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NOTE


The accidental use of the names of living people in a long novel is virtually inevitable nowadays, when literary manners shut out unrealistic coined names. Moreover the author in naming scores of characters, now and then pulls a name from the air, and then finds imbedded in his printed book the first or second names of people he has known. Any such inadvertences in this work are wholly without meaning. If there are actual people in the land bearing the full names of any of the phantoms in this work of fiction, they are unknown to me, and no reference is intended. In this novel there are no attempted portraits of any actual people, living or dead. Finally, the various industries which capitalize literature in the United States have seen many minor changes since the end of the second world war. Some business details of this story, in the earlier passages, are not the same as they would be today. They are accurate for the years in which they are represented as occurring. The general picture presented by the novel is, I believe, a true one as of the present hour. THE AUTHOR




PART ONE


1946
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Have you ever known a famous man before he became famous? It may be an irritating thing to remember, because chances are he seemed like anybody else to you.


The manuscript loomed on the desk between the two men, a high pile of torn and dented blue typing-paper cartons. The yellow labels on the boxes had been scrawled over with thick red crayon, Alms for Oblivion, Part 1, Part 2, Part 3. Two of the boxes, overstuffed with manuscript, had split open. Dog-eared dirty sheets of typewritten manuscript showed through, mostly white, with sprinklings of yellow and green. Waldo Fipps had never seen a larger or more untidy manuscript—or for that matter, a larger and more untidy author.


He stared at the young man with peculiarly stirred feelings. The young man, who looked more like a truck driver than a writer, stared back. He had big piercing brown eyes, and the lower lip of his full wide mouth was curled and pressed tight over the upper, as though to say, “Try and stop me!” This part of Hawke’s attitude was unconscious. He presented the usual agitated surface of the new author, bashfulness and fear struggling with pride, hope, and greed for praise, all this covered by stammering modesty and awkward shifts in the hard yellow chair. Young authors were all afraid of Fipps. Under the business-like smiles of the editor lay the fishy chill of a man who had read too many novels, and criticized too many. The odd thing was that Fipps felt a little afraid of Hawke, this hulking sloven of twenty-six who had written an ugly bellowing dinosaur of a novel, amateurish as it could be, full of imitation, crude, slopped-over, a horror of an editing task, the kind of writing Fipps least admired.


“Cigarette?” Fipps leaned towards Hawke, offering him the pack.


“Mand ef Ah smoke uh see-gaw?” said Hawke. It was the thickest Southern accent Fipps had ever heard.


He said, “Not at all. I’m sorry I don’t have any. But I think Mr. Prince—” he broke off, seeing Hawke draw a glossy leather cigar case from the breast pocket of his shabby wrinkled blue suit.


“Ma one vass,” said Hawke. It took Fipps a few seconds to realize that what Hawke had said was, “My one vice.” Removing the cedar wrapping from an enormous cocoa-brown cigar, Hawke held a flaming match to the end until it was well scorched, then lit it up with expert puffs. A wisp of blue drifted to the nostrils of Fipps, reminding him unpleasantly of his employer, Jason Prince. This preposterous pauper, this scribbling hillbilly, smokes dollar cigars, he thought. He decided then and there that he did not like Youngblood Hawke. “Well, first things first,” Fipps said amiably. “Everybody in the house likes the book. Or at least is impressed.”


Hawke’s attempt to be impassive was pitiable. The big cigar shook in his fingers. The joy that crossed his face was like a wave of powerful heat; Fipps almost felt it. Perhaps it was real animal heat given off by the blood that rushed into the broad thick-featured rustic face. Hawke stammered a little, trying to say lightly, “It’s a—a little too long, isn’t it?”


Fipps said, “Well, you are a very exuberant writer. I’m reminded of Dickens, of Dreiser. Perhaps a bit of Dostoevsky?” He paused, smiling.


Gloom, joy, fear, uncertainty: Hawke’s look changed almost with every word Fipps uttered. “Mr. Fipps, you’ve nailed me. My three gods. The three D’s.”


“Yes. Well,” Fipps said in a dry cutting tone, stabbing two fingers at the manuscript, “I think possibly we want a good strong dose of Flaubert. The art of leaving out, you know! From the first page to the last. Practically in every paragraph. Whole sections would have to go.”


He savoured the quenched, the staggered look of Hawke. No determination in the big mouth now; the open hanging pain of a man punched in the stomach. Fipps’ mood improved, and he was ready to forgive this big, possibly profitable oaf for his power of tumbling out exciting scenes and vivid portraits in a muddy torrent of verbiage, full of recognizable flotsam and jetsam from standard authors. “We want to publish your book, Mr. Hawke,” he said. “We’re really enthusiastic. Providing, of course, that you’ll meet us in the matter of revising.”


Hawke stood. “You—you want to publish mah book? You goin’ to publish it?”


Fipps was drawn to his feet by the fierce excitement in the young man’s voice. “Of course we want to publish it. We expect to have a lot of fun with it, and we think—”


Youngblood Hawke put down his cigar, strode around the desk, and folded the elegant Waldo Fipps in a crushing hug. He bawled like a bull, pounding the editor’s back. “Mr. Fipps, goddamn it, you’re a brilliant goddamn’ bastard. I’ve read about you, heard about you, read your books, you know everything about novels, everything, and you want to publish mah novel!” Fipps was astonished and not at all pleased to find himself being hugged and pounded, his face jammed against rough blue serge reeking of cigar smoke. Hawke was half a head taller than Fipps, and half again as broad. He was pasty-faced, he needed a haircut; there were flecks of dandruff on his suit; he had cut himself near his ear shaving, and dried blood stood on the gash. Fipps was skinny, brown, his suit was tweedy brown, he was immaculate to the last hair of his sandy little moustache.


“My dear fellow—” murmured Fipps.


Hawke shook him like a doll. “I’ll write forty books, Mr. Fipps, forty goddamn’ wonderful truthful books and every one better than the last, and you’ll publish them all. And we’ll make millions. You’ll see. I’m not just talking. I’m a goddamn’ genius, Mr. Fipps, or I’m nothing. God, I’m so happy! ee-yowww!”


Throughout the busy halls of Prince House, stenographers looked up from their typing, and shipping clerks halted in their tracks, and editors glanced at their secretaries, as the male bellow echoed down the sound-proofed corridors.


Fipps disengaged himself from Hawke with a thin embarrassed smile. “Well, I’m glad you’re pleased. I’d like to take you to lunch. We have a lot to talk about. First come and meet Jason.” He added, at Hawke’s puzzled look, in a humorous tone, “Mister Prince.”


“Mr. Prince? I get to meet Mr. Prince?” said Hawke, retrieving his cigar and following Fipps humbly into the corridor. Fipps led the big clumsy young man through corridors and offices full of talk and typing clatter, a cut-up maze of partitions and desks, to a heavy door made of pearly wood, the only closed door Hawke had seen in the place. A girl at a desk by the door said to Fipps, “Mr. Prince is waiting for you.”


Fipps opened the pearly door.
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Take an ostrich egg, colour it fleshy-grey, ink small shrewd features on it, attach a pair of large ears, and you have a fair likeness of what confronted Youngblood Hawke from behind the desk of Jason Prince. The egg hung between broad grey-clad shoulders, peering suspiciously upward. Very long powerful arms clutched a typewritten contract on an otherwise empty desk, the more strikingly empty because the desk top was a slab of glass, allowing a view of a huge empty leather waste-basket underneath, and of Mr. Prince’s lolling legs. The office was very long and very wide. The windows were open, and the air was cold. Bare bleak modern furniture, and bookshelves too-smoothly lined with too clean books from ceiling to floor on two walls, added to the cold emptiness. The other walls were mostly glass, looking out on downtown New York, the jagged skyscrapers in a grey midday haze under a low black sky that threatened snow, and the far muddy rivers, sloshing away the great city’s dirt.


“This is Youngblood Hawke, Jay,” said Fipps.


The suspicious egg changed into the face of a warm friendly man of fifty or so who happened to be very bald, whose pale blue eyes were not at all shrewd and veiled, but gay and candid. “Alms for Oblivion, eh?” he said in a strong throaty voice, all different from Fipps’ controlled pipe. He stood and offered his hand. “No oblivion for you, my young friend. Quite an explosion of talent, that book. And only the beginning.”


The long arms of the two men—Hawke’s was a little longer—met in a powerful clasp over the desk; the two tall men looked straight into each other’s eyes. There was a silence. To Fipps it seemed a long silence, and he was a bit surprised at the way Hawke met the glance of Prince. Then a blush spread over the young author’s face, he shuffled his feet, and awkwardly dropped Prince’s hand.


“Hope you get back the price of the printing job, sir,” he said. “It’s my first try.”


“We’ll get back more than that,” said Prince. “And we’re going to do a lot of printing, too.” He pressed a button, and said into a voice box, “Bring me a box of cigars and the Hawke contract.” He pulled a chair beside his desk, and motioned Hawke into it, ignoring Fipps, who lounged into a settee behind the publisher. “Long experience with artists,” Prince said, “has convinced me that I can best minister to your sensitive spirits by discussing dough.” Hawke laughed uproariously. The publisher smiled and went on, “Advances for a first novel generally run about five hundred to a thousand dollars. I’ve advanced fifteen hundred for a sure-fire first book.” He named a best-seller of a few years back. “Turned out to be right. Been spectacularly wrong on occasion. Right often enough to stay in this chair and keep the rent paid. Why haven’t you got an agent?”


“Should I have one?” Hawke said. “I don’t know anything about all this.”


Prince shrugged. “I can’t advise you to give away ten per cent of your bloodstained earnings to an agent. I can’t advise you to trust yourself to my tender mercies, either.” A girl came in with a box of cigars and a contract, put them on the publisher’s desk, and left. Prince thrust the cigars towards Hawke. “I get these sent up to me from Havana. Try them.”


Hawke opened the plain wooden box, and saw an array of unbanded brownish-green cigars, longer and thicker than his Romeos. He took one, slid the box to Prince, and found it abruptly pushed back at him. “All for you,” Prince said. “The contract’s ready. It’s our standard form. The only blank in it is the amount of the advance. Take it away with you and have a lawyer or an agent look over the fine print. Or sign it and take our cheque away instead. Suit yourself. It’s a good contract.”


Hawke looked at the publisher for a long moment, his lower lip pressed over the upper one. Then he pursed his mouth like an old lady, and shrugged. “I’ll sign it. Your business isn’t to skin authors.”


“No it isn’t. Our business is to make them rich and pay our bills in the process. How about the advance?”


“I’d like five thousand dollars,” Hawke said.


The suspicious egg briefly reappeared where Prince’s affable head had been. It turned and glanced at Fipps, but by the time the glance came back to Hawke the egg was gone and there was a pleasant face again, wryly surprised.


“I’m sure you would like five thousand dollars,” Prince said. “But it’s ten times the going advance for a first novel. The chances against your earning that much in royalties are slim, in fact prohibitive. You’d better get an agent. He’ll explain all that to you.”


The young man said, “The thing is, Mr. Prince, I’m halfway into my second novel, a war book. It’s called Chain of Command. It’s much better than Alms for Oblivion. But I’m wasting time working on a construction job by day. I only get to write a few hours at night, and I’m tired.” He spoke reasonably and winningly, with no hesitation, the soft Southern cadences giving his speech almost the beat of poetry. (Ah only git to rat a few ahrs at nat, an’ Ah’m tahd.) “I figure I can finish it and start on a third—which I’ve got all blocked out in my head, a political novel—inside of a year if I do nothing else. You feel like gambling on me, fine. Otherwise let me try another publisher. Though I sure would like my first book coming out with the imprint of Prince House. To me that’s always been a magic name.”


Prince looked over his shoulder at Fipps again, his glance uncertain and amused. “Waldo, move around here where I don’t have to break my neck to talk to you.”


Fipps picked up a chair, brought it forward of the desk, and sat. Prince said, “What do you make of all this?”


The editor pressed his fingertips together, appraising Hawke like a dean looking at a delinquent college boy. “If I understand Mr. Hawke, he’s actually asking for an advance on three books. But even at that the figure is absurd, Jay.” He turned to Hawke. “Look here, it’s always better to be candid. Mr. Prince cast the deciding vote for your novel. Several of us had strong reservations, though we all of us, myself included, admire your promise. You’ll get your book published elsewhere—though they’ll want you to work on it just as we do—but I very much doubt that anyone else will give you a bigger advance than a thousand, if that much. We’re not the movies.”


Hawke said with sudden boyish good humour, odd in a big man with such an intense look, “Well, Mr. Fipps, why don’t I just try another publisher? I’m mighty encouraged by your interest, and grateful to you, and there’s no reason to—”


Jason Prince had been sitting hunched over his desk, large knobby fingers interlaced, the knuckles blue-white. Now he sat up. “Hawke, five thousand advance against three novels. Is that what you want?”


“I want five thousand advanced against this one.”


“Suppose this one doesn’t earn back the advance? If it does it’ll be a real freak for a first novel. Do you want us to lose money on you? Your price is fantastic. You wouldn’t ask for it if you weren’t so inexperienced. Now look here. I’ll give you five hundred dollars a month for the next ten months. That’s meeting your terms. But for that I want the second novel delivered and an outline of the third before the period is up.”


“Okay,” said Youngblood Hawke, as casually as if he were agreeing to go for a walk.


Fipps said severely, “You’ll sign a contract to that effect?”


“Sure.”


“But what is this optimism based on?” the editor said. “Can you show us the outlines of your next two novels?”


“I don’t work from outlines, Mr. Fipps, I just sort of go along.”


“Well, can we see what you’ve written so far on this war book?”


Hawke said, “The thing is it’s in a big mess and it’s simpler just to finish it.”


Fipps rolled his eyes at the publisher in exasperation.


Prince said, “All right, Waldo.” He pressed a button, and through the voice box asked for a cheque book. “The usual thing, Hawke,” he said, “is for the cheque to be handed over when the contract is signed, but this contract will have to be revised. Meantime would you like to see the colour of our money? Sort of an earnest of good faith? If you take the cheque you’re tying up three novels.”


“I’ll take it.”


The book came. Prince wrote a cheque for five hundred dollars, and handed it to Hawke. “The first of ten,” he said.


Hawke stared at the stiff orange slip of paper. “Well, doggone. I’ve been paid for writing prose,” he said. “I’ve been paid for English prose.”


Fipps said, “Haven’t you sold anything before?”


“Nothing.”


“The wrong kind of prose isn’t worth the paper it’s written on,” said Prince. “The right kind is worth its weight in diamonds. Remember that, as you pound the typewriter. It’s a great era for writers. There has never been such an era.”


“Dickens and Balzac did all right,” Hawke said. “Adjust your currency and I bet Dickens did better than Sinclair Lewis. No taxes. I’d like to phone my mother. My mother’s in Kentucky. Can I use the phone in your office?” he said to Fipps.


Fipps, who was having a little trouble catching his breath, nodded. Hawke walked out. He came back instantly, picked up the box of cigars Prince had given him, grinned at the two men, and left.


The editor and the publisher stared at each other. Waldo Fipps, in a lifetime of writing, had never received five thousand dollars, or half that much, for a piece of work. At forty-five, at the top of his reputation, he had once drawn an advance of twenty-five hundred dollars for a clever but tenuous play which had remained unproduced. He said testily, “What on earth is this, Jay? So far as I’m concerned the main thing this man has is enormous energy. He has no style, no wit, just coarse humour, he’s crude, imitative, in fact he frequently shades off into plagiarism. Possibly he has a good narrative sense, and a serviceable knack of caricature. You’re being strangely generous with him.”


Prince leaned back, cradling his head against interlocked fingers, his elbows spread out, one long leg crooked over a knee. “The thing is, Waldo,” he said, “I think Youngblood Hawke is money.”
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The cigar box under his arm, Hawke strode happily down the long narrow corridor to Fipps’ office, peeking into each open door that he passed, taking automatic note of what he saw. He had been keeping this mental inventory of every passing detail around him all his life, and was scarcely aware of the habit. It was the reason for his strange obtuseness to some things and his overkeen awareness of others. He had noticed, for instance, Waldo Fipps’ way of blinking his eyes half a dozen times and then opening them wide before saying anything to Prince. But he was unaware that he himself had just scored a historic victory over one of the closest bargainers in the publishing trade.


Jay Prince was notorious for his meagre advances. The most hard-bitten literary agent in New York in 1946 would not have tried to extract five thousand dollars from Prince for a first book, with a wild story of a second big novel coming in September and a third one the following year. But Hawke had experienced few business interviews. The entire process of testing for pressure, interest and advantage, the cautious hard game of words by which men of affairs came to grips over money, was unknown to him. While talking to Prince he had gone on with his inventory, noting the coldness of the room, the whiteness of Prince’s knuckles as he clasped them on the desk, Waldo Fipps’ quick change in attitude from acidly confident critic to hangdog employee, marked by an apprehensive stare at his boss and a wary tightness of the mouth. He had made the offer to go to another publisher in all innocence, not realizing that this was the shot across the bow. Prince had scornfully told agents dozens of times to go down the street by all means, when they had ventured this warning shot. But to Youngblood Hawke he had meekly run up the white flag. Such is sometimes the power, or the luck, of ignorance.


A girl in a plain white shirtwaist sat hunched in Waldo Fipps’ arm-chair, reading Alms for Oblivion and laughing out loud. A box of manuscript was in her lap and she was holding some sheets high in her left hand, scanning the top page in the box.


“Sit up straight,” Hawke said as he came in. “Fellows don’t like a girl who slumps.”


She sat up, blinking at him through round black glasses like a startled owl. She had a lot of glossy reddish hair piled on her head, and she was very pale. “Gad, that’s just what my mother says. I haven’t heard it in years.”


“What are you laughing at? There’s nothing funny in the first chapter.”


“Are you Mr. Hawke?” She put the papers back in the box, coughed in a grating convulsion, and lit a cigarette. “You have a comical way of putting things. I was reading the description of the aunt. It’s sort of like O. Henry.”


“O. Henry?” Hawke scowled horribly, turning his back on her, and picked up the telephone.


The girl said in a contralto rasp, “I meant that as a compliment. I admire O. Henry.”


“Long distance, please.”


“It’s the finest beginning of a story that I’ve read in a long time,” croaked the girl. “My name is Jeanne Green. I’m in the copy editing department.”


“I see,” Hawke said. “Operator, I want to call Kentucky.”


The girl regarded his broad back despairingly, shrugged, and went out, coughing.


Waiting for his call to go through, Hawke sat in the editor’s chair and read all the papers on the desk. He was a pryer and snooper without conscience. He read business letters, sales reports, office memoranda, advertising proofs, and a note about shopping to be done for Mrs. Fipps. He flicked through the editor’s appointment calendar. Fipps had had lunch with John Marquand in November; two weeks ago he had gone to the theatre with Evelyn Waugh! And Hawke was going to lunch with the man who knew these luminaries! He was dizzy with exaltation. He began reading his novel at page one, this marvellous scrappy heap of paper that had become his passport into the golden world. He wanted to admire himself. He also wanted to see what on earth the idiotic girl could have meant, comparing him to O. Henry.


Fipps came in, and noted with displeasure that his papers had been moved about. Hawke was sitting with one big shoe in a lower desk drawer, reading his own work intently. The air in the cubicle was grey with cigar smoke. Fipps said, “Congratulations on your contract. I hope you know how remarkable it is.”


“Well, it was sure nice of Mr. Prince to give me what I asked for.”


“Nice! It’s unique in this house. You should be glad we went in to see him. You’d never have got it from me, and Jay is supposed to be the tough man here. I’m delighted, of course. I haven’t the latitude to pay such advances. How about lunch?”


“Haven’t got through to mama yet. There was a girl reading my manuscript when I came in here. Can anybody in this place read a manuscript who wants to?”


“I expect that was the stylist.”


“Stylist?”


“Well, you know, we have staff people who see to grammar, punctuation, and all that. Some houses call them copy editors.”


Hawke said instantly, “My grammar and my punctuation will stay as they are. Punctuation? My punctuation! That girl!”


Fipps laughed again, and stabbed two fingers at the manuscript. “My dear Hawke, you take terrific liberties with semicolons and you slop all over the place, if you’ll forgive me, when you get into the subjunctive. Of course you have a veto over the stylist. You’ll be very grateful to her, you’ll see.”


“But this girl looked like a file clerk. Stoop-shouldered, glasses, a kid!”


“That’s Jeanne Green. Young, yes, but sharp. Since Jay is so hot on you, I think maybe we’ll be using our head stylist instead.”


“Let’s not use this girl,” Hawke said. “She said my writing reminded her of O. Henry.”


A cruel pleased smile wisped over the editor’s face. “Did Jeanie say that? Well, stylists aren’t supposed to be critics.”


“Vare is ze young genius? Vare is Youngblood Hoke?” It was a high voice with a European accent, and its owner swept into the office in a black fur coat, a tiny hat and nose veil, and a rolling wave of very sweet perfume.


“Right here, Fanny,” Fipps said. “Mr. Hawke, this is Mrs. Prince.”


The woman seized Hawke’s hand. “Ve are going to be very good friends. You don’t know me yet, but already I know you so well from zis!” She tapped the manuscript with one black-gloved little hand. “I am your discoverer! Ask Jay. Did he read it first or did I? Such an enormous blurry manuscript, and my poor eyes! It was sitting on the desk in the library. I felt it was sending out little sparkles. Like a lump of radium. Don’t ask me how I knew. I knew! Immense! How does a young man like you know already so much about life?”


Hawke started to answer, but Mrs. Prince went right on. “There are two kinds of novelists, Mr. Hoke, life-enrichers and life-impoverishers. You are a life-enricher. I read your book and I was taller, and cleaner, and younger, and sadder, and happier. I was still Me. But I was more Me than before. Vat else is a novel for?” she said, turning on Fipps with sudden immense indignation.


Fipps, reaching for his hat and coat, said, “That’s very well put, Fanny. Uh, I’m taking Mr. Hawke to lunch. If you’d care to join us—”


“Ah, Waldo, I can’t. Mr. Hoke! Come tomorrow for cocktails at our home. Christmas Eve, it’s our custom, a few friends—quiet, a fire, a smell of warm evergreen, a little eggnog, a little snack, some charming ladies, some good talk—”


Hawke said, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Prince, I’m having dinner with a friend of mine, and—”


“You have friends in New York already?”


