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Et je redoute l’hiver parce que c’est la saison du confort!


… J’ai vu l’enfer des femmes là-bas; … et il me sera loisible de posséder la vérité dans une âme et un corps.


A SEASON IN HELL by Arthur Rimbaud.












ONE


the beginning


THE SUMMER was green and damp and the grass was moist all day long and there was a green-gold haze between the dark trees. The house stood on a hill and looked very white and new in the sun though only the paint was new for the house had been built before the Civil War and the family that had owned it then owned it now. And this family, the Hawkins, were even wealthier now than they had been before the Civil War, a fact that was vastly irritating to the other old families. The house was as well-cared-for as the houses the rich Northerners had bought. The Northerners had been coming South ever since the World War.


But now even the Hawkins family suffered from the heat.


The house was cooler than most houses but not cool enough. The ceilings were high and the heat rose to the ceilings but there was so much heat that it remained on the floor, too: hot billowing heat; the slightest movement made one sweat. The Vice-President swore at the heat but wisely stayed in his chair on the shady terrace. His wife was a lady from an old Southern family and she did not sweat: she barely even perspired but their daughter Charlotte Giraud cursed the heat and wondered for the hundredth time if a sunstroke could cause a miscarriage.


After breakfast a hot breeze from the river came up over the fields of the estate, through the woods of the estate, and climbed the hill to burn the Hawkins.


The Vice-President sat in his chair on the shaded terrace and fanned himself with the newspaper he was trying to read. He swore gently and wondered if he should go inside where it might be cooler but immediately it occurred to him that he’d probably stick to the seat of the chair and this thought so depressed him that he sat back in his chair, a rocking chair, and wished plaintively that he had gone to Maine for the summer as the family had originally planned. Of course, Charlotte was going to have a baby and her mother, his wife, refused to leave her daughter and, further, insisted that the child be born in the house. It made no difference to her that most of the Hawkins, including the Vice-President, had been born in hospitals. In her family they were born at home until that home had been sold to a New York broker in 1912, just before the War. The Vice-President was out of office then and no one in the family had been quite wealthy enough to save her family’s Carolina estate. He thought of this as he sat in the rocking chair rocking quietly, careful not to strain himself, careful not to sweat. The June sun reflected brilliantly on the green grass, and green-tinted sunlight struck him in the face. He stopped fanning with the newspaper but he didn’t want to read. He disliked Coolidge and the paper was full of Coolidge today. And, further, he was not really interested in politics today; he was only interested in the heat which was pressing all about him, which refused to be warded off by his white suit. He thought of his first grandchild who would be born soon and he thought of death for one was closer to death when one had grandchildren. It was something primitive and mysterious; he felt it in his stomach but he would never admit it to anyone. He wondered when he would die. Would it come suddenly, a stroke? His President had died that way. Or would it come slowly and gradually, after a long illness? He shuddered in the heat. If his grandchild was born dead he would live longer. He knew this but there was nothing he could do.


The servants, five cheerful Negroes, were very happy. They watched Miss Charlotte’s stomach become a graceful curve, expanding with the future of the Hawkins family; and in the servants’ dining room there was betting as to when the child would be born. The cook favored the 7th of June but that date was several days past now and still the child had not torn its way out of the darkness into the sunlight, the hot summer sun.


Mrs Hawkins, born Clara Spotsleigh, daughter of a Governor impeached, as the family said, by enemies who had themselves misappropriated funds from the State treasury, and a granddaughter of a Confederate General who had been taken captive during the first few months of the Civil War and had been imprisoned in Washington where he grew a magnificent beard and posed several times for photographs by Brady, Mrs Hawkins who, as it turned out, had married the Hawkins of that family, looked forward to the birth of her grandchild. She loved babies, although her interest in them diminished as they got older. But she still loved them. No one could say she didn’t love Charlotte, her difficult daughter, or William, her son William, who had been killed ten years before in France. In a way her life had stopped the day she heard the news of his death but life continues even when it should, dramatically speaking, end; she put all her energies into Charlotte, her other child; but it was different with Charlotte. There was not the same relationship between daughter and mother as there’d been between mother and son. Charlotte loved only her father and Charlotte regarded all women, except herself, as foolish poorer versions of men. All men were important and her father was the most important of all the men; he had a page and a half devoted to him in the school history books. And she resents me, said Clara Hawkins to herself as she walked into the drawing room, lightly touching with her fingertips the heavy mahogany furniture; yes, the servants had dusted. But Charlotte was her daughter, but, oh, if she were not so close to her father. They never include me, but she is my daughter and I am his wife, I shall always be with them, near by. She felt the familiar bitterness and loneliness as she walked in the drawing room, noticing that the chandelier was dusty; she would tell George that the chandelier was dusty. Oh, it must be a boy; it must be another son, like William.


