending its façade was Italy; what a happy achievement the miniature Greek building – white – classic, and very pleasing next to it, sending out its unbearable appeal to your sympathies, Czechoslovakia; and directly across the way the great sprawling British Empire, and there at some remove from the other European states the marble palace of the Soviets, rising with so much authority, and lifting into the night those two youthful figures that ran, following the star that guided them, lightly upon the air.

What with the wine, the laughter, the moon, the wetted flowers, the smell of wet grass, the music of a stringed orchestra (was it Gluck’s Iphigénie?) and Bridget St Dennis in her lovely leaf-green dress talking to poor infatuated Percy – the three of them together here at the French Pavilion – life seemed as insubstantial, evanescent as a dream.

There she sat delighted as a child, eating her slice of melon. ‘Oh, how beautiful,’ she said, ‘it’s the color of an apricot and frosted all over with little silver stars.’

How skilfully she wove her charms about them, extending them in every direction, so that you had the sense that not only Percy, tied and bound and fatally enmeshed, but the occupants of all the tables were caught up and spun around with the invisible, gossamer threads.

Now she was laughing. Percy was leaning forward eagerly, looking at her with that expression of sheepish, abject devotion. He was making a pass at her hand; and to watch her was to move into a realm of private and interior speculation, for to think about her at all was, of course, to draw comparisons.

Bridget all flash and emanation, turning the facets of her heart around with such swiftness as to make it uncertain which emotion was striking out at you, seeing so many flashing all at once – paying out her lines with the unconscious ease, the effortless industry of a spider at work on his intricate task – never holding on to anything too long, hovering, flying off – distributing her fascinations with such largess and simplicity.

As for herself, always living at the center of her own emotions – keeping hold, clinging on (saying yes when she intended to say no, and no when it had been her firm intention to say yes), concerning herself too much with feelings, pitying people too much, dangerously engaged in compassion; and somehow always managing to arrest the flux, the flow.

Compassion threw you back on silence, on solitude – in a word upon yourself – hoarding in your heart so many unconfided griefs and guilts and attributes – longing to tell everything, to make mutual avowals and confessions, but thrown back instead on scrutiny, on pity, and in a curious manner isolated, quixotic – never expressing quite what you had intended to express, or receiving just what you had expected to receive.

But what was she saying to Percy – coming out so swiftly, so explictly with all these startling announcements?

Her grandmother had died very suddenly in Florence. Little Beatrice had been sent to Vienna. She would have no income now. The allowance on which she lived had come to her from Ireland – a part of the old lady’s income. The estate was entailed; the principal reverted to an uncle. He’d as good as cut her off. And without money what in the world was one to do?

And Percy’s exclamation, ‘But why, my darling girl, did little Beatrice have to go to Vienna?’

Frau von Mandestadt lived in Vienna. Perhaps the priests had finagled it. And anyway, where else could they have sent the poor child?

Frau von Mandestadt was the mother of Bridget’s first husband, Eric von Mandestadt. Though she’d been born a Rosenbaum, she’d married an Aryan (she’d used the ridiculous word as though it had been incorporated into all the European tongues). But what would that do to exempt her little Beatrice? Shrugging her shoulders, spreading out her hands. This was the world in which one found that one must live.

Her darling grandmother; darling granny! She was afraid she’d broken her grandmother’s heart. She wished that she could give them some idea of her, not as she had been in those final tragic years, but as she used to be; why, at over seventy there wasn’t a man in the whole world she couldn’t, if she’d set her mind upon it, have captured, manipulated and wound right round her little finger – moving her beautiful hands as though to demonstrate these accomplishments.

She extended her nets to include a certain young man in the far corner of the pavilion; she sent word to an old gentleman staring at her outrageously that she thought him odious; she told the waiter that the melon was exquisite – ‘absolument exquise.’ She was, she said, a beauty in the great tradition – a genuine grande dame – a good deal of a child – completely captivating. She was, in fact, incorrigible. She flirted with men; she flirted with women; she flirted with the entire world. She could no more arrest her coquetries than a bird could stop its singing or a dove could stop ruffling its feathers.

But she wasn’t completely frivolous either – very far from it. She had great capacity for love; and the poor darling had had many sorrows – her favorite son killed in the Irish revolution and that fatal marriage he’d contracted shortly before his death. She’d never known the truth about her mother; she was Spanish; she was reckless; she was beautiful. She had mysteriously disappeared. Just where and in what manner she had died had never been disclosed; it had all been very secret, scandalous – tragic, and she could only recount with accuracy that she’d been left, and at an early age, an orphan in her grandmother’s charge. She’d been the apple of her eye and the poor darling had probably read from the beginning the tea leaves in the bottom of the cup, knowing her mother’s blood was racing in her veins and all that Irish yeast fermenting, too.

However, she was a determined character. She had a fixed obsession, and had gone about in her own peculiar way to outwit those three implacable ladies paying out the weave. She used to hear her grandmother say, before she knew the meaning of the words, ‘Bridget is born for diplomacy’ – a quaint idea, but one that seemed to obsess her. She was very old school and of course, expecting her to be endowed with all her own accomplishments, she felt it most important she should marry a diplomat – in diplomacy beauty, coquetry, and wit could be put to valuable uses in the world.

And with this in view she sent her to a convent when she was very young, such a beautiful place, near Avila, with a landscape from her window very grave, and certain trees and flowers flaming in it like the burning bush; and bells chiming at morning and in the evening; and those pious nuns at their devotions, walking with them in the sunshine, in the shadows under the plane trees, working at her studies with the nuns – a not unhappy time; and all that fascinating literature; what poetry resided in the lives of the saints – the earthly and the heavenly realms as close as light and shadow! There she’d stayed for nearly seven years.

And then suddenly her grandmother sending for her to come to Rome, where she’d established herself in a fine old palace with all her threads in hand; and if they could believe what she was about to tell them, which they probably could not, the poor darling had all but got her married to the diplomat of her selection. She’d given him a great deal of consideration; she’d followed his career – she’d gone to Rome in quest of him. There, my dears, he was – Eric von Mandestadt, first secretary at the Austrian legation, the son of her old friend Mathilda von Mandestadt, nee Rosenbaum. He was rich, he had a brilliant future – he was not too old. Had they any idea how her grandmother had gone about to set the trap for her?

No, she was certain they would never guess. She’d had a little, a very discreet little affair with him herself. It was cold; it was calculated; it was perfectly planned.

When she had him exactly where she wanted him, terribly afraid he’d compromised himself too far, that he’d never be able to escape from her embraces, that was the moment she’d been brought into the picture. Everything worked with miraculous success. She was young, she was undoubtedly innocent, she was marriageable, the grandchild of his mistress – just Eric’s dish of tea.

‘Bon! oiseau magnifique’ (examining a beautifully browned and breaded guinea hen, and apparently not at all loath to let the waiter into the story, carefully selecting the bits of breast he recommended), going on to say everything had worked so fast and smoothly that she was married before she even had a chance to know she was betrothed, altogether a most bewildering experience for so young a child.