“Yes, ma’am. Maybe you know him. Karl Fry.”


“Karl Fry?” Mrs. Prince’s pretty face briefly took on her husband’s suspicious egg look. “Yes. Of course. Charming man. Fantastically talented,” she said as though reciting a telephone number. Karl Fry was a nearly forgotten failure, a satiric poet of the twenties who had rapidly burned out, now a mystery story writer and a communist. Prince House published his mysteries.


Fipps said, “Fact is, Karl brought in the Hawke manuscript.”


“Oh? Well, bless his heart! Mr. Hoke! For years I try to get Karl to come to our Christmas party. Once he did, now no more. A snob. You come tomorrow night, hah? If you can drag Karl along, drag him. We count on you! Hah?” She swooped out before Hawke could say anything. Her perfume remained behind like a large solid object.


“Fanny’s a superb human being,” Fipps said. “She just takes a little getting used to.”


“Everything in New York takes a little getting used to,” Hawke said.


“That’s the truth. Come along and start getting used to a very good restaurant. We’ll have your Kentucky call transferred there.”


“Gee, can you do that?”


“Nothing simpler.”


Going down in the elevator, Hawke seemed dull and preoccupied to Fipps. Actually he was numbed by the swarm of new sensations. He had been in New York less than a year, and he had been working night and day. The fifty-story drop of the elevator, which to Fipps and the other people meant nothing at all, was a roller-coaster ride. Hawke was pleased as a child by the blinking change of the little red lights over the door—48, 47, 46, 45, X—and then the speedy express plunge caught pleasurably at his insides, scaring and tickling him. His ears popped from the change in pressure.


“Taxi, or walk?” Fipps said as the revolving door spun them out into the cold windy street in a bubble of warm air, which instantly blew away.


“Walk, of course,” Hawke said. “I can’t understand why anybody drives anywhere in this town. Where are we going?”


“Number One,” said Fipps, glumly tucking his chin down and striding into the wind.


“Number One? I’m not dressed for that! Isn’t it the fanciest restaurant in New York?”


“You’re an artist. You’re privileged. Come along,” said Fipps. He was acting under orders, which he did not like. He had planned to take the slovenly author to a hotel grill. But Prince, finding this out, had picked up the telephone and reserved a table at Number One.
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The small wood-panelled foyer of the fabled restaurant was jammed with elegant women and sharply groomed men. Hawke felt ridiculous in his old duffle coat with the dirty sheepskin collar. The jackets of all the men fitted beautifully around neck and shoulders. Their shirt collars all seemed peculiarly small and tight, and their faces were all either bright pink or very brown. Hawke made a mental note to buy shirts with small tight collars; the one he had on was big, loose, and frayed. But there was nothing he could think to do about his pallor, except possibly get a sun lamp.


A man in a brown suit, with the tightest shirt collar and pinkest face of all, greeted Fipps by name. His eyes paused on Hawke’s duffle coat, flicked to Hawke’s face and to Fipps’; and Hawke realized he had been sized up and forgiven as a young author. The man passed them with a courtly gesture to the custody of a fat silvery-haired man in black formal clothes, who conducted them up a flight of stairs and through two crowded rooms, alternating pleasant conversation with Fipps, and savage hisses and barks in a foreign language at waiters scurrying past with copper dishes that flamed. Still another man in black, with an armful of brown menus big as posters, pulled a narrow table away from the wall, saying “Yes, sair,” to Hawke. Hawke backed into the wall seat and sat, elbow to elbow with two strangers busily eating. The man slid the table back into place, sealing Hawke where he sat as effectually as a pilot in a fighter cockpit. Fipps took the chair opposite him.


Now another man appeared, all in maroon velvet and dangling brass chains, and offered them an immense leather-bound wine list, like an old Bible. Fipps selected a vintage champagne, and the second man in black noted their orders for food (the prices of which staggered Hawke—three dollars for a side dish of fresh asparagus!) on a slip of paper, which he passed to a man in a gold-trimmed red coat. Another man, in a white-trimmed red coat poured water for them. Yet another man in a plain white coat offered them hot rolls from a portable tin warmer with a sliding roll top. This parade of functionaries was as novel to Hawke as a Chinese wedding. He had been subsisting for a year in automats and delicatessens, which seemed the best places to eat in New York for little money. He said, peering around at the chattering crowd, and at the parti-coloured array of old armour and regiment flags set along the walls, and at the flaming saucepans everywhere—the place seemed full of talk, silver, lovely women, perfume, diamonds and flames—“Could I have got in here without you?”


“Possibly not,” Fipps said. “It’s all by reservation, you know. We’re upstairs in the middle room because publishing is not the same thing as the theatre, banking, or the movies. If you should ever write a hit play or win the Pulitzer Prize, you’ll be elevated to downstairs. Let’s hope it happens with your first novel.”


Hawke said, “Do these people care about such distinctions, really? It seems hard to believe.”


The velvet-clad man brought champagne in a silver bucket; a bottle of Coca-Cola was also thrust in the ice.


“I think you’ll find that a pleasant wine,” Fipps said, watching the pale golden stream swirl into the glass set before Hawke.


“Come now, what’s this?” Hawke said. “Coca-Cola?”


“I’m on the wagon. Bit of liver trouble. Here’s to Alms for Oblivion.” The editor raised his glass of Coca-Cola in bony trembling fingers.


“Well, shucks, I’m not going to kill a bottle of champagne by myself, Mr. Fipps. Come on, this is an occasion.”


“Of course it is. Now drink up and stop fussing.” An edge in the editor’s voice caused Hawke to drink up silently.


Fipps said, “Well, now. I’ll need some facts for our publicity release. I take it your book is mainly autobiographical?”


“Well, the story’s all made up. The background is pretty much Hovey and Letchworth County, where I’ve lived all my life. Except in the war.”


“What did you do in the war?”


“Machinist’s mate in the Seabees. Three years in the South Pacific. Trucks, bulldozers, graders, and like that—I can run them and maintain them, sort of.”


“You’ve been to college, haven’t you?”


“Three years.”


“Why weren’t you an officer?”


Hawke shrugged. “Flunked the physical.” He added, as the editor glanced with slight surprise at his huge shoulders and thick arms, “Busted arm and head injuries in my medical record, so the Navy said no stripes. I was plenty sore about it then, but now I wouldn’t have had it any other way. The enlisted man sees the war.”


“When did you get Alms for Oblivion written? In the Pacific?”


“No, just the first two parts. Then Sopac boiled up with all these emergency airstrip jobs, Saipan, Tinian, Iwo Jima, day and night. There just wasn’t time to do much. I wrote most of it right here on Eleventh Street. Came here as soon as I got out.”


“And what have you been living on?”


“That’s been the trouble. When my separation pay ran out I had to get a job running a bulldozer. I’d work by day and then write all night. I got in with one of these non-union builders on Long Island. I don’t like a dozer, the bouncing bothers my head and wears me out, but I can make it do what I want. Whenever I could get a few dollars ahead I’d quit and just write. If not for this advance I’d be going back on the dozer in January, so I’m damned grateful for it.”


Fipps said, after a moment, “These injuries … do you mind talking about them?”


“Not at all. Kid stuff. Summers I used to drive a coal truck to pay my way through college. There’s this wild road from Edgefield down to Hovey, see, my home town, where the railroad is. Edgefield is about a hundred miles up in the mountains, a real one-horse town, nothing at all, but the coal sticks right out of the side of the hills. You can see it, black seams in the dirt two, three feet thick. But of course coal is worth nothing in itself, Mr. Fipps. It’s just a funny kind of black stone that you can burn, unless it’s near a railroad or a river where there’s transportation. There’s billions of tons of worthless coal all over the world, and, this Edgefield stuff is like that. But early on in the war, see, when the price of coal went way up, a few operators took a gamble and started running it down to Hovey in trucks. I went partners in an old truck and just ran day and night. It was good money. I did one run too many one night, and I’d had a few beers—you don’t have too much sense at nineteen—and I didn’t make it round the double turn at Little Bear Creek, rolled over down the mountainside, truck, coal and all—”


“Ye gods.”


“Broke an arm and my collarbone and was unconscious for two days. I guess I’d be dead except nobody dies in the Youngblood family, that’s my mother’s side, till their ninety-seven, and everyone agrees that I’m a Youngblood. So, I came out of it, but the head injury does bother me a bit, now and then.”


Fipps said, “Coal-hauled your way through college. Interesting.”


Hawke said impatiently, “What’s wrong with that? It’s honest work.”


“My dear fellow, it’s colourful. A bit unusual for a literary gent.” Fipps now noticed the dirt rimmed under Hawke’s nails, and seamed into his knuckles. Hawke had a concealing way of clasping his fingers inward, but he had momentarily lost awareness of his hands, and they lay loose, big, and soiled on the white cloth. “I daresay you’re the only coal driver off the Edgefield-Hovey run that’s taken to writing novels.”


“Them?” said Hawke. “Some of them can’t sign their names. Or couldn’t, till the army taught them. They’re damned good guys, only ignorant, you just can’t picture the ignorance, Mr. Fipps. Real hillbillies.” Hawke shifted uneasily under the editor’s amused look, and burst out, with a thrust of a clenched fist and rigid thumb, “But see here, Mr. Fipps, don’t go working up this angle. My people are not mountaineers. My mother was born in Hovey but her people are from South Carolina. My father came over from West Virginia, he went to college, he published a newspaper in Hovey for a while. My sister’s one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever known, she works in the bank. We always had books in the house, piles of books, my father’s taste was old-fashioned but by God he knew his Dickens and Mark Twain backwards and forwards. He’d read them to us, and half the time he wouldn’t even be looking at the book. We never lived in a rented house, always owned the roof over our heads. There was one bad time in the depression when for two years we were in what was practically a mountain cabin—and I thought it was a fine home, four of us sleeping in one room and the other room kitchen, parlour, laundry, potato bin and everything else, privy and vegetable garden out back—but I tell you we owned that place too. We’re good stock Americans, and I think pretty cultivated for the mountains of Kentucky, or maybe by any other standard. My Uncle Will, my father’s brother, was the wealthiest man in Hovey, put up the Methodist church there practically out of his own pocket, and his family’s one of the leading families in the town. Hawke Brothers is still the biggest coal operation in Hovey. They’re the rich Hawkes.”


This tirade in a swooping Southern singsong was broken off when the wine waiter with a flourish poured more champagne. Hawke blinked, seeming to become aware of where he was. He clasped his hands so that the fingers disappeared, and grinned sheepishly at Fipps. “My conversation seems to need the touch of Flaubert too.”


“Waldo Fipps! How are you, you dear ghoul?” A man appeared behind the editor and uttered these words in a soft tone, almost a whisper, softly placing a hand on Fipps’ shoulder. He had black alert eyes, black slick hair that needed cutting, and a peculiar upcurving smile that showed all his teeth without conveying any mirth. He peered curiously at Hawke.


“Hallo, Jock,” said Fipps. “This is Youngblood Hawke—Jock Maas.”


“One of your new authors, Waldo?”


“Yes. We’re celebrating the signing of his contract.”


“Playwright, too, perhaps?” The toothed smile Maas turned on Hawke, with the serious stare of the sharp black eyes, gave him a hungry appearance.


“Not yet. First I’d better make sure I’m a novelist.”


Maas cocked his head comically at the accent. “Well! From the South, eh? Splendid. Everything decent that’s being written today comes from the South. The North’s a sterile ant-heap. If there’s a play in your novel I’d like to know about it, Mr. Hawke.”


“There may well be, Jock,” said Fipps, “with a tremendous editing job. We’ll send you an advance copy.”


“Good. With all due respect to you, Waldo, I am, as you know, the best editor on earth.” The intent gloomy face creased for an instant at Hawke with the disturbing smile, and Maas left.


Fipps said wryly, “You’ve heard of Jock?”


“Well, sure, I’m not that much of an ignoramus. He’s a famous producer, isn’t he?”


“Moderately famous. And moderately mad. A little gone to seed now. Every young author should have Jock Maas once, like the measles. Have you ever tried writing a play?”


“I’ve written seven … Why do you look so stunned? It was when I came on Maugham’s plays, in the Pago-Pago base library. I read them all. I felt maybe that was what I should try to do. So I tried. Maugham says that a play should take three weeks to write. That was all I allowed for each one. I wrote seven plays in a year, but all I learned was that I can’t stuff my ideas into stage form. Not straight off, anyway.”


Fipps was distinctly irritated. His life fantasy was that he was a diverted and harassed Shaw, waiting for the leisure to explode a dazzling shower of plays on the world. So far he had written one. Alcohol had blurred the gap between the dream and the plain facts until his fiftieth year, when a doctor had warned him that the next drinking bout might prevent his celebrating his fifty-first birthday. Too pleasantly, he said, “We’d like very much to see your seven plays.”


“They were no good. I burned them.” (This was a lie. Hawke never discarded a sheet with a single mark of his handwriting on it.) “But it was practice, and the plot for my novel comes from one of them.”


Hawke now committed the barbarism of pulling the wine out of the ice bucket and pouring himself more. The


wine waiter sprang like a mother to a child in front of a bus, and wrested the bottle from his hand. But the deed was done. Reproachfully, with a despairing glance at Fipps, the waiter poured a ritual last splash into the glass, and flounced away with a mutter in French, his brass chain tinkling angrily. All oblivious, Hawke gulped wine and stuffed roast duck into his mouth. “This is marvellous food. I’ve never eaten anything like it.”


Fipps said, “I take it then, writing plays forms no part of your ambitions?”


“I didn’t say that. See, it’s all a question of time, Mr. Fipps. How much time have I got? I figure I should do five or six novels in order to learn how to write them, and then get at the job in earnest. I know Alms for Oblivion is full of faults, but you have to make a start, don’t you?” He reached for his empty wineglass, then looked at the bottle. The wine waiter fell on the ice bucket and poured the champagne with frigid gravity. “My gosh, one bottle holds a lot of wine,” said Hawke. “I’ll probably tumble down the stairs on the way out. Damn’ good wine. Not as sweet as some.”


“No, not as sweet. Get at what job, Mr. Hawke?”


The young man’s square, thick-featured face took on a look of sly cunning. After a moment he said, “Well, all right, you’re my editor. Let’s say it’s the champagne talking from here on. All right?”


Fipps said through a thin smile, “Understood.”


Hawke resumed his greedy eating, and talked as he ate. “I want to do the grand job, Mr. Fipps—the job that Cervantes and Balzac did, that Proust and Dos Passos did. The permanent picture of my time. I know right now it must sound like megalomania. I know I have a mountain of reading, a tremendous amount of travelling and living to do. I know all that! Meanwhile I can learn my trade and become financially independent. I hope I can do that in about ten years. Then I can get to work.


“Mr. Fipps, I may have acted a little strange when you said you were going to publish my book. But it was like being let out of an insane asylum, don’t you see, suddenly released and told I wasn’t crazy after all? In the Seabees I was regarded as a harmless lunatic, always reading or scribbling. My mother knows I’m out of my head, for wanting to be a writer. She calls me ‘the big money maker.’ To her, writers are all dead and famous. I’m alive and her son. That proves I can’t write. That’s how her mind works, and I tell you, most people’s. But I can write. Alms for Oblivion proves that. There’s no point trying to fix it, really. Please don’t ask me to, Mr. Fipps. And don’t make me cut it, not too much. Just let it go. You can’t plane an elephant down to a Siamese cat. From an artistic viewpoint, from a money viewpoint, the thing is for me to just bulldoze ahead and get the next book out, and the next. Each one will be better than the last, I promise you. I learn very fast. The critics are going to compare me to Thomas Wolfe, I suppose, because I’m from the South and I write long books. Please don’t think I’m crazy, but I think I can do better than Wolfe did. See, I can’t touch his poetry, but I tell stories. All he did was write his memoirs. Beautiful, lyric, American, colossal, immortal memoirs, but Mr. Fipps, you know Thomas Wolfe never had the mortgage, the old folks going to the poorhouse, the lovely helpless girl tied to the railroad track, now did he? Ah, me, let’s save that poor girl, Mr. Fipps! Look at her lying there, all beautiful and trussed up, the wind blowing her skirts up around those pretty legs! And that train thundering down the mountain pass back there, whoo-whoo! Whooo! Whooo! Look, you can see the smoke! It’s coming fast! woo-woo!”


On both sides of Hawke the diners had laid down their silver and were frankly staring at him. Fipps did not know whether to laugh, or frown, or curtly order the author—who was obviously much too elated by the quart of champagne he had consumed in fifteen minutes—to shut up. Hawke went right on, his Southern accent thickening comically, “Yes suh, Mistuh Fipps, we got to save that girl. Lookit huh lyin’ thayuh helpless on huh back, look at them lovely titties strainin’ against them croo-el, croo-el ropes! The train’s out of the pass! It’s a-thunderin’ to’d huh! It ain’t a mahl away, not … one … MAHL! Mr. Fipps, whut’s a-goin’ to happen? Whut?”


More to choke off his maniacal outburst than anything else, Fipps said, “Obviously the hero’s going to come galloping over the hill, cut the ropes, and whisk her out of the way just in time. Now if you’ll—”


“Mistuh Fipps, the hero? The hero’s in Japan with Perry, openin’ up the forbidden land. No, Mr. Fipps, but don’t you heah that rumble, way up high on the mountain? It’s an avalanche, by God! Yes, suh, a white roarin’ slidin’ avalanche, gettin’ bigger an’ bigger every second! Will it bury our girl? Will it bury the train? Here comes that train! There goes the avalanche! Roar, scream, crash, BANG!! Train ploughs into pile of snow, everybody shook up, nobody killed. Girl saved! Engineer jumps down, cuts the ropes, and you know what, Mr. Fipps? She’s his own sister, by the Christ! That foul villain wanted her killed by her own brother, the fiend, the horrible feeend! Now Tom Wolfe was one great writer, Mr. Fipps, but where was that pretty girl on her back? Where was that avalanche?”


“Possibly Thomas Wolfe wasn’t interested in stale Hollywood effects. Wouldn’t you like some coffee? It’s getting late, and—”


“Mistuh Fipps, Dostoevsky tied that girl on the tracks in the first fifty pages of every book he ever wrote, and in the last fifty he brought in that avalanche! Naturally in his books the avalanche buries the girl. Serious writer. Henry James had the girl and the avalanche, why he never wrote about anything else, hardly. Dickens had two avalanches coming down from both sides. Joyce didn’t, no. That’s why only English teachers read him, though maybe he was the best writer since Shakespeare. No avalanche, Mr. Fipps, no avalanche—”


The man in black had been standing behind Fipps with a telephone on a long cord in his hand. Now he struck in hurriedly, “Meestair Arthur Hawke? With Meestair Feeps?”


“I’m Arthur Hawke,” the author said, looking up blankly. Then he exclaimed, “My Kentucky call. By gosh, it went through! Magic! In a restaurant!” He stretched out an immense arm for the telephone. “Mr. Fipps, this town is like Baghdad! Hallo, hallo! Mama? … What? Yes, operator. That’s me. … What? Edgefield? Look, I called Hovey. … She is? Well, sure, I’ll talk to her in Edgefield. … Hallo? Hallo? Mama? This is the Big Money Maker! What are you doing in Edgefield?”


What Mrs. Hawke was doing in Edgefield was looking into the possibility—obviously a remote one, but in her own mind a near certainty—that villainous people had done her wrong, and owed her more than a million dollars. Like her son, Mrs. Hawke was a visionary. But his visions took the form of tales. Hers involved only money—vast sums of it.


There was a dream-market in Letchworth County, such as you will find in many places like it; a dream-market that traded in parcels of inaccessible mountain landscape containing coal. Because of the prohibitive cost of mining the coal and bringing it to a railroad or navigable river, these parcels were worth next to nothing, but the trading was no less brisk and lively for all that. Mrs. Hawke had long been a speculator in that market. She knew only one thing: there was the coal, it stared at you from the hillside when you climbed up into the forested ravines on muleback; why, coal was valuable! She was continually buying and selling, in terms of pennies, land which would indeed have been valuable, if industry ever had pushed up into the area for the coal.


A more sober process went on at the same time in those counties: the buying of land and mineral rights, by skilled and hard-eyed investors, who risked the sums needed to tie up gigantic tracts of wilderness, on the long chance that some sharp change in events would make the coal marketable. Such changes did occur—a war, a coal strike—but they were glacially slow in coming, and usually short-lived. Decade after decade the coal lay untouched in the hills, and then the big companies would lose interest and sell off the almost worthless acreage.


Hawke’s mother had been in the thick of the dream-market as far back as Hawke could remember. The earliest squabbles he had heard between his parents were over her land dealings. His father had encountered his life’s failure in coal, but whatever his weaknesses as a business man he understood coal mining, he knew by heart all the coal deposit maps of the state, and he was familiar with the laws of mineral rights and land ownership. He could tell the stories of a few famous lawsuits over land titles in which millions of dollars had swung one way or another. Hawke had heard him explain to the mother a hundred times, in a tired exasperated way, the economic logic that made the Edgefield deposits valueless. He also had heard his father repeat to weariness that for every lawsuit that had resulted in a money award there were thousands that sputtered and died emptily every year. Hovey and Edgefield had their law-crazed paupers. The father had often predicted, at the end of a squabble, in a raised and angry voice, that Mrs. Hawke would end as one of these lunatics.


They had not been grindingly poor except for one stretch in the depression that nobody in the family cared to think about. Ira Hawke had worked in a WPA project for a year, before giving in and accepting a humiliating loan from his brother to open a drugstore. There he had drudged, growing greyer and sadder, until he died when Hawke was fifteen. Mrs. Hawke was a resourceful and tough widow. She owned a small share in some coal royalties, an inheritance from an aunt; and the modest sums, once the worst of the depression passed, were enough to enable her to maintain her family in a decent way.


Probably Mrs. Hawke’s real trouble was that she had these royalties. To her coal in the ground meant money, if not today then tomorrow, in Edgefield as in Hovey. Her own grandfather had sold the mineral rights in his acreage around Hovey to professional speculators, at a time when Hovey had been little more than a trading post in the woods, at the end of long rutted mud roads. Then the railroad spur had thrust up the valley, and the yard where her mother had played with her dog as a child had become the mouth of one of the best producing pits in all of eastern Kentucky. There was no use telling Mrs. Hawke that the railroads of America were built, that it would not happen again, that no rail spur would ever climb up the steep ridge to a dead end in tiny Edgefield, that oil had nearly replaced coal as the nation’s fuel. It had happened. In some form it would happen again!