“President and Mrs Coolidge left Washington today for a short vacation. …” Maine would be cool now. There would be fishing which, though he rather disliked it, he’d be glad to do now. He sat up suddenly and got unstuck from the chair; this heat was disgusting. I shall be a grandfather. “President and Mrs Coolidge. …”


Charlotte Giraud, born Hawkins twenty-four years ago when the Twentieth Century was new and undeclared and her father was a powerful man, lay on her back and wanted to vomit; only it would be so tiring and so much trouble and it was hot, hot.


To be cool again, to be cool, to be shivering the way Stephen and I did in New York last winter; before this happened, before all this was inside of me.


She touched her large smooth stomach and she could feel the beating of another heart in her stomach, in her womb; this always frightened her; it was like being possessed by an evil spirit but, of course, this was not an evil spirit: this was her child or was it a child before it was born? It was only a thing now, a growth with a heart of its own inside her. She was afraid. She had had pains in the night but it hadn’t come and the doctor had said, soothingly, that it would come any hour now, any day, and he complimented her on her broad pelvis and told her that birth would be easy. Would be easy!


She had refused to eat the breakfast they brought her. She lay now on the bed with only a dressing gown on, an open dressing gown and she could see the pink curve of her stomach stretched taut … she looked away, anywhere to escape from what was inside her. Soon her mother would come into the room and ask her why she hadn’t had breakfast: did she feel sick? It will soon be over.


“Charlotte, you didn’t eat any breakfast. Here, I’ve brought you some orange juice. Do you feel better? It won’t be long now.” Her mother stood beside her, gray and tall; her mouth like a scar, thin and tight. Thank God this won’t be a Caesarean; they leave scars. Will I die?


“I don’t want it, Mother,” and then she said thanks for her mother would be hurt if she were rude.


“Will you feel like getting up for lunch today?”


“I really don’t know, Mother. I feel so terrible. Where’s Stephen?”


“He’s in Washington but he’ll be back for lunch.”


“I’ll come down if I don’t feel worse.”


“I wish,” said Clara Hawkins, “that you’d cover yourself. Suppose one of the servants came in now; besides you might get a chill.”


“On a day like this? Really, Mother!”


The scar suffered patiently. “Suit yourself, Charlotte.” She is always like this except with her father and he used to be this way when he was younger. He’s more controlled now, of course. One has to be controlled when one is a Vice-President of the United States. What awful years those were! It was so much nicer when we were in the Senate. But it’s better to be out of politics. There’s much more money now. She’s just like him only he can’t do without me and she can do without me. Perhaps she’ll be happier when Stephen has enough money to buy a house in Washington. But he won’t go far in the State Department as long as those Republicans are in office. They can’t be in forever, of course. Politics again. Charlotte is so beautiful; her hair is darker than mine used to be. My hair was what they called mouse-brown. Yes, I was rather like a mouse in those days but I was the one who married Bill Hawkins. What does he see in her they all said. Now they all know he relies on me and I couldn’t live without him and the house, Charlotte and William, my son, William. It must be a boy.


The orange juice was sour and she grimaced as she drank it. She could hear her mother’s regular step on the stairs. The orange juice made her sweat again and for a moment she felt like vomiting but that feeling passed. She got up unsteadily and sat for a moment on the edge of the bed; then she stood up, her back carefully arched to counteract the weight in her womb.


She went to the tall window, drew back the curtains and looked out at the trees in the sun and she could see, glittering silver between the leaves, the river, the roaring river whose sound was the first of her memories; the river which only muttered now for it had shrunk in the heat. The glare of the sun on the still green lawn hurt her eyes and she turned from the window and let the curtains drop back.


The room was airless but less hot than the direct sun. She walked uncomfortably over to her dressing table and here, before the mirror, she arranged and rearranged her hair and she tried not to think of the pain she would soon undergo; pain and release.


She looked for gray hairs but at twenty-four she had no gray hairs in spite of the pain. Her face looked tired, drawn and frightened. Will it ever be born? shall I look back on this at another time and wonder why I was afraid? Of course, I have a broad pelvis. Then as she sat before the mirror a wave of dark green came behind her eyes and she allowed herself to be carried down into a whirling pool where lights flashed. Then the nausea passed and she was aware of time again. Will it ever be born?


What difference does it make, having a grandson? What difference does it make to have one’s line continued when one is dead and forgotten or, worse, the subject of dull biographies. And the future appeared to the Vice-President as a grave at Arlington and water trickling into his coffin, while a marble monument established his greatness and a grandson lived while he decomposed in a metal box. Oh, he was afraid of death. But I’m not so old. “President Coolidge …” Yes, Coolidge would be dead one of these days. They would be forgotten together.


Stephen Giraud, heir to an old New Orleans name and no money, climbed the stairs quickly to see his wife who would, soon, provide him an heir, an heir for the Hawkins family, too.


She was dressing and he tried not to look at her stomach, pendulous and swollen with a life for which he was partly responsible though it was rather difficult to feel responsible, to feel anything more than a mild thankfulness that one was potent. They embraced.


