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A GRATITUDE

Oh, grateful heart,

this is the treasure:

to wander starry-eyed

in a world without measure.

—R. M. Ryan








Prologue

In the United States in 1950, many felt there was something presumptuous about a woman who wanted more than twenty-three-year-old Alice already had. She was a beautiful, dark-haired, long-legged woman with an hourglass figure, a Radcliffe graduate married to a World War II veteran with a Harvard degree. They lived in California, where Alice worked a clerical job to pay the bills while her husband finished graduate school. They’d both intended to be writers until he found his calling as a literature teacher. Alice still wrote. But she was bitterly unhappy, unfaithful to her husband, estranged from her parents. She developed chronic digestive problems—“much vomiting… obviously psychosomatic,” she said.1 Her psychiatrist advised her to “Stay married and stop writing.”2

Alice took half of the doctor’s advice. She stayed married to Mark Linenthal—but she kept writing. Then she got pregnant—and she kept writing. A couple months before the birth of her son, hoping that she’d soon have everything she needed to feel happy, Alice submitted the manuscript of a novel to a New York editor she’d met through her famous friend Norman Mailer. She and Mark moved to a three-bedroom house in Menlo Park with a study for Mark and a room they painted lemon yellow for the baby. Alice liked the pleasant neighborhood with live oaks and flowering acacias, the huge kitchen, and the nook with a washing machine. “I could happily stay here for years,” she believed.

A rejection of the novel arrived before the baby.

Alice continued to think of herself as a writer, but her writing became haphazard. Most of the pages she wrote in her notebook during this period are gone, roughly torn out, destroyed.

By the spring of 1958 Alice Adams’s inner life was again a turmoil of hopes and memories and confusions. Her mother, with whom she had a frustratingly distant relationship, had died and her father had remarried. She felt profoundly alone. On a cold, windy spring day, in a dressing room at Joseph Magnin’s department store, she decided to buy some very short white shorts and a full-skirted, bare-shouldered dress with large pink polka dots—summer clothes that were useless in chilly San Francisco.

This time, instead of heeding the psychiatrist’s advice, Alice took Peter and left California for the house where she’d grown up in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. She planned to write another novel there, believing that doing so would bring her the money and courage she needed to divorce Mark. She’d avoided that house since before her mother’s death, so this was an odd choice, but her motivations were deeper than common sense. She knew her father and his wife would be departing for Maine. Her new clothes made her dream of the smell of jasmine, and the swimming hole in her father’s backyard, “of sunshine and warmth. Of not being with my husband. Of, maybe, going to some Southern beach. Of possibly meeting someone. Falling in love.”3

When he picked up Alice and Peter from the airport, Nic Adams jokingly offered his daughter and grandson slugs of bourbon from a silver flask and talked so rapidly with his pipe in his mouth that Alice couldn’t understand a word. The apartment she was borrowing for the summer, a wing of her childhood home, was a shambles—“holes in the walls, pieces of floorboard missing.” The first evenings with Nic and his wife, Dotsie, were “alcoholic, boring, quarrelsome.” Already the trip felt like a huge mistake.

Yet in every room “stood bowls of the most beautiful, fragrant roses,” a welcoming gift for Alice from her father’s neighbor, Lucie Jessner. After Nic and Dotsie drove off toward Maine, Lucie introduced Alice to her friend Max Steele. Max was a writer—published and award-winning, though currently at loose ends—with “pale, wide, wise blue eyes, a high forehead, high cheekbones, and a small witty mouth—about to laugh.”4 He invited Alice to a party: “I wore my polka-dotted dress, and we danced a lot in a mildly outrageous way, very sexy and close but at the same time laughing at ourselves.”5

Alice felt young and desired again. With Max around, she “glided through the summer, happily sure that things would work out.” She revised a short story about a love affair she’d had in Europe after the war—a subtle admission that her marriage was doomed even then—and submitted it to a magazine for women with jobs called Charm.

The summer of 1958 became the endless summer of Alice Adams’s life, the interlude that changed her forever. She and Max avoided declaring love for each other, knowing that writers “can talk a perfectly good love affair to shreds and tatters.”6 Alice’s paradoxical and complicated needs were all met in those brief weeks when she had a lover who admired her and encouraged her to write, a mother-figure who praised her ambitions and desire for happiness, and a respite from a marriage she regretted. This uncanny convergence of relationships allowed her to recover her passion for writing. By reoccupying her childhood home, she allowed herself to imagine a new future.

A week after Alice and Max parted with vague plans to meet in Mexico the following winter, Charm purchased “Winter Rain.” The magazine paid her a then-respectable $350 for that story, enough to allow her to hope that she would easily sell everything she wrote. She made up her mind to divorce her husband.

It would take more than the sale of one story for Alice to get what she needed. Like most women who divorced in the 1950s, she risked poverty; by not staying in the marriage for her child’s sake, she also risked being seen as a loose, oversexed woman and a bad mother. Nor was Alice really foolish enough to believe that all her work would sell. She understood that an attractive woman might not be taken seriously in the male-dominated publishing world.

Adams explained what happened that summer in an image: One night while she and Max were walking in Chapel Hill, “a pair of twin black cats came toward us out of the darkness, the country night—two cats thin and sleek and moving as one, long legs interwoven with each other, sometimes almost tripping. At that we laughed and stopped walking and laughed and laughed, both wondering (I suppose) if that was how we looked, although we were so upright. Then we walked on, hurrying, like people with a destination.…”7 The way Alice Adams understood those two black cats in the hot Carolina night as a picture of herself and a man tells us something about the way she saw her destination—the delights and difficulties it entailed.

“I can’t imagine anyone without a very intense inner life… full of memories and strange confusions,” Adams said after she’d published half a dozen books. “I was never interested in relationships that weren’t complicated. I never had a simple relationship in my life. I even have a very complicated relationship with my cat.”8

She admired the dense novels of Henry James, especially The Portrait of a Lady with its young American heroine named Isabel Archer who wants to choose her own destiny. But James’s treacherous prose and archaic vocabulary would not serve to describe Adams’s characters with their modern ambitions and language. Adams wanted to write beautifully and clearly about the heart’s entanglements.

To do that she filled her characters’ minds with questions, parenthetical thoughts, and feelings that connect with her readers’ own complex lives. She interrupts her narratives with wise observations like this one from her most celebrated story “Roses, Rhododendron”: “Perhaps too little attention is paid to the necessary preconditions of ‘falling in love’—I mean the state of mind or place that precedes one’s first sight of the loved person (or house or land). In my own case, I remember the dark Boston afternoons as a precondition of love. Later on, for another important time, I recognized boredom in a job. And once the fear of growing old.” Or she jumps about in time and among characters to reveal the workings of desire in two people: Here are Tom (married to Jessica) and Babs, who will marry each other many years later: “But they are not, that night, lying hotly together on the cold beach, furiously kissing, wildly touching everywhere. That happens only in Tom’s mind as he lies next to Jessica and hears her soft sad snores. In her cot, in the tent, Babs sleeps very soundly, as she always does, and she dreams of the first boy she ever kissed, whose name was not Tom.”9

Adams’s subject, which appeared in hundreds of guises, was love—or, more accurately, the value women assign to love and what happens to them as a result. Her characters’ journeys through contemporary life are strenuously sexual and emotional, and yet always mediated by intelligent thought as she uses her lyrical, astute prose to tell her stories of women and men living on the edge of their emotions, embracing the complications of their modern lives.

It’s no accident that Alice Adams’s notebook from the 1990s holds a list of thirty-four men who’d been her lovers followed by a list of thirty-nine magazines that published 115 of her stories and essays. She lived for love and for stories. Her courage and vulnerability, tenderness and tenacity allowed her to break the strictures of her upbringing and transform her intense emotional sensibility into enduring fiction that illuminates women’s lives in the twentieth century.






PART I


ORIGINS
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CHAPTER ONE

Saved by Her Dolls


If writers can go to hell and come back, it’s because part of them does not go. Is watching.

—Alice Adams, notebook, November 9, 1959



The only daughter of parents who sometimes found her a puzzling intrusion in their busy adult lives, Alice Adams entertained herself by making up stories about her dolls. Adams treated her dolls as if they were characters in a novel. She “deduced and accepted their own intrinsic natures,” she said of her favorites. She “could see that some dolls were older and wiser than others were, that certain dolls were simply vain and silly, that others were friendly and kind, that still others would (probably) laugh and have fun.” She much disliked dolls “that came already equipped with names and ready-made stories,” like Raggedy Ann and Shirley Temple. When Alice used a curling iron on the luxuriant red hair of a “sweet-faced” favorite named Madeline, the doll suffered an “unhealable blister” on her pink plaster cheek and was left with scraps of hair too damaged to style. “Shabby, pantalooned and nearly bald,” Madeline remained Alice’s favorite.1

On long drives from North Carolina to Sebago Lake, Maine, where the Adamses spent summer vacations, Alice arranged the dolls she had chosen for the trip on the backseat of the family Chevy while she crouched on the floor to attend to them. When the car slid off a slick, poorly banked curve of the DuPont Highway into a ditch, Alice was “said to have been saved by the dolls.”2

Alice was four, already practicing the art that would supply her vocation as a woman, when the car went into that ditch. The child who was saved by her dolls became a celebrated short-story artist and novelist. Her work, her editor Victoria Wilson said seven decades after the accident, was about “the long pull towards clarity of desire and the ways in which people discover (or keep themselves from discovering) what they really want, can have, can become.”3 The people in her fiction grew from Adams’s own desire for clarity. She made up stories “to make sense of what seemed and sounded senseless, all around us.”4

Alice made “friends and familiars” of her dolls in a house and family where she seldom felt at home. Born August 14, 1926, she was the first child of Agatha Erskine Boyd Adams and Nicholson Barney Adams. Her parents, whose weighty names, of which more later, indicated pride in lineage and expectations about the future, were Virginians by birth. They’d both lived in New York City and studied at Columbia University, where Nicholson—Nic—received his doctorate in Spanish literature. When Alice was born they were newly settled in an old farmhouse overlooking woods at the southern edge of Chapel Hill, North Carolina. As an assistant professor at the University of North Carolina, twenty-nine-year-old Nic Adams was entering the town’s elite. Agatha, with a master’s degree in Spanish, was not only a faculty wife but her husband’s partner in academic projects. She also had writerly ambitions of her own.

With such literary parents and a charming rural seat, Alice Adams might have enjoyed a happy and uneventful childhood, reminiscent of those in the English girls’ novels she loved to read. But such was not the case. Loneliness pervades her descriptions of life within that old farmhouse and within her psyche. Of an early picture, Alice wrote that she and her parents “look rather frightened of each other, and with good reason, as things turned out.”5

Alice’s parents’ legend—“I was said to have been saved by the dolls”—became the true and subversive metaphor of her life. The authorial voice in Adams’s fiction first emerged during her reign over her dolls. “If writers can go to hell and come back, it’s because part of them does not go. Is watching,” she speculated in a notebook.6 Watching and writing saved her, over and over, first from her parents, then from the thrills and treacheries of her own romantic adventures and the entanglements that ensued.

Alice’s loneliness began in infancy. Thirty-three-year-old Agatha gave birth to her daughter by cesarean section, on a Saturday, at Mary Washington Hospital in Fredericksburg, Virginia, near her husband’s family home. The hospital birth may have been routine for Agatha’s age—by the day’s standards, she was old to be a first-time mother—but later medical records for Agatha mention her “contracted pelvis,” so it’s likely that a traumatic labor was followed by a long recovery from surgery.7 To help, both Agatha’s mother and her brother Thomas Munford (Munny) Boyd, blinded by scarlet fever as a child, stayed in Fredericksburg for a month after Alice’s birth.8

In her notebook sixty-one years later during a time she was seeing a psychoanalyst, Alice wrote: “10-20-87: Tears: Not for now but for a hungry baby, in 1926, cold, afraid, who counted on her father to feed her.”