Yet Mrs. Hawke was not a fool. In the dream-market of Edgefield coal land she was a sort of tycoon. She was brighter than most of the misfits and failures who traded the parcels back and forth. Over the years she had made a little money in Edgefield land, just by smart trading.


Her conversation was mainly about money. Hawke had grown up hearing money, money, money in the household. Alms for Oblivion was the story of the tugs and feuds in a family over the fortune of a rich dying aunt. It was the kind of fantasy Mrs. Hawke herself might have composed if she had undertaken a novel. Its value lay not so much in the story, which was worked out in crude melodrama, as in the real picture of Hovey and its inhabitants, and especially of his rich uncle’s family. But Hawke’s first novel was about money, all the same, where most first novels are about thwarted love, or boiling sex, or military service, or about a misunderstood sensitive young person in a crass world. He owed this peculiar interest to his mother.


Mrs. Hawke had sent him to college with some scrimping because she wanted a lawyer in the family. She was utterly sure, and she had said it a thousand times, that if there had been a lawyer in her mother’s family, she and her children would be dwelling on an estate-farm near Lexington, owning horses, moving in high society, and living on interest. A lawyer who had put one smart clause in the sale of her mother’s play yard, one little note about royalties—three per cent, two per cent—would have turned them from middle-class strugglers to gilded aristocrats. Knowledge of the law was the secret of secrets. She was religiously certain that if she ever got a lawyer in the family she would die worth millions. Hawke’s writing was therefore a deep annoyance to her. The dreamy boy was going off the track. She never stopped hoping he would give up the scribbling and go to law school. When Hawke came home with the dirty incomplete manuscript it struck her as a disaster. She leafed through its pages uncomprehending and uncaring. The book did not seem good or saleable literature like Mark Twain; it was a lot of untidy gossip about Hovey and her own family, and certainly not worth publishing. So she thought.


Her literary judgment was faulty because, unlike her husband, she had never been a reader. She loved listening to the radio; she never quite got over the fact that it was free entertainment. She had what amounted to a crush on one news analyst because, as she said, he sounded like such a nice man. Listening to his syrupy singsong for fifteen minutes every night was a ritual, and very few Sunday evenings passed when she did not say, at his usual time, that it was a shame he didn’t broadcast seven days a week. This was the mother of the young man who proposed to perform in American fiction the tasks of Balzac and Proust.


“Who? Who is it?” Hawke heard her say. Her voice was quite loud.


“The Big Money Maker! It’s Art, ma! How are you?”


“Art! For heaven’s sake, where are you calling from? Are you all right?”


“Mama, I’m just fine. I’m in the fanciest restaurant in New York. I sold my book, mama. Sold it to Prince House.”


“New York! My, and you sound so close, but it’s a bad connection, Art, I can’t hardly understand you. Are you coming home? I have to see you. Something important has happened. That’s why I’m up here in Edgefield with Judge Crain. It’s business, Art, you have to come home.”


“Ma, didn’t you hear what I told you?”


“Yes, you said you’re in a New York restaurant. Art, somebody’s been mining our land at Frenchman’s Ridge. You’ve got to come down here and see what’s what. You’re the man of the family, and—”


“Mama, I’ve sold my book, I tell you. Don’t you understand? Sold it to a New York publisher! They’re going to print my book. They’re paying me five thousand dollars. That’s why I’m calling you, ma. Aren’t you glad to hear it?”


“Five thousand dollars? What for? I haven’t got five thousand dollars, Art, don’t be a fool. And speak up, I can’t hardly hear you.”


Dizzied as he was by champagne, Hawke was well aware of the open amusement of the strangers at his elbows. He was beginning his literary career by making an ass of himself amid the fashionable elite of New York. He would gladly have cut short the call and written his mother a letter, but he had been anxious to impress her with his achievement, and now here he was. He painfully repeated his news to her, undergoing agonies at Fipps’ ill-concealed grin and the frank sneer of the wine waiter.


This time Mrs. Hawke heard him. “Why, Art, that’s just fine! Why, that’s wonderful. God bless you, my son, you’ll be famous! I’ve always known you had it in you, I did my best to encourage you, you know that. My, you’ve really sold that book! Art, have you got a good lawyer? You make sure you get your contract looked over by a smart lawyer. Maybe you should bring it down here to Judge Crain.”


“These calls cost money, ma. Good-bye. Give my love to Nancy.”


“Son, I’m so proud of you. One second. Are you coming home?”


“I don’t know. This is a big new development, I’ll be busy.”


“Don’t ever be too busy for your old mother, son. No really great man ever was. Don’t let fame go to your head.”


“Mama, I’m not famous, for Christ’s sake, I’ve just been lucky enough to sell a book, and—”


“You ought to come home, Art. We ought to celebrate. It’ll be Christmas and all. Anyway, dear, the business on Frenchman’s Ridge is serious. I was out walking on the land last week, and there was this big tunnel, see—”


“Look, ma, you’re always seeing big tunnels when somebody digs a hole on a piece of land of yours and takes a little coal that’s worth no more than the labour to haul it away—”


“It’s your land, too. This was a big hole, I tell you.”


“Good-bye, ma.”


“Will you call Judge Crain?”


“When I get the chance.”


“When will I see you?”


“Good-bye, ma. I’ll let you know.”


“I’m proud of you, son. My, what fine news! Thanks for thinking of your old mother.”


“Good-bye, ma. Good-bye.” He hung up and thrust the telephone at the wine waiter, who shrank from the profane thing. The man in black darted forward and took it.


Fipps said, covering his mouth with hand and cigarette, “It’s very thoughtful of you to want to share your good news with your mother. Old-fashioned, and decidedly pleasant.”


“Don’t give me any credit for it,” Hawke said, glaring around at the people who had been eavesdropping. “Just allow me my mean little triumph. The one thing that impresses my mother is the five thousand. Money is serious. Mind you, mama isn’t avaricious, not what you’d call avaricious. Mama just knows that money is all that matters. Most of the world agrees with her, so as between us she’s nearer normal, I guess.”


“Ah, on our brief acquaintance, Mr. Hawke, I’d say you had a healthy regard for money.”


Hawke drank coffee, narrowing his eyes at the editor. “Look, Mr. Fipps—and say, how long does the mister business go on? They call me Art back home.”


“Good. And they call me Waldo. I’m glad you have a nickname, Art. Youngblood would be rather a jawbreaker, all the time.”


“Well, there I’m imitating Somerset Maugham again, using my middle name. What do people call him—Bill?”


“Willie. Your name happens to be superb. You’d have to write very bad novels not to sell them, with a name like Youngblood Hawke.”


Hawke became very red again. Brandy came, and he took a gulp that emptied the glass. He said, “A high regard for money? Yes indeed! I intend to make money and I know I will, but not for my mother’s reasons. I want to be living on interest at the age of thirty-five, Waldo, when I expect my serious work to start. I want an adequate amount of invested money, a quarter of a million, a half million, a million dollars, whatever it takes”—Fipps opened his eyes very wide, and stared—“judiciously selected and balanced across the face of the economy, so that nothing after that can ever interfere with my work. Living on interest is the big open secret of the rich, Waldo. A writer who spends his income as he makes it is eating out his own bowels. I know all that. I’ve made a study of these things. I’m going to live on interest, and in the not too distant future.”


Fipps said, his eyes still showing white all around the pupils, “Isn’t that a curious goal for—well, for an artist?”


“It’s not my goal, don’t you see that? It’s the start towards my goal.”


“Well, it’s a dream that most people have and few reach.”


“I’ll reach it.”
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Checkroom attendants were helping them into their coats when Hawke noticed Jock Maas regarding him from an armchair. Maas smiled the disturbing smile, stood, and came towards them. He needed a haircut worse than Hawke did; little dark whorls of hair disappeared down the back of his neck into his shirt collar. “Well, well, the editor and his gifted prey. Where are you gentlemen heading?”


The editor glanced at his watch. “Unfortunately, I have a sales conference now, Art. Can you come in tomorrow morning about ten? That is, if it won’t interfere with your work on your new novel.” The three men went through doors held open for them by attendants, out into a whirling snowfall that was faintly violet-coloured.


“I’ll have my day’s quota done by then,” Hawke said, his breath smoking. “I get up late at night and work straight through.”


Fipps said, “Splendid work habits. We’d better talk some more tomorrow about revisions, since you seem reluctant to make them.” Fipps smiled and walked off a step or two. Then he stopped and turned. “Oh—once again—congratulations.” He went off in a lurching stiff gait, like a walking skeleton, hands jammed in pockets, chin sunken.


Maas took Hawke’s arm. He smiled at the young author, uncovering his separated stained teeth, and wrinkling his whole face upward. The corners of his mouth seemed to move near his eyes. “Hawke, have you been to the top of the Empire State Building?”


“Not yet. I’ve been meaning to go, but—”


“Everybody means, nobody goes. Come along.”


“Sure.”


They trudged in slush to Fifth Avenue, and turned downtown. Neither spoke for a long time. Hawke found it more than a little odd to be walking silently arm in arm in a snowfall with this queer celebrity, but he waited for what would happen next. Maas said very abruptly, snatching his arm away from Hawke’s elbow, “I have a feeling that I suggested the completely wrong thing, that you’re bored, that the last thing you want to do on your day of triumph is to go with a stranger on a hayseed excursion to the top of the Empire State Building.”


“Ye gods no,” Hawke said. “Come on. I’m too excited to do anything more sensible. Am I wrong, or does New York really have the most beautiful women in the world? And they all seem to pour into this street, this one street, Fifth Avenue, between Fifty-ninth and Forty-second, and walk it in the daytime. Look at the way they walk. You’d think they were all movie stars.”


Maas looked up—he was much shorter than Hawke—and the pale yellow light of a street lamp fell on his smiling face, the heavy black brows flecked with snow. He was hatless, like Hawke; snow was caking on his thin black hair. “Are you married?”


“It doesn’t even occur to me. I have too much work.”


“Do you have a girl?”


“No.”


“Don’t you get, well, hungry now and then?”


“Damned hungry.”


“What do you do?”


“Hunger, mostly.”


Maas uttered a short barking laugh. “My dear lad. Big and strong, and if I may say so, winning as you are?”


“I’d rather be hungry than involved. My trouble is I don’t know how to be casual. Even if it’s a waitress, I have to make a goddess of her in my own mind, I don’t know why.”


“Because you propose to mate her with a god,” Maas said in his velvety voice, that somehow penetrated through the street noise.


Hawke halted in his tracks, stared at Maas, threw back his head and bellowed with laughter. He took the producer’s arm and started striding along so fast that Maas had to trot a little. “By the Christ, Mr. Maas, I’m enjoying this. Where are those carols coming from, anyway? They seem to be floating in the air, like the music on Prospero’s island. I swear this goddamn avenue is a Christmas card come to life, these lamps burning in the middle of the day and the air sort of purplish and full of snow, and these big windows like fairy houses, with gorgeous immovable creatures in them smiling and flirting and wearing Arabian Nights clothes. Good God, will you look at that diamond necklace? Is that real? Just lying there behind a pane of glass? It must be worth half a million dollars.”


“It’s real,” said the producer. “That’s thick glass, and if it breaks it shrieks like an air raid siren. Do you mind telling me the plot of your novel?”


“Gosh, no.” Hawke was still pretty drunk, and the flattering interest of a Broadway producer dissolved his usual caution. He spilled the story while they walked down Fifth Avenue, hurrying the plot to its climax as the Empire State Building loomed near, vague in the snowfall, its top disappearing into purple mist. Maas made no comment when the author finished.


The two men shot skyward in an elevator crowded with damp bundled-up tourists, most of whom stayed in the steam-heated glass observation room. Maas led Hawke out on a terrace bounded by a shoulder-high parapet of stone. The wind was screeching, and snowflakes stung Hawke’s cheek, but there were only a few. The main body of the storm was rolling in a white cloud across the Hudson, uncovering the downtown skyscrapers and the black river. “See that? The view’s opening up just for you. Good omen!” shouted Maas.


Hawke was staring out at the city, tears standing in his eyes from the force of the wind. He shook his head in wonder.


“Think you can lick it?” yelled Maas. And when Hawke did not reply he went on, “Just remember this. Franklin Roosevelt wasn’t as tall as you are. This town can be had. This country can be had. Men are just men, even the best ones. Balzac wouldn’t have come up to your shoulder, Hawke. Just a little fat Frenchman with thick lips and a garlic breath.”


“I love this city. I’ll never leave it,” roared Hawke. “And I’ll lick it!”


Maas shrilled, in his weak voice that somehow carried through all noise, “That book of yours sounds like a play. In three weeks, maybe two, working with me, you could edit that book down into a hit. Why don’t we do it? It’ll be fun, sheer fun. We can go to Mexico, or Bermuda, wherever you want.”


Hawke was breathless: from the wind, or the height, or the amazing sudden offer, or all those things. The rich lunch was not sitting well. He felt uneasy in his middle, and a little dizzy, and his heart was thumping, but he was wildly exhilarated. “Jesus, Mr. Maas, all you know is a plot I just told you on the sidewalk. Maybe I can’t write plays at all. Maybe I can’t write novels either. Who knows?”


Maas laughed wildly, and shook snow out of his hair and eyes. “Maybe ah cain’t ra-a-at plays. Maybe ah cain’t ra-a-at novels!” He mimicked Hawke’s accent precisely. “My lad, Waldo Fipps does not make a habit of wining and dining boys with first novels at Number One. You’re red hot, obviously. But you’re innocent. Write this play, I tell you. Do you know how much money there is in a hit play? They just sold that wretched comedy The Rabbit Foot to the movies for a million dollars. One million dollars in cash, do you hear?” Maas screamed over the howls of the wind. “Fifty thousand a year for twenty years! Come on, boy! Tomorrow morning! The nine-eighteen plane to Mexico City, and come as you are, we’ll buy shirts and toothbrushes as we go. Have you ever been to Cuernavaca? A friend of mine has a villa there, marvellous servants, a pool, there’s fresh linen on the beds, and by God, young man, it’s a divorce mill for the rich, you’ve never seen such luscious blonde lonesome women—”


“Look, it’s wonderful that you’re interested in me, but I have this other work to do. I’ve been paid in advance—”


A look of the blackest gloom came over the producer’s face, and he darted off the terrace. Hawke followed him, very disconcerted. In the elevator the man’s face suddenly cleared into a charming smile. “What are you doing tomorrow night? I know several very agreeable ways we can pass Christmas Eve.”


“Well, I’ve been invited to the Princes’, and—”


“Dear old Fanny, eh? Well, that’s always a pleasant do. Maybe I’ll see you there.”


On the sidewalk Maas hailed a cab, and Hawke found himself handed inside it, not knowing where he was going next. Maas muttered an address and slouched in a corner of the seat, his face sulky. The cab stopped at a dirty little building in the west forties, tucked between theatres where hit shows boasted of their success in garishly painted quotations from the critics. Maas said suddenly, “Hawke, I’ll give you an advance, too. I’ll give you an advance of twenty-five hundred dollars if you’ll start work on this play within the next three days. Otherwise forget it. I have to go into rehearsal with The Doctor’s Dilemma in mid-January.”


Hawke knew that he should not make any decision. He was hearing words. His senses were numb, his vitality was sagging. He had taken in too much in one day. He had gone from the total obscurity of a scribbling construction worker to a contract for three novels, and lunch at Number One, and now this weird man wanted to give him money to dramatize his book! Things didn’t happen this way. He had a pounding headache, a vivid smell of sharpened pencils was haunting him—a warning sign of exhaustion—and Jock Maas was beginning to seem like a ghost in a dream.


“Mr. Maas, your confidence in me staggers me. I’m sort of dimming out, I haven’t been to bed in thirty-six hours. Let me phone you tomorrow.”


“Phone me tonight. Any time. Here’s my private number.” Maas wrote a scrawl on a slip of paper. “You work all night, don’t you? Call me four in the morning, or whenever you please. I don’t sleep. I read.” With this the producer got out of the cab and walked off, making no gesture to pay the fare, and vanished into the building.


Hawke directed the driver to take him to the loft building in the wholesale furniture district where he had his lair. He stumbled up three flights of deeply gouged heavy stone stairs, unlocked his door, and all but fell inside. The bed was as he had left it, unmade, a mere mattress on the floor with tumbled sheets and blankets. The room, bare and unfurnished except for an old armchair and an older refrigerator, was a chaos of books and clothes and luggage and stacked papers. In the middle of the mess was the desk, cleared and waiting, and beside it the coffeepot on its little electric grill on the floor. Hawke took three aspirins. The pounding at his temples was making him wince, and the pencil smell scared him, it was so strong; this was a queer thing that had been happening to him off and on since his truck accident, whenever he went over the edge of total fatigue.


He ranged on the desk the three bits of tangible evidence that this unbelievable day had not been a hallucination—the scrap of paper with Maas’s telephone number, the box of cigars Prince had given him, which he had been carrying everywhere under his arm, and the orange Prince House cheque for five hundred dollars. The cheque seemed to have a hazy rainbow around it, like a street lamp in the rain. Hawke collapsed upon the bed with his clothes on, dragging the blanket over him. His eyes closed, then he forced them open. He reached for a tin alarm clock near his pillow, wound it, and set it to allow himself four hours of sleep.
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Now Fanny Prince’s eggnog party on Christmas Eve was not exactly the quiet little gathering she liked to call it. It was an institution that even the second World War had not shaken, a turbulent massive crush of celebrities and their satellites, powered by one of the most extravagant buffet dinners seen in New York from one year to the next.


It was a revel with a reason. Publishers are not socially important in New York unless their companies date well back into the nineteenth century, and unless they themselves have a reasonable pedigree. Picture then, the position of people like the Princes, both of whom were parvenus: Fanny a wealthy refugee from Hungary, Jay a Chicago book salesman who had pushed his way upward and eastward and had brashly started his own house shortly before the 1929 collapse. Where many of the staid old houses had gone under, Prince House had flourished, using loud jocular advertising hitherto unknown to the book trade, printing books of jokes and comic strips and picking up star authors cast adrift by sinking publishers. Hawke thought the Princes were exalted New York aristocrats, and they were (relatively speaking) nobody at all. But Fanny was energetic, and in ten years of strenuous entertainment, charity work, and cultivation of useful people, she had made a place in what might be called the open or second layer of upper-class New York. The circle of the elect was beyond her: the nearly invisible group into which one must be born, where talent gives one nothing more than a passport to amuse now and then, and enough new-gained money can earn one an invitation to work on a charity committee, and occasional formal entry into otherwise closed homes. Fanny was fond of referring to this innermost circle as stuffy and dowdy. Indeed it is, for the most part, though it can outdazzle people like Fanny without half trying when it chooses. It seldom so chooses. Brilliance and display in a democracy are mostly for those who are on the climb, not for those who hold the citadel. It was not likely that the defenders would ever see the whites of Fanny’s eyes.


But what did she care? Fanny knew and entertained senators, governors, foreign ambassadors, artists, movie stars, writers, scientists, and even European nobility, who might have looked down at her in their home ground, but who—looking down on all Americans as they did—found our own intramural distinctions a little amusing. Anywhere in the world, you can go far with a good table; and when Fanny spread a feast, celebrated men and beautiful women came to eat it, and behaved like children at a birthday.


As soon as Youngblood Hawke walked into the crowded lobby of the Prince home, a four-story mansion on East Sixty-seventh Street, he realized that his dress was wrong, and he wondered angrily why Karl Fry had said nothing to him about it. The line of men giving their black overcoats and white scarves to a smiling Negro butler, were all dressed in dinner jackets, or else black or very dark grey suits; nothing else. Fry, a small bitter-faced lean man with bad teeth, was dressed in brown like himself; not only that, he wore a blue shirt and red tie. Even Hawke, knowing nothing of New York manners, had thought Fry was outlandishly got up. By contrast his own outfit had seemed to him suave and knowing. It was his “novelist’s suit,” bought in a fit of exaltation the day he finished Alms for Oblivion, with a sense when he wrote “The End” that he had licked the world. Brown tweed, heavy purplish-brown shoes, a white grainy button-down shirt, a dark maroon tie with dark blue figures on it—and even a rough briar pipe, and a tobacco pouch and some tobacco—this was the costume Hawke had bought himself weeks ago out of a small hoard, for occasions of state. Tonight, obviously, he should have left it laid away, and had his blue suit cleaned and pressed; at least it was dark.


“Two sad hicks in brown,” he muttered to Fry as he gave the impassively jolly butler his begrimed duffle coat.


“I haven’t got the money to dress differently. I probably wouldn’t if I had,” Fry said. “It’s economical to get an early reputation as a slob. I recommend that you start working at it.” He led Hawke up a sweeping curved marble staircase, where some of the men were ascending. The others mingled with gaily chattering women to wait for a small elevator.


“To hell with that. This is the last time I go to a New York party at night in anything but black, ace-of-spades black, inside-of-a-brunette-cow black. What’s so hard about that? Black, that’s all. Black.”


“Stop raging at yourself, you look exactly like a young Arnold Bennett, or William Faulkner, or whoever that rig is supposed to suggest. There’s one touch of extraordinary sophistication about you, you don’t have a pipe. Where did you get the wisdom to avoid that?”


Hawke, after a moment’s hesitation, took the pipe out of his pocket and clenched it in his teeth. Then he burst out laughing, and Fry said “Huh, huh,” through a twisted smile, the nearest to mirth he ever came. At the top of the staircase they slowed in the pile-up of the welcoming line, which was fed by the stairs and the discharging elevator.