“How was Washington?” Her eyes were red and he supposed that she’d been crying. It must be a strain, he thought; and he himself tried to feel the strain, to share it, but he could not.


“Hot as hell; there isn’t much happening: there never is in the summer, anyway. The White House crowd’s all on vacation and almost everyone else is, too.”


“I don’t see why they don’t give you your vacation in the summer,” said Charlotte, irritably pulling a specially made dress over her head and then, wearily, arranging it about her body so that as little showed as possible but what was possible was, unfortunately, more than little.


“Did you see the doctor today?” Women dramatize everything connected with sex and their natural function; was it Russia where women had children while working in the fields and, after a few minutes, went back to work? Or maybe it was Poland; it was probably Communist propaganda if it was Russia and, very likely, untrue. But American women did dramatize such things. Menstruation was a martyrdom and having a child was a descent into the abyss, a foretaste of hell, an atonement for all happiness. Really, it could not be that unpleasant. And Stephen Giraud, who had a logical mind, concluded that since it was part of a woman’s function to bear children then nature had probably not made it too difficult; after all, procreation itself was a pleasure. Certain scientists did say, however, that modern women had narrower hips and pelvises but the doctor had complimented Charlotte on her broad pelvis. Damn the heat! Sweat rolled down his back and under his shirt as he walked slowly, carefully down the broad stairway into the high-ceilinged entrance hall, into the high-ceilinged and almost cool dining room where the family was gathered for dinner.


George, the Negro butler, served lamb chops.


“Thank you, George.” Charlotte doesn’t look at all well, thought the Vice-President who preferred lamb chops to almost any other meat; he always took two of them and now he was quite happy as he cut them neatly, noticing Charlotte and his wife and Stephen and the young man who was writing his autobiography for him: “It will be, Mr Hawkins, the picture of an age; from your Populist beginnings to your, uh, Vice-Presidency.” He chuckled to himself as he thought of the days in the last century when he had been a Populist, when all the poor but ambitious young men were Populists. The Hawkins family had been well-off then but he’d had five brothers and so he had been a poor young man and Clarence, poor Clarence who died of a cancer of the throat, had been the brilliant one of the family; yet he died. It didn’t do to be too brilliant. He ate the lamb chops greedily. Then the dull young man asked him a question; the young man was afraid of him. He swallowed, cleared his throat loudly; the family, long acquainted with this signal, were silent and the Vice-President said, “No, I don’t expect the Democrats to win in ’28. In a nation where there are two parties such as the Democratic and the Republican …”


“Thank you, George.” Mrs Hawkins disliked lamb chops; once when she was a child her nurse had told her that lamb, all mutton, had a rank taste and this so upset her that all her life she ate lamb thinking of its rank taste and trying to tell whether it really tasted that way to her or not. The Vice-President liked it, though, and she would never have told him that she thought lamb had a peculiarly rank taste. He looked pale she thought, looking at her husband as he talked about the two-party system. The weather is really much too hot and poor Charlotte … she pitied Charlotte, deliberately. It must be awful to be pregnant in June in the South. Her own pregnancies had all been in the fall. William; she thought of him. What had he looked like? She was frightened, afraid that she’d forgotten the way her son looked but, with an effort, she remembered. She always saw him walking into the library in uniform, sitting down in a chair and putting his feet on the couch. His hair was blond; not like mine which used to be a mouse-brown. That poor young man she thought, glancing at the autobiographer. She couldn’t understand why they didn’t let her husband write his own memoirs; after all he had a distinguished prose style. The speech he’d made at Denver in 1908 was very good and he’d written it himself. Mr Bryan had wept when he heard the speech. Dear Mr Bryan, such a charming man he would have made a handsome President, much handsomer than Wilson. But now she noticed that Charlotte had refused her lamb chops. She would have to say something to Charlotte; it would be painful: her daughter would snap at her and it would interrupt Mr Hawkins but she must say something. She must do her duty. “Charlotte, my dear, you must eat something.”


“No thank you, George. No, Mother. I’ll be ill if I eat anything right now.” She spoke until the scar became a thin slit. Her father had paused just long enough to make sure that nothing important had been said; then he went on talking, his deep voice with its slight drawl, not really a Southern voice, more a national one. He had gone to Harvard and he had been in national politics almost as long as state politics. He looks so distinguished, thought Charlotte and she admired his long white hair which fell untidily over his high forehead; his nose was large and Roman, his mouth thin and, humorously crooked, his eyes were gray and cold and his chin receded slightly, spoiling what might have been the face of God. The only physical difference was the chin; the chin of God did not recede and, also, God had steel-rimmed spectacles like Dr Madison the family doctor who had died several years before; next to her father he had been the most important man in the world to Charlotte as a child. But he’s still magnificent, she thought squinting at her father, she was rather nearsighted; when she squinted she could not see the rather large stomach which had begun to spoil his slim figure. He gestured with his long hands as he talked.