There was something about the way she told it, keeping herself as carefully removed from the range of your sympathies as she’d managed to remove the situation itself from any suggestion of sentiment or self-pity, marching along to the tune of her grandmother’s plots and affections, as though it were a kind of natural music and accompaniment to her dilemma; and Percy not only so terribly shocked but bottled up and overcharged with indignation and pity and affection for her, longing to burst out and let her know just what he felt about it all; and Millicent aware of every nuance of his condition, struggling herself with two conflicting resolutions – the first to go along with Bridget and show no signs of either sympathy or surprise, and the other to join up with Percy in a perfect orgy of feeling sorry for the girl, while he managed to work off some of his emotion on the waiter.

No, he wouldn’t have any guinea hen – dismissing him with an abrupt, an angry nod, and as soon as he thought him out of earshot, asking Bridget, and not without a certain severity, how old she’d been when she married Eric.

Just seventeen, and if they could imagine a man who possessed in about equal parts the qualities of fish and tiger, perhaps they could guess something of her feelings for him. He was cold; he was passionate. And she did not intend to dwell on those Roman years – they were the unhappiest of her life.

But there had been that February afternoon she first encountered René. How well she remembered it – it was her twenty-fourth birthday – little Beatrice was just three months old; and coming into that party at the French legation with the Italian officer so much in love with her – and there he was staring at her from across the room, much she expected as Romeo had stared at Juliet. She’d stared back; they couldn’t take their eyes from each other.

It was love at first sight. She’d known nothing about love. She’d had her little affairs of course, and who in her place would not have had them? But this experience! It was so new, so surprising – a Vita Nuova – everything was transfigured; and Rome in the early spring; and going out into the campagna, and all the asphodels, and all those little larks springing up out of the ground, not like Shelley’s skylark, just one at a time singing in the sky, but thousands of them, literally thousands – the sky filled with them. To find oneself perfectly happy when one had never in one’s life been happy before!

What could you do but capitulate? You bowed to the god when he appeared. She burned her bridges without a qualm; she left her child. She broke her grandmother’s heart; could she have done otherwise?

Fortunately, René had plans and resources.

Had either of them ever been to the Dutch East Indies, the islands in the Java Sea? And suddenly looking as though the sun were shining in her face. If you wished to find the perfect location for Eden, you’d place it right there on René’s property – one was reminded of the sixth day of the created world when God made man and woman and set them in their garden to enjoy themselves. There was an innocence about it; something so completely candid, with the blue sea and the beaches so incredibly white, so divinely curved. The palm trees were tall and straight and they moved in the wind like music; and the waves, the beautiful Pacific waves with their perpetual murmur – sometimes they were large with the white foam streaming, sometimes they were small and crystal clear, but always they were sculptural, turning, shaping themselves to fall. One saw within them colored fishes, seaweed, shells. And the shells one gathered on the beaches – far more fabulous than flowers! You bathed, you slept, you lived and loved outdoors; and you were accompanied by a mysterious sense of having, long ago, way back in the very dawn of life, experienced it all before – the slow warm days, the quick twilights, the sudden dark, the miraculous stars, the long slow night, the dawns.

But one woman, no matter how much he adored her, was not enough for René. He had to have variety. And as for those Balinesian women, they wore flowers in their hair, laughter was on their lips and they had in their eyes a kind of wonder, an eternal childhood; who was she, shrugging her shoulders ruefully, spreading out her hands – who was she to compete with those Balinesian girls?

There was her little maid – such a beautiful young creature! She used to help her dress and undress; she’d spend hours brushing her hair. René would sit and watch them, the brown girl and the white girl in all those lovely attitudes. How he raved. He made them lie down together in all kinds of postures, just as God had made them, in the sunlight, in the shadows – for the real sorrow of René’s life was that God had not endowed him with the genius of Gauguin; and if he didn’t have genius, he certainly had the artistic temperament; he was an artist to the marrow of his bones.

And she supposed she should have been prepared. When she looked back on that time she recognized how utterly naive she had been; but her astonishment had been complete – that day she came upon René and the little creature making love in broad daylight under a great palm tree on the beach. If he’d run at her with a sword and stabbed her in the breast she could not have been more wounded, more surprised; and then his not being able to understand her jealousy – taking it all so lightly, insisting that his making love to the little beauty had no effect upon his devotion to her; why he said she was, she would always be, the only woman he really loved – for to be never bored was to be always in love. This was a trump card he always played whenever she argued with him – and they must admit it was the ace of trumps; they never bored each other. But then when she discovered there was another lovely little creature – a child of fifteen, Nianna’s aunt – it seemed more than she could bear, and she made one perfectly dreadful scene and said that she was not going to put up with it – that everything was over between them, and that she’d decided to return to Europe and leave him to his brown girls. To her great surprise he didn’t protest, and before she knew it she was in the toils of her own hasty decision. He never lost his temper, he was very generous and philosophical about it; he bought her tickets, he promised to send her money, he even traveled with her as far as Batavia, where he put her on the boat. And to this day she’d never be able to understand how she’d resisted him when he bade her goodbye, there in her state-room – putting his arms around her, kissing her with so much passion and that overpowering impulse to forgive him and return with him to paradise; and she had never been any good at resisting her impulses. But resist them she did. And off she’d sailed for Europe; and there he’d stood on the pier waving to her till she was unable to distinguish him from the rest of the crowd. How her heart had ached!

And Percy’s breaking in, trying to get her back to little Beatrice, suggesting that it must have been some comfort to her at least – going back to see her child, for after all, that must have been an awful wrench. How long had she been in Java, and how old would little Beatrice be and surely she must have had tremendous eagerness?

No, frankly she had not been comforted, and as a matter of fact, she was not going to see her child – not then at least. She wasn’t headed in that direction; she was going to Paris to stay with her friends, the Van Nords. Paris was as good as any place to try to recover from a broken heart – and one had somehow to start again.

But was little Beatrice in Vienna with the von Mandestadts? Was she in Rome with Eric – was she with her grandmother? And where was her grandmother? Had she remained in Rome?

No, she was living with little Beatrice just outside of Florence, in the villa where she died – a lovely place among the hills and vineyards. She had not yet advised her grandmother about her quarreling with René – coming back to Europe and all; she was waiting for the proper moment to break the news to her. And then what did they think occurred, and only a few months after her arrival in Paris?

René put in his appearance! He was charming and repentant – they could imagine how happy she was to see him. And the extraordinary thing about it was he turned up at exactly the moment her solicitor and the von Mandestadts’ emissaries had finished all that tiresome business about her divorce. She was free, and René so impatient he couldn’t wait a moment; they must get married at once. He used the most eloquent reasoning; they never bored each other; he even went so far as to promise perpetual fidelity. And as for her, she was always a reed in the high wind as far as René was concerned; she had little faith in his promises, little faith in the future; but those months of separation had taught her what life without him could be.

Percy all the while so impatient to learn about little Beatrice, trying to interrupt her. What about little Beatrice, wouldn’t she tell him before she went any further what had happened to the child? Had the von Mandestadts insisted on getting custody?