Fanny and Jay Prince were briskly shaking hands with guests, standing against the wall under a painting which glowed richly in a beam of white light from a hole in the ceiling. Hawke knew little about painting, but this was a Renoir. He remembered seeing reproductions of it. Hung on a wall covered with dull white figured fabric, the painting smote the eye of the newcomer to the Princes’ home. Hawke stared at the costly trophy, and his lower lip curled over the upper, as though he were about to get into a fight. It was very noisy in the high-ceilinged foyer: a general buzz of talk, trills of women, laughter breaking out, all this over a solid steady base of sound, a Christmas carol booming distantly from a phonograph. Through the inevitable New York fog of cigarette smoke, the perfume of women came to Hawke’s nostrils one moment, and barber-shop smells of men the next, and now and then the smell of warm evergreen that Fanny had promised, and of burning logs; and more enticing than the rest was a rolling spicy smell of hot roasted meats.


“Karl Fry, you old misanthrope, so! Ve get you out of your cave one night, ha?” Fanny gave him her hand and a brilliant smile, then turned to Hawke, the smile disappearing like a flashlight beam turned off. “So, Mr. Hoke, you came and you brought him.” Fanny’s expression was serious and tender. She pressed his hand. “You’re very kind. You do oss honour.”


“Well, I’m a bull in your china shop. I’ll try not to break anything too valuable,” Hawke said, aware that he was forcing for wit and attaining feeble facetiousness.


But Fanny Prince evidently didn’t think so. She laughed, not a gay loud laugh, but a low intimate one. “You’re enchanting. Ve get off in a corner tonight, ha, maybe in the library later, and just talk.” She turned to the next newcomer, with a little reluctant pressure on Hawke’s hand as she released it, and he felt that he was without question one of the few guests Fanny Prince really was glad to see—and at the same time he noted the feeling and began to wonder how she had conveyed it. Jay Prince said—the publisher was magnificent, tall and red-faced, his dinner jacket smooth as a seal’s coat, his white shirt oddly and beautifully frilled—“Well, Hawke, what’s this? Why aren’t you working on that new book you owe us?”


“I did my pages last night,” Hawke said, “and I’ll do them tonight, no matter what time I leave.”


The publisher’s jovial look passed for an instant to the business face, and his smile was small and approving. “By God, I believe you. You look as though you’ve been working. Glad you came.” He brightened again. “Have some eggnog before the food starts.” He held out two hands to two other arrivals.


Karl Fry said as they were carried by the eddy of new guests into a crowd of drinking and gossiping people in the living-room, “You don’t want eggnog, do you? Slimy stuff, and so damned full of food! The booze corner is upstairs in the library. Let’s go.”


“Sure I want some eggnog,” Hawke said. “You’re supposed to drink eggnog on Christmas Eve.”


“Okay, okay. Look for me in the booze corner when you want another brown suit to huddle against.” Fry looked up at the broad-shouldered young author, bulky and shaggy in tweed, his haggard face pink from a too-close shave. “How do you manage, at six foot two, to look like a little lost boy? A little lost Christian among the lions?”


Hawke said, “Don’t worry, my friend. This Christian is going to eat a few lions, tonight, if they start anything.”


Fry uttered his huh-huh laugh, showing his stained teeth. “Well, thanks for getting me into Fanny’s party this year. I love free drinks, and I have no prejudice against free food.”


Hawke said, “What are you talking about? She said she keeps inviting you and you keep turning her down.”


Fry looked at him under half-closed lids, smiled, and turned to twist his way through the oncoming guests, a small brown figure bucking the tide of men in black, women in black, and here and there the bold splash of a woman in colour.


Left alone, Hawke did have a lost-boy feeling among these self-assured New Yorkers, talking and laughing in little knots, always glancing restlessly about, nearly always pausing for a brief stare when their eyes flitted to him. He saw some whispering and head gestures that obviously referred to himself, the big bulky boob in brown, and he became aware of his hands and feet, and seemed able to strike no natural pose. So he made for one of the tables where maids were serving eggnog out of ornate silver bowls. The maid darted the dipper down through heavy nutmeg-speckled yellow foam, and filled a silver cup for him. He retreated with it to a window seat, where he intended to keep the whole staring crowd in front of him.


His self-consciousness was unnecessary. He was really making an excellent impression, indeed a small sensation. You wear a brown suit in fashionable New York after dark for one of four possible reasons: ignorance, defiance, poverty, or calculated eccentricity; but he knew nothing of this. Most of the time he didn’t think of clothes; then he had short tearing agonies, looking at a magazine or seeing a well-dressed young man on the street, when it seemed to him he would die if he couldn’t walk into a Fifth Avenue shop at once and emerge with a five-thousand-dollar wardrobe that marked him a man of elegance. In one of these spells, after studying a picture of the author John Marquand on the front page of The New York Times Book Review, he had bought this suit. Big as he was, the tweed made him look twice as bulky; coarse as he was, it made him look coarser. He appeared so formidably out of place that the costume actually worked. For his face was full of life, and his eyes burned with sharp zestful curiosity, and he radiated the physical strength he had. These things gave him the authority to carry off his abominable dress. He succeeded by the outrageousness of his failure.


Not knowing this, he was trying to bury his embarrassment by taking inventory of the Prince living-room.


But, beyond the mere size of the green-papered room, and the marble fireplace with its blazing logs, and the clumps of guests, and the tallest Christmas tree he had ever seen indoors, all tinsel and lights and red and green baubles, he would not have been able to describe the scene. His ignorance prevented him from being able to classify what he saw. The decoration of the room was of some period, he didn’t know which; the pieces were antiques and probably French, since the wood was delicate and curlycued, and painted creamy or greenish. The pictures on the walls looked old, authentic, and important, glowing in their spotlights; he thought one was a Van Ruysdael because of the clouds, but he wasn’t sure. He much admired the thick creamy drapes he was leaning against, almost two stories high, but he could not have named the material. Into his mental notebook, as he peered about the room, went the admonition to buy books on interior decorating, painting, and furniture, and to haunt the fashionable auction galleries.


“Rich, isn’t it?”


Hawke turned and saw a pretty girl in black standing beside him with a glass of eggnog in her hand, wrinkling her nose at the drink with comic distaste.


He said, “The drink, or the room?”


“Well, both.”


“Rich, yes. Not too rich for me.” He cocked his head to glance down at her, then said, “Why, you’re the wretched girl at Prince House that compared my writing to O. Henry. What do they call you? The styler?”


“Stylist,” she said. Her voice was much less hoarse. “I’m glad I said such a terrible thing, since it enabled you to remember me.”


Hawke said, “Well, you look different.” At first glance she had struck him as very smart in the strange feathered tricorne hat and long black gloves, almost like a window mannequin. But her manner, especially the direct bright look of her eyes, and a small smile that came and went in the corners of a wide full mouth, appealed to him more than her clothes.


“I hope I look a little better than I did yesterday.”


“Well, you’re not slouching, you’re not coughing, you’re not staring through glasses like two portholes. You look fine. Your name is Jeanie Green.”


She smiled at him in gratitude. She had even white teeth, and her eyes shone. It was one of the pleasantest smiles he had seen in a long time. He said, “Where does a snip of a girl like you get off editing novels?”


She said with sudden pugnacity, “Where does a snip of a boy like you get off writing them?” A look of dismay passed over her face. “Oh, Gawd now why did I say that? Well, I guess that plus O. Henry finishes me.” Hawke had the grace to laugh. She went on, “I don’t care. If you want to know my qualifications, Mr. Hawke, they include graduating from Berkeley magna cum, English major, M.A., then various secretarial jobs in government, since I’d decided I’d rather die than live an academic life, then getting fired from a good job in State because some Senator was rowing with my boss and found out that a snip of a girl not quite twenty-two was his administrative assistant. The requirements for styling a novel are an IQ of say 105, habits of honest work, fair knowledge of English, and a style book which you can buy for a couple of dollars. Okay?” Hawke was looking at her with a young man’s admiring frank appetite. She stammered, “I mean—anyway, even if it’s a man’s world, won’t you let me finish styling your novel?”


“Well, I don’t know. I resent the whole idea. Who says I can’t punctuate?”


“I do. That is, you’re not true to your own punctuation scheme. You can punctuate any strange way you want to, even like Joyce or Faulkner, but then you must be consistent, and you’re not.”


“Maybe my scheme is just that, Jeanie, inconsistency.”


“How does the reader tell that from sloppiness?” Hawke burst out laughing. Jeanne said, “Moreover, and this is important, you’ve got some bad chronology slips. Birthdays and time lapses don’t add up, and all that. Look, what I can do is the lowest menial cleaning-up, but I enjoy it when it’s a book like yours. Are you going to take it away from me because I’m a girl?”


Hawke saw two men looking at him and talking with their heads close together. They were both small, both dressed in sculptured black, and both looked rather like birds: one a dark sparrow with quick-moving eyes, and swift hand gestures like the beat of wings, the other a fat parrot with a yellow top of hair, and a blinking sleepy manner. They came towards him now, the dark man leading.


“You’re Mr. Youngblood Hawke, I think,” he said, with a downward chop of a wing that became a hand extended to shake. “My name is Phil York.”


Hawke’s nerves tensed, and he automatically took an ingratiating tone, shaking the hand. “How do you do? I’ve enjoyed your columns very much.”


“Thank you. I hear I’m going to be enjoying your novels. This is Mr. Lax, Mr. Ferdie Lax of Hollywood. If you don’t recognize the name you ought to. Whenever a novel sells to pictures for more than fifty thousand, Ferdie usually is responsible. Naturally Ferdie is curious about this smashing new book that you’ve written, and that everybody in this room’s talking about while you’re chatting with this beautiful girl.”


The blond man blinked and shook hands. “Is it your first novel, and has Jay given you an unprecedented contract, as the talk goes?”


“It’s my first book. As to the contract, I don’t know what the precedents are, you see.”


“Your agent does.”


“I don’t have one.”


The blinking eyes of Ferdie Lax opened very wide, he stared at Hawke, then he smiled and almost seemed to fall asleep where he stood. “Sometimes a man does just as well or better without an agent,” he murmured. “I don’t imagine you’re interested in a Hollywood job. You’re probably hard at work on a new novel.”


“Yes, I am.”


“Fine. There are plenty of good Hollywood writers, and very few good novelists.”


York said sharply, “What’s the novel about?”


Hawke felt as though he were defying the police, but he said, “I’m sorry, I can’t discuss it yet.”


“Got a title?” The columnist spoke in an offended tone, implying that revealing the title might serve as an apology for Hawke’s rudeness. The author was groping for a way to parry this question, when Fanny swooped in.


“Vell, Phil, Ferdie, you don’t drink my eggnog, ha? Mr. Hoke, watch out zese are two dangerous men. … Jeanie, people are going opp in the library, maybe you take a look everything is okay there, enough hors d’oeuvres, ha? Thank you, darling.”


“Certainly, Fanny.” This was why Jeanne, with a few of the other pretty girls in the publisher’s staff, were asked to the party. They were quasi-hostesses, rather like grown daughters, of which Fanny had none; and like daughters she ordered them about. Jeanne left, with one quick glance at the author.


“Mr. Hoke, somebody is dying to meet you, maybe you submit this once? A marvellous human being, not a monster like everybody says, Quentin Judd.”


Hawke recognized the name of the most fearsome critic in America, a cobra who struck every few weeks in a comic magazine called The Dandy, now at a book, now at a play, now at a symphony conductor, now at a new fashionable painter. Judd belonged to no school of criticism. Indeed other critics were often his victims. His favourite game was to lie back until most of the other critics had committed themselves on a book or play or exhibit—either for or against—and then to sail in and assert the opposite view with skill and ferocity, thus making his colleagues look sick. He loved to affect ignorance, and to barb his stinging sentences with coarse slang; but he was better informed than most of the professorial critics, whom he sometimes slashed up with as much gusto as if they were authors. Hawke had read The Dandy for years, in college and in the Seabees. Quentin Judd had grown in his mind to the foe he would some day have to vanquish to take his place in literature. Often as he wrote he wondered how Judd would go about demolishing his work.


Ferdie Lax said, “Fanny, is that a good idea? Quent is best left alone, most of the time.”


“Nonsense, he’s a charming man. You Hollywood people hate him because he says movies are all awful, which they are.”


Hawke said, “I’d be glad to meet him, if he’s really interested.”


“He asked, he asked, dear. Come along.” Fanny took his hand and zig-zagged him across the room towards the flaming fire.
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Quentin Judd was sitting alone on an upholstered bench in front of the fire, a glass in his hand. Possibly because he was so totally different from anything Hawke had expected—for the author had never seen a picture of the critic—he had a strange effect on Hawke. It seemed that the man was misty, or transparent, or not exactly there, like a phantom or a projected image. What Hawke saw as Judd rose to his feet was a person hardly more than five feet tall with a pudding body, thin arms and legs, and a large head which sloped away to a small pursed mouth, almost no chin, and a narrow neck. The man had scanty hair and thick square glasses which somehow gave him a benign look. This grotesque figure, clad in a rusty wrinkled dinner jacket, was so unlike the Quentin Judd of Hawke’s imagination—the polished handsome New Yorker of commanding masculine presence and urbane cold charm—that he was stunned. His stupefaction deepened when Judd acknowledged their introduction with a high nervous giggle. “Well, Prince House’s new author. How do you do?” He held his fingers in a strange stiff way as Hawke shook hands. It was like shaking the hand of a dummy. Judd said, “Fanny, I’d like another drink.”


“Immediately, dear.” Fanny disappeared among the guests. Judd slumped down on the bench again, and Hawke, not knowing what else to do, sat beside him. The critic’s body was very short. Hawke’s chin was now well above the top of Judd’s head. The critic turned, looked upward, and gave Hawke a single measuring look. His eyeballs were opaque and yellowish, and the irises were spots of startling ice blue. He giggled, and Hawke almost jumped. “Been in New York long?” Judd said.


“About a year.”


“Then you’re getting used to these things.”


“Well, no, I’ve been working pretty hard. If it doesn’t bore you, I ought to tell you how much I admire your work. I’ve read you for years and years.”


Judd said, with a smile in which only his upper lip moved, “Thank you very much. From what Fanny says I have a treat in store, in your new novel.”


“Don’t judge me by this one. I don’t think it’s up to your standards. I think the next one will be better.”


“My standards? My standards aren’t high. I’m starved for a good story written in an unaffected way … Thank you, Fanny.” The hostess thrust a new drink into his hand.


Fanny said to Hawke, “You see? He didn’t chop you to pieces, he didn’t drink your blood.”


Judd sighed. “I don’t know why people take criticism so seriously. One good creator is worth all the critics who ever lived.”


“Criticism is necessary to literature,” Hawke said, and felt a fierce disgust with himself. It was as though he were trying to soothe a homicidal lunatic.


Judd said, “Nonsense, criticism is a minor form of entertainment, a sort of piggy-back writing that rides on other men’s work. All that people really like in criticism is malice and destruction. I’ve done my best to praise artists I’ve admired, and to point out where their merit lies. My editors never fail to complain at the dullness of such pieces. Nevertheless when I like work I praise it. And when I hate something, I say I hate it.” He looked up at Hawke, the blue eyes sparkling frostily, and bent his head towards the centre of the room. “People inevitably take it personally, though I can hate a book a man’s written and still want him as my bosom friend. Somehow they never understand that. There’s Jock Maas, Fanny, he won’t even look my way. I’m one of the few people who really appreciates what Jock can do at his best. He produced a bad play, I said I hated it, and now he’s my enemy.”


“I’ll bring him over,” Fanny said. “You make friends again on Christmas Eve.”


“Don’t waste your time.”


Hawke said, “Who’s that woman with him? Is she an actress?”


He caught the swift amused look that passed between Fanny and the critic. She said, “No, dear. That’s Frieda Winter.”


“What does she do?” He wanted to get off the explosive subject of literary criticism. He was afraid he would say a wrong word and turn Judd against him forever. The woman with Maas looked about thirty or so. She wore a blue-grey dress, simply cut, with a black sash; she was of medium height and quite pale. In a room full of interesting-looking women she caught the eye, for no reason Hawke could define. She was peering here and there in a nearsighted way, her head bent down.


Fanny said, “Oh, a little of this and a little of that. Come, I introduce you to some more people. Quent, you like Youngblood? I think maybe I adopt him for a son.”


The critic smiled at Hawke with his upper lip. “Your publishers are all for you. That helps. Good luck.”


Fanny hissed as she led Hawke away, “Don’t ask who people are or what they do, for God’s sake. Don’t be a boy.” She glanced at her watch. “Vot’s keeping them in the kitchen? People will start to leave. That was very good, you and Quentin. He sees you. You’re somebody. You’re a pleasant young man, not a face on a jacket. It makes a difference.”


Jock Maas came darting at Hawke. Barbered and dressed in a black street suit of elegant cut, Maas looked a lot less seedy than he had in the restaurant. “Hawke! Don’t you have a telephone? I spent the day trying to track you down.” The woman in blue-grey walked up beside Maas, smiling a little at the impetuousness of his plunge away from her.


Fanny said, “Hallo, Jock. Frieda, this is our new author, Youngblood Hoke. Frieda Winter. Mr. Hoke, I leave you in fine hands.” She vanished in the crowd.


Maas took Hawke’s arm. “Frieda is my associate in producing The Doctor’s Dilemma. She wants to join me in doing Alms for Oblivion too. I adore that title, by the way. I kept saying it out loud all night. Why didn’t you call me?”


“I was working. I’m sorry.”


Frieda Winter said, “Jock tells me that you write straight through the night.” Her voice was low, with a warm timbre, and something seemed to be amusing her, for a smile hovered in her eyes and lips.


“I do.”


“You’re a determined man.”


“Yes, ma’am, I am.”


“Yes, ma’am, ah am.” She repeated his intonations, and her imitation was graceful light flattery, rather than mockery. “That’s good.”


She was looking at him intently from under her eyebrows, her head bent far down. Hawke had the sensation that he knew Frieda Winter, that he had seen her before. Her manner, her voice, were peculiarly recognizable. Yet he was aware that this was almost impossible, if she was not an actress, for what New York women did he know, beside a couple of Greenwich Village tramps and the waitress whom he had briefly and idiotically worshipped?


Maas said, “I had the most frustrating morning you can imagine. I went up to Prince House to have a look at your manuscript, just to get a sense of your dialogue powers—which I’m sure are superb—and it was utter chaos there, they were preparing the Christmas party. Waldo had stayed in Connecticut, and Jay wasn’t around, nor anybody else who knew me. I finally located your manuscript, a dreary little girl in some office had it in her desk, and do you know she wouldn’t let me see it? Not even for ten minutes, not for five, not for one glance? I tried everything short of throwing her out of the window, and I’d have done that if I’d stayed another second, so I left. Who is that little idiot? A redhead who keeps coughing like a seal.”


Hawke laughed. “That’s Jeanie Green. She’s here tonight. I guess she thought she was doing her job.”


“Is Miss Green your editor?” Frieda Winter said softly.


“Good Christ, Frieda, Waldo Fipps is his editor,” Maas exclaimed. “This is some file clerk. If I run into her here I’ll kill her.”


A maid came by announcing that the buffet dinner was being served. Maas said, “Ye gods, about time. Another minute and I’d have gnawed my own arm off.” He dashed into the thick of the guests funnelling through the foyer to the dining-room. Hawke and Frieda Winter followed more slowly, moving with the crowd.


“Are you hungry?” she said.


“I don’t know. I guess I am. I filled up on bread and cheese when I got out of bed. I’ve been too busy taking all this in. I’m nervous as hell. I guess I’ll eat.”


“When did you get out of bed?”


“Today? About three or four in the afternoon, I guess. I worked later than usual, far into the morning.”


She was walking along by his side. She wore no jewellery but a curious pin on one shoulder, a large blue-enamelled flower like a morning glory; and on her left hand was a wedding band, and a ring with a blue stone. Her brown hair was arranged in a soft unpretentious way. She moved like a girl, with an easy swaying lightness, and her wide-eyed look, with the mannerism of holding her head down, gave her a shy innocent air. He wondered how old she was. She caught him staring at her, and as the quick smile came and went he said, just to say something, “You’re not my idea of a theatrical producer.”


“Me? I’m just a housewife. I’m putting some money in Jock’s show. A friend of mine”—she named a prominent actress—“wanted to play Mrs. Dubedat, and I thought it might be fun, so I sort of helped the thing get rolling. You’ve read The Doctor’s Dilemma?”


“I read everything Shaw wrote, in about two months, out in the Pacific. I came on an old dusty set in the library of a girl I knew in Honolulu, it was her father’s library. I read one play and I never stopped till I’d read everything, the letters, the novels, the music criticism, everything except that Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Communism, or whatever. I bogged down in that.”


“Everyone does. Wasn’t that too much Shaw all at once?”


“Well, sure, it got repetitious, but that’s the way I read. You come on a body of work and crack it open like a nut and get the meat. You get everything that was in the man’s mind, and then you have him.”


They passed into the dining-room, a place of blue and white; elaborate wallpaper of blue with white Greek figures painted on it to look like bas-relief, and thick drapes of white, and a blue carpet. The table had been extended so that it was about twenty feet long, and from what Hawke could see through the eager throng of guests—and over their heads as he drew close—every inch of it was laden with food. He saw a huge roast turkey, and several giant lobsters, and beef tongues in jelly, and whole brown hams, and two enormous boiled salmon parallel to each other; and great wooden bowls of lettuce, and silver bowls of celery and olives in ice; and platters of vegetables of every kind, some steaming and some cold; and at the far end of the table a man in a chef’s hat cutting thick slabs of red roast beef from a long chunk of carcass on a platter over two spirit flames, and at the end near Hawke another chef passing out curry from a chafing dish a yard wide, with a silver tub of white rice and a wheeled table of condiments flanking him. Bowls of roses and ferns, flaming red candles, decorated the table from end to end. A sideboard was laden with a dozen different cakes, creamy, or chocolate, or pink. The guests were slashing at this panorama of food like sharks at a dead whale, and they had already gouged away much of it. The chatter, and the clanking of silver and china, and the laughter, and “Silent Night, Holy Night” pouring from a loudspeaker, added up to a noise like a waterfall. Frieda Winter said something to Hawke and he merely saw her lips move. He shrugged, and bent down to her. Her perfume was like the scent of primroses, faint and wild and sweet. He had never smelled a perfume like it. She said in his ear, with a touch of warm breath, “Do we fight or wait?”


Hawke roared, “Fight!”