Was her mother speaking to her? No, thank the Lord, she had stopped. Really, thought Charlotte irritably, she’s impossible.


Charlotte’s one wish as a child had been to grow up and escape from her mother but, though she was grown now, she still had not escaped. If only Stephen could find us a house in Washington. We have almost enough money now and Father is paying for the baby. Will it ever be born? If she says another word to me I’ll leave the table.


Stephen, who had missed breakfast, took three lamb chops which pleased Mrs Hawkins who liked to see people eat well at her table. He looked at Charlotte and hoped she felt better than she looked. Her large hazel eyes under their thick curved brows (much her most striking feature, everyone agreed) were bloodshot. Her breasts which were normally rather small and tight were swollen now; her mouth, which was rather thin though she painted it larger, was tightly compressed and she looked a little like her mother, he thought with amusement. But Charlotte was really her father’s child for she had the large Hawkins nose (modified) and the Hawkins chin; she was as beautiful as her father was handsome. Stephen always regarded the Hawkins family with a certain amount of awe. They had an energy which was unusual in their class. His own impoverished family was typical. It was good to know that an old family could produce a William Hawkins and his daughter was like him. She assumed his greatness for herself the way children of great men often do. The children of great men usually demand that the highest respect be paid their fathers but they themselves are the first to realize that great men are often as not no different from other men except in some superficial degree of fortune. But Charlotte had never, to his knowledge, questioned her father’s eminence or suspected that he was really like other men. It will be nice to be famous, thought Stephen who knew someday he himself would be. He imagined himself as a Secretary of State, sitting in at Cabinet meetings and, grim-faced, threatening war to the envoy of some foreign power. He was quite hungry and the lamb chops tasted very good. If they were lucky Charlotte and he might have their own house by fall.


The Vice-President was unpleasant about money, however. Even his daughter reproached him for this. “Children should make their own way, independent of their parents. Besides you’ll be rich enough when I’m dead.” But he was healthy even though he looked pale today, almost as pale as Charlotte. Perhaps there was some strange bond between parent and child; when one was ill the other reacted, too. He had been close to his own mother, now dead, and he’d respected his father, also dead.


The Vice-President was still talking about the two-party system. He had the politician’s habit of making even a table conversation sound like an interview with the press. Stephen fixed his face so that it appeared interested while he ate his dinner. His father-in-law liked him even though he often remarked that he, Stephen, was, unhappily, more French than American.


Stephen began to think about that wonderful day when the Democrats would be in office again. It would be easy for the son-in-law of William Hawkins to get an embassy.


“What’s the matter, Charlotte? Are you sick?” Stephen stood up as Charlotte left the dining room, walking as quickly as she could.


“There’s no reason to get upset,” said Mrs Hawkins to her daughter who was already halfway up the stairs.


“What’s wrong with Charlotte?” asked Mr Hawkins, irritated that his speech had been, this time, seriously interrupted, for even the autobiographer was interested in Charlotte’s withdrawal.


“All I did was ask her if she’d …”


They’ll never get along, thought the Vice-President sadly. They had always competed with one another for his favor and this had always secretly pleased him. He looked disapprovingly at Stephen: Stephen should really have gone upstairs with her. It was a man’s place to be with his wife at such a time. The Vice-President thought in platitudes quite often. When he was younger he had said amiable platitudes so that people would think he was good-natured, no more intelligent than themselves; it had become a habit, however, and he thought and said platitudes now unconsciously. Wilson spoke in platitudes less than any President he’d known but Wilson was an intelligent fool. I’d have made a better President. If I’d agreed with Clark at the convention I’d have … and he indulged in his favorite daydream, his most bitter one: the time he’d missed the Presidency. There had been a story at the time that he’d stood in front of a mirror on the day of the convention and addressed himself solemnly as “Mr President Hawkins.” The story was an old one and had been told about many other men, too. The daydream of the lost Presidency and certain sexual memories were almost the only things he could recall. These important things, however, he would never tell anyone. He would die with many secrets. He would die.


That afternoon the sun and the moon shone together and the air was strangely light; a breeze cooled, somewhat, the violent morning heat. Fireflies rose out of the lawn and their pale lights shone green-gold and the labor began.


Now it starts, thought Clara Hawkins, and she knew exactly what it was like, knew better than the doctor who, calmly, was arranging for the birth of a Hawkins to be called Giraud. She helped the doctor. She brought him the things he would need and she helped unpack his bag on the table beside the bed where Charlotte lay twisting.


She was pleased that her daughter should know this traditional pain; it was humbling to be reminded that one was, after all, only an animal. Her daughter knew that now. But she pitied her, too, because Charlotte was her daughter and the fear the first time was great. It will be born soon. My son … But now it will be her son. Charlotte will have a living son and I have only a dead one. William.


The Vice-President shuddered when he heard the first scream. He was in the library talking, rather absently, to the autobiographer. They both pretended not to hear the scream.