That complicated trace of memory is a painful picture of oneself to carry through adulthood: Why cold? Why afraid? Was Alice a welcomed or an (unspeakably) unwanted child? We don’t know why Agatha did not breastfeed her firstborn or whether her father managed to be a good substitute. Alice’s lifelong friend Judith Clark Adams (her married name, no relation) speculated, “I don’t think that Nic and Agatha adored Alice. They were older and didn’t know what in the world to do with this baby.”

The name Nic and Agatha Adams chose for their daughter, Alice Boyd Adams, curiously combined the first name of a deaf, old cousin with the tradition of bringing forward the mother’s maiden name as a middle name. But the resulting “Alice Adams” seems to borrow from Booth Tarkington’s novel Alice Adams, winner of the Pulitzer Prize in 1922.I Thus her name offers a microcosm of the complex jostling of tradition and modernity that marked Alice’s entire life and career, a jostling that was well under way before she was born.

Both Nic Adams and Agatha Boyd were white Anglo-Saxon Protestants and well-educated Southerners. Their ancestors on both sides came to North America from the British Isles, but differences of background set them apart to the extent that Adams portrays her mother as “an Episcopalian who secretly believes that she has married beneath her.”9 Indeed, Agatha Boyd’s ancestors had been in Virginia longer than Nic’s, for at least eleven generations: a William Taylor who came to America in 1638 changed his name and founded the wealthy, politically influential Tayloe line, to which Agatha was connected through her own mother, whose maiden name was Emma Tayloe Munford. John Tayloe II, a fourth-generation tobacco planter, began building Mount Airy plantation house near the Rappahannock River in the Northern Neck of Virginia in 1758. With twenty thousand acres and more than five hundred slaves (during the revolutionary era he was the third-largest slaveholder in the South), Tayloe built a business empire in Maryland and Virginia.II He protected himself from fluctuations in the tobacco market by building ironworks, then cut forests to make the charcoal needed to operate his smelters. He built ships and annually sent fourteen shiploads of tobacco and iron to England, using the iron as ballast for vessels loaded with tobacco. In 1769, when his daughter Rebecca married Francis Lightfoot Lee, later a signer of the Declaration of Independence, he built the couple the mansion called Menokin, which, like Mount Airy, still stands near Warsaw, Virginia.

In the next century, Eton- and Oxford-educated John Tayloe III saw opportunity in the District of Columbia, then a wooded tract with just a handful of houses. He expanded the Tayloe enterprises with postal services and inns along the route to the new capital and purchased lots in the most promising neighborhoods. At the urging of his friend President George Washington, Tayloe built his Octagon House on Lafayette Square; President James and Mrs. Dolly Madison made Octagon House their official residence after British forces burned the White House in 1814.10

When forests were depleted in Virginia, Tayloe III founded new ironworks all over the South and established cotton plantations in the Deep South, keeping one thousand slaves, many of whom became skilled workers. One of his six sons, Harvard-graduate Benjamin Ogle Tayloe, was one of the few slaveholders on record to condemn the rape of or adultery with female slaves by male slaveowners. Through Benjamin, the Tayloes exerted a defining influence on Whig politics. With stunning hypocrisy, Benjamin received his income from slave-operated plantations in Alabama even after the secession of the Confederate states, all the while residing directly across from the White House and hosting American and European political and cultural figures.11 During the winter of 1861–62, visiting English novelist Anthony Trollope, whose novels would become favorites and models for Alice Adams, spent much of his leisure time at the Tayloe house. Despite his own antislavery views, Trollope felt “more at home” in their genial Southern household than at any other place in the muddy, melancholy, corrupt, and war-straitened capital.12 In his book North America, Trollope wrote that Southerners had “much to endure on account of that slavery from which it was all but impossible that they should disentangle themselves.” Their great sorrow, he said, was “the necessary result of their position.”13

Alice Adams’s direct ancestor was George Plater Tayloe (1804–97), who graduated from Princeton and took over the family ironworks in central Virginia. In 1833, he built his Buena Vista Mansion near the railroad hub of Big Lick in the Blue Ridge Mountains (now Roanoke) and helped found St. John’s Episcopal Church and a seminary there. As a representative to the Virginia General Assembly, he was “a strong Union man who voted against secession.” But when the secession resolution passed, he hung a copy of it on his wall. Most of the other Tayloes also opposed secession, reasoning, as Benjamin Ogle wrote, that dissolving the Union “would touch the pocket book too acutely,” and that New York abolitionists posed less threat to the Union than did South Carolina, which was “proud & poor—having been rich.”14 William Henry, at Mount Airy, worried, “What will become of the Human Beings under us? Owned by us. Humanity demands their care. I have done my duty as Man sees, but not in the eyes of God.”15

The end of the Civil War marked the end of wealth for many of the Tayloes and their class. George Plater Tayloe lost his slaves and sold his ironworks but retained some property in Roanoke; William Henry lost some $250,000 worth of slaves and hoped to get the freedmen and freedwomen—“poor deluded creatures, I feel sorry for them”—to continue working his lands. At sixty-six, “whipped and ruined,” he consoled himself that by promoting “cleanliness, domestic comforts and religious tendencies on his plantations,” he had done much to ameliorate the condition of Negroes on his own and neighboring properties.

From these new-world aristocratic forebears, Agatha inherited a baroque silver teapot and some antique furniture but little money. Nonetheless, a sinister heritage of pride, gentility, and guilt affected descendants of the wealthy Southern gentry who owned larger plantations worked by black slaves. Robert Hughes, touring Mount Airy in the PBS program American Visions, summarized the cultural and moral contradictions of those who built the Southern dynasties as a “defiant illusory desire… to imagine themselves as a full extension of English culture” whose “genteel surface of hierarchy was stretched over a fabric of brutality supported by slave labor.” Such was the shadow that followed people like Alice Adams’s mother.

Born in Roanoke in 1893, less than three decades after the Confederate surrender at Appomattox, Agatha Erskine Boyd disapproved of Southern women who “scramble about frantically in the moldering leafage of family trees” but was not immune to family pride.16 Her mother, the Tayloe descendant, was daughter to Brigadier General Thomas T. Munford, who, after notable service in the Confederate Army, lived on until 1918 as a grand commander of the Grand Camp of Confederate Veterans and operator of ironworks in Lynchburg, Virginia.17

Agatha’s father’s antecedents engaged in a more typical moral and economic struggle.III Her grandfather William Watson Boyd, an Episcopal clergyman and a representative to the February 1861 Virginia Convention, which sought peace with the Union, received a postwar pardon from US president Andrew Johnson, along with exemption from the rule that would have stripped him of property valued at more than $20,000. Her father, James William Boyd, became an ordained Episcopal deacon in midlife, after a first career as a lawyer, but never became a priest or took his own parish because his “health broke” in 1905, when Agatha was barely twelve. He died nine years later, likely of a heart condition, at age fifty-six.

Agatha completed her degree at Randolph-Macon Woman’s College in Lynchburg, Virginia, the first college in the South to offer a four-year college education for women. “We were soundly taught and the curriculum carried no hint that we were young women and not young men,” remembered Pearl Sydenstricker, who was in the class ahead of Agatha’s and became Pearl Buck, the Nobel Prize–winning author of The Good Earth. Even though “no girl thought it possible that she might not marry” and students repeatedly petitioned for courses in home economics, the faculty maintained that “any educated woman can read a cookbook or follow a dress pattern. It is the brain that needs education and can teach the hands.”18

Like her classmates, Agatha wore “flouncy frocks over boned corsets, and bouffant hairstyles bulked out with artificial curls and pads,” and submitted to a strict daily regimen of study and worship. Gentlemen approved by the college could visit on two Saturday evenings each month. Still, college was liberating for Agatha. She “made the acquaintance of Horace as a living personality, a wit, a gentleman, and a poet” and chose Latin as her major. As a sophomore, she published an uncanny and naturalistic short story, “The Haunted Deacon,” in the campus annual, Helianthus. She joined Am Sam, the college’s oldest, most prestigious secret honor society (Sydenstricker was also a member) and the Zeta Tau Alpha sorority.19

At meetings of the Current Events Club, Randolph-Macon women heard speakers for women’s suffrage who stirred their ambitions and planted doubts about the patriarchal hierarchy that shaped their lives. One of Alice Adams’s finest stories includes this yearning thought attributed to her barely fictionalized mother: “those distant happy years, among friends. Her successes of that time. The two years when she directed the Greek Play, on May Day weekend…”20 From her classical studies, Agatha said, she had “received a standard of taste in literature and in human conduct which would make her distrust the shoddy, and turn toward the best.”21

Agatha’s picture in the Randolph-Macon annual shows a dark-haired, heavy-jawed profile with thick eyebrows and full lips; her large, dark brown eyes, lovely in a hand-colored childhood portrait, are hidden here by her downcast, pensive pose.22 She found the strength to be different in her Latin studies and in her friendships with other intellectual girls. Surrounded by women she considered frivolous, Agatha defined herself by her intellect. No doubt her Roman ideals were difficult to abide in ordinary life.

World War I had been under way in Europe for a year when Agatha graduated from college in 1915. But President Woodrow Wilson wanted to keep the US out of Europe’s conflict, so there was little reason for Agatha Boyd to believe that this war would much affect her. Instead of returning to her widowed mother and brother Munny in Roanoke, she stayed near her beloved college to teach science and history (her Latin helped with both subjects) at Lynchburg High School.

That year, when she was twenty-two, her happiness irrevocably changed.

I. Tarkington was both prolific and admired, and the Alice Adams in his novel is a strong, smart, poor Midwestern girl who bravely enrolls in secretarial school after losing her bid to marry a rich society man. If Alice’s parents thought the book would be forgotten, they were wrong, because Katharine Hepburn made Alice Adams even more famous in George Stevens’s 1935 movie. What fun it surely was for Alice to see her name on posters during the summer of her ninth birthday.

II. The Tayloes were an elite minority. The US Census of 1860 reported that 104 Virginians owned as many as a hundred slaves each, while half of the state’s fifty-two thousand slaveholders owned fewer than four slaves.

III. A portrait of Agatha’s great grandmother, Margaret Erskine, hung above the fireplace in Chapel Hill and later in Alice’s own homes. While migrating to Kentucky in 1779, Margaret had been captured by Shawnees who killed her baby and her first husband. Ransomed a few years later, she returned to Virginia and married Henry Erskine. Alice preferred a subversive version of the episode: she told people that the woman in the portrait refused rescue by whites and lived out her “scandalously happy life” with the Indians. (Virgil Anson Lewis, History of West Virginia vol. 2 [Philadelphia: Hubbard Brothers, 1889], 600; Ruthe Stein, “A Southern Belle Who Grew Up Smart,” San Francisco Chronicle, February 12, 1975.)






CHAPTER TWO

Agatha and Nic


Even then not beautiful, and curious, she had wondered why he loved and wanted her; she decided that it must have been that shyness made her appear aloof and difficult of attainment.