“Done!” She slipped into a crevice in the wall of guests, and he was able to follow her. She whisked plates and silver for both of them from piles on the table. As she glanced around at the food her eyes gleamed, and her tongue moved slowly across her upper lip, in an unconscious childish gesture. Then she plunged in. Following her lead, he was able to load his plate almost at once; he took things as she pointed to them. They broke out of the crowd, laughing at each other. She said in the foyer, “Look, there are two peaceful places where we can eat all this, Fanny’s bedroom or the library. Where to?”


“The library.” He remembered that Jeanne Green was there.


“This way.” Frieda Winter went tripping up a narrow staircase, with a decent display of charming legs. When they came to the landing Hawke made a remark that sounded idiotic as it issued from his mouth. “Is Mr. Winter here?”


“He’s in Jamaica with the children. I had to stay in town on business, damn it. But it isn’t so bad. We’ve been avoiding Christmas in town for years. It’s a mess but I find it’s gay, after all.”


“How many children do you have?”


“Four,” Frieda Winter said brightly, and she led him into the library.
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There was nobody in the long quiet room but Jeanne Green, Karl Fry, and a bartender.


It was the kind of room that usually made Hawke feel a little drunk, so stacked was it with books; books, his other better world, his food, his blood bank, his narcotic. But at the moment he was well caught in this world. He had scarcely a glance for the long rows of leatherbound classics mounting from the floor higher than his head, nor did he scan, as he ordinarily would have, the ranks of best sellers in fiction and non-fiction of twenty years, prim in their first paper jackets, nor the special section of Prince House books. He made straight for Jeanne Green with long strides. “Hi, why aren’t you eating? It’s a Roman feast down there.”


The girl was standing at the bar in her very smart hat, picking at the upper arm of one of her black gloves. “Hi. Oh, I will … Damn, I borrowed my roommate’s white fox just to look elegant enough for this carnival, and see how it shed! I look as though I’d been tarred and feathered.”


Hawke hadn’t noticed the white hairs all over the girl before, but now he did. He laughed, and so did Jeanne. He said, “Here, take this plate and eat.”


“Why? I can get my own. Thanks anyway. I have a drink to finish.” Jeanie swept a highball off the bar and ducked her head into it.


“I have a drink to begin,” Fry said from the depths of an armchair beside a big brownish globe of the world, holding out a glass to Hawke. “Be a good boy.”


Hawke passed the squat glass to the bartender, who put one ice cube into it and filled it to the brim with twenty-year-old Scotch.


“Hallo, Frieda,” said Fry. “How wags the world?”


Mrs. Winter, perching herself on an ottoman near him, said, “Hallo, Karl. Am I wrong, or have you lost weight?”


“Bachelors either get fat, cooking for themselves, or they wither, eating out of cans,” Fry said. “Since my divorce I’ve lost twenty pounds.”


“Eat this,” said Hawke.


“Sure I will.” Fry accepted the plate, put aside his drink and began eating quickly.


Jeanne said to Hawke, “I’ll get plates for both of us. Let’s see, what did you take? Roast beef, lobster, artichoke …”


“I’d better come. You’ll be trampled,” Hawke said.


“I ate for a year and a half in Washington cafeterias. I can carry a full tray of food through a lynch mob going the other way.”


Frieda Winter was peering attentively at her. She said, “You’re Miss Green, aren’t you? You wouldn’t let Jock Maas read Mr. Hawke’s manuscript.”


Jeanne said with some wariness, “That’s right.”


“Don’t you two know each other?” Fry said. “Jeanne Green, Frieda Winter.”


Mrs. Winter said, “It’s a pleasure to meet someone who can stand up to Jock.”


“He did whirl and howl some,” Jeanne said. “Of course I knew who he was, but a novel manuscript isn’t a newborn hippo in the zoo for all to see. It’s a property.”


“I’m sure Mr. Hawke’s script is a valuable property.”


“It’s extremely valuable,” Jeanne said. In a slight silence the two women inspected each other, with Hawke lounging between them against the bar. The only sound was the scrape of Karl Fry’s knife and fork.


“Mrs. Winter is producing a Shaw play with Mr. Maas,” Hawke said.


“I read about it,” Jeanne said. “I’m looking forward to seeing it, if Mr. Maas will let me into the theatre.”


“You’ll come to opening night as my guest,” Frieda Winter said, smiling at the girl. “It’s the least you deserve for facing Jock down. Besides we do want to make a play of Alms for Oblivion, at least Jock’s convinced me we do, and you seem to have custody of it.”


“Anybody can take it away from me if Mr. Hawke says so.”


Hawke said, “I’m beginning to think it’s in pretty safe stowage.”


Mrs. Winter said to Jeanne Green, “I like your hat.” She said it with total sincerity, looking at the girl with obvious admiration. Hawke could not understand why, at that exact moment, the hat dissolved from an odd only slightly extravagant article into a coarse and comic absurdity. Suddenly it seemed that Jeanne Green was wearing a slice of blueberry pie on her head, with a long feather in it.


“Thank you, Mrs. Winter.” Jeanne turned to Hawke. “I’m going to get my food.”


“Bring me more,” said Fry. “And bring me curry. I smelled curry when we came in.”


In the hallway outside the library Jeanne ripped the hat from her head and in quick gestures stripped the long gloves from her pretty white arms. Hawke said, “Now what?” Jeanne stalked into a pink bedroom where women’s furs were heaped on two beds, and viciously poked gloves and hat inside a white fox stole. “What’s the matter?” Hawke said, following her.


“I got hot,” Jeanne said. “Let’s go eat.”


In the library Frieda Winter was asking Fry how he knew Hawke. Fry told the story: a faulty chimney in one of Greenwich Village’s worst old houses had poured smoke from his fireplace into the fireplace of Hawke’s room upstairs. “He came down coughing and raging. It was three in the morning, and truth to tell I was entertaining a babe who admires my poetry but is otherwise a horror, but female, and we were both in bed. But after some yelling the three of us got drunk on beer and we toasted cheese and hot dogs in the fire, and that was it. Eventually he moved to a loft room in the furniture district for which he pays virtually nothing. We’ve remained friendly. I’ve been reading the book right along and criticizing it, not that he listens much. He’s a torrential writer, and a wholesome egomaniac, all in all.”


“Is his book good?”


“Good?” Fry put aside the well-cleaned plate, and drank half his Scotch. “What do you mean?” Frieda Winter said nothing, her eyes fixed on the poet. His chin was sunk to his chest. “Will it sell? I’m not sure. I think he may be a genius, a sort of ignorant empty-headed genius, one of these divine harps the wind blows on and they make music without knowing what the hell they’re doing. Like Dickens, like Balzac, like Twain, to a certain extent like Sinclair Lewis. Every one of them was an arrant idiot, you know. No real ideas. Maybe Shakespeare was too, who can say? In the case of those other birds we have their considered pronouncements on matters of the day, and it’s the babble of bright children. I think you have to have something invincibly childlike in you to be an artist. So that you always see things fresh, as they are, as they happen, instead of abstracting and analyzing like a man of reason.”


“Let me translate this into English,” Mrs. Winter said. “Hawke isn’t a communist, though you’ve done your best to talk him into it.”


Fry said, “Huh huh” through a half smile. “He doesn’t know that the science of economics exists. But that’s all right, it may even be an advantage.”


Mrs. Winter put her plate aside. “Do you think there’s a play in the book?”


“Yes, because there’s a strong story, and characters with thick grease-paint colours. Mind you I don’t like Hawke’s book, but then all novelizing seems crude and sloppy writing to me, and I include their precious Flaubert.” He finished his drink. “Anything can happen to Hawke. He carries a very high charge. He can fizzle out, the way they all do nowadays, or he can sweep up all the marbles, if he somehow continues on. There’s no competition today for a real ignorant-savage genius, if that’s what Artie is.”


“Artie?”


“Mr. Youngblood Hawke’s name is Arthur. Art, actually. Artie annoys him.”


Frieda Winter slowly said, “Arthur Hawke … That’s more like it. Arthur …”


“Frieda, I’ve had a lot of Scotch, but I’ve also had some food now. I should be seeing fairly clearly. You’re very beautiful tonight. Rather blindingly beautiful, to tell the truth.” The sarcasm faded out of his voice. He spoke humbly.


Frieda said, her eyes lighting with pleasure, “Well, I’m holding it off, Karl, holding it off. I’m a soufflé that’s barely standing up. One day somebody’ll make a loud noise near me and I’ll flatten into a fat old lady.”


“Never. I felt sorry for little Jeanie,” Karl said. “No contest.”


“Contest? What are you talking about? What does she do exactly?”


Karl told her, adding, “She styles my books, and she’s very able at it. Of course, knowing she’s there, I’ve become a total slob. I never even look at the pages once I’ve typed them.”


“Your poetry, too?”


“My poetry!” The slumping little figure in brown suddenly straightened as though air had been blown into a rubber doll. “D’you suppose I type my poetry, Frieda, for God’s sake?” Then he sank back. “What poetry? My mysteries, dear. The Case of the Leper’s Missing Nose.”
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The good-natured combat around the buffet table was still going strong; guests two and three deep were clustered around the table, scooping and stabbing away. “Noël, Noël, born is the King of Israel,” a chorus of strong male voices chanted over the din.


“Aren’t all these people rich? Why are they swarming at this food like cannibals?” Hawke said. “They can all go out to the best restaurants and eat themselves insensible in comfort, can’t they?”


“It’s free. Free food does something to people,” Jeanne said. “I noticed that at church suppers when I was a little girl. Put out anything for free, just some old frankfurters and fried potatoes, and the most dignified grownups, yes, and the richest man in town, and even the minister and his prissy wife, turned into panic-stricken hogs.”


“Well, let’s dive at the trough,” Hawke said, and they did.


Jeanne said, when her plate was piled high, “Come with me.” She slipped around a Chinese screen, through the swinging door into the steamy odorous kitchen, and Hawke followed. He caught a glimpse of a large white-tiled room full of clamouring maidservants and men in kitchen garb, and then Jeanne slid through another door, and they were in a quiet little room furnished like a parlour in Hovey with worn commonplace chairs, lamps, and tables.


“Imagine a way of life where servants had sitting-rooms,” Jeanne said. “Fanny’s lucky to have bought this old house while the buying was good.”


“Is that mob in the kitchen all her servants?”


“Of course not. That’s the caterer’s staff.” She sank into a chair. “Let Karl wait. I hate eating in a mob.”


It occurred to Hawke that there was not much of a mob in the library. “Who is Frieda Winter, exactly?” he said, beginning to eat thick lobster chunks in a light cheese sauce. He was startled by the exquisite taste.


“Mrs. Winter is quite a celebrity,” Jeanne said. “She runs a concert bureau, invests in plays, does lots of things. Culture is her line. She was a concert pianist, and during the war she was on ever so many committees, and all that. It’s just a name you keep seeing in the papers.”


“This food, Jeanie! It’s unbelievable. At least for an automat denizen like me.”


“Well, you’ll soon get to where you can eat like this all the time.”


“You think so?”


“Yes.” They looked into each other’s eyes, and they were alone in the dingy room, and Hawke felt a stir of desire for this small girl with the red hair.


He discounted the feeling. He was in a fevered state about sex, and he knew it. A few months ago he had almost proposed to a waitress in a coffee shop, a vulgar blonde with big breasts and swelling hips, who for a few weeks had seemed to him a bruised and charming angel of the lower world whom he was going to lift with himself to exalted heights. He had taken her to plays; he had read Swinburne and Yeats to her. His skin crawled every time he remembered any detail of the episode, down to the denouement when he had spent a whole insane night in the rain outside her apartment house and had seen her enter at three in the morning with a greasy-looking man of forty, both laughing drunkenly. At dawn the man had not come out, and Hawke had never gone back to the coffee shop.


He had had several such experiences since his sixteenth year. He had never leaned his trust upon a girl without her breaking in some way and making him bleed. Hawke was desperately lonesome for a woman; but who was this Jeanne Green? Just a girl he had stumbled upon in a publisher’s office. A little while ago he had been feeling much the same instant and upsetting attraction towards a woman who had four children. He was far off balance, steady was the word.


“In other words,” he said, “you think my book will sell.”


“If not this one, the next.”


“Karl Fry and Waldo Fipps both want me to cut the guts out of it. What do you think?”


Jeanne took a long time to answer. “I know what they mean. I could suggest cuts, but that’s not my job. Unless you cut very, very carefully, I think it’s best to leave your book as it is. Don’t tell Waldo I said so. I’m not paid to think.”


“Have you begun—ah, styling my book?”


“Yes. The order came down this morning, straight from Jay Prince. He wants to get the book out by June. I have it at home so I can work on it over the holiday.”


“I call that devotion to duty.”


“Well, I’m interested.”


“Don’t you have a fellow, and dates, and all that?”


“At the moment, no,” Jeanne said. “Nothing that would interfere with anything.” So, with an unpremeditated and not quite truthful word, ended her current romance. The lawyer she had thought last week she might marry was in Denver with his family. She knew nothing yet about Hawke, but she knew that the lawyer, for all she cared at this moment, could stay forever in Denver.


“Where do you live?”


“About six blocks from here, in a furnished hole off Third Avenue, where fashionable people aren’t found dead.”


“Can we go to your place when we leave here, and have a look at what you’re doing with the book?”


“Why not?” Jeanne said, and her head swam a little, and her throat closed against the food. She stood, brushing her dress. “I’m feeling guilty about Karl Fry. Let’s bring him his seconds.”


At the table Hawke found himself next to Ferdie Lax, the Hollywood agent, who was getting more curry. “Enjoying yourself?” Lax said. The crowd had much lessened in the room. The feast was demolished. The dead heads of the two salmons stared from their clean-picked skeletons at the wreckage up and down the long table, and the red candles were dripping and running in long winding sheets. The roses drooped in the hot room, their petals scattering.


“Wonderful party,” Hawke said.


“A little more rice, please,” Lax said to the waiter. “Yes, Fanny does these things well. What kind of contract did you sign with Jay, Mr. Hawke? Standard Prince House form?”


“I think so.”


“You have a copy?”


“Yes.”


“What does the movie rights clause provide, do you recall?”


“I don’t know. Mr. Prince said it was a good contract. He suggested I show it to a lawyer or an agent, but I thought I could take his word for it.” Lax blinked. A little uneasy, Hawke added, “He gave me a five-thousand-dollar advance.”


“That’s a fine advance for a first novel. You ought to check the movie rights clause before you sign a contract. It can be important.” Lax smiled sleepily, nodding. “I’m sure Jay gave you a fine contract. Have fun.”


Hawke said to Jeanne when Lax strolled away, “Do you know him?”


“No. Did you sign a contract without an agent or a lawyer?”


“Sure. Jay Prince doesn’t strike me as a crook.”


“He’s a business man. He looks out for himself, and you’re supposed to look out for yourself.”


“All right, I’ll check the contract tomorrow. If he’s slipped something over on me then he’s made a crude mistake, and he’ll be sorry for it.”


“I daresay it’s all right,” Jeanne said.
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The tide of the party had flowed into the library. There were dozens of people in the smoky book-lined room, gossiping in small groups, or singing carols in a cluster around the baby grand piano. Most of them held shimmering bell-glasses of brandy. Frieda Winter was playing, her face alight with amusement as she added her voice to the shaky harmonies; but while she sang, and made faces at false notes, and cracked jokes, her hands like the hands of another person struck out the music with strength and accuracy. Hawke lingered at the piano, watching those controlled and business-like white hands and the laughing face.


Jeanne brought Karl Fry his food. Fry looked up at her with an alcoholic bob of the head. “What? Did I ask for that?” He held a full glass of Scotch rather limply in a hand resting on the chair arm.


“Yes, and maybe you’d better eat it.”


“Jeanie, my dear, I recently shed a wife who used those tones to me. I may have to get myself another stylist.” He waved a soft hand weakly at her.


The round-faced tall man sitting on the other arm of his chair said, “She’s quite right, Karl, eat it. You’ll enjoy the booze more, and longer.” He was Ross Hodge, a publisher by inheritance, head of the old strong house called Hodge Hathaway.


Fry took the plate of curry and ate. Jeanne looked around for Hawke and saw his head and a brown shoulder towering over the black huddle at the piano. She made for him.


Fry said to Hodge, “She’s styling the Hawke manuscript. Why don’t you waylay her and ask her a few questions?”


“Look, Karl, I’ve never stolen an author or a manuscript and I’ve never suborned someone else’s employees.”


“Then why are you climbing all over me?”


“I’m not climbing on you.”


“Ross, you’ve all but got an elbow down my throat this minute.”


Hodge was indeed leaning very close to Fry. He drew back a little. “I think I have a right to express surprise, that’s all. If Jay publishes your mysteries, we’ve published your poetry, and I rather thought you set more store by that.”


“I set store by nothing I write. It just didn’t occur to me to send Hawke to you, Ross. It’s a crude book, not the Hodge Hathaway kind of thing. It’s a natural for Prince.”


“Why?”


“Well, for one thing, it may just sell like hell if he puts on the old Prince House jazzeroo campaign.”


“We’re very interested in books that sell like hell. I hear the book’s an exciting literary discovery, and that this man is a new major writer.”


“Who says so? Nobody’s read it yet but a few people at Prince. Naturally they’re all beating tin pans.”


“Has he signed, or is there a chance to bid still?”


“Ross, you don’t even know what the book is about.”


“There’s a smell to these things. Everybody at this party is talking Youngblood Hawke, Youngblood Hawke.”


“He upstaged the whole precious mob of you by showing up in a brown suit, that’s all.”


“Well, is the book available?”


“I truly don’t know, Ross. From the look of things here you’d be snatching it out of Jay’s jaws, at best.”


“He’s snatched a thing or two out of my jaws,” Ross Hodge said, and he walked to the piano. Hawke was well hemmed in among the singers. Jock Maas and Jay Prince had each thrown an arm around him. Jock’s other arm enfolded the slim shoulders of Jeanne Green, their feud having been dissolved with a greeting and a joke. Ferdie Lax was snuggled up to Jay Prince, his blond head hooked into the publisher’s large elbow, and Fanny was leaning amiably on Lax, her own waist in the grip of a large brutal-looking dark man, Roberto Luzzatto, a European film producer who lived in constantly shifting states of affluence or bankruptcy. Luzzatto had been pumping Fanny industriously about the Hawke novel, and he knew the plot. To him, too, it smelled like money.




“The hopes and fears


Of all the years


Are met in thee tonight,”





chanted some twenty people clustering around the massive young writer in brown. The only hole Ross Hodge could find was in the space above Ferdie Lax’s head, so he threw his arms around Jay and Fanny and added his voice to the song. Hawke glanced around at him, and Hodge grinned almost flirtatiously.


Hawke knew that Ross Hodge was a publisher. He saw that something was happening around him, that he was becoming the centre of a mild unacknowledged stampede. He was puzzled in the midst of his soaring exhilaration; after all, he had met a United States Senator tonight, and a successful playwright, as well as people like Quentin Judd and Frieda Winter. By comparison, who was he? He sensed the answer; these people all knew each other, but he was a novelty, and there might be money in him. What surprised him was that people as famous and as well-to-do as these could care so much about novelty and money; it was something like the odd discovery that they could act like a Sunday school picnic crowd over a buffet of rich food.


Frieda Winter looked up and laughed into his eyes as she played and sang. The glances of Frieda cut into Youngblood Hawke like a cold wind that makes one brace and glow. She banged the last chords of the song, and jumped up. “I quit. I want my brandy. Who plays? Ross, come on.”


Hodge said, “I’m not following a professional,” but he was cried down, and went not unwillingly to the piano stool. Mrs. Winter stood passing her hands over a slightly moist white brow, and over her soft curled hair.


“Let me get you your brandy, Mrs. Winter,” Hawke said.


“Well, thank you. I guess you can fight through, with those broad shoulders.”


The two swift speeches caught the attention of the people around the piano; the talking and laughing faded down for a moment as though a dial had been turned, and glances went from the woman to the young man, and then the moment passed and the chattering flared up. Someone began to sing “Good King Wenceslas,” and Hodge at the piano picked up the melody, and all joined in.


As Hawke broke out of the circle Prince came with him, saying, “Frieda deserves something special.” He pulled a dusty bottle from a lower drawer of the bar, and told the bartender to pour three glasses. “Did the contract come in the mail?”


“Yes.”


“Good. I thought it might have gotten swamped in the Christmas rush.”


“I signed a copy and mailed it back to you, and kept the other one,” Hawke said. The publisher merely nodded, looking not in the least pleased, or relieved, or concerned. Hawke added, “I didn’t look it over too carefully. Should I have? There was a lot of small print.”


“Well, it always pays to read anything you sign, Hawke. The small print is mostly warranties against plagiarism and such.”


“What happens with the movie rights?”


The publisher gave him two glasses of brandy. “You’ll find those in the long clause on the third page about subsidiary rights—book clubs, reprints, phonograph records, and all the various devices known to man for exploiting a book. We share all those equally.”


“Is that standard?”


“On a first novel, I’d say so. Some publishers want more to minimize the risks of launching a new writer. Fifty-fifty seems a fair shake to me.”


“Sounds okay,” Hawke said.


Mrs. Winter accepted the brandy with a convivial laugh, and raised the glass. “Your novel, Mr. Hawke.”


“Merry Christmas, Mrs. Winter.”


Hawke went to the immense silver coffee urn, where Ferdie Lax was helping himself. The agent poured coffee for him, and said, “Roberto Luzzatto is hot about your novel.”


“I hope he remains hot after he reads it.”


“My advice to you is to sell it to pictures before publication if you can. Don’t gamble on the first one. You’ll make less money if it turns out a hit, but it’ll be sure money. I’ll try if you like.”


“Thanks, I’ll think about it.” The very word agent had an unsavoury odour to Hawke, and he thought this man pretty pushing and crude.


Lax said, as though Hawke’s thoughts were running across his forehead like a news bulletin on the Times Building, “Of course you think I’m pushing. My business is representing writers. Take your time. Some day you may want my advice.”


“I checked on my movie rights. The publishers and I share them fifty-fifty.”


“Fifty-fifty,” Lax repeated slowly and drowsily. He closed his eyes, and held them closed so long that Hawke thought the man might collapse. Then Lax reached into a breast pocket and gave him a card. “I’m at the St. Regis. I’m sailing for Europe tomorrow night. I’ll be back in Hollywood in February. Maybe we can talk then.”