“In 1912 there was some question of my being nominated for the Presidency. After considerable discussion with other Democratic leaders it was decided that either Clark or Wilson should get the nomination. Bryan and I were ruled out. I was offered the second place on the ticket but, having suffered that peculiar oblivion once before, I refused. I withdrew and later gave Wilson the South without which he would never have been nominated. My quarrel with him, which has been somewhat overdramatized, began two years later. I was in the Senate at the time. …”


Why do they have to scream so? It sounds like an animal. Any minute now it’ll be born and I can remember the night Charlotte was born. It’s an idiot’s idea having children born in the house. Clara is such an idiot about tradition. It’s enough of a tradition having children in the first place. I can remember when Charlotte was born and now that child is having a child and I must sit here, detached, and watch and wait, like a ghost.


Stephen was in his room trying to read but the screams made him nervous. He was growing concerned. He understood that healthy women almost never died but now he was afraid for Charlotte. He did not love her. He disliked her temper, her egotism, but he admired her, he was fond of her and sexually he found her exciting. But this screaming was upsetting him. He tried to read a book by Michael Arlen but not even this could distract him. Soon it must be over. It could not go on forever.


It could go on forever and would.


The pain was intense but the fear was greater.


She felt as if the entire race was, for an instant, rushing through her. The future was splitting her womb open. It was terrifying, massive; she was no longer a person but part of a chain. She twisted on the bed. She was afraid.


The child struggled to be born.


Lights exploded in her head; she could no longer see the room, the doctor or her mother; she was alone with her pain.


The child was being forced out of her.


She struggled. If only she could see. If the pain would only stop for an instant and she could see, could rest for the final pushing but she could not stop now; it would continue until the child was born.


The child was partly born; it seemed reluctant to leave the darkness of the womb.


But she would scream now. She would scream until she had thrown this thing out of her, until she had dragged her child into the light the living saw.


The doctor gave her chloroform.









TWO


the christening


1


SHE PUT on her white dress. It was her handsomest dress although it was several years old and not the current fashion; but this was 1929 and, though the Hawkins had not lost as much money as their neighbors, they were not as rich as they had been a few years before. Besides now that her father was going back into politics it wouldn’t do to look too prosperous when everyone else was poor. Also it was expensive for her father to have herself, Stephen and the child in the house.


“You’re certainly welcome to live here as long as you like; this is your home. But I’ve always felt that young married people should have a home of their own. It’s the basis of every successful marriage.” Her mother had said this to her several times in the last two years, the years since William Hawkins Giraud had, with much pain, been born on the hottest June day in the history of the world.


But there was nothing Charlotte could do. Stephen was making very little money and their party had been beaten again. They would have to live with her father for a while longer. She had not yet escaped and Stephen didn’t seem to mind. There were times when Stephen’s easy acceptance of things made her furious. There were times when, if she’d had the money, she would have divorced him but she didn’t have the money. Then, of course, all quarrels seemed foolish at night, in bed. They slept in the same bed. That had been his idea and it was the only good thing about their marriage. If they had had more money the marriage would have been completely serene; she was confident of that. Stephen paid her parents a certain amount every month; quite an adequate amount thought Charlotte, adjusting the white dress before the tall mirror. She admired her figure. The exercises the doctor had had her do after Bill was born had reduced her hips. She was as slim as she’d ever been; perhaps even a little slimmer.


Now the guests for the christening were coming. She could hear the sound of tires rolling over the gravel driveway in front of the house. She went to the window and looked out. A man, a politician of no great importance, and his wife were walking up to the door. She looked at the lovely day. She looked beyond the automobiles and the people; she looked out across the fields to the woods that edged the river. The leaves were brown and yellow, the red leaves were mostly gone now. The air was clear and all objects were sharply defined. A pile of leaves was burning in a meadow near the woods; the smoke rose whitely into the sky and she could smell the burning leaves as well as the damp and moldering smell of dying gardens.


She would have to go down soon. She knew she looked uncommonly well in her white dress even if it wasn’t the fashion. But everyone was poor now, anyway; or, if not poor, one pretended to be. Her mother pretended to be. She spoke continually of the ruin of the family. The Vice-President would have to get a job in a University and she would do all the housework. As for Stephen and Charlotte … she’d sigh gloomily, enraging her daughter. The Vice-President only smiled when he listened to his wife. Actually he paid little attention to his family these days. He was preparing to run for the Senate; he was, also, occupied with maintaining the family’s fortune. He was tolerant of his wife and said nothing when she prophesied disaster. He realized that she, like all Southern women of her age and class, awaited daily the symbolic second coming of Sherman’s army; it had destroyed their parents and it would destroy them. She could already hear the sounds of distant marching, the noise of guns.