—Alice Adams, “The Green Creek”



Blue-eyed and dark-haired with a ruddy complexion and Grecian profile, Nicholson Barney Adams, a nineteen-year-old teacher of French and Spanish in his first year at Lynchburg High School, was precocious and hardworking. Tall for the era, he drew attention with his quick gestures and speech. He’d become fascinated with languages when his first sweetheart, who’d lived in Brazil with her missionary parents, taught him some Portuguese. He learned phrases in French, German, and Italian from neighborhood immigrants, studied Latin at school, and read the Bible in Hebrew and Greek with his father.1 By the time Nic came to Lynchburg, he possessed two bachelor’s degrees—one from Fredericksburg College, a Presbyterian institution in his hometown, and a second from more prestigious Washington and Lee University, where he’d been elected to Phi Beta Kappa. When he was not quite eighteen, in a gap between his two college enrollments, Nic saved up tuition for his year at Washington and Lee by lying about his age and serving as principal, drama coach, athletic director, and Sunday Bible-class instructor of a school in Ottoman, Virginia.2

Even if some exaggeration has slipped into Nic’s résumé over the years, he seems to have dazzled Agatha Boyd, so recently bereft of her father and separated from college friends who had moved to Richmond. Nic and Agatha were about as different in background and temperament as two WASP, native-Virginian schoolteachers living in the early twentieth century could be.

Nic Adams descended from a line of English Puritans who emigrated from Somersetshire to Braintree, just south of Boston, early in the seventeenth century. Five generations of his male Adams ancestors were born in Massachusetts before the Revolutionary War. One of these, Henry Adams II, and his wife, Edith Squires, had eighty-nine grandchildren, including the progenitors of Presidents John Adams and John Quincy Adams, and of historian and autobiographer Henry Adams. Their fifth son, Peter Adams, moved west to Medway, Massachusetts, where he became grandsire to a line of Adams men that included several stern-looking Presbyterian preachers.

Five generations later, a musician named Joel Willard Adams, born 1823, came to give a concert in Fredericksburg, Virginia, stayed to court and marry a Southerner, and found himself in the midst of the Civil War. After serving as a Confederate soldier, he became proprietor of Adams Book Store on Main Street. His son, Joel Willard Adams Jr., born in 1864, succeeded his father at the store and expanded the stock to include musical instruments, art supplies, and picture postcards of local views. The woman he married, Belle Barney, devoted herself to memorializing the Confederacy. The couple had two children, Nic and his younger sister, Virginia. Belle’s family tree boasted two naval heroes: Commodore Joshua Barney, whose warship defended Philadelphia during the American Revolution, and Commander Joseph Nicholson Barney, Nic’s grandfather and namesake, who graduated first in his class at the US Naval Academy but joined the Confederate naval forces and defended Richmond, Virginia, against the federal fleet. Pardoned by President Johnson after the Civil War, he eventually settled in Fredericksburg with his wife, Anne Dornin Barney, who became a founder of the United Daughters of the Confederacy.

And yet—to illustrate the complexity of the loyalties within this family—Anne Barney’s parents (Nic’s great-grandparents) took opposite sides during the Civil War. Her father, Commodore Thomas A. Dornin, who was born in Ireland, captured two slave ships on the coast of Africa in 1855 and released the fourteen hundred Africans aboard in Liberia, then continued to fight on the Union side during the Civil War. His wife, Anne Moore Dornin, remained in Norfolk, Virginia, throughout that war, and his two sons fought for the Confederacy.3



The Nic Adams that Agatha Boyd met in Lynchburg in 1915 was thoroughly Southern, “much more of a Barney than an Adams,” according to his sister.4 His abundant charm won the day. Agatha’s intellectual superiority was twined with a strong desire for romantic purpose. As Alice Adams imagined it later in an unpublished story (with faulty chronology but emotional conviction), her parents


had spoken a rather literary language of love to each other in the parlors and boxwood walks of Sweetbriar College where he had come to see her in his lieutenant’s uniform, back from Europe. Even their situation had been literary and abstract. But she had loved his blue eyes, and their furtively prolonged kisses had seemed real. Even then not beautiful, and curious, she had wondered why he loved and wanted her; she decided that it must have been that shyness made her appear aloof and difficult of attainment.5



Whether Nic and Agatha fell passionately and secretly into love at first sight or had a long, chaste, decorous Victorian courtship, they could not have dated openly during this era when female teachers were not supposed to keep company with men. The next fall, Agatha took a position at the newly founded Collegiate School for Girls in Richmond’s Fan District, leaving Nic a romantic train ride away in Lynchburg. As America’s entry into World War I loomed, Nic enrolled in an interpreter’s course at Columbia University with intentions of passing the army’s language exam. Agatha told her colleagues and students at Collegiate that she planned to leave her job to join (and marry?) him.6 It was difficult for Agatha and Nic to make any personal decisions as the stalemated conflict and unabated suffering in Europe clouded their future.

Nic passed the exam and returned south to enlist in Richmond, Virginia, at the end of August 1917. Underweight for officer’s training, he became a private, assigned first to shovel cement, then sent north to train at Camp Mills on Long Island.7 That same summer, Agatha and other Richmond teachers escorted a group of girls to Camp Owaissa in Maine by overnight train. First established early in the century, summer camps offered self-reliant post-Victorian girls the rustic outdoor experience and nature studies that boys had long enjoyed. Despite her earlier announcement, Agatha returned to Collegiate School, where she continued to teach Latin for three more years. She shared a house on Grove Avenue with her mother, an aging housekeeper, and three boarders.8



Nic trained with the Forty-Second (“Rainbow”) Infantry Division for only about a month before embarking for France on October 18, 1917. In a journal begun that fall, he writes with frustrating brevity that he’s been to New York, “where [he saw] Agatha, and late in September [will] get leave home.” As a translator-interpreter, Nic saw little combat but was “tickled with first sample of French cooking.” He met the poet Alfred Joyce Kilmer, who was to be killed in the Second Battle of the Marne. Unwounded himself, Nic witnessed horrifying scenes: in Troche, he noted that he didn’t “care to lie down for fear of lying on dead man or horse. Men of 26th Div. are lying all over fields”; in Bois de Montfaucon, he recorded, “The abomination of desolation. Trees are all cut off or scarred by shells. We cannot find space enough to pitch tent because of old shell holes.”

When peace arrived on November 11, 1918, just after Nic’s twenty-third birthday, he wrote: “Not much celebration of armistice. We learn that we are to be part of Army of Occupation.” Now a commissioned second lieutenant in the Corps of Interpreters, Nic served out the winter as a translator in a sanitarium for nervous cases in Ahrweiler. Happily discharged in the spring, he spent two weeks going to museums, plays, and operas in Paris. He had perfected his French but longed to escape war-stricken France for Spain, the country that held his imagination.

Presbyterian Nic was fascinated by Catholic Spain. His most enduring book, The Heritage of Spain, praised that country’s contrasts—a desert for “ascetic and idealistic Don Quixotes” and “a lush land in which the lurid passion of Carmen and Don José reaches ecstasy and tragedy.” A man of fierce internal conflicts, Nic was drawn to both “the emaciated saints of El Greco” and “the rich-fleshed majas of Goya.”9 In spring 1919, he toured Spain for two months, from San Sebastian to Madrid to Seville, before sailing home to enroll as a graduate student in Spanish at Columbia University.



After a five-year, mostly long-distance courtship, Nic Adams and Agatha Boyd married on June 12, 1920, at Christ Church in Roanoke, where her late father had served as deacon.10 Agatha accompanied her husband back to Columbia University. She traded in her beloved Latin studies to begin work on a master’s degree in Spanish and become an assistant to Nic’s academic work. He completed his PhD with a dissertation on the nineteenth-century playwright García Gutiérrez,11 whose plays provide the Romantic story lines for Verdi’s operas Il Trovatore and Simon Boccanegra. Approaching their thirties, Nic and Agatha still cherished dreams of a bohemian life as writers. They ventured downtown to Greenwich Village and made plans for Europe. With Nic’s dissertation in press as a book, Agatha spent part of the summer codirecting Camp Pukwana, which she now owned and operated with her friend Fanny Graves Crenshaw on Lake Sebago in Maine. The newlyweds sailed together from Hoboken to Cherbourg in September of 1922.

This would be the mythical year of their marriage, one to look back at with longing. Nic’s sister, Virginia, then in college, admired Nic and Agatha so extremely that her roommate would ask her if she’d heard from the PBs (Perfect Beings).12 Imagining the life her parents had before her own birth, Alice Adams gives this thought to a character like her mother: “It’s wonderful… to have known, to have been sure.”13

Alice, decades later, understanding that her mother’s enthusiasm for Nic had collapsed, asks what drew her parents together: In “Are You in Love?”—one of Adams’s Chapel Hill stories in which Jessica and Tom Todd stand in for Agatha and Nic—the narrator wonders if Jessica married Tom because he was “writing a book on Shelley.” Then the narrator adds: “(Not true: she married him because of passionate kisses—then.)” Agatha and Nic’s sojourn in Europe was a romantic and intellectual adventure. The couple kept a single diary, taking turns recording their days. Agatha’s lush descriptions—“I discover unearthly shade of emerald in crest of black waves”—alternate with Nic’s notes about people they’ve met—“a Jew, son of immigrants, brilliant, no manners.” They cross France by train, stopping without reservations to find one delightful hotel room after another. This joint diary, as well as concern for comfortable, quiet hotel rooms and good food, suggests a congenial marriage. In Madrid husband and wife enroll in classes at Universidad Central and live with “loathsome” (Nic writes) other boarders who have no manners but enjoy a busy routine of study, tennis, and plays. They do not keep house.

Life in Spain was infectiously provocative for both Nic and Agatha. In Andalusia for Christmas, they attend an “oppressively limp and lifeless” (Agatha) English church, but offset that with a “wild mixture of the comic and the mystic” in a Spanish nativity play with wise men who bring girls to do a seductive dance before the Savior and offer Him a lottery ticket for good luck. They take tea in the Moorish courtyard of the famed Pasaje de Orient restaurant, where the “wealth and fashion of Seville stares at us as if we wore bathing suits.”

One evening Agatha wrote, “Nic and I, alone for once, spend the morning happily in the beautiful Parque de Maria Luisa… a hospitable Andalusian turns on the fountain for us—a delicate jet of sparkling drops. How imaginative and poetic are Spanish parks.” Between the lines, Agatha seems to be longing for more time alone with her young husband.

University classes finished, in spring Agatha and Nic depart on a bicycle and train trip through Italy and Switzerland and France. They stop in villages, such as Rolampont, where Nic was during the war, sometimes locating people he stayed with before. But others are dead, and Agatha writes, “One cannot feel in France that the war is over—soldiers everywhere—a nation armed to the teeth.” A French couple accommodates them in a low-ceilinged room with a feather bed “too narrow for one person—a somewhat restless night,” Agatha notes. “Inevitable scorching plum brandy” is “forced down [their] throats,” accompanied by “talk about its remarkable purity and quality, it being made at home.” Happily, there is one exception: “a magical yellow liqueur made of quince.” Near Reims they visit the farm where Nic slept under an apple tree during a night of shelling. Everywhere they encounter “trees split and tortured by shells, a grey bleakness… Drab blighted forests ruined by the stupidity of fighting.” Nic no longer writes in the little quadrille-lined notebooks with black covers. It has become Agatha’s work to keep this bleak record. Perhaps the bleakness began to seep into their marriage.