Oh, dear no (and had Millicent seen a shadow as swift as the flight of a bird flit over her face?), nobody wanted little Beatrice; she had remained where she was – with her grandmother in Florence.

She hadn’t been there yet?

No, she was waiting for just the right moment – she wanted to go with René, for they had, as soon as the necessary papers were in order, gone off one pleasant morning with the Van Nords for witnesses and got themselves properly married; not such a marriage as her grandmother could approve of, for it was without benefit of the Catholic church, of course, but still a perfectly respectable legal tie.

It was extraordinary the delight they, both of them, felt at finding themselves man and wife. They went to Greece for their wedding trip. She’d never been there before – they could just imagine how beautiful that was; and then after it was over, they decided to go straight to Florence and make a clean breast of everything. René was really so charming, so handsome, so cultivated – just her grandmother’s dish of tea; they’d even planned that if the old lady showed any signs of trying to fascinate him he could go as far as he wanted to in responding to her charms. He seemed to be looking forward to the encounter.

But, ah, they weren’t prepared for the change that had overtaken the poor old lady. Darling Granny (crossing herself in a quick, an almost furtive manner). That visit had been terribly poignant. Her fascinating, worldly, capricious old grandmother had, she could describe it in no other manner, moved out of one room of her soul, locked the door upon it and now resided in another. She had always, in a purely punctilious and routine kind of way, been a religious woman; she’d gone to mass; she’d confessed her sins. But the piety she practiced now was an entirely different matter. Even her appearance had changed. She wore over her head and framing her beautiful face a black lace mantilla; it was vastly becoming to her and lent her a kind of melancholy grandeur, for she could never escape being the grande dame. She moved about the villa like a sort of Mater Dolorosa and her only associates were priests and prelates. The whole place smelt of piety and prayer and penitence, and what was even more distressing, a sort of resigned and disciplined sorrow. She and René didn’t seem to have any defense against it. They had gone expecting to implore her forgiveness – they found themselves forgiven. It was very strange, very depressing indeed, a most melancholy visit; and with the nightingales singing all night in the cypress grove behind the villa and the fragrance of iris and gelsomino always drifting through the air – all that magic of the Tuscan June wrapping them round in ancient, penitential grief. God! They weren’t able to endure it! They only stayed a week.

Hurrying on quickly, as though determined not to allow any comment on her failure to even mention little Beatrice; and poor Percy rendered completely speechless by such flagrant neglect of the little creature, giving up the struggle to bring her back into the headlong narrative; just letting her go on, with the poor child left like a ghost among the shadows in the cypress grove, or out in the sunshine in the paths between the iris and the gelsomino, running in and out of the great rooms of that melancholy villa; uncanny—

On she went, trying not so much to justify her affections, her out-and-out infatuation for René, as attempting to explain her response to him, her delight in his companionship.

She wouldn’t go into it all too deeply. He had his prevailing sin, weakness, call it a misfortune if you liked – perversity; he couldn’t keep away from women. As for herself, perhaps it was callousness; she’d suffered the initial consternation; but really, she got so that it didn’t trouble her too much – perhaps it was necessary to be married to René to learn to adapt oneself to his vagaries, to be able to forgive him. As a matter of fact, the whole thing had a less poetic aspect than in Bali, for those brown girls were so beautiful – they had their poetry, certainly. These affairs were different. She’d have to confess it, she even found some interest in them; he’d developed a penchant for the ugly, the perverse, the slightly corrupt – and always now discussing everything with her – there was a certain interest in analysis – dissection.

It was the companionship she shared with René that was so personal, so unique a thing. Why, in his society everything came to life. And what wonderful things they enjoyed together. There was the Russian ballet; they followed it all over Europe. And what music they heard! René’s knowledge of music was really, for an amateur, immense – all the great quartets and symphonies, the operas, he knew intimately, carried in his head; he’d hum and whistle the most complicated arias, the most intricate themes and variations; it was such a joy to hear him every morning in his tub. But of course his greatest love was art; they’d travel anywhere to see a picture he wanted to become familiar with. What pictures did to make one understand the world in which one lived! They made a practice of studying faces – everywhere, in trains, in cafés, in the queerest places; for they were always searching out the shabby, the shady, you might say the out-and-out disreputable haunts. To find the ‘face arresting’ – that was the quest that they were after; and if you found it and looked at it long enough, you almost always discovered its replica in some great masterpiece; and when you’d found the counterpart, your knowledge of that face, that masterpiece, that character resembling it increased your knowledge of the world, of human nature generally – of life itself. This relating of life, of experience, to art was one of the richest pleasures they enjoyed together. They invented all manner of interesting games around this practice; every city had its game – and there were country games – and the slightly shady and disreputable games. She couldn’t enumerate them all. René’s capacity for wresting initiation out of knocking about was extraordinary. And, of course, they must always remember that he had, and to an extraordinary degree, the artistic temperament – this insatiable curiosity of his – this need to taste, experience, clutch at everything; and all the fruits on all the trees almost, you might say, within his grasp; and knowing as he did the jig was nearly up.

And then there was (her face suddenly grave, meditative, as though lost in certain depths she could not presume to fathom) this disturbing desire he had to paint, a kind of straining beyond the reach of any natural gift or capacity – a sense of frustration – and, being as lucid as he was, knowing he was an amateur and not able to leave off trying, plunged sometimes in deepest gloom. When they were off on their expeditions he always took his painting gear. His water colors were charming – not strong enough in line or color, weak; but charming, charming. She really did her best to show an interest; but she couldn’t lie to René. She was not convinced.

It was this passion to paint that finally did her in – that summer in the Balkans, in such a ravishing, a quite undiscovered place and where she least expected competition; indeed it was a situation she never dreamed she’d really have to face; but that summer in Petre she encountered a genuine, a fatal rival. She didn’t know to this day what her nationality was, Rumanian? Bulgarian? Perhaps she was a Greek, a Serb. René never told her – she never asked. But she got her hooks into him very deep indeed. She was fat, she was ugly; she was very nearly twice his age; she was extraordinarily corrupt. But she was an unmistakable painter. Her talent was indisputable. She told him his work was remarkable; that she could make a painter of him – that his only excuse for living was that he had a gift – a genuine gift.

In the face of all this (shrugging her shoulders, lifting up her hands), come now – what chance had she? She knew that when René found a mistress whose society he enjoyed in broad daylight as well as after dark, there was genuine cause for alarm. He began to take her off on those ravishing little trips and journeys that they were always making together; and then – behold, one fine day, and without a word of warning, he carried her off to Bali.

Yes, with the help of her solicitor and emissaries from her grandmother she divorced him. She supposed it had been her desire to hit back. The gesture was contrary to her nature. It was hard for her to be angry long with anyone and, as for René, there was little at any time she wouldn’t have forgiven him. To tell the truth, she was utterly miserable as soon as all those knots had been untied and, of course, a European woman twice divorced was in none too enviable a spot.

What did she do with herself? She managed to pretty well fill René’s own prescription – ‘Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we’re all over the cliff.’ She had several bizarre little affairs; but really bizarre. The only thing she regretted about them was that René wasn’t on hand, so that she could talk them over with him. They were, they would have seemed to him – amusing.