Hawke took the card. “Well, are those standard terms?”


“Have you signed the contract?”


“Yes.”


“For one book?”


“Well, for one, yes, but sort of for three, in a way.”


Lax nodded, and walked off sipping coffee, without another word. Hawke saw Frieda Winter sitting alone, her eyes meditatively on him. She smiled and beckoned. “Is Ferdie laying his snares for you?”


“It’s hardly subtle enough to be called laying snares, Mrs. Winter.”


“Call me Frieda, for heaven’s sake. Don’t be a boy.”


“That’s the third time I’ve been called a boy this evening. A boy! I’m losing my hair, do you know that?”


“Ah’m losin’ mah hayuh … you don’t say. That thick mop? Let me hear you say ‘house.’”


“Hass?” Hawke said, puzzled.


“Hass … I thought so. West Virginia?”


“Kentucky. Letchworth County where I come from is almost on the border.”


“Are you going to put this party in a book some day, and show us all up cruelly?”


Hawke looked around the room. “My ignorance is beginning to bother me.”


“Why?”


“This place is full of things I can’t even name, let alone describe. That’s the key to the whole place, isn’t it? The things. A clutter of costly possessions to make something out of nothing in a hurry. I don’t know what it is, but the things haven’t weathered together. Do you know what I mean, Mrs. Winter? Not bad taste, not even a lack of blending, the blending is just fine, the colours and all. But there’s no weathering, no age, for all the antiques. This apartment is a stage set, isn’t it? Is that why New Yorkers prize antiques, because they give a stage touch of permanence to what’s really a tent for the night?” None of this speech was premeditated. Hawke had not even been aware of these thoughts. They burst from him as paragraphs sometimes spurted from his pen on to the yellow paper.


Frieda Winter stared at him. “I wonder whether I should be offended. I decorated this apartment.”


Hawke said uneasily, “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t apologize, you fool. Never, never apologize. I’ll say this for myself, Fanny was breathing down my neck all the time, and it’s really her doing as much as mine.” She looked around at the room, head down, as though she had just walked into it.


“Mind you, Mrs. Winter, I think it’s lovely, really stunning—”


She said slowly, “I believe I’d like to read your Alms for Oblivion.”


“I’d like you to read it. Are you an interior decorator?”


“I decorate. I do a lot of things. I decorate very well, but it’s only fun doing it for friends.”


“I’m desperate to find out something about decorating. What should I read? Where shall I begin? Where are the books?”


“Well, as good a place as any is 935 Fifth Avenue.”


“What’s that, a library?”


“It’s my home. I think I have as complete a collection of books on decoration, and architecture, and all that, as anybody does. You’re welcome to come any time and make free with our books.”


“That’s very kind of you. When can I come without inconveniencing you? I’m about to write a scene in a rich man’s house in Virginia. I don’t know how to furnish it.”


“Shouldn’t a writer only write about what he knows?”


“I know the truth of what will happen in my story. I need external details.”


“Well, why don’t you come in tomorrow, noonish, and I’ll give you coffee and turn you loose in the library? That is, if you intend to work Christmas Day.”


“I intend to work.” Hawke was thinking that if he did his night’s writing, as he rigidly meant to do, a noon appointment would leave him little time for sleep. But the Winter library struck him as a find, and the prospect of coffee with Mrs. Winter had a glitter too. “I’ll come with pleasure.”


“Good. I have to leave for the country about one, so you’ll be able to dig around undisturbed.”


Hawke now felt his waist circled and gripped in a heavy hug and he smelled a strong leathery perfume. Roberto Luzzatto said to Mrs. Winter, squeezing Hawke in a hard friendly way, “Frieda, introduce me please to this talented young man.” Mrs. Winter did, and Luzzatto went on, “From what I hear about your book, I am excited. It sounds like a picture. Can I read it?”


“I’m afraid not. I’m editing it, and there’s only one complete manuscript.”


“I come and look at it in your office, or wherever it is. I don’t disturb you. I read fast.”


Mrs. Winter said, “Oh, Roberto, wait for galleys like everybody else.”


“Galleys will be weeks, maybe months. I’m stalled on my Russian movie, the Soviet officials find new excuses every day to do nothing, hm? I can go to work tomorrow on a good property. What do you say, Mr. Hawke, a quick deal, a good deal? Cash and a percentage, hm? Where can I see your manuscript? When?”


All the lights in the room went out. There was sudden silence and then a babble of questioning voices in the dark which changed to laughter and shouts of pleasure. Floating through the darkness in the orange-and-blue flames of burning brandy, barely lighting the face of the waiter carrying it, came an immense round plum pudding, decorated with branches of holly.


“Hurrah! The pudding,” Frieda Winter cried like a child. She jumped up and seized Hawke’s hand. “Come on, I’m mad for it! Aren’t you?”


The pudding was set on a coffee table, and everyone in the room gathered around, shadowy figures in the light of the flames. Hawke heard Quentin Judd’s unforgettable giggle, and then his high voice, “The wise ones stick around, don’t they, Fanny?”


“For the inner circle, the real friends, ve give something extra,” Fanny said. “Christmas is Christmas, no?”


“Who cuts it?” somebody said. “Jay, Jay,” said one voice, and another “No, Fanny.”


Fanny Prince pushed up to the pudding, holding a long knife that glinted orange in the flames. “No, this year is something special. This year I think ve give the honour to a young man, so some day you all say you ate a piece of cake he cut for you. Vare is Mr. Youngblood Hoke? Mr. Hoke!”


A chorus of laughter showed the choice was popular. Hawke said, “I’ll make a real mess of it.”


“No you won’t. Come on!”


Hawke stepped forward, took the knife, and made a deep gash in the soft flaming ball. There was a cheer, and then Fanny’s excited voice, “All right, lights! Turn on the lights!”


The library was flooded with electric light again, and the guests blinked at each other and chattered with animation. Karl Fry was standing at Hawke’s elbow, weaving a little. He said loudly, in a drunken declamatory voice, slapping Hawke on the shoulder,




“Now first, my boy, a slice for Fanny,


Every author’s favourite nanny.”





“Oh, good. Marvellous. Rhymes, like you used to do, Karl! Like the old days,” Fanny exclaimed, clapping her hands, and accepting the first piece from the waiter.


Fry said,


“And now a slice for ol’ Jay Prince,


If Ross Hodge steals you, Jay will wince.”


 


There was a roar of laughter, and Fry went on, his eyes glittering,


“But give a meagre slice to Hodge,


While he cooks up some artful dodge.”


 


Ross Hodge said in confusion, accepting the pudding amid laughter, “I protest. He’s all yours, Jay, and congratulations.”


“Cut it real thick for Quentin Judd,


Offend him, lad, and your name is mud.”


 


The guests, none of whom were sober, greeted the rhymes with appreciative laughs, and poked and slapped at each other. Mrs. Winter cried, “Karl, this is your old form. Keep it up, keep it up!”


“For Frieda Winter, cut it hot—”


 


Fry paused. Everyone looked at him in suspense. He grinned crookedly and said,


“Her name is cold, but she is not.”


 


It was the biggest laugh yet, a ribald yell that puzzled Hawke and that sent Mrs. Winter and Fanny Prince into wild guffawing. Fanny said, “Oh, vy did everybody go away? Now the party first gets good.”


Karl said,


“No pudding, please, for Ferdie Lax,


Just give him the knife for Hollywood backs.”


 


Lax threw back his head and laughed with huge enjoyment.


So Fry went around the circle of guests, rapping out the rhymes as fast as Hawke could cut slices. When the last slice was cut and Hawke himself took it, Fry said,


“My boy, your main job’s still to do,


Now cut us all a piece of you.”


 


Rhyming without forethought at a party is always a successful coup, providing the jingles come quickly and with point. The shabby little man in the brown suit and the blue shirt was now in command of the evening. Applause rippled when he finished, and men slapped his back, and women giggled and repeated his rhymes. He had moved to the bar and was leaning on it, and the guests were all facing him.


He said, “Well, thank you, thank you, one and all. I aim to please. It isn’t often I’m invited these days to the running of a stag, and I thought I ought to show my appreciation.”


“The running of a stag, Karl?” Fanny said, still laughing as she doled out great gobs of hard sauce on each guest’s pudding.


“A stag of warrant, a stag, a stag,


A runnable stag, a kingly crop,


Brow, bay, and tray, and three on top,


A stag, a runnable stag,”


 


said Fry. “Davidson’s not a great poet, but that one I envy him. Of course you have to know stag hunting to write such a poem. I’ve only read about it in books. They all gathered on horseback in great excitement, the gentlemen of the county, you know, when they heard that someone had started a runnable stag. What made a stag runnable I don’t know. Much the same qualities I would guess that make a bull brave—it had to be big, male, full of fight, and worthy of being harried to death. It wasn’t vermin, like a fox. It was a stag, a stag, a runnable stag, a royal beast, and running it to death was a pleasure for rich men. It was a long and wonderful pleasure. The ladies loved it, too, running the big male thing to death. The hunters ran it all over the countryside, they ran it with hounds and with horns, they lost it in riverbeds and found it in forests, they surrounded it and closed in on it and wore out even the fierce and marvellous energy of a stag, and at last its fuel burned out, it slowed and it stumbled, and it went down under the jumping dogs, and the party roared up all around the fallen beast. It lay there sobbing, the book says, looking at you with tragic eyes under the snarling, snapping triumphant pack of dogs. And a gamekeeper pulled its head back by its branching horns, took out a sharp knife and offered the loveliest lady in the party the cutting of the stag’s throat. And that was the end of the stag.”


Nobody talked when Fry stopped to drink. Hawke at last said, “Karl, didn’t the stag ever outrun his pursuers and live to a ripe and royal old age?”


“I don’t know anything about stag hunting. I believe he occasionally did. But you won’t, Youngblood Hawke.”


Then a thick silence fell. Fanny Prince said, “Karl, it’s far from funny, we’re all having a good time. I don’t know why you—”


“Fanny, I’m being a miserable bastard after drinking nearly a whole bottle of the best Scotch I’ve had in years. The unsuccessful should stay away from such gatherings. They get self-conscious and mean. They want to shout dirty words and break mirrors. I am jealous of watching everybody clustering around young Hawke tonight, you see. I’m leaving now. Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night.” He walked down the long room. Nobody said a word until he was out, and his steps were heard on the stairs. Then Fanny stood uncertainly, looking around. “Poor Karl. A genius, a fabulous talent. I get the man to put him in a taxicab.”


When she came back to the library people were shaking hands, saying good-byes, moving towards the door. Only half a dozen or so remained at the bar, drinking with Jay Prince. Hawke assured her that he had had a superb evening, and that Karl Fry’s sourness was an old joke to him. Jock Maas and Frieda Winter tried to take him with them to another party, but he declined. Mrs. Winter said nothing about their appointment next day. He wondered whether she had forgotten. Jeanne Green had disappeared from the library; had she too forgotten that they were going to her apartment? Hawke made his farewells and went downstairs, after glancing into the pink bedroom and observing that Jeanne’s white fur was gone.


In the lobby below, the butler was helping Ferdie Lax with his black coat; no sign of Jeanne Green. It occurred to Hawke to wonder at the quiet way Lax managed to be in his path every so often, available for a question if he wanted to ask one—as he did. “Mr. Lax, I’m glad we met to-night. I know very little about contracts, I don’t know whether I want an agent, but I sure would like to get some solid information.”


Lax said, “Look, I’m a human being and you’re a human being. Let’s walk down Fifth Avenue and talk, if you’re not doing anything else.”


“I thought I had a date but it seems I don’t.” Lax smiled at the sight of his duffle coat. “Well, it keeps me warm.”


“Have no fear, you’ll be able to buy good clothes pretty soon.”


“There’s the first thing I want to ask you. How do you know? More people at this party seem sure I’m the new Sinclair Lewis, or something, but nobody’s read my book, how can they know?”


“Hawke, these people can smell talent. Of course they make mistakes. Anyway talk is cheap. Nobody’ll give you a quarter till they see your script. I’d like very much to read it, by the way.”


They walked out into a frosty night. In the black band of sky over the lamplit grey façades of the houses, there were a few sharp blue points of stars. “Damn clear night,” Lax said. “Good air. Seems like I’ve been in Fanny’s house for a week.”


Jeanne Green was there after all, leaning against the iron grill-work in front of the Prince house—funny hat, long gloves, white fox stole. She waved hesitantly to him. Hawke said, “There’s my date.”


Lax looked at the girl and nodded. “Well, shall we talk some more tomorrow? My boat doesn’t sail until midnight.”


“You’ll be busy.”


“Nonsense,” Lax murmured sleepily. “Come to the St. Regis at six. We’ll have dinner.”


“Thanks.”


Swift as a striking cat’s paw, Lax’s hand shot up and stopped a cab going by.
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Jeanne stood in a light blue silk slip, regarding herself in the narrow closet mirror of her tiny bedroom. In the next room Hawke was flopped on the sofa in front of the fire, his jacket, tie, and shoes off, drinking brandy and looking at her corrections to his manuscript. Jeanne was shifting from her evening dress to a housecoat, and the decision in two words was, business or romance? She owned a green silk robe that clung and flattered and revealed, and several sturdy opaque ones. Jeanne had a fairly sure touch with clothes, but Youngblood Hawke upset and confused her. She was still smarting over the disaster of the hat, a hideously costly thing on which she had splurged her entire Christmas bonus, simply because she had known she would be seeing Hawke at the Prince party. She had slipped into the error of trying too hard, a mistake that she scorned in other women; and she had laid herself open to Mrs. Winter’s destructive little compliment.


It is hardly an exaggeration to say that Jeanne had all but fallen in love with the author on reading the first seven pages of his manuscript. She had been styling dull trash for months. Hawke’s headlong narrative attack, his vivid character strokes, his coarse but strong humour, had awakened an instant and growing excitement in her; and then the man himself had walked into Fipps’ office. He was not good-looking, but what did that matter? He was big and broad-shouldered, and he exuded the crude power that was in his manuscript. Jeanne had once hoped to be a writer herself. She had abandoned the dream, but to her a man who could create was godlike. An occasional glimpse of a famous writer at Prince House had made any day bearable. Now here was one of these demigods in her living-room: unknown, young, lonesome, attractive to her. She was certain that he was destined for a great career. She suspected that he liked her. Well, then? What to wear?


All one’s life goes into any decision, small or big. Jeanne chose a housecoat which she wore for comfort, a flowered yellow linen print, cheerful and unadventurous. She had been in and out of love since her fourteenth year; she had been engaged twice. She had never had an illicit love affair; her grand unlucky passion had involved a married man and she had been quite incapable of going to bed with him. Yet there was little she did not know about the manners of men. She wanted to captivate Hawke more than she had ever wanted anything in her life; but though her judgment had deserted her in the matter of the hat, it now took hold again.


Jeanne was extremely pretty; she had confidence in her good looks, but her chief point in her own judgment was her brain. She was the only daughter of a drab dentist and a very ordinary mother, and she had grown up in a small town near Los Angeles. By some freak of heredity she had been born with intelligence that had carried her through school days at the very top of her class, with such trophies of energetic brightness as presidencies, editorships, and a Phi Beta Kappa key. She chose the opaque housecoat because Hawke had come to her apartment for a business conference. Though it was nearly midnight of Christmas Eve she was going to stick to business. It was up to Hawke to shift the ground. “The hell with him,” was the way she put it to herself. Out into the living-room she marched. “Well, have I marred your masterpiece? Am I fired?”


Hawke, of course, was not unaware of the possibilities of being alone with a pretty girl in her apartment on Christmas Eve, at the end of an exciting evening that had included a lot of alcohol. When Jeanne had withdrawn to take off her party dress, he had experienced the heart-thumping hope that she would return in a seductive negligee; for he did find this small red-headed girl enormously fetching. But meantime he had begun to look at his manuscript. He laid aside some manuscript sheets and sat up. “I was damned annoyed with you there for a while, especially at your suggestions that I change words. But I’m beginning to think I should be grateful. You’re doing the last polish I thought I had to do. I’ve been putting it off because it’s such a disgusting chore.”


“Not to me it isn’t.”


“I’ll argue with you about some of those words, Jeanne, but not many. Most of the time you’re right.”


“Well, all I do is check and check and check the dictionary and thesaurus. I don’t believe in le mot juste, but I’m all for exact meaning.”


“So am I. What’s this big red X at the beginning of Chapter Five?”


“Oh, that.” She sat beside him on the sofa, smiling nervously. “That may be the end of me.”


“Never mind. Out with it.”


She wanted him to cut the entire chapter. It disclosed information which emerged again later in the story. Dropping the chapter gave the later scene dramatic surprise, she said, and lost nothing but some colourful descriptions. The author bridled and argued. He said crossly at one point, “Well, why didn’t Waldo or Karl suggest that, then? They’re all for cuts, and they’re free enough with their criticisms—clumsy transitions, derivative rhetoric, and on and on.”


Jeanne said, “Such comments on this book are stupid. It’s full of faults, but it’s alive from the first page to the last. That’s why I think it should be left almost as it is. This suggestion has to do with story-telling. Judging by the way you attack a story, I think the chapter should come out.”


Hawke slouched back on the sofa and glared at her. She said at last, “All right, what’s the matter? Just shut me up, that’s all. Don’t stare like that.”


“It’s the first time,” Hawke said, “that anybody’s said anything I can use. My family and my shipmates just made meaningless remarks. Waldo Fipps wants me to write like The New Yorker, and Karl Fry wants me to write, as near as I can gather, like a communist Hemingway.” He fell silent, still staring at her, his eyes rather unfocused, as though his mind were far off. Suddenly he slapped his knee loudly. “You know what? I’ll cut out that chapter.”


“Okay,” Jeanne said, concealing the relief coursing through her body. “Now in this next chapter, there’s a question of paragraphing that—”


“Hold on.” Hawke stood and paced, a big young man in stocking feet, with hanging hair, a broad rough flushed face with reddened excited eyes, and a mouth compressed to a black line. “Put the manuscript away.” She silently obeyed, slipping the sheets into the big envelope. He went on, “Here’s what you do. From now on you have my authority to change punctuation and paragraphing without asking me. As for word changes, plot alterations, and cutting, I want you to keep a written record of your ideas and go over them with me, say every three or four days, as you plough through the book. I may not use your suggestions but I want them. Understood?”


“Understood.”


The sternness vanished, the awkward boyishness came back, he dropped in an armchair beside the fire and lolled. “Well, all right. Now, Jeanie Green, what did you mean comparing me to O. Henry?”


“I stick to it,” she said. “I mean his ability to bring people to life with a stroke. He had little to say and he leaned too much on magazine tricks, but I don’t think we ever had a better story-teller.”


He held out his brandy glass. “Hm. That’s not too offensive, I guess. The fact is I know most of O. Henry by heart, but I thought it was a vice. He’s supposed to be beneath contempt.”


She refilled his glass. “Oh, what the devil, I’m going to have brandy too. I was going to work after you left.” She poured a glass for herself. “To hell with it. A girl’s entitled to take Christmas Eve off.” She threw a sofa cushion in front of the fire and sat near his feet. They both sipped brandy, and she looked at the flames, and he looked at her.


“I’m enjoying myself,” he said, “but this isn’t much of a Christmas Eve, is it? For either of us.”


“I miss my family,” Jeanne said drowsily. “But there’s no place I’d rather be right now. I made my choice. New York is a terrible meat-grinder of a city, but it’s the place where things happen.”


“You talk like a career girl,” Hawke said, “and you obviously have ability, but you don’t look like one.”


The heat, and the opiate in her cough medicine—she had taken a large dose upon coming home—and the flames, and the release from the fierce tension of the party, and the nearness of this man, all worked a strange effect on Jeanne. She felt herself softly unfolding, opening like a flower in a speeded-up nature movie, uncurling petals and beginning to be her natural self, too fast, and alarmingly. “What do I look like, Mr. Hawke?” she murmured.


Hawke slid out of the armchair and sat on the floor beside her. “Let’s see,” he said, and he took her by her shoulders. The soft yielding of the girl’s frame in his touch was exciting. Flowing into his arms and through his body was a sense of her vulnerability.


A spasm of coughing shook Jeanne. She coughed and coughed, and she was in his arms, coughing hard, leaning against his chest. He held her, worried. “Are you all right?”


“Perfectly, I assure you,” she gasped. “The fire’s smoking a little.” She coughed some more, then became quiet. She sat up, freeing herself shyly from his arms. “Well, so much for act three of La Traviata. I’ll have to learn that dying aria if this keeps up. Sorry.” With a poker, she thrust far back into the fireplace a broken log that was leaking smoke into the room. “I’ve had every X-ray and test known to man. All I’ve got is a chronic New York cough not helped by cigarettes. Once I was sort of engaged to a doctor. He chased me to a psychoanalyst to find out why I was such a slave to tobacco. The analyst turned out to be a chain-smoker. We had a high old time smoking and talking, and he ended up dating me a few times. He said it was all undoubtedly true about the death wish and oral satisfaction, and all that, but it was also true that cigarettes taste just great.” Jeanne took the pack from the low table and lit one with gusto.


“What happened to the doctor?”


“Oh, him. He was in California. When I came to Washington it petered out. That’s probably why I went to Washington. I preferred cigarettes to him.”


Hawke said, “What puzzles me is that a girl like you is still at large. Seems to me you’d have been speared at sixteen.”


Jeanne smiled at him. “Well, I’ll plead the usual defence. I’ve had lousy luck.”


“Such as?”


Whereupon Jeanne told him the kind of story that many girls had to tell in the days right after the war: of the handsome and clever officer stationed at an Air Force base near her home; of the quickblazing romance and the discovery that he was married; of his pledge to get a divorce and his long stalling, coupled with persistent efforts to take her to bed; of a year and a half of futile passionate letter-writing when he was overseas, and his return to his wife and children after the war. “Some girls have said I was crazy not to sleep with him. They say that would have made the difference. I never believed it and besides the beautiful bastard was married, you know? I’m not all that enlightened. Or maybe I’m just a cold fish, as I’ve sometimes been told, and deserved the jilting. Anyway no other guy has really mattered before or since, and so, with this long heart-rending answer to your short question, here I am at large.”


“Yes. Spending Christmas Eve with a stranger, catching up on your office work.”