While Nic and Agatha were at Columbia and in Europe, Agatha’s next younger brother, Beverley Munford Boyd, served in the Army Air Corps and became an Episcopal priest, fulfilling the dream that had eluded their father. Ambition ran deep in Agatha’s family. Her youngest brother, blind Munny, became a lawyer with help from their mother, who read his casebooks to him. Nic’s parents kept their bookstore in Fredericksburg and sustained a secondary household made up, reportedly, of their two mothers and five maiden aunts.14

Passing over opportunities to live near relatives after their wander year, Agatha and Nic returned to the place where they’d met, Lynchburg High School in Virginia, and resumed teaching. In 1924, the University of North Carolina, in the town of Chapel Hill, offered Nic a position as assistant professor in the Department of Romance Languages.



Nic and Agatha arrived in North Carolina during a time of cultural renovation and excitement. H. L. Mencken, in his famous 1917 screed “Sahara of the Bozart,” had called the American South a “stupendous region of worn-out farms, shoddy cities and paralyzed cerebrums… as sterile, artistically, intellectually, culturally, as the Sahara Desert.” Mencken regretted the destruction of the gentry whose “civilization of manifold excellences” thrived in old Virginia before the Civil War. That war “left the land to the harsh mercies of the poor white trash, now its masters,” as cultured Southerners moved north, leaving behind “a vast plain of mediocrity, stupidity, lethargy, almost dead silence.” The remnants of the old aristocracy, Mencken argued, needed to reestablish their influence; thus he initiated a Southern literary renaissance and prompted Southern writers to explore their identity.

From earliest colonial days, North Carolina, settled by small farmers and never a large slaveholding state, languished economically between Virginia and South Carolina—“a vale of humility between two mountains of conceit,” as a popular epithet has it. Chapel Hill in 1924 was a village of about two thousand people with many unpaved streets at the eastern edge of the state’s Piedmont region, which had, Agatha wrote, “no spectacular beauty, but a subdued loveliness which grows with familiarity.”15 The town’s heart and reason for being was the University of North Carolina, considered the oldest public university in the United States (1789), whose salmon-pink brick buildings didn’t yet fill its five hundred acres on a low granite hill. A block of shops on Franklin Street, a few dozen fine houses, and the Episcopal and Baptist churches flanked the college.

In returning to the South—and perhaps especially to North Carolina—Nic and Agatha were taking on the challenge of reviving Southern culture. The university offered almost tuition-free admission to any white boy who had graduated from high school in North Carolina and was “crowded with country youth whose parents were unbelievably proud of them for being in college.” One of those youths, Thomas Wolfe, had recently departed Chapel Hill and gone to Harvard to study playwriting, which he would later abandon to write Look Homeward, Angel, part of which reprises his days as a UNC undergrad. Another Tar Heel State native, playwright Paul Green, upon whose biography Alice Adams drew for a character in her Southern novels, had just built himself a new house southeast of town. That house became a gathering place for those who wanted to write or talk about books, including Green’s wife, Elizabeth; his brother-in-law, biographer Phillips Russell; and such visitors as poet Allen Tate and novelist Caroline Gordon.

When Nic and Agatha Adams moved to Chapel Hill, the village was becoming the “bookish” town that Alice Adams described when interviewers asked her about her youth there: “Being a writer was the best possible thing. Writers were our folk heroes. So I was always serious about being a writer, or to put it negatively, nothing else occurred to me to be.”16 At UNC Agatha completed the master’s degree she had begun at Columbia with a thesis on a legendary Romantic character in the nineteenth-century Spanish drama El pastelero de Madrigal.17 With a degree in her husband’s chosen field, Agatha had to face the fact that the university had not a single female faculty member. She wanted to teach, but she later told her fellow Randolph-Macon alumnae, “My lot was thrown in with the University of North Carolina [which] has been for one hundred and fifty years a man’s university, has admitted women students lately and grudgingly, and still regards women faculty members as somewhat irritating phenomena.… It is part of the folklore of the state that young North Carolina males are so robustious, so incredibly rambunctious, that no mere woman could possibly keep their attention on the niceties of English prose composition.”18

While UNC squelched Agatha’s ambition to be a teacher, she continued to collaborate with Nic on his projects, including a coauthored guide to Spanish literature in English translation. Soon motherhood and domestic responsibilities absorbed more of her time. It was difficult to find rental housing in Chapel Hill and too costly to purchase a house in town. Instead she and Nic bought adjoining parcels of land (.85 acre altogether) including an old farmhouse, barn, and stable, a mile south of town on the road that led to Pittsboro. Alice wrote later,


[Nic and Agatha] must have been drawn to all that space, a couple of acres; they may have already been planning the gardens, the tennis court and the grape arbors they were to put in later. And they must have fallen in love with the most beautiful view of farther gentle hills and fields, and a border of creek. They would have placed these aesthetic advantages above the convenience of a smaller lot, a tidier house in town. And along with the space and the view, they chose an unfashionable direction (which would have been characteristic; my parents—especially my mother, a snobbish Virginian—were always above such considerations).



Because the Southern rural economy had collapsed at the end of World War I, the Adamses acquired their little acre for a total of $200. The arrival of Alice prompted Nic and Agatha to add a wing: an upstairs master bedroom with a living room below. Additions that continued over the years gave the house “some strangeness… some awkwardness as to proportion and transition from one room to another. Upstairs, there was even a dead-end hall.”19






CHAPTER THREE

The Family Romance

— 1926–1931 —


I do remember a not-quite conscious feeling that my parents were too far away from where I slept; that they were also far from each other did not strike me as strange until some time later.

—Alice Adams, “My First and Only House,” Return Trips



In the fall of 1926, after Alice’s birth and Agatha’s long convalescence in Fredericksburg, baby Alice and her parents returned to the farmhouse in Chapel Hill. Verlie Jones, a black woman about Agatha’s age, came to work for the family and stayed for twenty-four years, an ever-present maternal figure for Alice. Mrs. Jones—always Verlie to her employers—walked two miles up old state highway 75 to the Adamses’ house from the dirt-floored shack with leaning walls where she lived with her husband, Horace; three daughters; and a son named Bontue Jones. Almost every day she arrived in time to make breakfast for the Adams family and stayed until she’d finished preparing dinner. Verlie appears repeatedly in Adams’s fiction, most memorably in her 1974 story called “Verlie I Say Unto You,” which takes its title from Verlie’s reply to Mr. Todd’s question about her name:


“You know, it’s like in the Bible. Verlie I say unto you.”

Tom felt that he successfully concealed his amusement at that, and later it makes a marvelous story, especially in academic circles, in those days when funny-maid stories are standard social fare. In fact people (white people) are somewhat competitive as to who has heard or known the most comical colored person, comical meaning outrageously childishly ignorant.1



As US Census reports show, Verlie (short for Beverly) was a common name in North Carolina early in the twentieth century. Maybe the Adams family didn’t know that, or maybe Verlie was quietly making fun of her employer as he was of her. In another story by Adams, a North Carolina girl explains bitterly to a visitor from Cambridge: “I think Southerners are afraid if the talk gets abstract they’ll end up on the Negro problem, and as close as they can get to that is these boring stories about funny maids or complaining about the help situation.”2

Indeed, racial segregation and an assumption of white supremacy reigned in virtually every aspect of social and economic life in pre-civil-rights-era North Carolina, from housing to schools and hospitals and movie theaters; very few blacks were allowed to vote, and none were enrolled at the University of North Carolina. In 1925, fiery speakers for and against the active, contemporary Ku Klux Klan filled Memorial Hall on campus.3 Not much later the Tar Heel published a photo of five “darkies” who had served Carolina students for periods ranging from 15 to 50 years as janitors after these “old boys” (aged thirty-nine to seventy-three) led a cheer at a football game.4

One of many episodes revealing the racial attitudes that surrounded Alice as she grew up during the Jim Crow era unfolded when novelist Richard Wright came to Chapel Hill in 1940 to collaborate with playwright Paul Green on a play based on Wright’s novel Native Son. Wright could not stay at the university-owned Carolina Inn or dine in any restaurant in Chapel Hill, so Green found him a room and board in the black neighborhood between the university town and the white, working-class town of Carrboro. It was, in fact, the neighborhood where Verlie Jones then lived with some of her children. University president Frank Porter Graham (a liberal who’d been chided for hosting James Weldon Johnson and Zora Neale Hurston in Chapel Hill and would later be accused of communist affiliations by HUAC) granted Green a room in Bynum Hall where he and his Negro guest could work. It was summer, so Graham hoped no one would notice the collegial relations of Wright and Green. That was not to be. As Wright’s biographer Hazel Rowley reports: “Curious faces would look in at the window. Never had the South seen such a sight. A white man and a black man were sitting across from each other at a long table.”

The collaboration resulted in a successful Broadway play directed by Orson Welles, even though, as Green later regretted, he addressed Wright as “Dick” while the younger man called him “Mr. Green.” For all his good intentions, Green was typical of the sort of Southern liberal Alice would come to dislike. Like Alice’s parents, who knew him well, Green was “a Southern gentleman” prone to saying things like the following, which Rowley quotes with bitter irony: “We are just full of the drip of human tears.… The love between the Negro and the white is something wonderful to behold in the South.”

But before Wright and Green finished their work in Chapel Hill, Ouida Campbell, who was Green’s secretary, invited both men to a party at her family’s home in Carrboro. The next day several men with pistols, upset by reports that a Negro had visited Campbell, threatened to run “that boy” Wright out of town. Green claimed he spent the night in a cotton patch next to Wright’s room in case the ruffians showed up. They didn’t, and Wright returned to New York by train.5

According to the 1940 book North Carolina: The WPA Guide to the Old North State, about 30 percent of the state’s population were Negroes, but the “average white person never ha[d] any dealings with Negro professors, lawyers, doctors, insurance men, merchants, or restaurant operators, though he ha[d] many contacts with Negro laborers.” Certainly Verlie Jones was an essential presence in the Adams household during Alice’s girlhood. Critical of the ironic distance with which her intellectually liberal parents protected themselves from thinking about race in segregated North Carolina, Adams confronted the subject repeatedly throughout her long writing career.

Adams began writing with about black characters in her unpublished early stories. In one of these, a girl named Maude is warned not to drink water from Green Creek by her family’s maid, Odessa: “White ladies call it nigger water, say their children get black if they drink it…” Maude, whose own mother is unhappy and disagreeable, would rather be black and have Odessa for her mother. Soon after Odessa sends word that she is stricken with “misery in the leg,” Maude runs away to the creek, drinks the water, and waits for her skin to change. She tries to find Odessa. Sent home again, Maude is lovingly greeted by her father but feels lost: “She would sit here for the rest of her life, and nothing would be any different.”6

The reality of Verlie’s situation was stark. The 1940 census reports that Verlie worked forty-five hours a week, fifty-two weeks a year, and earned $520 a year (equivalent to about $9,000 in 2019).I With what seems to be flawed memory, “Verlie I Say Unto You” reports that Verlie is paid “more money than most maids, thirteen dollars a week (most get along on ten or eleven). And she gets to go home before dinner, around six (she first leaves the meal all fixed for them)” because Mr. Todd “likes to have a lot of drinks and then eat late.” Verlie also got one Sunday a month off so she could go to church.



Nic Adams’s career at the university advanced rapidly, in tandem with the university’s improving national reputation during the post–World War I years. Named associate professor in 1927, Nic left Agatha and Alice home in the summer of 1929 while he traveled to Spain to research Spanish folktales and Spanish literature for American publishers.7 Contemporary Spanish Literature in English Translation, coauthored with Agatha, also appeared in 1929, as did an edition of Don Juan Tenorio by José Zorrilla that was closely related to the topic of Agatha’s master’s thesis. Shortly after Borzoi Knopf published the Zorrilla book, Nic was invited to lunch at the Carolina Inn by Blanche Knopf and then entertained both Blanche and Alfred Knopf, who was a wine connoisseur, at home, where Nic served him “the worst sort of raw corn liquor imaginable” (it was Prohibition).8

In 1930, Nic celebrated his promotion to full professor by damming the creek to make a swimming pool in the ravine north of their house. The big, deep hole roughly cemented over figured largely in the Adamses’ expanding social life and in their daughter’s imagination. In his thirties, slender, vibrant Nic Adams cultivated the jazz-age look of F. Scott Fitzgerald. Likewise, he and Agatha were part of a circle of literature professors who partied together often with bootleg liquor in little kegs from nearby Fearrington Farm, meat grilled on a poolside pit, and other drinks and food (much of it prepared by Verlie) carried down the stone steps from the house.