But Charlotte couldn’t understand this. She understood only that her mother thought Stephen incapable of making a living, a home for her, and this was, naturally, a reflection on herself for it is well known in the South that men are nothing more nor less than what their wives make of them. Men must be guided and driven to success. And Charlotte wondered what was the best way to guide or drive Stephen. He had made up his mind to stay in the State Department and it would be several years before he’d be making an adequate living. Of course he’d never make really enough working for the government but then, one day, they’d have the Hawkins money. But she would not think of that; she always decided not to think of that but she did just the same. She couldn’t imagine a world without her family; on the other hand she couldn’t imagine a livable world without money. She considered this momentarily insoluble problem as she painted her face. Nice women in the North painted their faces and quite a number did in the South although her mother by no means approved.


“Hello there, Monroe.” Her father’s voice came to her faintly from the drawing room. It was always strange to hear a voice through walls. She enjoyed listening to conversations through walls; partly out of curiosity and partly to remind herself that life continued outside of herself, a philosophic problem which sometimes disturbed her. She had never finished her finishing school but it was generally agreed that she had an excellent mind and she was, certainly, very good-looking. She admired her face as one admires a familiar view, a garden, a landscape during summer: with no premonition of a seasonal change.


She finished her face. She must go downstairs now. Her husband entered the room while she was putting perfume on her dress. He’d been making champagne punch in the dining room, a considerable extravagance. The Vice-President’s bootlegger, though excellent, was expensive. Everyone had agreed, however, that the only Hawkins heir would have to be christened with all usual pomp. Even Clara Hawkins had agreed to this. It was natural for her to want to “keep up appearances” and if, as in this case, the appearances were also reality it made the pastime of her class and age all the more piquant.


“Ready, Charlotte?”


He stood behind her, looking over her shoulder and, as usual, without words or physical contact, there was a sexual tension between them.


She moved more slowly, aware of this. “In a minute, Stephen. Who’s here?”


“All the usual people, the neighbors from the county, some politicians from the State Capitol and a few of Washington’s statesmen.”


“Is Bill Talbott here?” Charlotte was malicious. Talbott had been engaged to marry her once: he was very wealthy and it was often said that she’d made a mistake when she married Stephen instead. Naturally she never mentioned this to Stephen but it amused her to be nice to Talbott, to make Stephen jealous; perhaps it would even spur him to work hard, to make a name for himself. Certain things had been said to Charlotte for such a long time that she accepted them as axioms: “The hand that rocks the cradle is …”


“By the way,” she asked, “is the baby down yet?”


“No, he’s in the nursery. The nurse’s bringing him down in half an hour. That’s when the preacher wants to start the ceremony.” Stephen sat down on the bed and crossed his legs. He watched her and it pleased her to have him watch. She readjusted her dress, her hair.


“Yes, Talbott’s here,” said Stephen. She was startled. She’d been thinking about the baby, about Stephen; she’d forgotten that she had asked a question.


“That’s nice; he’s really rather sweet. I wish you’d make some effort to like him. He might be useful, you know … what with all that money.”


“You think we could get him to bribe Hoover to get me at St James?” Stephen was ironic and smiling and, worst of all, undisturbed.


“Don’t be silly,” said Charlotte. “You know what I mean.” She had always been taught that contacts were extremely important. Some, of course, were more important than others.


“He’s here with the Wilson girl.”


That explained it and Charlotte frowned in the mirror. She didn’t give a damn, not a damn for Talbott but this was a blow, a small but stinging blow to her pride. She disliked the Wilson girl who, though not as pretty as she, was always called “that pretty Wilson girl”: since she had no personality that was the only way she could be described and now she’d caught Talbott and his money. Money was so important.


“She’s so dull,” said Charlotte, ready now to go downstairs.


The white dress was cool and she felt free and graceful in it, quite capable of dealing with the Wilson girl.


Stephen left the bedroom first. “I’d better get back to the punch bowl,” he said. “Your mother doesn’t want the politicos drinking too much.”


She went out on the landing; her mother was there, breathing heavily; her normally pale face pink and the rigid line of her mouth relaxed and slightly ajar. The line became rigid the instant she was aware of Charlotte.


“I’m all out of breath,” she said reproachfully in her monotonous rather querulous drawl (Charlotte had gone to a finishing school in New England and, though she was not, actually, finished, she did manage to lose her accent; an affectation which enraged her mother since it was, obviously, lost out of spite).


“You shouldn’t come upstairs so fast,” said Charlotte.


“I had to get you, Charlotte. Almost all the guests are here and naturally they’ve been asking for you. I think it’s rather inconsiderate of you not to have received them. After all it’s really your party.”


“It’s the baby’s. Is he all ready to go down?”