And then one lovely day in Paris, it was two days after Chamberlain had returned from Munich – she remembered the afternoon so well, the late afternoon sunlight streaming through the Van Nords’ drawing room – and they were drinking tea and eating croissants when in he came, as gay and musical as a lark, and whether the Van Nords, who perfectly adored René, had been in the plot or not she never knew; at any rate, they could imagine how glad she was to see him.

After the happiest week in Paris, doing all the galleries, hearing all the music that was possible – never a word of anger or reproach did either one have for the other, everything amiable and charming – after the happiest of weeks, René appeared one morning flourishing two tickets for the Normandie – a bridal stateroom, no less. He had decided that she must sail with him and at once. Europe was about to crack. It was finished – kaput – and he wasn’t going to have her remain behind when he had gone; he wanted her in America, only so could his heart be at ease. She needn’t tell her grandmother anything about their escapade till she’d arrived in New York. Then she could look around her; she could open up a correspondence with the old lady. She must persuade her to cross the ocean with little Beatrice. It was the only safe place for them all; and her grandmother would live to thank him for his sagacity; he’d assist them to the limit of his powers, which she knew were none too great, as he’d about run through everything he possessed. And there was that Balkan woman, that Serbian, Rumanian – whatever she called herself – waiting for him in San Francisco.

So here she was.

And she got up abruptly in that way she had of erasing with a gesture, an inflection, the emotions contained in what she considered was a finished situation, offering her attention fresh and innocent of entangling climates to the next experience. She wanted, she said, to go again to see the pictures – there were so many she hadn’t seen at all thoroughly; and there was that lovely little Van Der Weiden, the adorable Goya. One couldn’t see them often enough.

She beckoned them to come; she started off at once, moving with her slightly indolent gait, a little ahead of them, humming the aria from Iphigénie, over the wetted paths, over the grass in the strange light of the moon, the artificial illuminations, the broken rainbows.
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TWO
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MILLICENT LAY IN BED and looked out.


To the right and to the left of her, tiers and tiers of windows – clusters and bevies of little lights flickered, fluttered, floated off like sections of bright beehives in the blue night air. That sense of unreality she had experienced at the French Pavilion increased; it very nearly overwhelmed her.


God, there were moments when she wanted to shout to heaven her utter unbelief in it – this life, this world reared up around her – being here – clutching the ropes, grabbing the rings; and tonight especially with Bridget’s story so fresh in her mind, and all these hives, homes, these bevies of little lights positively flying in through the open windows.


And there was upon one this spring a mood of tenderness and terror. You carried it about with you wherever you went – what with the season so gentle and the lovely days following each other like a reassurance – summer so far ahead of time. And the Fair going on over there on the Flushing meadows. Hitler had occupied Austria. He had moved into the Sudetenland. Chamberlain had offered us peace in our time. Tomorrow she would go to the Lenny Weeds’ cocktail party. She would doubtless meet Paula Downs and old Mr Andrews. She would drink more cocktails than were good for her. She would be strident and unacceptable, even to herself.


A clock struck twelve. She counted the strokes. Blown over from Long Island, from New Jersey, the fragrance of grass and young green leaves, lilacs, apple blossoms floated vaguely through the town, came in at the open windows. The moon rode high above the skyscrapers. Mists rose from the sidewalks. In the East River the tides ran strong; gulls dipped and plunged. The tugboats wove their river symphonies. In the North River the Normandie pushed out into the stream. Crowds waved from her decks; handkerchiefs waved from the pier. In the cornices of the Metropolitan Museum the pigeons slept, their heads beneath their wings. They covied, across the street, in the cornices and window ledges on Fifth Avenue. They slept in the niches, the cornices of the Forty-second Street library. The skyscrapers – choirs and choruses of lighted windows, human hives and cells swarming round her in the night, cities of glass and iron – flickering, fluttering like bees, like fireflies, seemed to sing together, celebrating something strange and not to be quite credited.


Why, if you chose to think about it – the unbelievability of it – being herself, in whom sleigh bells still reverberated and to whom the slow plodding of a horse’s hooves, wherever she might hear it, carried her back to a time as remote from now as the days of Elizabeth, or any other period of history. And considering all this – the transformations that had taken place in the landscape of her life since she was young – she might venture to think that she had extended her journey beyond the usual boundaries of memory and association; for there were moments amid the excitement – the frantic rush of today, when all that she was experiencing seemed to exist in an empty space filled with sound that had no vibrations in the memory; one seemed severed from one’s roots; one groped, one tried to find one’s way.


And how could anybody who had lived, as she had, that enclosed, parochial life of her childhood and early youth exist in the world today without perpetual amazement, not to say dislocation of one’s soul – turning on the radio (as you chatted, carried on your small pursuits), twisting the dial – voices from all the continents and islands of the world. You went to the movies; to the newsreels – unimaginable scenes of horror passed before your eyes, cities bombed and women eviscerated, and children murdered at their innocent games. You saw the inhabitants of every continent. You traveled through jungles and arctic circles and saw the aborigines of hitherto unvisited lands. The world had cracked; it had cleft apart, it had opened up before your astonished eyes, all its teeming cells and hives and tenements seemed to be turning out their populations for you to gaze upon. And wasn’t it the case that you felt some queer, indefinable, yet authentic sense of guilt, responsibility, as though you were yourself implicated in the whole awesome and terrible business?


You ran about in motor cars, you boarded ocean liners, crossed the continent in Chiefs and Super Chiefs – airplanes, you dashed here, there, and everywhere – attempting to grab, to see, to snatch everything, as though every sight, every experience were accessible to you if you only hurried fast enough, while all the time there was this yearning upon you to go back, to retreat into the darkness, the dusk, into the backward and abysm.


Awful and vertiginous the pace, the beat of it, with the great war, the great boom – the crash, the great depression, and the present moment so filled with terror and tenderness, and experiencing every day such a queer intensity. Wondering so often who you were and what you were and who it might be necessary for you to be the next moment, with all the different roles it seemed to you at various times you had to play and having to behave with this group thus, and with that group like quite a different person, and everyone engaged in trying to get out of everyone else a little more than anyone was quite prepared to give, and the heart so hungry for heaven knew just what, so unassuaged, so void.


For almost anything might happen to you in New York – almost anything might occur – one seemed to be asking for everything (or almost everything) and with everything within the reach (or nearly within the reach) of everybody; and the fabulous city like a great Christmas tree, so brilliantly lighted, with so many glittering gifts perpetually being handed out; and all the rush and competition – all the frenzy, wearing your mind to frazzles and your nerves to fiddle strings – grinding out the articles, the inferior little stories, which, if you must be honest about it, you found difficult without genuine humiliation to acknowledge were your own, grinding them out, sending them off for the rewards that grew in proportion to their triviality more and more immense – switching you off, as they appeared to have done in the most unexpected directions – trafficking with Hollywood, while all the lawyers, managers, publishers, contracts, agents spun around you the most bewildering web of engagements and adventures, speeding you up and, before you quite realized what was happening, to the amazing tempo at which you lived, so that the whole thing seemed somehow to have occurred more by accident than by design.