Soon after Nic was promoted, the already almost-bankrupt state of North Carolina was hit by further revenue reductions due to the Great Depression. Faculty salaries were cut by 10 percent, but being part of the university community buffered the Adams family from the worst effects of the Depression. Nonetheless, times were bad enough that Nic Adams’s younger colleague and friend Thomas J. Wilson abandoned teaching in the French Department to become an editor at Henry Holt & Co. in New York City. Soon the two men were corresponding about textbook projects, including Nic’s long-gestating The Heritage of Spain.9 Nic’s letters to Wilson during the winter of 1930–31 mention illnesses as often as they mention salary cuts and books.

Agatha in particular spent much of the season in bed with “vicious” colds. Alice later remembered a fantasy she’d had when she was “extremely young”: “My mother being sick and my taking care of her, I think I even talked her into acting it out with me—I brought her pretend-tea in bed. I think that must have been a way to make her less terrifying—and of course to put myself in charge.”10 In the spring, Agatha seemed “a little better” and everyone understood that her indispositions during the previous winter had been complicated by pregnancy. Her baby was due in August.

Meanwhile, Agatha and Nic coped with their rambunctious four-year-old by considering Alice difficult. The little girl who looked adorable in little white smocks and slippers became known as a “fabulous crawler” who happily knocked over a neighbor boy who was just learning to walk. Her parents let her know that as a baby she “had been hyper-aggressive in a very unfeminine (un-Southern) way.”11 Adams’s story “The Visit”—written many decades later with Hortense, Buck, and Grace standing in for Agatha, Nic, and Alice—proposes that the child’s difficultness is a projection by uneasy parents:


Her father, a classic beau of his time, was handsome, and drank too much, and chased girls. Her mother… was smart and snobbish… tended to say exactly what she thought, and she wasn’t one bit pretty. Neither of them seemed like ordinary parents, a fact they made a point of—of being above and beyond most normal parental concerns, of not acting like “parents.” “We appreciate Grace as a person, and not just because she’s our daughter,” Hortense, the mother, was fairly often heard to say, which may have accounted for the fact that Grace was a rather unchildlike child: precocious, impertinent, too smart for her own good. Rebellious, always.





As her parents adjusted to an expanding family and a constricting economy, Alice began kindergarten early and opened the imaginary world she shared with her dolls to encompass other people. In a letter she dictated to her mother for her grandmother Boyd, she said, “I love you so well. You come to help me take care of dolls. We will both be happy if you do come. Verlie cooks beautifully.”12

Another kindergartner, Josephine MacMillan, became Alice’s best friend, as she remembered in her story “Child’s Play,” wherein she becomes Prudence, opposite to Josephine’s Laura Lee: “A long time ago, in the thirties, two little girls found almost perfect complements in each other. Theirs was a balanced, exceptionally happy friendship: skinny, scared, precocious Prudence Jamieson and pretty, placid, trustful Laura Lee Matthews.” Though the friendship had been arranged by the girls’ parents for their own convenience, “Prudence and Laura Lee really took to each other, as their grateful hard-drinking parents remarked.” During long summer twilights,


the small girls used to play in the sprawling, bountiful Matthews garden, and one of their favorite pastimes involved making a series of precariously fragile, momentarily lovely dolls out of flower petals. Pansy faces with hollyhock skirts, like dancers’ tutus, for example, or petunia skirts and tiny rosebud faces… This occupation entirely absorbed both children, and it formed an idyllic part of their childhood, something they lightly, laughingly mentioned to each other as they became more complex but still firm adult friends.13



There were other kinds of play, too. Neighborhood twins Robert Macmillan and Dougald Macmillan IV (unrelated to Josephine) were the first boys to hold Alice’s attention, and she remembered one scene all her life. As she and Robert walked through the woods by their houses, he asked her if it was okay if he peed. “I had never seen a penis before, and I truly thought it was marvelous, so pink and pretty. Emitting an arc of pee off into the leaves,” Adams wrote, he “went on to explain that his thing was indeed marvelous. He could make it stand up just by thinking about it, he said to me. And he showed me.”14

The Adams house was filled with books. Agatha read poems to Alice from The Sugar-Plum Tree and Other Verses or from the tissue-thin pages of The Home Book of Verse, where they preferred “long, sad Scottish ballads.” Young Alice made elaborate, expressive crayon illustrations of smiling cats or groups of children that her parents preserved, and she read Victorian books about dolls that Agatha had saved from her own childhood. After those came “trash novels” (as she later called them, probably echoing her mother’s opinion) about large, happy families, like Margaret Sidney’s Five Little Peppers, and a series of novels about the exemplary Grace Harlowe (generous, kind, and always ladylike, but also smart and independent) and her friends at school and college by Josephine Chase (pseudonym Jessie Graham Flower). She received books in the mail from a children’s book club and eventually chose whatever she wanted from her parents’ shelves; the Bull’s Head Bookshop, which her mother helped found in the basement of the new University Library; and that library’s three hundred thousand books, one of the largest collections in the South. Other entertainment came from movies at two picture houses downtown and plays at the Playmakers Theatre.

In the last year of her life, Adams thought about her tendency to relocate the literature she read to her own “known, familiar sites,” so that her favorite fairy tales took place in the woods near Chapel Hill or a boathouse in Maine. She also mentally rewrote the endings of stories she read, turning them into wishful enactments like the stories she’d invented for her dolls. On the ending of “Goldilocks and the Three Bears,” for instance, she wrote, “The intruding little girl, Goldilocks, is somehow ejected from the home of the bears, sometimes thrown from an upstairs window… [or] peaceably leaving through the front door… But I seem to have found or invented still a third version of my own, in which having at last come upon such a warm and congenial family, Goldilocks is adopted by that family, with the Littlest Bear for her brother (something I very much wished I had).”15



As the end of her pregnancy approached, thirty-eight-year-old Agatha was scheduled for surgery at Duke University Hospital.II Alice was sent to spend a month with her grandmother and other relatives in White Plains, New York.16 Contemporary practice dictated that a woman who’d once had a cesarean section could not afterward have a vaginal delivery. At five, perceptive Alice certainly knew her mother was pregnant and probably sensed the apprehensions and expectations that were circulating within the family while she was away. Alice made herself “difficult” and, probably, “fell in love” with her aunt Virginia’s husband, Edgar Dare.17 Those circumstances appeared in her novel Rich Rewards, where she portrayed a five-year-old girl who clamored for attention from an uncle, “a perfectly nice, rather ordinary young man in his middle twenties,” who never suspected that the child “who behaved with such consistent brattiness” was filled with “wild emotion” about him. Adams attributed her character’s “nutty obsessiveness with love and men” to being in love with an uncle when she was five. That hilarious account masks a different loss that Adams rarely spoke of and never wrote about.

Midmorning on August 30, 1931, Agatha gave birth to a son by C-section. While she was under anesthetic, her surgeon repaired a hernia and performed a tubal ligation to sterilize her. Before Agatha can have been much recovered from these procedures, the baby died. He had lived just six and a half hours. According to his death certificate, signed by G. E. Harrison at Duke hospital, the cause of death was status thymo-lymphaticus. Autopsy notes in the obstetrical logbook translate the condition as “hypertrophy of thymus gland.” The baby weighed five and a half pounds.

Joel Willard Adams was small, but the condition to which his death was attributed by the staff at Duke was by that time no longer regarded as unusual, diseased, or dangerous by medical researchers.

The history of the diagnosis status thymo-lymphaticus provides a sad footnote to the death of the Adams baby. As a favored explanation for the sudden death of an infant, the term entered medical literature in the 1880s. Many doctors and much of the public came to believe that an enlarged thymus gland, because of its location near the heart, aorta, and lungs, could cause internal suffocation. The condition was often diagnosed in babies who died under or immediately after anesthesia with chloroform, and yet the anesthesia was seldom considered the primary culprit.

In the early twentieth century, pathologists began to question the diagnosis while “a growing number of anesthetists took the existence of status lymphaticus for granted and stressed diagnosing the condition in advance of surgeries” on young patients. In 1926, though, the Medical Research Council and the Pathological Society of Great Britain and Ireland organized an investigative committee that found the diagnosis has “no more value than affirmative evidence in cases of witchcraft” and “ought to be abandoned.” In 1931 the Lancet declared the end of the diagnosis in an article titled “The End of Status Lymphaticus.” The British Medical Research Council committee excused the long mistake with the following observation: “It is simple humanity to search for some explanation which will satisfy the modern mind where ‘the visitation of God’ would once have been enough. Hence the doctrine of ‘status lymphaticus’ which, owing to our ignorance of the anatomy of the normal healthy human body, has survived longer than it should.” American medical texts still included status lymphaticus in the 1940s, and American doctors were using radiation to shrink infants’ thymuses until in the 1950s they realized that the radiation was causing cancer. Historian of medicine Ann Dally’s fascinating chronicle of the diagnosis argues that doctors had unintentionally created a mythology of disease because there was a “need” for it: status lymphaticus offered a desperately wanted explanation for deaths that could not otherwise be explained, especially in light of a desire not to blame anesthesia for deaths in surgery.18

In fact, Duke University Hospital used a complicated anesthesia protocol for cesarean sections in the 1930s. Operating under the belief that narcotics did not cross the placenta (disproved by Dr. Virginia Apgar in 1952), Duke anesthesiologists sedated obstetric patients using a dangerous method that administered ether as needed without accurate measurement of the amount inhaled. Next they often used “layered” anesthesia, a protocol that did not become common elsewhere until the 1940s. In addition to ether they “administered a spinal or caudal, local procaine, and nitrous oxide plus halothane and/or cyclopropane,” reports historian of medicine Jacqueline Wolf, who has studied obstetric records from that era at Duke and other hospitals. “It’s not hard to imagine killing an infant with all those drugs,” Wolf commented. “It’s harder to imagine so many surviving such a birth.”19

Yet many did survive. There is no clear reason why Alice’s baby brother did not. Perhaps the “simple humanity” of the diagnosis spared Nic and Agatha the trauma of asking how much Agatha’s age and need for a cesarean-section birth and anesthesia contributed to their loss. Joel Willard Adams, named for Nic’s father and grandfather, was buried in the Old Chapel Hill Cemetery at the edge of the University of North Carolina campus. The grave marker, if there ever was one, has not survived.20

At the end of October, two months after Joel’s death and Agatha’s surgery, Nic wrote Tom Wilson: “It will certainly be fine to see you Thanksgiving. Don’t fail to come. We miss you badly. Agatha is still improving, though not so very strong yet. She had a rough time of it.” Before the end of the year, Agatha wrote a poem she titled “To a Caller”:


My eyes you say are very calm and quiet

You praise my strange tranquility of mien;

You do not know that far behind this stillness

There dwells a woman you have never seen,

Who screams and runs forever through the mazes

The dark and secret alleys of my brain;

A woman weeping for her only son,

Rebellious to inexorable pain.