“It doesn’t seem so bad. At the moment I’m not feeling in the least abused. Quite the contrary.”


“Well, I’ve enjoyed it too.” He stood, and so did the girl. They confronted each other, not an arm’s length apart. He said, “I guess I have to go and write my fifteen pages.”


“It’s probably a good idea,” Jeanne said. “Have I been talking stupidly? I don’t know when I’ve felt so languid. No bones, and not much cartilage, just a heap of warm protoplasm.”


“Protoplasm in a lovely shape,” Hawke said. “Versatile stuff. No, you haven’t been talking stupidly at all.”


“Thank you, Mr. Hawke. I admire your book beyond words, as you may have gathered.”


Hawke took her in his arms and kissed her. Hers was a brief wistful answer, but it was a kiss, and a sharply sweet one.


“Merry Christmas, Jeanie Green,” he whispered.


“Merry Christmas, Youngblood Hawke. Here’s hoping the stag outruns his pursuers. You’re off to a good head start.”


They stood so, the girl held loosely in the young man’s arms, her body pliant, her face turned up to him, her forearms resting on his. Holding Jeanne so was a delicious sensation for Hawke. He pulled her powerfully to him. Her arms slipped around him.


The doorbell rang, a long nervous on-and-off ringing. Jeanne by instinct leaned back. Hawke said, “Expecting anyone?”


“No, my roommate’s out for the night.”


Another series of rings, impatient and loud; then a pounding of knuckles. “Come on Iris, for Christ’s sake, open up the goddamn door.” The voice was hoarse, male, slow, and drunken. “Come on, Iris. Iris! Let’s go.”


“Oh, hell,” Jeanne said.


“Iris! What the Christ, Iris, it’s Frank.” Ringing and pounding. “Open up, baby.”


Jeanne said in a low tone, “Iris is a professional lady, so to speak, who lives on the next floor up. Some drunk or other makes this mistake every few days. A special charm of living in New York.”


“I’ll get rid of him,” Hawke said.


Her hands tightened on his arms. “No! It’s simplest to ignore them.”


The man’s voice became ugly. He beat with both fists on the door. “Iris, goddammit, if some guy’s in there getting his I don’t mind, I’ll come in and wait my goddamn turn. Just open up the goddamn door.” There was a short silence and then the man began to shout a stream of obscenities, kicking and pounding.


Hawke tore from Jeanne, strode to the door and flung it open. The man was big, swaying—a grey lean drunken face, a dirty grey hat, a thick nose—a man of fifty or so.


Hawke said, “You’re in the wrong place. Shut up and get out of here.”


The man looked foggily past him at Jeanne, standing frightened in the middle of the room. He said, “Hey, that stuff looks better than Iris. New girl? I’ll take a piece of it too, mister. First I got to go to the can.”


He put his hand on Hawke as though to push him aside. Hawke took him by the lapels of his coat, thrust him backwards into the dimlit hall, and threw him down the stairs. Jeanne, coming to the doorway, uttered a shriek. The man, fortunately, did not go down head first, but caught the banister with one hand and toppled and stumbled noisily down all the steps, yelling, “Hey! Hey!” and losing his balance only near the bottom, where he fell on his hands and knees on the landing. He crawled around, whimpering and cursing, found his hat, and they could hear him trampling down the last flight of stairs to the street. Hawke came back into the apartment and shut the door.


“That was an insane thing to do,” Jeanne said shakily. “You might have killed him.”


His arms and legs were trembling. He still felt the explosion of anger in him. He would have enjoyed smashing all the furniture. There was a side of New York he hated, the grey stupid-faced shoving horde of the sidewalks and subways, and the drunk at the door had been all that horde in one dirty malodorous apparition. He said in a thick tone, “Sorry,” walked to the brandy bottle, and took a deep drink from it. Then he clasped her in his arms again. But the incident that had just passed made their kisses clumsy and lifeless, and they stopped.


“You have a wild temper,” she whispered, looking up at him with a mischievous, somewhat scared smile. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.”


“Only now and then. What else do you do with such vermin?”


She put her hand briefly to his face. “A new year is starting in a few days. By the time it’s over your book will be out, and you’ll probably be famous.”


“Unless you wreck my masterpiece with your punctuation,” Hawke said, “and with your silly suggestions for cutting my best chapters. Thanks for the brandy, Jeanie, and for everything else. Where’s that rag-picker’s coat of mine? I’d better go back to work.”
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He walked downtown with tremendous strides, almost at a run. The two-mile walk down the lamplit canyon of Fifth Avenue in dry freezing air worked off his fit of anger. The vanity fair of the department store windows always amused and delighted him. He loved the improbable skyscrapers black against the stars, with enough patches of light in them to show that they were webs of power and life, not monuments; and the huge Christmas tree of Rockefeller Centre, its coloured globes big as basketballs, an extravagance worthy of the extravagant city, a giant dragged with the greatest pains from some remote wilderness to grace the city’s revel briefly and then to die; and the stream of beautiful automobiles, and the sweet college girls, escorted by gawky boys, dashing in yellow, pink, and white flounced dresses under dark velvet wraps from one party to another, their faces shining, their hair bright with flowers, their laughter and talk like music played on glass instruments. The air was clean. No air in the world can be more gummy and choking than New York’s; but every few days in the winter a keen wind comes from Canada or from the grey Atlantic, and the murk is swept away and the city stands in crystal icy air, the lines of its buildings sharp as though ruled in ink. This was such a night. Hawke walked so fast that the pure cold air came cutting into his lungs, and this sensation, with the universal murmur of the carols from car radios and public loudspeakers, made him think of Hovey, and of his sister and his mother, and of their small house on High Street where a scrawny tree with the battered ornaments his mother saved from year to year undoubtedly stood in the same corner of the parlour, by the old upright piano piled with yellowing popular songs of Nancy’s high school days. How far, how far he was from home!


A letter from his mother lay in the unlit hallway of the old building where his loft room was; the street lamp threw a feeble yellow glare on the floor, and there it was, the usual cheap airmail envelope, bordered red, white, and blue, and her large unsteady scrawl slanting downwards across it, and a ragged string of stamps for special delivery. A sentimental bleat about Christmas, no doubt, he thought, possibly an appeal to come home for the New Year. The envelope was thick; clippings from the Hovey Gazette? He went up the three flights of worn stairs, feeling his way in darkness. In his freezing room he turned on three electric switches—light, heater, coffee—and read the letter without taking off his duffle coat.


Dearest Art:


Well son it surely was good to hear your voice and to hear all the wonderful news about your book when will it be published? I want to start boasting to my friends (smile). You are a wonderful boy God bless you and I have always thought you would be a great man although I sort of thought you would be a judge well a famous author is good enough! I only wish your father was still with us to rejoice over this great news. Nancy of course is in seventh heaven she can’t wait she says to go to the rental library and just offhand-like ask for the book by her own brother, the big money maker is right!


Honestly it is wonderful and I hope you’ve had a good lawyer look over the contract before you sign anything. I don’t mean all people are out to skin you although there are plenty of rotten apples in every barrel but from what I’ve seen nobody looks out for you if you don’t yourself and when you don’t know the ropes you have to pay somebody who does. I wish my own grandmother had gotten this advice we would all be on easy street today.


Speaking of that Art and this is the real reason I’m writing special delivery, and I hope the U.S. mail has some conscience and will deliver, even though it’s Christmas, you really should come home. This business in Edgefield is serious. I know you’re like your father and just close your ears when your crazy mother gets started on coal land but Nancy will write a P.S. before I mail this and you’ll see she agrees with me this time. I hate to intrude on your valuable time and I know you’re working hard on your writing and this first success, did they really pay you five thousand dollars, have you got the cash yet? We’ll need some money to fight this thing and if you won’t fight even though it’s your land I will. Art there may be millions of dollars in this and it’s not my imagination Nancy will tell you so.


This is the piece of land I’ve told you about half a dozen times but it just goes in one ear and out the other, the piece I bought in your name way back when you were a baby. You have a little better than ninety-seven acres I got it cheap enough because it’s all mountain wilderness, a big long ridge, in those days you had to go a whole day by mule to get to it. I figured some day when I was dead and buried your children or grandchildren would thank God they once had this crazy grandmother but it looks like you’ll be thanking me yourself instead.


Somebody has been mining your land. It was not just a pit for household use that I saw, I’m not the fool you think I am. Exactly who would climb down a valley and up a ridge seven miles from the nearest decent road to get coal to burn? There is a tunnel mouth there, caved-in but it can’t be anything but a tunnel, and to prove it I got a man with a pick and shovel to come up from Edgefield and dig around and he found timbers and roof bolts in the rubbish, so there you are. It will cost money to go in there and really see what’s what so I do hope you’ve got some cash from this book. It was just luck that I found it, there’s been talk here about a state mental hospital that’s going to be built and they say the state is looking for land around Edgefield and so I went out and just walked some of our land to look for sites. It’s easier now to get in and out with jeep and the trails that have been cut for power lines and all, give me jeep instead of mule any day.


I have an idea what’s been happening in this land of yours but it’s nothing I can put in a letter if it’s as serious as I think, and if I’m right you don’t have to write books any more if you don’t want to you’re rich or you will be if you get what’s coming to you. Nuff said. You will have to come home and look into this Art your book can be finished a week later, this affects the whole family after all and we have to talk things over and decide what to do and then do it. I think we will want a big Lexington lawyer for this, Judge Crain is fine but this may involve fighting some big opponents and I’m not going to take this lying down and I hope you will show some fight too. I’ve always thought you were a fighter like me and I hope you are.


Well this is all and I’ve got to get back to cooking and all, and the washing machine broke down and so I’ve got to do a washing by hand. It will be a lonesome Christmas without you. We had too many of those during the war, but I still remember our wonderful Christmas last year. We are having the Bartletts again, she’s almost blind now and can’t really do for herself let alone him and your uncle Harvey showed up in town with that three-hundred pound wife of his and there was nothing to do but ask him, so Nance and I have our work cut out, but after all there’s something to be said for family and old friends, though not much to tell the truth (smile). I suppose our Christmas strikes you as a bore as you read this and you’re glad you’re in New York, and I hope you’ll have a quiet dinner with some nice people and think of your mother and sister a little bit. I’m very happy you’re flying so far and going so fast, I guess you always were a little too big for Hovey. Papa had very high hopes for you. So have I. If you meet a nice girl that can make all the difference, you need steadying down, you’re a little crazy like me, but I’m not crazy about that White Branch section, that’s your piece on Frenchman’s Ridge, that is serious business and please come home, Art.


Love,


Mama


After his mother’s spiky ill-slanted scrawl, with words scrunched and crowded and bent inward at the end of each line, his sister’s dainty regular backhand was a relief, though in its flattened loops and curves all letters tended to look alike, and it was not easy to read.


Dear Art:


I’m not endorsing mama’s current obsession all the way by any means. It does seem to me that possibly you ought to look into the matter. I talked on the phone to Crain and there’s very little doubt that what mama found was a tunnel. It may prove expensive and time-consuming to get to the bottom of this business, but you should come, I think, as soon as you can, and have a look. Men talk differently to men than they do to women, and anyway you know mama.


Well, so you’re an author, after all! I guess I can speak freely now about Alms for Oblivion. Honestly, I felt like such an utter idiot when you asked me what I thought of it. What could I say? I couldn’t trust myself to speak. What do I know? I think it’s a wonderful beginning, but you have so much more to say! All I know is I read that big manuscript in three days, darn near read myself blind, and I didn’t skip a word. I—well, I could go on for pages, but maybe the next time I see you the cat won’t have my tongue.


I’m so proud I’m afraid I’ll pop. Again, I’m drivelling, I can’t find words. Why are you so articulate and why am I such a dumbbell, above all when I talk to you or write to you? Some people find me intelligent.


Love,


Nancy


P.S.—One thing I hope I’ve made clear. You should come, right away. It’ll be clearer to you why, once you’re here.


N.


Hawke dropped the letter on the desk, and rested his face in his hands for several minutes, overpowered by the loss of energy that came on him at times, a blankness of will and idea as though there were a short-circuit in his vital battery. At last attention and interest flowed sluggishly back into his brain. He took an airlines schedule from a desk drawer. There were planes to Lexington at noon and at six p.m. He was going to visit Frieda Winter at noon. Did he have an appointment at six? Nothing he could remember, though a vague notion stuck like grit in his mind that he had promised to meet somebody or do something at six the next evening. He took his alarm clock from the floor and set it to ring in an hour and a half; then he dropped his head on his arms on the desk, and fell asleep with the desk lamp shining full in his eyes.


When the alarm went off he was sure he had made a mistake in setting it, for he knew he had scarcely shut his eyes. But there were the hands pointing to ten minutes past four. The room was warmer, and a wakening odour of coffee came from the percolator, which had shut itself down to minimum setting. He roused himself, drank coffee, and went about his working ritual: thick socks on his feet, the sweater, the crimson dressing gown, the huge cigar.


There was nothing on the desk but the yellow pad, a cigar humidor, a dictionary, a thesaurus, the desk pen, and beside it a cheap old watch. All around him was a littered mess of clothes, books, newspapers, luggage, and bedding, but in the pool of yellow light under the desk lamp there was an island of rectilinear order. The pad, the humidor, the books, were placed parallel to the edges of the desk. Only the moving arm and hand of the writer broke into the square lines. Hawke wrote slowly at first, with long pauses. Then the pen began to race, and he covered page after page.


While he wrote everything in his life faded from his consciousness. The world around him was a shadowy fable, which could not claim his attention against the strong colours and pressing events of the real world streaming from his pen to the yellow pages. The spell broke about five hours later when his coffee ran out. He counted the pages he had written; five less than the quota. The warehouse across the street was turning grey in the dawn.


“Hell, it’s Christmas, isn’t it?” he said aloud, his voice sounding queerly hollow in the big empty room. “Holiday routine.” He stood and stretched, with a long growling yawn, changed into pyjamas, set the alarm for eleven, and crawled into his bed on the floor. It occurred to him that with five hundred dollars in hand he could buy a cot now, or possibly even rent an apartment like Jeanne’s. But he was going to go slow in spending that money, very, very slow.


When he closed his eyes Jeanne Green came to mind again, the moment before the fireplace, the sweet feel of her flesh in his arms, the poignant charm of her brief kiss, and her wit and good sense, quite remarkable for a girl, and her acuteness about his work. His brain slowed, he relaxed, and he thought that it was too bad he wasn’t ready for marriage; Jeanne would make quite a wife, probably. A last blink at the phosphorescent hands of the clock, paling as daylight began to water down the darkness in the room. Five hours to his meeting with Frieda Winter.
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When Hawke rang the doorbell of Mrs. Winter’s Fifth Avenue home he was expecting nothing more than a glimpse into the lives and the manners of the New York upper class. He was aware that Mrs. Winter had been pleasant to him, perhaps had even found him attractive. He had found her so. But this was nothing new.


From the age of sixteen Hawke had been at his ease with older women, especially married women. The odious element of competition with other young men was absent. The woman had a husband, and that was that. In college Hawke had endured repeated tortures, falling for girls and then seeing them taken out of his reach by absolute nincompoops, thin pimply fops a head shorter than himself, who danced well or dressed in style or talked collegiate gibberish with ease, or whose fathers allowed them to drive a convertible. He was utterly intolerant of the ordinary limits of ordinary people. He expected every girl who happened to attract him to see in him Youngblood Hawke, the future great author (this dream had been with him since the age of eleven); whereas the girls saw only what there was to see—Art Hawke, an overgrown ill-dressed sullen boy from a small mountain town, given to queer emotional outbursts, unbearably conceited as soon as he ventured any confidences, usually in bad need of a haircut, and wholly without the graces of adolescent society.


For older women, of course, collegiate talk and smooth dancing and papa’s convertible were nonsense. They valued male force, they sensed Hawke’s high charge of passion and drive, and the rude awkward pride that frightened off the college girls they found pathetic and appealing. Hawke had had something very like a platonic love affair with an English teacher in high school. For a year at the state college he had been the lovesick slave of the wife of his favourite philosophy professor, with the professor’s amiable pipe-chewing approval, now and then shaded with annoyance that pleased Hawke’s soul. There is no use in dwelling on the wild fantasies he had harboured of going out into the world, becoming a rich and famous writer in three years, and returning to sweep his Candida with her two children away from her husband in a sensational divorce. These are things many young men have gone through, and all women can readily imagine. There is nobody more vulnerable, and more given to riotous mental folly, than a powerful young man who has not found himself, and who is displaced among those of his own age like a European among Zulus.


Mrs. Winter was a long time answering the doorbell. Hawke was turning away from the entrance in anger and humiliation when she appeared. Her breathless explanation—that she had had to run down three floors, because all the servants were off for the day—was probably true enough, but it only indicated more strongly to Hawke that he was an unawaited guest, if not an unwanted one.


But Mrs. Winter recovered from her embarrassment—if she was embarrassed. She gave him her hand, her eyes flashing from puzzlement to pleasure as soon as she saw who was ringing the bell. Confused and upset though he was, he felt the touch as something more than a handshake. The woman’s hand was firm and small and cool, and her clasp was hard, and she drew his hand ever so slightly towards her before she let him go.


“Well! What’s the situation?” she said, walking with him into a narrow red marble foyer, with a sweeping marble staircase running up one side. She took his duffle coat and hung it in a closet. “Have you eaten anything at all? Shall we have a lot or a little bit?”


“I’ve had my coffee. I don’t want to put you out. If you’ll just show me where the books are, I can get right to work. I’m not hungry.”


“Ah kin git rat to wuk. Ah’m not hongry,” she said. “Of course you’re not. You’ve just come to my hass to work quietly, like a little mass.”


“Okay, Mrs. Winter. I can’t help where I was born.” He wasn’t offended. Mrs. Winter’s mockery was harmless, even a compliment. You interested her and you pleased her, and she was signalling this by making fun of you; that was the effect.


“All the same,” she said, taking him up the stairs, “I’m starved, if you’re not, so you can watch me eat before you see my books. I’ve been holding off lunch, waiting for you.”


He was not sure this was true, but what did it matter? “Look, Mrs. Winter, I’ll eat.”


“I’ll bet you will, my boy,” she said, “and I told you once before, my name is Frieda. What do they call you anyway? Youngie? Or Bloody?” Her laughter pealed out; she had a rich merry laugh, in curious contrast to the rather slow ironic gravity of her manner.


“Bloody! Ye gods. Nobody’s ever thought of that,” he said, laughing even louder. “My name’s Arthur.”


She had stopped on the stairs and was leaning against the shiny red marble balustrade, laughing and laughing, looking down at him on a lower step. “Well, you’re Bloody to me from now on, and a bloody good name, I’d say. Now let me hear you say Frieda, and no nonsense.”


“Frieda,” he said.


“Let’s eat something,” she said, and she bounded up the stairs. She was wearing a grey sweater and a blue tweed skirt.


Mrs. Winter’s face in the daylight at the doorway had been the face of a woman not his contemporary. The years had drawn the lines of her flesh faintly downwards, against all her care and massage and diet. Her tissues had yielded to the beginnings of blurry lines here and there; nothing obvious, nothing unattractive, simply showing her as she was. Evening light was kinder; it had made her seem a freak when she said she had four children. There was nothing freakish about Frieda Winter in the daytime. She was a woman of thirty-nine, and Hawke saw this clearly when she first opened her door to him. But she was pretty, and full of life.


He walked with her past a large painting of her family in an opulent dining-room, and she fondly told him the names of all of them, and he wondered a little at the elderly look of her husband. They passed into a large old-fashioned pantry, which unlike the rest of the house was bright and sunny, and she threw on a blue apron and went to work. The pantry had a small refrigerator and a two-burner electric grill in one corner.


She was sorry, she said, that she would have to leave him right after lunch; she was driving up to Connecticut to meet some people who wanted to start an annual summer Shakespeare festival. Most of them were friends of hers; they were consulting her because for several years she had been chairman of a successful music festival, held in the football stadium of a Massachusetts college. But the theatre did not particularly interest her; too many brilliant spoiled children in it, too few reliable adults. “They say musicians are temperamental, but God’s teeth, theatre people make musicians seem like a lot of grocery clerks. By the way, if you ever do make a play of Alms for Oblivion I can think of several people you should show it to before Jock Maas. He’s a lunatic and rather passé.”


“But you’re associated with him.”


“Well, Bloody my boy, the Shaw revival just fell together this way. Mainly I put in money. I’m co-producer so that I can watch what Jock does with my cash. He has a great way of living up the capital investment of a show with trips to Venice for inspiration, and to Hollywood for casting, and champagne and caviar parties at the Waldorf for public relations, and all that kind of hazzarai. But he can be sat on, and I’m doing it.”


“What’s hazzarai, Frieda?”


She laughed. “It’s a Jewish word. It means—I’m damned if I know what it means. Hazzarai, that’s all, faking, foolishness, trash. A show business word.”


“You’re not Jewish, are you?”


“No, German on my father’s side and mixed-up Polish-Swedish on mama’s side, she was a singer. If you have any prejudices about Jews, my hillbilly friend, you’d better get rid of them. In the arts people are people.”


“Well, I haven’t known many Jews.”


She had whipped together a batter and poured a can of corn into it. Now she jabbed fat grey pork sausages full of holes with a fork, and began to fry them. The smell made his nostrils flare. “Corn fritters and maple syrup with sausages is the menu, my boy. You don’t like it, the hell with you.”


“Mrs. Winter—Frieda—at the risk of calling myself a liar, I am so hungry I could die, and I’d rather eat corn fritters and sausages than get the Nobel Prize. Right now, anyway.”


She laughed and pushed a wisp of hair off her face, ruddy from the stove heat and her rapid moving. “Happily you don’t have to choose between them, you can have both. Except that I can’t give you the prize here and now on a plate.”


“Well, it wouldn’t be good if you did. I shouldn’t get the Nobel before I’m fifty or so.”


“I swear you’re serious.”


“A little more than half. Why not shoot for the moon? I can always get killed crossing the street this afternoon too.”


Frieda Winter shook her head, smiling to herself, and went about her work. “We’ll eat here in the pantry, do you mind?” she said, as he hungrily watched her pile smoking brown fritters and a dozen hissing sausages on a plate.


“Frieda, I belong to the race of kitchen-eaters. I really don’t know anything else.”