You wouldn’t call it the natural climate of your soul. You went here, you went there; you laid yourself open to the most abominable habits of the heart – this snobbishness of names, achievement – the need for personal identification – it seemed to be in the air you breathed, it got into the very bones and muscles of behavior – the cold little nods, the wandering eye, the embarrassing enthusiasms suddenly poured over you, enough to wither the heart within you. And so frequently finding yourself adopting the same manners, snubbing this person, trying to have a word with that one. Longing as you were for some display of natural warmth and friendliness. Loyalty and kindness seemed, and almost without one’s realizing it, to have dissolved in gossip, analysis – sophistication. And who was to blame and how this had occurred, it would be difficult to say.


And if the heart ached for something it did not receive, where did it take itself with all its obstreperous needs? Personal relationships seemed to have lost their shape and outline. One grasped at nothing tangible. There was hunger, there was immense curiosity, there was solitude. And one was very busy. There was an urgency. You must do this and that; you must go here and there. And, strange as it was and impossible to define (for were we not involved in this together?), there was a certain fidelity. Everyone must keep going; nobody must falter, for if you displayed courage, a certain perseverance, you might get through with it and on to something else perhaps. But what it was and when it might be realized, who was there to say? Who could predict concerning these possible, these vaguely guessed at eventualities?


Yet there were these sudden, these unaccountable moments – being overtaken by love – feeling it rush into your heart like an annunciation, coming to you here, there – everywhere – on top of busses, in crowded concert halls – sometimes on winter evenings with the skyscrapers floating, flickering above you – that rush of the great wings, that outpouring, that generous gift of all that you possessed of love, allegiance – merging with the crowds, examining the faces. This sense of brotherhood. You buried your loneliness in it. At times you were persuaded that it was larger than any personal stakes you had in happiness.


Millicent raised her hand to brush away the tears that to her surprise were streaming down her cheeks, and allowed herself the luxury of their warmth and tenderness. She closed her eyes and let the warm breeze fan her cheeks and throat.


Out there in New Jersey, over on Long Island, in Bronx Park, in Van Cortlandt Park, on into Connecticut spring was silently, softly passing into summertime – crossing the threshold, changing her icy greens and frost-white blossoms for the darker dyes of summer. And these sensuous, tender images trailing along with them the remembrance of Bridget St Dennis, she saw her arrayed in that perfectly lovely leaf-green dress, the chic and innocent black hat, with the birdlike bow perched beside the spray of apple blossoms, setting off her white face and soft dark hair.


You always had with her a peculiar sense of emergence, surprise; her nerves tuned to the most subtle perceptions, she seemed to be perpetually moving from one climate, season of the heart, into the next. Those great dark eyes, flooded, as Percy declared, with their deep, their Mediterranean gravity, which wasn’t of course half their story, since the Irish strain bestowed upon her by her father scintillated, at times positively snapped, within their irises – this compound of Irish and Spanish conspiring to set something grave, informed and watchful over against a recklessness, a gaiety and wit the girl possessed; and the two tendencies held in perfect equilibrium.


Add to these elements of day and night, very likely bestowed upon her at birth, those more accidental qualities incident on her being completely of her day and generation, and she somehow held you in suspense. You saw, behind her, glimpses of Europe tottering on the brink of destruction, more open and inviting, more ready to be enjoyed and investigated than at any other moment of its history. The whole of it, you might say, spread out before her like an enormous garden of enchantment – all the lovely cities, their opera houses, concert halls, casinos, restaurants, churches, cathedrals, museums, bars, bistros, thrown for her diversion into a kind of private pleasance, traveling about so swiftly and prompted by the most freakish whims to run from capital to capital, this determination to explore the aesthetic and sensuous, the intellectual response having become, for her, not only the exciting, but the important and essential business of existence.


Suddenly startled – severed abruptly from her thoughts – Millicent reached her arm across the bed, grasped the telephone receiver; for the telephone was ringing sharply, insistently, tearing through her like a knife, cruelly exposing her nerves to its insolent demands.


Good God; what it exacted of you – interest, sweet temper, the required inflection, the ability at any moment to tune yourself to whoever had need of you.


‘Yes, Percy,’ she said, ‘certainly, my dear.’ (And how did he have the nerve and at this hour? Was there no moment of the day or night he didn’t feel that she was at his beck and call?) ‘What is it that you want to say?’


He couldn’t rest, thinking of Bridget’s plight – thinking of little Beatrice. He’d no sooner taken her home than he’d gone off to telephone her. He’d asked her to lunch tomorrow at the Algonquin. She said she’d come on one condition – that Millicent came too. And would she telephone the first thing in the morning to confirm this date?


‘What – I’m not interested? Why of course I’m interested, Percy!’ – divining by his voice the exact condition of his nerves and laying over her face an expression that combined both patience and exasperation, leaning back on the pillows, closing her eyes with the receiver clamped to her ear.


He could do nothing but worry. He was almost frantic with anxiety. What was the meaning of Bridget’s silence on the score of little Beatrice? There was something strange about it – ominous. The von Mandestadts were going to kidnap that child. This was his theory. And Millicent must remember that little Beatrice was a fourth part Jewish. That she must keep in mind. Had she come to any conclusions?


No, she had not? She must promise to assist him tomorrow at luncheon in getting to the bottom of the mystery. They’d wrest it from her together. Her silence on the subject was peculiar. Surely there was something they could do for the poor girl in all her trouble.


‘What – you say I don’t want to come? Don’t be childish, Percy. I’ll be there sharp at one. Yes, I’ll telephone to Bridget.’ She hung up the receiver, she’d have to admit it, very abruptly.


From where, she wondered, had he telephoned?


From his favorite bar, his club, his own apartment? He’d certainly been drinking heavily. She had undoubtedly offended him – hanging up like that, or practically hanging up on him. It had been his intention to talk to her for hours. She tormented herself with all sorts of doubts.


She rarely cut his confidences short. She liked to have him stand in need of her. And now, with his passionate attachment for Bridget about to end in disaster, turning to her for help and guidance as he undoubtedly would, how much of herself was she prepared to give to him; and could she if she tried to, patch him up? Could she make a whole man of Percy Jones?


She didn’t know. She honestly didn’t know.


He was profoundly involved. And this clinging so closely to his notions about Bridget’s child was of course all a part of his absurd romanticism. Why, she was a little composition of his own heart, a sort of invisible agent at work on his behalf, banking as he did on Bridget’s devotion to her, inventing all manner of situations – going to Europe to rescue her, and just in the nick of time.


She’d seen him through so many of these infatuations, his disastrous marriage and all the rest; and the exasperating consistency, breaking his heart on all of them, suffering so unnecessarily. What a gift he had for suffering, endowing him really with a touch of the ridiculous – always getting into the same traps, falling in love with the same beautiful creature, as remote from his grasp as a star in heaven, doting on her subtlety, variety – for he never fell in love with just a pretty face – there had to be brilliance, personality. But always wanting her fixed in terms of his own notions about her – ‘stop there, my darling, while I go on and complete the beautiful story’ – always yearning to render some extravagant act of devotion, to lavish upon her in her emergencies all the treasures of his soul. And all of them so much younger and compassed about, as they always were, with romantic entanglements.