The effects of Joel’s death on Agatha’s health and sexuality, on her and Nic’s marriage, and on little Alice were incalculable and incontrovertible.21 When Alice’s grandmother brought her back to Chapel Hill to enter first grade, the family universe was entirely changed, full of sadness and repressed anger. “Alice took this all upon herself as her fault,” her friend Judith Clark Adams believed. “And I think that was her first broken heart. The first broken love affair. Alice never talked about it.”

Nic Adams continued to expand the house, but it seems that no one slept in the new master bedroom. Agatha slept in the guest room and Nic slept on the sleeping porch, while Alice remained upstairs with her own bathroom in the old section of the house above rooms that were rented to a bachelor professor named Bill. Alice remembered “a not-quite conscious feeling that my parents were too far away from where I slept; that they were also far from each other did not strike me as strange until some time later.”22

By the time Alice was old enough to realize such things, a severe, unspoken emotional distance separated her mother and father. The contrast that attracted them to each other—Agatha’s seriousness and maturity, Nic’s extroversion, high spirits, and flirtatiousness—was exacerbated by Nic’s heavy drinking. The usual constraints of marriage, motherhood, and a lack of her own intellectual work became a stranglehold for Agatha. “They were at odds temperamentally,” Alice’s friend Judith Clark Adams thought. “Their Southern manners did not allow for overt conflict. I cannot imagine Agatha and Nic screaming at each other. I cannot imagine Agatha ever raising her voice. She had a beautiful, modulated Southern accent. But what took place was actually more vicious than that because of the ironic, sarcastic distancing of Nic. And Agatha was just too inhibited and too rigidly polite. Certainly there was tremendous unhappiness there. And I think losing the baby had a really profound effect.”

Tellingly, in story after story that mirrors Alice’s girlhood in Chapel Hill, the couple who resemble Nic and Agatha—usually Tom and Jessica Todd, or sometimes Taylor—have two children: a girl named Avery and a boy named Devlin. The characters with A names are ciphers for Alice, while Devlin represents the lost baby, Joel. Such a longed-for unit of loving parents and children haunts much of the fiction Adams wrote about her growing-up years.

In a photograph of the Adams family from late 1931, Agatha, wearing a sad, private smile, stands with an older woman while little Alice, grasping a bunch of flowers and her mother’s hand, eyes the camera from under her bangs and recedes behind the fur cuff of her mother’s coat. Nic, lanky, handsome, biting his pipe stem (just as Alice often described him), occupies the left half of the picture. He seems both self-involved and distracted, focused on a wide-brimmed hat and black cat that he holds. One can’t infer too much from one photograph, but Nic’s standing apart from the three females in that picture seems to confirm Alice’s recollections of him as more a performer rather than a participant.

In a world and a family mired in depression, Alice needed new companions—books, friends, and nature—to help her grow into herself.

I. I could not identify Verlie Jones in 1930 Census records.

II. Endowed by American Tobacco Company founder James Buchanan Duke in 1930, the new hospital in Durham was deemed the best medical institution between Baltimore and New Orleans. North Carolina had long lacked adequate medical facilities.






CHAPTER FOUR

Depressions

— 1931–1937 —


And I felt the most passionate envy of that condition, that bodily family warmth. As I imagined it, they would all lie cuddled like puppies, with the mother and father on the outside edges, protectively.

—Alice Adams, “My First and Only House,” Return Trips



Nic Adams became more attractive and sociable as he aged, while Agatha lost her youthful complexion and figure. In “Roses, Rhododendron,” Adams’s iconic story of adolescent friendship and the silent undercurrent of unhappiness within her parents’ home, she describes her mother as Emily Farr: “a small plump woman, very erect,” who “sat down very stiffly” because of “some terrible, never diagnosed trouble with her back; generally she wore a brace.” Her dark brown hair had turned beautifully and uniformly white, though it was “badly cut in that butchered nineteen-thirties way.” It would be frivolous to impute Agatha’s rage to loss of sexual appeal. Since graduating from college and meeting Nic Adams twenty years earlier, she had suffered the loss of her health, her husband’s companionship and devotion, and her intellectual vocation. She was hurt and she was angry.

If it’s true that Agatha never raised her voice, her restraint only increased the weight of her criticisms of both her husband and her daughter. Near the end of her life, Adams wrote in a notebook: “My mother was given to unkind truths which she expressed at considerable length. Complex, intelligent insights into the deficiencies of my character. I think she must at times have done the same thing to my father—but maybe not, she both loved & feared him more, in fact some of the rage I got may have been deflected.”1

Adams tried repeatedly to fathom her mother by portraying her in her fiction. As Jessica Taylor in an early unpublished story called “The Wake,” she is a Tidewater Virginian for whom “the personal was infinitely difficult.” In her first published novel, Careless Love, Daisy Duke’s mother’s suicide—prompted by her husband’s philandering—devastates ten-year-old Daisy. As Jessica Todd in stories in Beautiful Girl, she has a “mournful, exacerbated and extreme intelligence” that “is not compelling” to her husband, Tom. When a young man talks to her about poetry and recommends books to her, Jessica feels respected and desired: “A woman desired is a woman not seen as herself, is a woman re-created—she is remembering Tom’s brief blind passion for her.”



The deepening economic depression closed Agatha’s and Fanny Crenshaw’s Camp Pukwana, but the two women continued to own property on the southwest shore of Lake Sebago, where the family spent summers throughout Alice’s childhood. As millions suffered unemployment, homelessness, and hunger, Nic kept his salaried job as a professor; he complained only that the university was building a bell tower instead of purchasing books for the new library. The low cost of labor allowed him to continue renovations on their house. Agatha worked as a volunteer at the bookshop. With other faculty couples such as the twins’ parents, Laura and Dougald Macmillan (a Restoration drama expert), Margaret and Urban Holmes (a medieval scholar), and Dollie and Wiley Sanders (a sociologist who did pioneering work in criminology) living nearby, the Adamses’ neighborhood became a circle within precincts of “the Athens of the South,” as Chapel Hill was happy to call itself. When writer Daphne Athas came to Chapel Hill as a sixteen-year-old in 1939, she observed that “most of the highfalutin” lived in the Adamses’ neighborhood, including “three families with three beautiful daughters, the Holmeses with Mollie, the Adamses with Alice… and the Sanderses with Harriett.”2 Highfalutin or not, the message Alice remembered from those depression years was “Take what you are given and be grateful.”3 They had a big vegetable garden near the creek, a tennis court, and a lush flower garden. There was a treehouse for Alice and a separate study where Nic worked. Curiously, Alice never saw her father read a book for pleasure.4

Nic Adams’s mental health was severely strained as he approached his thirty-fifth birthday. It’s hard to say how much he was affected by the dreadful news that bombarded the nation in 1932. That year unemployment of male workers reached 24 percent (for blacks the number was 50 percent) and suicide rates rose; and, perhaps most poignantly for Nic, the “Bonus Expeditionary Force” of forty-three thousand ragged, hungry World War I veterans and their and supporters encamped in Washington, DC, to demand early payment of promised bonuses was brutally evicted from the city by cavalry and foot soldiers using bayonets and tear gas grenades. On November 8, 1932, voters overwhelmingly elected New York governor Franklin D. Roosevelt, who promised a new deal. He would be president during the next twelve years, virtually all of Alice Adams’s youth.

Within days of Roosevelt’s election, Nic Adams mailed his overdue manuscript of Brief Spanish Review Grammar and Composition to Tom Wilson at Holt. Then he collapsed. He’d been working at a dead heat since leaving home at the age of seventeen. On December 11 Agatha wrote Wilson to explain that Nic had been in the hospital at Duke for “overtired nerves.” Alice was sent to her grandparents in Fredericksburg for Christmas while Agatha took Nic to an inexpensive resort in Palm Beach, Florida. Ominously, his condition was still so serious in February 1933 that Agatha had to proofread and complete a preface for the Spanish textbook. The banking system had failed and the nation remained in perilous disarray. Many cheered Roosevelt as a savior when he gave his famous “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself” speech and took office on March 4, but more circumspect people understood what First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt meant when she said, “One has the feeling of going it blindly, because we’re in a tremendous stream, and none of us know where we’re going to land.”5

Nic Adams probably favored FDR, just as he favored the elected Republican government in the Spanish Civil War. Agatha, whether due to patrician noblesse oblige or genuine empathy for the poor, was enthusiastic about FDR. When Prohibition was repealed in December 1933, much of North Carolina, including Chapel Hill and Orange County, remained officially dry. Nonetheless, Nic Adams continued to drink more and more heavily. “It was hard for Nic to be an alcoholic, but he managed,” Tom Wilson’s son recalled.

Nic had recovered from his breakdown when Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas stopped in Chapel Hill in February 1935 during Stein’s lecture tour. They stayed at the Carolina Inn, visited the Intimate Bookshop (where leftist and rumored communist Ab Abernathy edited a magazine called Contempo),6 and saw “the best collection of Spanish books anywhere in the world and lots of students from everywhere in the world and a nice town and a pleasant spring,” Stein wrote.7 Alice was under the very credible impression that her mother arranged the Toklas-Stein visit; certainly the couple came for cocktails at the Adams house,8 but Alice, confined by the chicken pox, had to settle for Stein’s get-well note addressed to “Alice asleep upstairs” instead of meeting her.9

Nic lost both of his parents in 1935. Belle, who had enrolled young Alice in an organization called Children of the Confederacy, died in June of 1935, aged sixty-six, followed in August of that year by her husband. During that same grief-ridden summer, another distressful event challenged Nic and Agatha’s marriage when the Adams and Wilson families spent a vacation together at Lake Sebago. It was there, according to Tom Wilson Jr. (“Tombo”), that Nic Adams fell in love with Dorothy Stearns Wilson, a vivacious brunette ten years younger than he. The attraction between Nic and Dotsie, as she was called, was evident to all and discussed later by their grown-up children. It became the subject of several of Adams’s stories. In “Alternatives,” Jessica “feels the currents between Babs and Tom but she accepts what she senses with melancholy resignation.… Nothing more will happen with Babs. It is only mildly depressing for Jessica, a further reminder that she is an aging, not physically attractive woman, that her excellent mind is not compelling to Tom. But she is used to all that.” Nonetheless, Agatha watched Nic with a feeling Adams describes in “Roses, Rhododendron”: “that pained watchfulness of a woman who has been hurt, and by a man who could always hurt her again.”

Tombo learned to swim in the Maine lake and begged impatiently to return there, but the visits ceased after 1935. After his parents divorced in the late 1940s, he recalled: “My father told me, ‘Your mother will probably get married again, but don’t let her marry that Nic Adams.’ He had no room to be jealous nor had he kept his part of the marriage vows, but he resented Dotsie’s attraction to Nic.”

The strong feelings that stopped the Wilsons from vacationing in Maine with the Adamses did not interfere with their more distant cordiality. In the wake of falling in love with Dotsie, Nic had another mental breakdown early in 1936. This time he was an inpatient under the care of Dr. Malcolm Kemp, a psychiatrist who had returned to his native state to establish Pinebluff Sanitarium in Pinebluff, North Carolina. What embarrassment it probably cost Agatha to write the following letter to Tom Wilson:


Chapel Hill, May 4, 1936

Dear Tommie,

I’m sorry to bother you about this, but I wonder if it would be possible for Nic to receive the balance of his royalties now instead of later. It would be a great convenience to me since of course all the expenses of his illness have to be met with cash. But if it will upset the system too much or embarrass you in any way, just forget it.