“Well, you’ll learn. Although the polite life is almost getting too troublesome to keep up. The servant class is vanishing from the earth. This house was built with a huge kitchen downstairs. The food’s supposed to come up on a dumb-waiter and all that, and half the time we end by sloshing together a meal in this pantry. That’s why I had the icebox and this grill put in. You’d be amazed how handy they’ve been. The staffs people used to have … Go ahead and eat, do you stand on ceremony in your mother’s kitchen? My sausages will take a minute … Use more maple syrup, there’s another jug. That’s better.”


Eating voraciously, he managed to mumble “Wonderful” between great mouthfuls.


She laughed, sitting opposite him with her plate, in sunlight streaming through a tall window that looked out on a yard, a couple of barren grey trees and a rear view of tall apartment houses. “Hunger is the best cook. No lobster au gratin or Roman artichokes like Fanny’s party, but it’s a breakfast. Or a lunch.” She ate with appetite.


“Frieda, I’m terribly green at all this. How many servants do you need to keep up a house like this in New York? Or a house like Fanny’s?”


“Well, Fanny’s is smaller. She gets by with three. I hate to admit it, but I have five. That counts Paul’s chauffeur, who does nothing but drive him downtown in the morning and back at night, and eat like a forest fire and periodically get my upstairs maids pregnant—and a laundress, four children means a lot of laundry. Fanny and Jay are just the two of them.”


“Why did she need a caterer, with three servants?”


“Darling, don’t you know she had more than a hundred and fifty people going in and out of that house?” It startled him to be called “darling” by Mrs. Winter, but she tossed it off with complete absentmindedness. She jumped up and took his empty plate. “Good lad. I like a man to eat. Paul’s been watching his calories for years and years. Of course he has to. … This book, the one you need to read up on furniture for, is it contemporary?”


“Well, World War II. The idea of this scene is a furlough, and the boy coming back with a shipmate and getting a glimpse of this different world, still sort of surviving in Virginia. I’m after the contrast between modern navy fighting and the living vestige of the life of Washington and Jefferson—if I can bring it off.”


“That’s good.” She looked at him with appreciation. “And true enough. You can still find it in Virginia if anywhere, though today of course it’s all self-conscious and anaemic and falling apart there too. Old people try to keep it up and the youngsters go off to the suburbs and build themselves flat ranch houses of glass and redwood. Anyway it’s no problem. I have books that are nothing but coloured picture albums of classic Virginia homes, with full inventories of the furniture.”


“Perfect … no, Mrs. Winter, Frieda, no more sausages, gosh, thanks. I’m doing a pretty good imitation of a forest fire here myself.”


“Sorry I can’t provide the upstairs maid, too,” she said, and again they laughed in great and growing mutual pleasure.


She insisted on washing the dishes; greasy dishes lying in the sink would haunt her all day, she said. They had a brief wrestle over a dish towel. He took it off a rack to help with the drying, and she got it away from him, putting one hand on his forearm and yanking the towel with surprising strength, then holding it behind her as he reached for it, so that he inadvertently embraced her for a moment. She shook him off, laughing. “Never let it be said that a Nobel Prize author, or even a candidate, dried dishes while Frieda Winter was around. Sit there in the sun and talk to me. You need some sun, Bloody, my boy. You’re pale as a maggot. All that night work, hey?”


“Jock Maas wants to take me to Mexico for a couple of weeks. Maybe I should go.”


“Yes, on my money for Doctor’s Dilemma! The hell with Jock.”


“I owe him something. He introduced me to you.”


She smiled slyly. “He sure did. Do you know that wild baboon dragged me to Fanny’s house especially to meet you? He said you told him the plot of your book and it sounded like a great play. I had a ticket for a show, and I swear I don’t know why I went with him. That Christmas brawl of hers is a great bore to me. Jock’s idea was that I should get hold of your script by using my fatal charm. Imagine his nerve!”


“You can have the script,” Hawke said. “I’m fatally charmed.”


“I don’t want it, thank you. You finish this navy book, it sounds good. If you want to adapt one of your books some day into a play, you let me know. I’ll see to it that you talk to the right people. Not Jock Maas.”


“Who, for instance?”


She began to tell him about producers and directors. It was obvious that she knew them all; not because she wielded their names casually but because of the sure, almost absent-minded way she ticked off their main business traits and artistic skills. The remote stars of the gossip columns were Frieda Winter’s old friends. “Now, my lad, you can put these dishes in the top cupboard, I hate reaching up, half the time I pop my underwear.”


In a bright haze of animal satisfaction and pleased ego he rose, yawned luxuriantly, and put away the dishes. She said, “Just like that. How tall are you?”


“Six one and a half.”


“You look taller. That’s strange, when you have such broad shoulders.”


“Another inch and a half of hair that needs cutting.”


“Well, a trim maybe, but leave it long like that, it looks well. I hate young men in crew cuts, they look alike as herrings.” She glanced at her watch. “Let’s get at your books.”


They passed through the dining-room again. He stopped in front of the painting and looked around. “This is a truly beautiful room. I can’t say why. Nothing hits you in the eye as in Fanny Prince’s house.”


“Good boy, I’m proud of this room. Some day I’ll tell you what goes into the effect. It’s not simple to make a simple picture. For one thing there’s the use of plain empty space, which Fanny knows nothing about and never will know. If there’s a square foot of empty space in her house she’s afraid people will think she doesn’t have the money to fill it with an object.”


“Your children are all handsome, and so is your husband.”


“I looked much better four years ago, I’m afraid, than I do now. It’s a mistake maybe to hang up a portrait like that. You become your own worst rival.”


He glanced from the picture to her. “Are you fishing, Frieda? I’d say the reverse has been happening, a Dorian Gray process.”


Frieda said, radiating pleasure, “I was fishing, and you get a kiss.” She stood on tiptoe to kiss him playfully on the lips, and took his hand. “Come on, I’ll turn you loose among my books and I’m off.”


The Winters’ living-room faced the park. It was a room that Hawke would remember for the rest of his life, but at the moment it was a rich brownish blur, a tall-ceilinged grand room with high shuttered bay windows, through which he could see the tangle of the park’s bare trees, and patches of grey snow. That much he observed, but his faculties of observation were dulled, or rather they had narrowed to one object, Mrs. Winter. The crudest sexual desire was coming over him, a dizzying downhill-rushing sensation. He was appalled.


There was nothing to account for this sudden impulse, certainly not the kiss in front of the picture of her family; that had been nothing at all. This room was dim and huge and silent, and it was somehow like a hilltop in spring, and he was alone in it, in the big empty house, with this beautiful woman of thirty-nine in a grey sweater and a blue skirt, with a single strand of pearls around her neck. Everything about her was beginning to seem as tormentingly and provokingly lovely as the limbs and the movements of a young ballet dancer; and like a dancer she seemed to be moving slowly to some unheard music. Her attitude as she crouched, pulling large art books from a low shelf, was graceful and exciting; the turns of her hands as she took the books and opened them were exciting too; her two white hands might have been naked breasts, so strongly did they attract him. When she dropped naturally to a sitting position on the floor, leaning on one hand, her legs tucked under her, and began leafing through a book, he had to fight off the urge to throw himself down beside her and start kissing her. She seemed to be sitting in an amber spotlight, in an aureole, with the hair falling around her face, and all the time chattering amiably. “No, this isn’t quite it, damn, where’s the Satterthwaite house? That’s what we want. Where is that section again? Could it be a different book? No, here it is.” And he stood looking down on her in a rack of pleasant pain.


She looked up at him, and remained fixed so, holding the book open, leaning with one hand on the floor. After a terrible and exquisite moment she said, in another voice, “What is it, my dear? What’s the matter?”


Then he dropped beside her.


She never lost her self-possession, though her excitement soon more than matched his, and even scared him. She remembered to whisper, “Stop,” and she went and pulled the Venetian blinds, darkening the room to a faint glow of grey winter light. The picture of her as she put her hand to the hook of the skirt burned into his brain, and the vision of her in the pearls and sweater still, and the curious indecent modesty of her white laced slip, was a burst of revealed wonder that the young man thought he could not endure. Tumbling and drowning as he was in ecstasy in the minutes that followed, there was a steady small nag in his mind that what was happening was a dream, a mistake, a disaster.


She lay on the wide green couch, in a crushed attitude, in the sweater and slip, her head down on her arms, her knees drawn up, as though she had been whipped or run over. And she was still unspeakably beautiful, still desirable as before, more desirable. He sat apart, groping for a proper word or gesture; he was fearfully afraid that he had brutalized her, and he dared not say anything. But she lay without moving for such a long time that he kneeled on the floor beside her head on the couch, and he touched her, and whispered, “Frieda. I’m sorry.”


She turned her head slowly, her eyes still closed. After a moment she opened them, and they were lively, a little sad, a little ironic. She said hoarsely, “Practically the first thing I ever told you was never, never apologize.” She moved an arm lazily and loosely before her eyes, and looked at her wrist watch. “God’s teeth. Poor Shakespeare.” She sat up, and touched his hair. “You’re right, it does need cutting, Bloody. Samson’s hair. Shall I cut it and yell for the Philistines?” She took his head in her hands and kissed him. “What was all this?”


“Good God, I don’t know,” Hawke said.


“Well, don’t let it worry you. I imagine the earth is still turning,” she said, passing a light hand over his furrowed forehead. She left him, after a few quiet delicious endearments. “Be right back. Those two books on the floor will do for a starter—if you’re still interested in Virginia homes,” she added with a wonderful low mocking laugh, whisking herself from his sight.


Hawke sat in an armchair, staring at the empty couch, reliving the minutes so recently passed, already a milestone in his life, a tremendous irreversible occurrence, like the first gunfire in a war. It had all gone by so quickly, so quickly, this yielding to him of a grand New York woman, this plunge into the rainbow, and now he was himself again, in the everyday world of the senses, and time was whirling the event farther and farther away as the loud mantel clock ticked in the silent room, and the Fifth Avenue traffic murmured past the closed blinds. He did not want to let in the light; he did not want to think of what was to come; in grey gloom he waited for her to return.


And there was her step, and he jumped up, and here she was, dressed for the street, a blue tweed jacket over her sweater, a casual dark blue felt hat jammed on her brown hair, a camel’s hair coat slung over her shoulders, a bunch of keys jingling in her hand. “Darling, I have to go to those damned people. I just telephoned and there’s no help for it. Are you very angry?”


“What right have I to be angry?”


She was holding out her left hand to him. He took it and without thinking crushed it to his mouth, bowing his head. She said, “My dear, I’m supposed to have dinner with them. Oh hell, hell. I can get back to town about ten or eleven. Where will you be? Where can I find you? Stay here. Work, sleep, there’s food in the refrigerator, anything you want to drink in the bar here. Don’t go away. The place is yours. The help won’t be back till morning.”


“Frieda, I’m flying to Kentucky at six tonight. I have to go home.”


It pleased him to see that she looked sad at this. He had as yet not the faintest notion of her true feelings about him, or about their encounter. “Must you?”


“My mother wrote me, apparently it’s urgent, or she thinks so.”


“Your mother. … I don’t know anything about her, and so little about you … Well. When will you be back?”


“I don’t know. I thought I’d stay over the New Year.”


Frieda paced, gnawing the end of her thumb. “Paul and the children have been hounding me to come down for New Year’s. It’s only a puddle jump by plane to Jamaica. Maybe I’ll go. I guess I will.” She looked brightly at him. “Then when we both get back here, why—well. Are you all set? I have to roar off. God knows I’d like to take you with me. Game for a drive to Stamford?”


“Frieda, I’d never make my plane. There’s nothing I’d rather do than stay with you, but—”


“Of course. Well.” She came to him. She had cleansed her mouth and had not put on lipstick, and her pale natural lips seemed far lovelier than they had been before, a short thin upper lip over a fuller bow of flesh, the mouth of a child moving in fleeting lines of humour and passion. Frieda stood on tiptoe and kissed him, her lips rough and dry, and this kiss sent flares of pleasure and longing through him. She said, her hand on the back of his neck, caressing him, “This is terrible, I can’t imagine what you think of me. Call me when you come back from Kentucky. You will, won’t you? Promise!”


“Of course I will, Frieda.”


She looked up at him. “My Nobel Prize winner.” The darkly amused look flashed across her face. “So far as I’m concerned, Bloody, it’s all yours. Now good-bye. Stay here as long as you please. Take away any books you want. Merry Christmas!”


He heard her swift heels clicking down the marble staircase, and then the opening and closing of the front door. At the window, peering through the slats, he watched her get into her car, an oddly shaped red foreign machine, and drive off.


“Well, there you are,” he thought. “Youngblood Hawke has committed adultery.”


He went into the dining-room, and stood before the family picture. He studied the face of Paul Winter, the man he had just cuckolded—and how queer it felt to have these literary terms applying to his own conduct!—a sedate long face, highly intelligent, rather jowly, with more than a little self-satisfaction in the set of the mouth, the hair scanty and greying, the moustache grey and full. And he studied the children: an older boy, two girls, a charming sad little boy on Frieda’s knee, Frieda herself in a plum-coloured dress, the centre of the picture, sombrely beautiful even in this flat and—he thought—not very competent picture. The boy sitting on her knee was about three; the girls were ten or eleven. Here was a solid, superior American family, a family that sat for its portrait in elegant clothes. Frieda Winter had obviously loved this man, or certainly gone through the act of loving him, for many years. The fruit of her body was ranged around her. The painting declared a clear believable state of things; but this state of things had so little to do with what had just happened, at least as Hawke was trained to put facts together, that he felt dizzily hung between two worlds, as when one is just waking. Which was true, the rainbow vision in the living-room, or the painted truth of this picture? He put his fingers to the canvas and felt the harsh surface of the paint.


On an odd impulse he dashed to the stairs and ran straight to the very top of the house; then he began prowling his way downward. In the garret the servants’ quarters were squeezed under an irregular roof, three cubbyhole bedrooms with sloping ceilings, plainly furnished; meaningless photographs of unknown people stood on bureaus and bedside tables, Negro in two of the rooms, and a crucifix and coloured religious pictures hung in one. Coming down one flight he entered the life of the wealthy, the bedrooms of the children. The toys in the youngest child’s room were stacked on shelves, enough fire engines and stuffed animals and boxed games to equip an orphanage, and in the other two rooms books were neatly stowed and desks were clear, except for orderly stacks of school texts. These rooms were far larger than any in his own home in Hovey, and the maple furnishings, soft brightly coloured bedspreads, and picturesque wallpaper would have seemed to him, in his childhood, the appointments of a Hollywood dream life; above all the incredible luxury of two glittering clean-scrubbed bathrooms, one tiled in purple and one in red-and-white.


On the floor below, Paul Winter and his wife had separate bed-rooms. The man’s room was wood-panelled and full of books. The fireplace, trimmed with dark wood moulding, screened by a loose brass curtain that moved on a pull chain, had heavy brass andirons. The desk was a large English antique, dark brown with a rich green leather top, and an elaborate old brass double lamp shaded in green glass. There was a lovely, somewhat feline portrait of Frieda on the desk, a photograph full of flattering shadow. All the furniture was thick, solid, and costly to the eye; the high drapes were made of woven greenish tapestry with hunting scenes on it. The two paintings on the wall had the technique and authority of museum pieces, one a still life of fruit and game and one a Dutch kitchen painted in a strong side light. The rug was a thick Oriental, the high bed was covered with a rich brown spread, and on the bed table were three leather-bound volumes between brass book-ends: Marcus Aurelius, Shakespeare, and Montaigne’s essays in French. Hawke suspiciously opened these books; all three were well-worn and copiously marked in pencil. This was the touch that Hawke could least forgive. He did not mind the fact that Paul Winter, the grey-moustached elderly phantom who owned Frieda and had begotten four solid children on her, was very rich; that seemed to be the nature of things. It cut his ego to the quick to think that Winter might also be a man of intelligence.


He came to Frieda’s room last. Her perfume breathed at him as he opened the double doors on the grand oval of pink and blue, the strange clean light primrose-like odour which he had never smelled on any other woman. The rug, which looked like a vast piece of petit point embroidery, and the bed, a wide royal affair upholstered in blue silk, with a dust-pink canopy of silk towering nearly to the ceiling in a recess of the wall, sufficiently smote him with a sense that this was the boudoir of a very rich woman. But he was too ignorant then to appreciate the details, the very fact that an oval room had been constructed in a rectangular space, the wonderful curved walls of an old armoire which Frieda had built into the curves of her room; he barely noticed the silk coverings of the walls. He made for the closets and opened them, and stared hungrily at the array of her dresses and coats. Here the perfume was strong. He buried his face among the dresses, crushing them against his skin. A little delirious, he pulled open the drawers of her bureau and gloated and fretted over the silken piles of her lingerie. What on earth had happened between him and the woman who lived like this? From a swift sure determination to have just such a house, and a wife to go with a boudoir just like this, he swung in a few moments to black dejection. He was Art Hawke from Hovey, a mad hulking vulgarian who could write stories—maybe; but if he wrote the greatest stories the world had ever known, if he wrote as powerfully as Tolstoy, as voluminously as Balzac, as triumphantly as Dickens, would it enable him to own such a home and such a wife? Was there enough money in literature to drive up to this height—book clubs, movie rights and all?


And it was there, in Frieda Winter’s boudoir, as he stood with his profane big hands plunged ridiculously to the wrists in her masses of exquisite underclothes, that he remembered Ferdie Lax. That was what he was supposed to do at six this evening! He had made a dinner appointment with the little Hollywood agent who looked like a parrot.


Out on the street, he paused to look up at the façade of the Winter home, the grimy greyish stone rising to a tiled roof, and especially at the rounded windows of Frieda’s bedroom. Then he strode off down Fifth Avenue, a huge hatless young man in a soiled duffle coat, hands thrust in slash pockets, two big books under his arm. The bitter north wind sweeping down the avenue drove him along amid flying newspapers and whirls of dry snow and dust.


4


Ferdie Lax climbed into the taxicab in front of the St. Regis, and settled back comfortably, with his short plump legs perched on Hawke’s cracking old leather suitcase. “Hi. Sorry about dinner. Next time.”


“Look, Mr. Lax, you don’t have to ride out to the airport with me. I have time for a drink here at the bar.”


“I don’t mind. More privacy this way. Newark Airport, you said? Go ahead, driver. How’s Frieda, Hawke?”


Alarm stung Hawke; he had the conscience of a mountain boy still. He said stupidly, “Frieda?”


“You called me from her number. Remember? I couldn’t talk and you left the number for me to call back.”


“Oh. She’s up in Stamford, talking to some people about a Shakespeare festival. She let me do some research on interior decorating in her library.”


Lax uttered a grunt. “Well, let’s see. Have you got your contract with you?”


Hawke drew the thick papers out of his breast pocket. The agent unfolded them with practiced flips of his fingers: four long white closely printed pages, with here and there a typed insertion. He studied the contract for a couple of minutes, while the taxicab swayed and jerked through heavy traffic. “How many people have read your book?”


“Maybe a half dozen people at Prince House.”


Lax pulled two wrinkled sheets of onion-skin paper from his overcoat pocket. “Here’s a synopsis that a movie producer got hold of. Any resemblance?”


Anger mounted in Hawke as he scanned the pages. “This is garbled foolishness, why, it’s disgusting, it’s butchery!”


“Well, somebody talked to somebody in Prince House and pumped that version out of him or her. Maybe a few hundred bucks changed hands, who knows? The goddamnedest things go on in this business. But it’s all a lot of nothing. In the end it boils down to whether a property will make a movie. And with the finest property you can get robbed. Gone With the Wind went for fifty thousand.”


Hawke said, “Maybe I’m naïve. I’d jump at fifty thousand for my book.”


“That’s how Margaret Mitchell figured. That picture all came out of her brain. The movie makers grossed fifty million. Did she get her fair share?”


“I guess not.”


“It’s disgusting,” Lax said amiably, “but it’s the usual thing, especially with a new writer. Okay, if that outline murders your book, why don’t you tell the plot to me the way you see it?”


Hawke glanced out at rows of sooty apartment houses. “What? Between here and the airport?”


“Well, make a try. It might be important.”


When the taxi rolled up to the air terminal Hawke was in the middle of his story, and nervous and angry. “This is idiotic. I shouldn’t have tried telling it. I’ve rushed it and mixed it up—”


“We’ve got plenty of time. I’m flying to Lexington with you.” Lax stepped out of the cab and, brushing aside Hawke’s astonished protests, paid off the driver. They were met at the ticket counter by a deferential woman who checked Hawke’s bag, led them through a side gate, and put them aboard before the other passengers were called. Hawke said in bafflement, “What’s this? Have you cancelled your trip to Europe?”


“No, I’ve got plenty of time before the boat sails. My bags are all aboard.”


“You’re flying to Lexington and back just to keep me company?”


“A plane’s a good place to talk. I’m not doing anything else. Well, go on with your story. The aunt unexpectedly shows up at the wedding.”


Hawke said, glancing around the silent empty plane, which smelled of fresh-sprayed pine deodorant, “Gosh, I feel like a president or something.”


Lax said, “These passenger agents get to know you when you fly all the time. All right, continue. So far you’ve got me good and interested.”


Hawke warmed to his story again; he went on with it as people streamed into the plane and dived for seats. He was at the climax when the plane started to take off, and he shouted most of the last scene over the full roar of four climbing engines. Lax listened with his eyes closed, now and then nodding. The plane levelled off; the warning signs went dark. Lax flipped open his seat belt with one hand and put a cigarette in his mouth with the other. “That synopsis had the main points.”


“Well, sure, it’s not a synopsis of Huckleberry Finn, if that’s what you mean.”


“Movie people look for essentials, Hawke. Of course you make it sound a hell of a lot better.”


“What are its prospects for pictures?” Hawke asked the question in what he thought was a casual tone. But he was hoping to hear that he was halfway to a house on Fifth Avenue like Frieda Winter’s.


Lax folded his fingers across his little pot belly and slumped, looking at Hawke through half-closed eyes. All his limbs were short, and he moved them in a muscleless easy way. “There’s no going price for a novel. Offhand you’ve got two avenues here—try to sell it for sure money before publication, or wait and gamble for success.”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Winner of the Pulitzer Prize

HERMAN WOUK

Youngblood Hawke






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