The present dilemma resembled the others, except, of course, that Bridget was incomparable, and in his being so much more passionately involved and having with equal intensity to pay for all of it, and moreover, behaving as he was in this somewhat novel manner, approaching his plight in this new, and to her own way of thinking, exceedingly unbecoming spirit. You had only to look at him – those pleats and folds, the little lines appearing around his mouth, those sullen cheeks, the general droop and sag of his expression – challenging fate to do him in, determined this time to get ahead of fate, to frustrate her usual tricks and pranks; and all this playfulness and jocularity – an overassertiveness, a kind of boldness and truculence utterly out of harmony with his character; and drinking even more than ever – you practically never saw him that he wasn’t drinking, trying to wrap himself round in these naive dreams about protecting her, bringing her child back from Europe (simply fixed upon that little girl), and his undisguised sorrow and disappointment over her story; the symptoms were all there; you couldn’t mistake them. A crisis was approaching.


After which, and all to be gone over again, the usual orgies of analysis – confession, turning on himself, rending himself. And finally, his misery somewhat spent, and trusting her, as he invariably did, not so much to lay the blame on him as to comfort him with a sense of her understanding, her general pity for the poor, irrational human heart – its tendency to reenact the dramas that destroy its happiness – and the bonds of their affection curiously strengthened, open as she would be to his persuasion, his need of her. And the question this time to be decided once and for all. Would she, should she, and indeed did Percy really want her to marry him? He was always on these occasions thoroughly convinced that he did.


But did he, did he actually want her to?


What Percy needed was a mother, someone always ready to understand, to advise, to help, pity, and encourage him. This role she’d played too long, too well. And was he beginning to show signs of a sickness for which there was no remedy? Could marrying Percy make him whole?


She didn’t know; she honestly didn’t know.


One way or another she’d managed to escape the personal entanglements. There was something – this tendency she had to make the lives of other people root themselves within her heart – become a part of her own growth and inward flowering, the vicarious experience enough and more than enough for her. Queer thing – this sense of being bent on some strict interior quest, yet never free from the profoundest grief at her own meagre share in life – the real, the warm, the flesh and blood and human business of living, crowning your own sex with all its earthy anguishing and palpable rewards.


And here then she was – swinging on the ropes – grabbing the rings.


The towers crowded round her – tiers and tiers of lighted windows, beginning now to dim, to disappear, to float her off among them in the soft spring night. She seemed to rise, to fall.


And were these wings attached to her ankles, or, like the wings of angels, to her arms, for surely she was flying, gently, windlessly levitated above the loveliest city in the world, which apparently lay below her like a garden arrayed in sun and space and greenery, clouds colliding, bursting, burgeoning, distributing their mother-of-pearl and moon-stone luster, chestnut trees – green, white, and crimson plumes blown vaguely about with clouds and shadows, with lilac and wisteria; and all the monuments placed at proper intervals – the Tuileries on one side of the river and the Luxembourg on the other and (apparently just where it should be) the Place de la Concorde, throwing up its jets and pyramids of fountain spray.


And was that Bridget seated among the flowers, the fountains, the artificial illuminations dressed in the lovely vestments of the spring?


No, this was neither Paris nor the Flushing meadows. This was New York. She was here, in her own bed. Hitler had occupied Austria. He had moved into the Sudetenland. Chamberlain had offered us peace in our time. And should she go tomorrow to the Lenny Weeds’ cocktail party? Should she wear her new spring hat? The tugboats wove their river symphonies. Motors blew their horns. A taxi roared through the street. An airplane went over.
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THREE
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WAS SHE DREAMING OR REMEMBERING, Millicent wondered, as feeling the comfortable mattress supporting her – conscious of the morning sunlight filling the room and of the city gilded, all blown over, with the blue and amethyst mists of spring, hearing the tugboats in the East River and the hum and drum of the city far below and, making a drugged and drowsy effort to orient herself, she fell, plunged, sank deeper into her dream, and losing consciousness of time and place and floating, though not entirely disembodied, in an element that allowed for curious extension of scene and bodily condition, she saw that face clearly recognizable as the face of Christopher Henderson leaning out of a gabled window which, with its chimney pots, its irregular roofs, seemed to duplicate itself many times, and thus to reproduce a series of streets, of sounds, of smells and all drenched in the aroma of pleasure, sharpening, intensifying her recognition that here, then, she was in London, with Christopher, wearing a sunbonnet and smoking a corncob pipe, calling her from his upper window; and though she was undoubtedly out of doors and responding to the London streets, the sounds of horses’ hooves on the cobblestones and the smell of fog, of cannel coal, of pavements soaked in wet, she was nonetheless seated in a beautiful Georgian room, with many books ranged round and portraits on the walls and Christopher himself by the fire continuing to shout at her, while her voice growing louder and still louder, she retreated farther and farther from London and appeared to be standing in a wide field with birds rising and dropping down into the grass, raking up little mounds of new-mown hay and looking for daisies, corn-flowers and poppies, stooping now and again to pick them and twine them into garlands and, at the same time, watching the processional of great white clouds that moved above her in the sky – marmoreal clouds in which she discovered the head of Michelangelo and the perfectly lovely outline of a little ram running on the wind, and white angels trumping on their horns and suddenly Jehovah, perfectly immense, riding the blue waters of the summer afternoon. There then she was, half in the heavenly meadow picking cornflowers, daisies and poppies out of her rake, and half in that fascinating ambient – London – with Christopher, now a part of the cloud processional, now hanging from the top story of that Georgian house, now in the big chair by the blazing fire and the smoke from his pipe disturbing the fragrance of the meadows, rising to the surface, sinking, falling, floating off again and finally emerging to find herself once more on her comfortable mattress and repeating, ‘was it the dream or was it the memory,’ looking about her.


This was her room, her view, her towers and tenements and peaks and pinnacles.


Attempting deliberately to move from the condition of her dreams into the mood and climate of those old memories out of which they so mysteriously were wrought, she lived again through that romantic, perplexing, difficult visit.


Staying with the Underwoods in Cornwall, hearing the gulls cry and the waves break, haunted by memories of the sea (Yseult’s sea, Malory’s, Tennyson’s sea), seeing it there before her, marvelously streaked with green and blue and purple eddies, the white sails, the wings of gulls, the crests of the waves all flying up and off into the blue, and the great cliffs, blown round with spray, retreating down the shattering coast, her heart filled with that perpetual ache of adolescence, that expectation, restlessness; and never being quite able to believe that she was part of the social and human drama going on in that large, romantic house – carrying it off, of course, with a high hand, and acting to the best of her ability the fabulous role in which she found that she was cast, with the dressing for dinner every night and the young men coming down from London for the weekends and that extraordinary idea that had taken possession of Claire and Hall Underwood – that Christopher Henderson, who was there for a fortnight, was completely entranced with her.