Nic continues to improve, but is not yet well enough to leave—and I try not to think too far ahead.…

Tell Dotsie I want to write to her, but I’ve been very busy lately. I hope she is keeping well. My love to her and Tombo—and many many thanks to you.

Most cordially,

Agatha10



Two days later, Wilson sent Agatha a check for just over $100, the unpaid royalties on Nic’s Holt books for 1935. He wrote, “[It is] a real pleasure to accommodate you and we shall be very glad to co-operate similarly in the future.” Nic Adams’s Spanish textbooks continued in print for several more decades.

Two novels that Alice Adams admired, The Death of the Heart by Elizabeth Bowen and What Maisie Knew by Henry James, investigated the effect of parental affairs on a child’s consciousness. In her own fiction Adams turned similar themes every which way—experimenting with the figures in her life as she’d once played with her dolls. In the short story “At First Sight,” for instance, a young boy named Walker Conway falls in love with a small, blond woman named Posey whose flirtatious femininity and light blue dress—a contrast to his large, somber mother—entrances him just as Dotsie probably once entranced Alice. The couples in the story, like the Adamses and Wilsons, maintain a lively friendship, “animated, of course, by the strong attraction between Posey and John.” In the end both Posey’s husband and Walker’s mother commit suicide, leaving Walker to feel punished when Posey becomes his stepmother. By then he is an adult and openly gay. With Walker, we are left to feel that women are emotionally threatening.11



Nic’s depressions—Alice considered him a manic-depressive, though a stress disorder rooted in his war experiences, marital unhappiness, or grief for his son, all of it exacerbated by alcohol, also seems possible—recurred through much of his life. In the early summer of 1937, he was too ill to leave his doctors to go to Lake Sebago, so Agatha stayed with him in Chapel Hill and wrote Tom Wilson to request an extension of the due date of the history of Spanish literature for which Nic was contracted. Wilson’s reply indicates that she was doing “spade work” for the book, and he encouraged her to go beyond that: “We ourselves will be just as glad and proud to publish a book by Adams and Adams as we would be to handle a work by only one Adams.” Understanding that Agatha might need to support herself, Wilson also agreed to send her occasional freelance editorial work.12

Even during this awkward time, as Agatha faced reversals of love and fortune, Nic Adams pursued Tom Wilson’s wife until, upon receiving a gift from him late in 1937, Dotsie replied, “Thank you so much for the powder—I like it—but getting a present from you has caused me a considerable amount of worry—the point is this—you absolutely must not write me or send me anything again.… The only thing to do is to completely forget me and all of us.…”13

Alice escaped the emotional uncertainties of home at the “formidable brick square” public school on Franklin Street that housed all eleven grades of Chapel Hill’s white student body. Even the youngest pupils were conscious of the town’s “three, and only three, distinct social classes. (Negroes could possibly make four, but they were so separate, even from the poorest whites, as not to seem part of the social system at all; they were in effect invisible.)”14 As a professor’s child, Alice was part of the top stratum, above the children of townspeople and far above those who rode in from the country on yellow trucks. She excelled at school, where she had skipped a grade, and looked the part of a good, normal Southern girl. Nonetheless, she saw herself as an outsider: “I was a dark[-haired] little girl and the two girls across the street who were very beautiful were blonde, so I think of blondness as a kind of impossible, forbidden condition.”15 Feeling herself to be different, Alice was intrigued by the uncouth, often overaged “truck children” who represent “forces that [are] dark and strange” in her story “Truth or Consequences.” Her narrator describes Carstairs Jones: “Helplessly I turned around to stare at the back of the room, where the tallest boys sprawled in their too small desks.… There was Car, the tallest of all, the most bored, the least contained. Our eyes met, and even at that distance I saw that his were not black, as I had thought, but a dark slate blue; stormy eyes, even when, as he rarely did, Car smiled.”I

For Alice Adams, as for Emily in the story, this “different” and “abnormal” male outsider becomes a violent sexual force. Given a choice of “being covered with honey and eaten alive by ants” or kissing Carstairs Jones, Emily, who has a literal mind, chooses kissing. When word gets out to Car, he tells her she is “the prettiest one of the girls” and summons her to meet him alone: “He stared at me, stormily, with what looked like infinite scorn… was I less pretty, seen close up?… Car reached for my hair and pulled me toward him; he bent down to my face and for an instant our mouths were mashed together. (Christ, my first kiss!) Then, so suddenly that I almost fell backward, Car let go of me. With a last look of pure rage he was out of the trellis and striding across the field, toward town, away from the school.”16 Unclear about what this boy-man wants of her, the girl is gripped by confusion. “Car was mad, no doubt about that, but did he really hate me? In that case, why a kiss?”

Agatha Adams called her daughter “my obstreperous one” and noted that she could be “extremely sweet at times!”17 Alice was probably thinking of herself with approval when she described SallyJane in A Southern Exposure as a “rude, aggressive, assertive little girl. Never ‘sweet’ like all the other daughters of their friends.” When Alice’s six-months-younger cousin, Mary Elizabeth Jervey, who stayed with the Adams family in Maine one summer, had had enough of Alice’s bossiness, she threatened to write her mother. Alice retorted, “You can’t because I control the mail!” which was true in that Alice usually went to the post office. Mary got the last word by telling Alice, “I’ll write it in my heart and my mother will know.” Years later, Mary heard that Alice had told the incident to her psychiatrist: “It bugged her that my mother was so close with me that she would know if I was upset. Alice didn’t get along with her mother because Agatha didn’t understand Alice’s artistic bent. She was more literal and bookish. Alice adored Nic. They were all very bright, but Nic was charming. He was my mother’s favorite cousin.”

Another episode Alice never forgot occurred when she stayed with the Jerveys in Washington, DC. Tired of what he considered Alice’s overproud intelligence, Mary’s father (once a football star at Clemson University, then a disabled World War I veteran who worked for the Pentagon) set up a rigged spelling bee. He asked his daughter to spell “cat” but demanded “Constantinople” of Alice. In the story she wrote about the incident forty years later, Adams describes herself as “a dark sharply skinny child, with large melancholy eyes and a staggering vocabulary,” who envies a “plump and pretty and blond” cousin who “could just smile to get love and not have to spell Constantinople.” Associating her uncle’s nonvaluation of her intelligence with his Southernness, Adams called the story “A Southern Spelling Bee.”18 Ironically, it was published by the Virginia Quarterly Review.



“They all drank like fish,” Avery Russell, daughter of Phillips Russell and playwright Paul Green’s sister, Caro Mae Green Russell, said of her parents’ generation in Chapel Hill. “Their parties began at five and ended at three in the morning.” To Russell, Agatha and Nic were a striking couple: “She wore her prematurely gray hair cut short, kind of butch style. She was a handsome woman and Nic was a powerfully attractive man, a great entertainer. He played classical guitar and sang at the parties. When he recited Garcia Lorca’s poetry in Spanish in a deep sonorous voice, everybody just swooned. My mother adored Nic.”

At one of those parties, Alice pushed her classmate Sandy McClamroch, later a mayor of Chapel Hill, into the swimming pool: “I was wearing all my clothes,” he recalled. “She was aggressive.” After that incident, as Adams tells it in “Are You in Love?,” everyone at the party screams except the girl who did the pushing. Her “face is terrified, appalled.” The girl’s mother then shouts at her, “loudly, terribly, ‘What’s the matter with you, are you in love with Harry McGinnis? Are you in love?’ ”II

Love and terror, it would seem, were thoroughly entwined in Agatha’s mind. Because of the criticism inflicted by her mother, Alice, like SallyJane in A Southern Exposure, found that “thinking of her parents… literally fill[ed] her, with a heavy, familiar, hard-to-name, and quite intolerable emotion. ‘Terror’ and ‘guilt’ are the words that come closest…” In Avery Phillips’s opinion, “those women who had come of age in the 1920s, the flapper era, were just terrible mothers. They were feminists and rebels, and Chapel Hill was very much a matriarchal society—the women ruled—the men kind of sat back and were quite passive. Agatha fit right in there.”



And yet, because her parents were both busy, and because Chapel Hill was a small, safe town, Alice was quite free in her personal movements, though required to be in bed by eight-thirty on school nights. Given a lockable diary at Christmastime 1936, she kept up daily entries for three months of her eleventh year.19 The range of references gives a tender, prescient sketch of a girl poised to leap from childhood to adolescence: she calls her father “Daddy” or “Pop” and complains (often) when he arrives late to pick her up after school or Girl Scouts; she makes clothes for her doll and tries to write a poem every night; she meets her father’s friends and renders quick judgments on them: “Met Mr. Crofts. Like him a lot.” She prides herself on winning at Monopoly and memorizing 207 new words and has “loads of fun” making colors with Craig, who has a chemistry set. For a Scout project, the troop leader made a Negro puppet; at choir practice, “Mr. Lawrence told [them] about slaves. When he talked about breaking up family’s [sic] tears were rolling down Margaret Neal’s cheeks.” Alice doesn’t say if she then saw any connection between historic slavery and Verlie Jones, who’s mentioned as having provided a “swell supper” or “being very mean.”

Names of both boy and girl classmates populate the diary, but Alice’s best friend is still Josephine MacMillan, who often spends the night. As spring approaches, Alice writes less often in her diary. Her social life is busy with chapel, dancing lessons, choir practice, a Girl Scout flower hike, and a game of Truth or Consequences played with boys—“that wasn’t as much fun but it was okay.” There are boys who like her that she can’t stand and a favorite, Craig, with whom she’s building a double teepee in the woods; but, she says, “Craig is lazy so I did most of the work.” A few days later, teepee finished, she and Craig “played on the other side of the creek,” “had a whole lot of fun,” and found “good hiking places in the honeysuckle vines.” The children acted out comic strips, and Alice would later tell her own son how she’d hated being assigned the role of an Amazonian “Alice the Goon” from Popeye—understandably, because that Alice is a bald bruiser whose nose resembles a flaccid penis. When her cousin Sally Boyd visits from Richmond, the two girls organize an Easter egg hunt for “little children,” including “Tombo” Wilson, who is visiting from New York with his mother, Dotsie. Behind the busy girl’s days lap the tides of her parents’ lives, increasingly distant as she peoples her world with her own friends.

Nic’s psychiatrist, Malcolm Kemp, was a frequent visitor to the Adams home during the months Alice kept her diary. Slightly younger than Nic Adams, Kemp was a tall, slender, handsome, gray-eyed man. He probably noticed that Alice needed a companion. In late February, as Alice was recovering from the flu, Kemp brought a particular gift for Alice: “Mother said I would get a grand surprize [sic] that would fully make up for [the flu]. I guessed and guessed. At about 8:40 P.M. a car drove up holding [two doctors] and a darling Scotty [sic]. He is for me from Dr. Kemp. I love him (I mean the Scotty).” By the next morning, Alice had decided to name her little black dog “Malcome” [sic] after Dr. Kemp. “I can call him Mac. I took care of him most of the morning. He really is a great something to care for.”

Scottie dogs, by the way, were popular during the FDR era, when several of them, including the president’s favorite, Fala, occupied the White House. History tells us that the nation and Nic Adams were still in a depression, but you wouldn’t know it from the photograph of Alice with Mac in front of the hearth in the late 1930s. The fire blazes, the andirons are big and brassy, there’s a sizable pile of logs ready to burn. Alice is achingly preadolescent in a plaid cotton dress from which extend her long, white, slender arms, long legs, and large feet in white socks and patent leather shoes (chosen with her father, as noted in her diary). Her legs are awkwardly splayed under her low footstool; her soft, uncurled brown hair is drawn back from her pretty face by a headband; and her sweet smile is all for the dog, which returns her adoring gaze.