“In a few minutes, I think. The nurse says he’s been a perfect angel today.” The baby belonged to her mother; her mother spent more time with it than she did. But Charlotte loved her child, passionately, and because she loved it so much she was often impatient with its slowness to learn. Her mother merely adored the child. Her mother was angry with her when, occasionally, she’d spanked the baby. Her mother had forgotten how often she’d spanked her as a child. Her mother, of course, had never spanked her brother William: stupid handsome William. Now there was another William, about to be christened and, in spite of her mother, he was hers, and the William who had been killed had also, though no one ever knew it, belonged to her, to his sister, the year that he died and she smiled when she thought of this; she had destroyed her mother by taking William from her, she had achieved, in reality, the dream of all daughters. It gave her a sense of power to allow her mother to believe that William had always been hers. Poor William who had wanted to die. She was frightened sometimes when she thought that she had been, in a way, responsible for his death; because of her he had decided to be killed in France. She had been shattered when she heard he’d been killed. She never believed in God after this.


She had really believed in God only once and that was when he became the presiding officer of the Senate, the Vice-President. Now as she walked down the stairs she recalled the mood of that time when she saw God enthroned and, for a moment, she felt like a child again as she smiled at the guests and waved to God, dethroned, sitting in a rocker by the French window.
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Her first impression was of white skylights and green carpets. There was a great deal of noise in the room and her mother held her up on her knees. This was the first time she had ever been in this place before. She sat on her mother’s knees in a balcony which overlooked an arena-like room. There were rows of desks on the floor and grown men sat at them or else wandered about the room talking to one another. It seemed natural to her that they should have desks, like the large children in the first grade of the school she’d go to next year. She had seen very little of her father lately; he had been campaigning but now he would be home much more often and this was an important day. Her mother was very gay; Charlotte had never seen her so happy. Of course, we had won the election, whatever that meant. It had had something to do with making speeches and she knew all about them. Charlotte had been taken to one in the town near home and her father had lifted her up when he’d finished his speech and the people had roared and shouted; she had been frightened because her father was different in front of these people; he was like another person, quick and smiling, loud, not quiet and comfortable the way he was at home. The noisy people had frightened her but later her father said she’d acted very well and that he was always frightened, too; she had not believed him. But now he was home for a while and he would go to Washington every day the way he used to, a long time ago, before the campaign.


She looked about her. The galleries were full of people. They were making a great deal of noise. Many were standing up at the back trying to watch the men at their desks. And people came over to her mother and said, “Congratulations, Mrs Hawkins. Is this your daughter? She looks just like her father.”


People in the seats near them would turn and stare and say, “That’s Bill Hawkins’ wife.” They stared curiously the way people almost always stared at her father.


“Where’s Father?” she asked.


“He’s in the cloakroom, dear.” Her mother was more excited than she’d ever seen her before.


“Oh.” Charlotte wondered whether she should ask what the cloakroom was. It sounded rather mysterious. She wondered if her father would appear wearing a cloak like the Prince in “Sleeping Beauty.”


“Is the President here?” she asked finally. She had met the President last summer and he had been very nice to her and asked her to come see him at the White House … if he was still there. He was the most important man in the world and Father was the second most important man; in fact, Father might even be more important for he was a great deal taller than the President and his voice was deeper. Besides Vice-President sounded more important.


“No, he’s tired out after the inauguration. He’s home in the White House.”


“He said I could come and see him. Why don’t we go see him?”


Her mother smiled patiently; she was much nicer when she was excited, excitement soothed her.


“When you’re older we’ll all go see him together.”


Charlotte sighed. It was always the same: when she was older, and how slowly time passed. The days lasted forever. If the days lasted forever how could the years ever pass? Her last birthday was only a vague memory of cake and ice cream spilled on a pink party dress. Her next birthday might never come, might be strangled by the endless days.


Several people near by had heard her remarks about the President and they smiled at her tolerantly though interestedly and she was, unfortunately, old enough to recognize such smiles and resent them; she was too excited, though, to stay resentful.


She noticed for the first time a throne on one side of the chamber; it had many steps going up to it and men with papers walked around it but no one sat there. Charlotte was about to ask her mother whose throne this was but some intuition kept her from asking just yet. Her attention was diverted then by a fat man who stood in the arena below and waved to her mother. Her mother waved back and told her to wave, too. It was a Senator; all these men were Senators and, once, long ago, before her last birthday her father had been a Senator, too. That was before he had won the race. Somehow she could never imagine her father running in a race the way the first-grade children did. He was considered young, of course, although he seemed quite old to her but since everyone called him a young man then he must be young.


“Look, Charlotte, there’s Senator Carter and that’s Mr La Follette over there. And that’s Senator Gore, the blind man; see him, Charlotte?”


She looked dutifully at the gray-haired, the white-haired, the no-haired men.


“Where’s Father?”


“He’s still in the cloakroom.”


“Why doesn’t he come out?”


“Because it isn’t time.”


“But we’ve been here awfully long.”


Her mother’s mouth was a straight line now, the way it was at home. “You’re very inconsiderate, Charlotte. I brought you here especially to see this and then you whine and carry on. This is the last time I take you out with me.”


Charlotte wondered whether she should cry or not; she decided not to since everyone was watching them.