She knew, alas, that this was not true. She knew that young men were never entranced with her and that, fascinating as she thought they were, and as much as she yearned to attract them, those mysterious little nets woven round most young women, filaments so vibrant that she could actually feel the air quivering whenever two people of the opposite sex had begun to spin them together, would never be spun around her – something was lacking, in as much as, long as she might for these moments of penetrating sweetness – this mystery to weave about her and someone of the opposite sex – she was incapable of paying out the first fine filaments. Something was amiss – and considering all this, how difficult it was to carry out the fiction that Christopher Henderson was head over heels in love with her, even though Claire and Hall Underwood assumed that this was the case, and diligently persisted in their matchmaking, persuading Christopher, whenever they had him alone, how clever, how very unusual she was, greatly exaggerating her income as well as her charms, and laying especial emphasis on her independence from family ties – presenting her in fact as a perfectly splendid match; and with the same scheme in view taking her aside, telling her all about him, his family connections, his interesting friends, his exclusive clubs – the great success of his first remarkable novel.


She’d read the novel, of course, and without great enthusiasm; but she had liked, had been considerably impressed by him, and the whole scheme, it could not be denied, was filled for her with unspeakable fascination – living in England, meeting all these remarkable friends. The idea that she was going to marry him was indeed seldom out of her mind. Every night before she went to sleep she fitted herself with his name for life – Mrs Christopher Henderson – Millicent Henderson. It sounded very well indeed. She imagined herself launched in London and gathering about her a group of the most brilliant people. Naturally, she’d have a child, very likely a large family. There was nothing indeed that this marriage did not seem to hold within its gift, and its consummation began to seem to her as not only the most desirable and exhilarating, but the most inevitable thing in the world.


Nevertheless, the more certain she felt of it all, the more embarrassed she became in Christopher’s society. He was a dapper young man, somewhat frivolous, perhaps, for he was light and airy in his movements and walked on the tips of his toes, and had a habit of turning a phrase in such a manner as to make it almost compulsory for her to laugh at everything he said; and this, forcing her to be extremely witty herself, straining beyond and outside the secret mood that nourished her excitement (the tryst with Malory and Tennyson, the sea, the waves, the cliffs) and longing so much to invest their relationship with some touch of all this melancholy beauty, rendered it exceedingly difficult to keep the whole thing going – just sitting around from day to day as she was, being so bright and gay and witty and waiting for him to propose to her.


And then one day, sure enough, he did – call it a proposal if you wanted to. There the two of them were, and on the last evening of his visit, alone in the long drawing room, and the sea stretching off beyond the terrace to the sky and the late afternoon sun illuminating the grass and the flowers in the borders with a peculiar grave, clear light, the windows open and the sound of the waves breaking far below at the foot of the cliffs, neither of them making any attempt to be amusing, and the silence, so unusual between them, growing extremely embarrassing, making up her own mind that she would on no account break it, and guessing that Christopher had made a similar resolve; and then, when it had drawn itself out to perfectly intolerable lengths, Christopher’s suddenly rising from his chair, going to the fireplace, knocking the ashes from his pipe, crossing the room and standing beside her in the embrasure by the window, taking her hand and saying in an embarrassed, but a very determined voice, ‘Miss Munroe – Millicent. I want very much that you should be my wife.’


What with waiting so long for it to come and feeling so relieved, so more than anxious to meet him with gratitude and enthusiasm, and being so ready, so perfectly delighted to accept his offer, how astonished she was, how utterly unable to believe it – that she was drawing her hand away, that she was folding it over the other hand, that she was saying, almost as though she couldn’t help herself, as though some power not her own were forcing her, ‘How good of you, how really wonderful of you, Christopher – Mr Henderson – asking me to marry you. But no, I can’t. I don’t even know why it is, but I can’t, I simply can’t.’ He’d looked astonished enough – insulted; however he hadn’t persisted; he’d turned quickly and gone out of the room and, except for having to sit next to him that night at dinner, she’d never seen him from that day to this.


Freakish it certainly had been; but then freakish her behavior often was – unaccountable; and though she’d regretted, she supposed, a million times or more the extraordinary rejoinder to what had been after all the best chance that life had offered her for fulfillment, marriage, family ties, nevertheless, though so far away, dreamlike as that visit seemed, and made in an era so different from the present moment as to render it almost impossible to believe she had lived it at all; and though that young girl in her trailing skirts, her large romantic picture hats, that girl with the large romantic eyes, the adolescent, hungry and expectant heart, was a creature as different as possible from the woman who lay here tonight remembering her, they did certainly share in common the same wayward behavior of nerves – reflexes set invariably in motion at the touch of certain springs, the freakish denials, choices, abstinences that had so often shocked her with a sense of being trapped in snares of her own invention.


But what a strange dream – and having it just now, with her mind so occupied with Percy and Bridget. She didn’t think she’d given Christopher Henderson a thought for years – seeing him there, dressed in his sunbonnet; smoking his pipe, hanging out of that gabled window, and then moving with him to the splendid room in the Georgian house, and lastly transported to those heavenly meadows. What a sweet, particular music and fragrance moved in her heart when she remembered this last part of the dream – those clouds and the angels trumping on their horns, with Jehovah in the midst; and the little ram that ran upon the wind, and everything so blue and halcyon. Very mysterious this underworld of memories – the night, the morning dreams playing on them in much the way the morning sunlight played on the innumerable, anonymous little drops of dew that hung on every leaf and blade – turning them round, extracting from this one, from that, what varieties of sparks and colors, what intricately crossed refractions – rays …


She might if she lay there and speculated longer make something out of it – the dream, the memory. But she must get up; she must bestir herself. The city was already washed in morning splendor – what with the mist, the warmth, the sunshine, and all the bright dust whirled up into the air, it was filled with as much speck and spark and gilt and gold and fire as an opal; and it seemed impossible that the weather could continue to be so lovely – one day following another, more exquisite than the last.


She was going to telephone Bridget, she remembered. They would lunch with Percy at the Algonquin. And perhaps Bridget would tell them about little Beatrice – very likely she would not. But in any event she could never rise to meet a new day without this sense of expectation, curiosity – excitement …




[image: image]


FOUR
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IF SHE DECIDED TO WEAR THE OLD HAT, she’d come home after lunch; if she decided on the new one she’d make a day of it and go to the Lenny Weeds’ cocktail party. The first was old and shabby and the second, though chic and modish, was unbecoming and ridiculous. But if she was trying to compete with Bridget St Dennis, it didn’t matter which she wore. For who in the world at any age could compete with Bridget?


Poor girl! Over the telephone she’d seemed calm enough. She would be at the Algonquin at one. How nice, she’d said, of Percy to ask them. How she could, in the midst of her great anxieties, remain so cool and apparently unruffled was a major mystery. It was because you were unable to fathom Bridget that she held you always spellbound. So explicit about all she said, and yet so essentially mysterious. She made apparently a genuine effort to convey the truth about herself. At any rate, she never seemed to be lying. Yet the lies to which one was accustomed were so much more transparent than this baffling candor of Bridget’s.


She’d had, she said, no more news. She had not slept. In a few months she’d be stony broke – penniless; but if the worst came to the worst, she thought she could adjust to it. She would not allow herself to get scared. Think of the Russian princesses; there were the dressmaking establishments; the milliners. And moreover there was always Hollywood. Her friend Northrop Eames (Bridget somehow seemed to know people in every corner of the globe waiting to pull wires, open doors for her) had told her that if she ever thought seriously of getting into the movies he’d lend her the necessary money. If she were really serious, he’d stake everything he had on her. She had, she believed, some talent in this direction. Millicent had never seen her do her little skits? She didn’t wish to appear vain; but they really were good. They put, so Northrop Eames declared, Beatrice Lillie in the shade – very gay, naughty – satirical; but in spite of this, there was depth – seriousness. However, first she must get her child across the ocean – that was her great preoccupation.


No, she wouldn’t wear the last year’s hat – too dowdy, with that faded wreath of poppies, cornflowers and wheat halfway round the brim. She threw it on the bed and put on the chic, the modish – the ridiculous little confection which was not only ludicrous and unbecoming but which, she must remember, committed her to the Lenny Weeds’ cocktail party, where she really did not want to go.


And translated suddenly to that wide meadow, raking up the grass and flowers while Christopher Henderson called to her from the house with the gabled windows – hearing the waves beat on the Cornish shore and her own voice refusing his offer of marriage, she selected her gloves, took up her purse, a pocket handkerchief, left her apartment, descended in the elevator, walked out into the street.


The morning was even lovelier than she’d imagined. There was a smell about New York this time of year; you’d know it anywhere – the streets just watered and a dash of pavements, a dash of sidewalks, a breeze in from the bay bearing a faint smell of the sea, and though you’d hardly believe it, that hint of apple blossoms and lilacs floating over from Long Island, from New Jersey.


And look, ah look! She stopped a moment to bless the little row of plane trees. The leaves were out full frill; they were actually casting shadows on the sidewalk; and regarding, not the leaves, but the shadows at her feet, their effect upon her was instantaneous – filmlike, impalpable she could feel them, not there on the sidewalk, but within her own heart, shade moving over shade, shadow lightly placed above shadow, and behind these the processional moments – songs of birds, leafy trees, flowering meadows, waving grass – music, fragrance, measure, as though the pageant of spring eternally stepping into summer dwelt within her, capable of infinite revival – going on and on.






And the heart grieves, and the heart remembers


And leaps into the green glade like a hind –


Leaps into the green glade to recover


Forgotten dreams behind the dream remembered,


And shadows laid on shadows in the shade—








She improvised, and the words seemed to confirm her in that curious sense she had of walking through her dreams – memories. ‘Shadows laid on shadows in the shade,’ she said aloud.


But at this instant she was almost run over by a taxi, and her knees trembling, and her legs hardly able to support her, she decided firmly not to prolong this particular intensity of rhymes, meters – words; for if she did, she’d never reach her destination without an accident. The day she had before her admitted of nothing of this sort. She was going to a newsreel; she was going to the Algonquin; yes, she’d made up her mind, she’d make a day of it; she was going to the Lenny Weeds’ cocktail party.


‘Shadows laid on shadows in the shade’ – muttering the words, crossing Fifth Avenue, walking along under the elm trees by the park; and oh, but what a day it was, lovely, ethereal. Seen through the tender lace of leaf and mist and blossom; everything – the walks, the roads, the lawns, the trees, with the motor cars flashing in and out, and that great row of tall hotels and apartment houses on Central Park South, with the awnings, the terraces, the irregular roofs and façades, had a light, an airy gaiety, as though about to bow, to smile and blow away into the blue – the pedestrians, the little groups of people floating off, like bouquets of brightly colored flowers thrown about at random.


She’d stop and have a look at General Sherman. How jaded he looked on his jaded horse; but for all his weariness, he resembled a winged victory, with the winds of his long march blowing back his hair, and the heavy folds of his great cape and the golden angel rushing on before him, her golden palm upheld. Set about in his semicircle of sycamore trees he accommodated himself with enormous dignity to all the skyscrapers that crowded round. She glanced from the golden general to Pierre’s, to the Squibbs Building, and some happy accident of light, of shade, of depth and mass piling them up before her eyes in a most brave and challenging composition, she marveled; she exulted in them.


Did one ever get used to New York, she wondered, as she continued down the avenue – the energy, the daring – the surprise! It laid its spell upon one certainly. Sometimes you admired, you loved it so; and at other times you couldn’t hate or fear it enough; you were unable to put your trust in it. Always it seemed unreal, ephemeral.


And as for this! For she was now standing in front of Rockefeller Center – brought up short by it, her eyes following the amazing central shaft, traveling up and heavenward with it. Why, it was one of the most astounding buildings in the world; it shot up so spontaneously, propelled like a rocket, like a fountain straight into the sky – upward it lifted heart and eye – and furthermore, it set the feet in motion, it positively drew them like a magnet down this narrow alleyway between the French and the English buildings, where the red tulips flamed so bright in their boxes and Manship’s dolphins measured out so accurately their broad ribbons of silver water; it took you for a run-around and never left you for an instant free of its command to follow with your heart, your eye, that startling thrust into the blue, stopping to admire the flowers, looking into shop windows, strolling about with the crowd, diminished as you were to midget proportions, running lightly, lightly, on your tiny midget’s feet.


Yes! Mr Rockefeller’s City struck the authentic note. Right here at the very center of the town – a metropolis within a metropolis – above the ground, below the ground. It teemed with life, with superfluity; those subterranean, neon-lighted shops, arcades, art galleries, plazas, rialtos, restaurants, from which one could emerge into the light of day to find oneself still within the new Jerusalem, with further shops at one’s disposal – theaters, plazas, art galleries, pleasaunces, ramps, skating rinks, flights of stairs, fountains playing, dolphins spouting, flowers blooming, gardens on the asphalt, gardens in the air, and tiers and tiers of offices, choirs of windows, lifted up on every side.


Imagine, if New York should some day be composed of cities on the general order of this! Some existing buildings would remain, of course: the beautiful New York Hospital, the Medical Center, St Bartholomew’s and all that aerial magnificence that rose around it – others one might choose. But the central scheme, the gorgeous plan, should be these ghost-gray cities in the air. One could visualize it. They should be placed at proper intervals – uptown, downtown – to the east and to the west – cities that for each community provided offices, banks, and shops and theaters, churches, cathedrals, art galleries – lofty dwelling places, homes with windows looking out on unimaginable views – the North River, the East River, the great bay, the bridges and the boats; for in between the cities there would be gardens – space and prospect, trees and green lawns and lights and shadows, sculpture, vistas, song of birds and the laughter of children; there would be music, men and women strolling arm in arm – not rushing as they did today, walking about in a leisurely manner, enjoying the parks, the gardens – marveling at the cities. It was possible; anything was possible in this extraordinary town, which was always being demolished, rebuilt, and certainly there was much one would most gladly see torn down forever. But these cities, these ghost-gray cities would be here to stay.
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