“Now try and be a good girl; this is a sight you’ll remember all your life.” Her mother had decided she’d been too harsh. Charlotte obeyed her. Charlotte remembered this scene all her life.


Suddenly the chamber was quiet. The loud voices became a low murmur, a background. A clergyman came into the chamber with several other men. The Senators were on their feet and then Father entered, all alone.


There was a roar from the galleries and Charlotte pressed against her mother’s breast could feel her mother’s heart racing. Charlotte watched her father; he was a stranger now.


He was tall and pale; his face was rigid; he looked serious and his graying hair was carefully parted. “Keep the curve in the back.” She had heard him say that to barbers many times. He wore a long black coat and gray striped trousers; he wore the black bow tie that he always wore.


He stood a moment by the glass door, looking at the galleries, waiting for the cheering to stop. Silence. A man came forward and escorted him to the dais where the clergyman stood, the dais in front of the throne. Words were spoken then but Charlotte did not listen, did not hear, so impressed was she by all the solemnity, by her father: she barely heard the sound of his deep voice saying something to the clergyman.


And then it happened; what she had known instinctively would happen happened. Her father climbed the steps to the throne. Her throat contracted and her heart seemed to stop; she ceased to live inside herself. He stood for a moment looking around the quiet chamber and then, slowly, he sat down on the throne. There was a loud sigh from the gallery. They relaxed but Charlotte could not relax for there on a throne, surrounded by men at desks, was God, her father.


There was more ceremony; in twos the Senators approached the dais, like animals entering Noah’s ark. But she paid no attention to them; instead she stared at her father, her eyes fixed on his pale face. This was something very simple, very clear but it had never occurred to her before. The God her mother had taught her to pray to and sing about in the unpleasant dark church at home was, in reality, her own father who sat on a throne. She wondered why no one had explained this to her before. She would ask William when she got home. He was in bed, recovering from measles. William, who knew a great deal, would, doubtless, know all about this, too. She wouldn’t ask her mother. It was something her mother wouldn’t understand.


She watched her father and she wondered if she would be afraid of him; God was a rather dreadful person if what they said about him in Church was true.


Then they left the gallery.


The cloakroom was not at all mysterious. It was lined with big couches and the chandeliers, hanging from the gold-decorated ceiling, made it look like a palace.


Her father was surrounded by men. Some people were trying to take his picture. He was smiling and looked different, not at all like the man enthroned. He posed for one picture with a large black hammer in his hand. Then, the picture taken, he broke through the crowd and came over to where Charlotte and her mother stood. He kissed them both. He was very gay.


“How was I, Clara?”


“Marvelous, Bill. Are you free now?”


“For a little while. Let’s go to the Senate dining room. I’ve never been so hungry. Well, what’d you think of it, little girl?”


“I liked it.”


“Is that so?” He picked her up and put her on his shoulder. She felt odd and sick for a moment, afraid. A man took their picture and the people watching them laughed. He carried her like this down the cold gray corridors of the Capitol and she thought she would die but she didn’t. She even managed to eat a large dinner but she watched him all the time and gradually her fear went away. She never thought of God again, though, except as her father on a throne. Later when she grew up, she never thought of God at all.


Her father brushed his white hair out of his eyes and changed position in the chair by the drawing-room window. “Where the hell’s the punch?” he asked and the men around him, politicians, looked anxious and obedient, frightened of him. Finally one man left the room to get him some. Charlotte watched from the doorway.


She was not quite ready to make her entrance. She had a slight, barely perceptible case of stage fright. As a child she had hated going into a room full of people who would stare at her but she had loved parties; she still did. She had wished then, she wished now, that all life was a party: polite, gracious, quick-moving, stylized, set to music preferably and, of course, with dancing.


Some people saw her in the hall, recognized her and spoke to her. She was charming but she was a little irritated that she had had to say her lines before she’d actually decided to step out on the stage. The people left her.


It had been such a long time since her first party, the one she’d never gone to. She was fourteen then and already she could imagine a man beside her and children within her.
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Father was in the study: a brown wood room, dark, with many books in it, mostly law books. He was sitting at his desk, his chin on his chest. She could see the lines about his mouth; they had grown deeper in the last few years. A slight double chin overflowed on his stiff collar. His eyes were closed and the perpetual frown, the famous frown (not severe but, rather, earnest) was only a thin shallow line between his thick graying eyebrows. His hair was unbrushed and, unbrushed, it curled beautifully. She envied him his curling hair, envied him being a man and Godlike.


He breathed deeply, he was not asleep, only dozing, dreaming. He was no longer Vice-President. The campaign (and she knew now what a campaign was) had been violent. Terrible things had been said about him and, though the election was several years past, he still seemed stunned by it; the loud cigar-smoking, hard-drinking men who used to come regularly to the house no longer came. Sometimes the papers said he was running for the House, the Senate, the Governorship and even the Presidency but these statements were as untrue as everything else one read in the newspapers. “Never believe what you see in the papers.” She had heard that all her life.
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