Like many children, especially only children who feel outnumbered by adults, Alice suspected her family was unlike others. In an unpublished story a girl named Jane asks, “Was this the way other people were together? She had been wondering that all her life, since early and appalling scenes with her parents, and she had never found an answer.… In the books of Jane’s childhood, parents and children went on excursions that turned out well, and lived sunnily ever after. How was one to know what was possible?”20

Alice’s mother meant to recognize deficits in Alice’s upbringing when she wrote a Wordsworthian poem called “Legacy” for her. In it she confided that she’d been unable to give her daughter “beauty / Or the glow of charm” and instead offered her the “subtler weapons” of nature’s “loveliness remembered” as “a sanctuary from all hurts and fears.”21 In this Agatha misjudged herself and maligned Alice. The “subtler weapons” she would bequeath to her daughter were courage in the face of disappointment, along with dignity, ambition, and a not-always-endearing pride. Agatha could see that Alice already trembled on the edge of her own beauty and charm and that the freedom she enjoyed outdoors was teaching her not escape but rather a direct and vital sensuality. Arriving in Maine in time for a “flamboyant Sebago sunset” one August, Agatha wrote, “Though I was too tired to express rapture as vigorously as Alice did, by leaps and shouts and hugging trees, I felt it just as much.”22

Alice’s joy in nature also appeared in the poems she wrote. A sapphire-blue notebook labeled “Scriblings” [sic] in one place and “The Poems of Alice Adams by Alice Adams” in another—a contrast that reveals uncertainty about how seriously to take what is obviously quite serious for her—holds dozens of them composed between 1934 and 1939. Most of her verses are about the peace of the woods, sun, and trees. They surpass Agatha’s in their close sensory observations of nature. They’re seldom didactic and abstract, and the images are often striking: “Mortal’s ghosts are white and dull /… the ghost of the sun is the radiant sky /… It glows in lakes and human hearts and harmonizes perfectly.”

Nic and Agatha enjoyed their daughter’s literary precocity—“writing sonnets at all was considered both virtuous and unusual, by everyone, including myself”—but as an adult and a fiction writer, Adams dismissed her poems as “an exceptionally pleasant pastime, all those nice words tidily arranged.” She’d relished the attention that her poems garnered but came to believe that such praise as “Oh, what a darling little poem, and Alice is only six. Isn’t she just the smartest little thing?” from her parents’ friends was patronizing. Well-brought-up Southern women were expected to be pretty, charming, and agreeable. If they were smart, as of course many were, they were not to display it: “To be smart, in Polite Southern Conversation, meant to be out of line, somehow; if you were a woman, it meant that you were being most unwomanly.”23

Poems and good spelling marks weren’t enough to offset Agatha’s melancholy and criticism or Nic’s emotional absence. No matter how beautifully Alice dressed her dolls, how many words she memorized, or how many sonnets she wrote, she felt alone in her family’s house. With a curious inversion of importance and description, her essay “My First and Only House” devotes pages to describing the surrounding gardens and woods. There, life abounded: “What I most remember is flowers—everywhere. Roses, pink and white ones, climbed up a trellis and over the roof of the porch, entangled there with thick wisteria vines, rose petals and heavy lavender blossoms brushed the roof’s green shingles and the ground.”III

Adams flinches from describing daily life inside of the house: “[It] was splendid for parties, for bringing people home to. Everyone admired its impressive size and the splendid view. And we three difficult, isolated people got along much better when there were others around. Even Verlie… liked cooking for parties more than for just us three. So my parents entertained a lot.” But other people were not enough to fill the void. Summer parties that stretched into the night terrified Alice as she lay alone in her room: “They sang a lot, her parents and their friends, as the night wore on… they sounded like the cannibals in Tarzan movies.”24

The house on the hilltop south of Chapel Hill where Alice felt that she’d slept too far away from her parents held iconic power in Alice’s imagination, a symbol of something missing from her childhood. She was, she said, haunted by “the irretrievableness” of her past and a longing to “revise that past and make it different.”25 Alice never named the missing thing in her childhood. But her essay about the house tells us: “Below us, in a small house down the hill… lived a family of six: two parents, four small children. Very likely they were truly needy people. I somehow learned, or heard, that they all slept together in one bed. And I felt the most passionate envy of that condition, that bodily family warmth. As I imagined it, they would all lie, cuddled like puppies, with the mother and father on the outside edges, protectively.”26

To find “bodily family warmth” would be one of Alice Adams’s quests for the rest of her life. In 1937, she found some comfort in her little Scottie: “Mac sleeps on my bed. He is nice and warm,” she told her diary. As she approached her eleventh birthday, as her breasts first developed, Adams recalled, Robert Macmillan (he of the marvelous penis) suddenly took new interest in her. While they did “nothing significant like holding hands” (certainly nothing involving the erogenous zones), they “somehow arrived at a point of writing intense love letters” when Alice went to camp in Maine. She “loved writing to him” and getting letters in return, though she later quipped, “What I did not know then was that I simply loved to write.”27

I. Adams based Jones on Walter Carroll, a rural Chapel Hill classmate who first married Mary Smith, daughter of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn author Betty Smith, who lived in Chapel Hill. Carroll became a playwright. In 1977, Adams was prompted to write her story by news that Carroll had become the third husband of actress Julie Harris.

II. To critic Richard Poirier in 1974, Adams explained that “Are You in Love?” was “about a woman at some extreme of very specifically sexual frustration, so that any hint of sexuality, especially of course from her daughter, would be unbearable.”

III. Although it’s collected with short stories, the piece first appeared as nonfiction in Geo magazine in 1984.






CHAPTER FIVE

Girls

— 1937–1940 —


There in the heavy scent of roses on the scratchy shingles, Harriet and I talked about sex.

—Alice Adams, “Roses, Rhododendron,” Beautiful Girl



At Camp Wabunaki in Cumberland County, Maine, for a month before her family’s annual sojourn at Sebago Lake, Alice shared a “tenthouse” with six girls her age and a counselor. She acquired a nickname—Timmie—and learned to sail, ride horseback, and hike—activities that distanced her from her sedentary parents. The camp had vague lesbian overtones. “ ‘Crushes’ on counselors… were openly acknowledged, teased about, and thus encouraged, as ‘romances’ with boys were not,” Alice wrote later. She was made to feel “somewhat aberrant, if not downright sleazy,” for maintaining her crush on Robert Macmillan.1 Experiencing the quick loyalties and jealousies, giggly secrets and confessions of girldom as well as the joy of feeling connected to the deep lake and mountains, Alice began to know and enjoy herself as an independent being outside of Nic and Agatha’s sphere of influence.

When she came back from Maine to begin seventh grade, eleven-year-old Alice’s high forehead, finely arched brows, straight nose, hazel eyes, and full lips were framed by thick brunette hair cut shoulder length and softly waved. She returned to the same brick school on Franklin Street where she’d attended the elementary grades, but her changing body and emotions transformed her perception of this world.

Adolescence is nothing if not desperately self-conscious. It was especially so for Alice.

At camp Alice had dropped her Southern accent for a “very Bostonian manner of speech, with an emphasis on broad A’s,” symbolically rejecting Southernness: “I thought anyone who talked like that, with that accent, was stupid and ignorant, and unkind and unfair to Negroes. I disliked southern girls especially, and generally did not feel liked by them.”2 Her North Carolina girlfriends with their cute double names and nicknames—Betty Sue, Snooky, and the like—their belle-in-training talk and flouncy dresses, now bothered Alice. She saw her mother’s unhappiness in her role as a Southern wife and sensed few alternatives for herself. If Agatha, whom everyone conceded was brilliant, could not find her way out of the morass, how could Alice? Like feminist mothers in later eras, Agatha probably wanted to teach her daughter to rely on her mind more than on her beauty. As parental good intentions are wont to do, this one misfired. Years later, Adams put a bit of dialogue in her notebook about a mother whose daughter (Cary) has been praised for being pretty: “ ‘You mustn’t take things people say too seriously—it’s what’s inside that counts,’ from which Cary concluded that she was not pretty, inside or out.”3



While sitting on the window seat in her living room on a bright fall day in 1937, Alice saw an unfamiliar girl with long blond braids striding along Old Pittsboro Road. The girl moved along the red-clay road like a Yankee, Alice thought. The next day Alice saw the girl again, riding toward town on a blue bicycle. When the girl returned, Alice was standing by the road with her own bike, which happened to be identical. “We exclaimed at the coincidence of bikes, and I pointed up at my house. ‘That’s where I live,’ I told her.” The other girl declared, “God, what a wonderful house!” in a voice Alice found serious and emphatic. More pleasing to Alice than the girl’s opinion of the house were her Northern accent and manner. “Nice southern girls… did not say ‘God’ in that way.” Moved more to action than talk, Alice told the girl she knew a really good bike ride, and off they rode.4

So began six decades of friendship between Alice and Judith Walker Clark. At least that’s one way Alice wrote the story of a meeting that changed her youth, and possibly the rest of her life. Judith later recalled that their parents met first and brought the girls together, which sounds accurate but less true to Alice’s desire for this crucial friendship to begin outside of Agatha and Nic’s realm. Judith saw in Alice “this astonishingly beautiful, brilliant, difficult, sensual girl.”5 The two girls liked to read “the same odd mix of children’s and ‘grownup’ books”; no one restricted their reading and they could get all the books they wanted from the Bull’s Head, where Agatha “presided over genteel teas” for guests and authors.6 They both read Look Homeward, Angel and The Grapes of Wrath. Steinbeck’s novel about the Dust Bowl thrilled Alice with its forbidden words and allusions to sex—“the freedom to say exactly what you wanted to say”—and disturbed her because “he was writing about appalling conditions that existed even at the moment of my reading about them.”7

Many decades later, Judith asked Alice, “You were totally un-Southern. How do you suppose you managed to escape that, Alice? You were absolutely unlike Kitty, Snooky, Betsy, and the rest of them—how come? Brains alone? I think we became such good friends because we were both pretty damn direct and had such passions for words and woods!”8

Judith Clark came to North Carolina from Wisconsin by way of Connecticut with her parents, James G. and Dorothy Funk Clark, and older sister, Jane, so that her father, an engineer in his forties, could pursue his dream of getting a PhD in Civil War history. Living on income from Iowa farmland and the sale of a family business to the OshKosh B’gosh overalls company, the Clarks took advantage of North Carolina’s low cost of living and an introduction to Chapel Hill by their friend Johnsie Burnham, who had been the first female violinist in the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra, to sit out the Depression in Chapel Hill. If this was a sensible and frugal plan, the Clarks carried it out with style. They arrived in a café-au-lait Cadillac convertible bought from a friend in distress and, like the Baird family in Adams’s novel A Southern Exposure, moved into a suite in a local inn.

Even before she met Judith, Alice had free run of her surroundings. Though her mother or Verlie sometimes scolded her for mussing her clothes, for Alice the outdoors was a realm of contentment and beauty. Citing novelists, including Emily Brontë and Colette, who wrote boldly about female experience, Simone de Beauvoir notes that they turned to nature when they felt trapped between the restrictions of childhood and the limitations of adult womanhood: “In the paternal house reign mother, laws, custom, and routine… in the midst of plants and animals she is a human being… freed both from her family and from males. She finds an image of the solitude of her soul in the secrecy of forests.” When such a girl “takes possession of [nature], she also proudly takes possession of herself,” de Beauvoir concludes.9

Alice asserts just such possession in her 1936 poem “When I Was Queen.” Placing herself among honeysuckle-covered trees, she declares, “My blood seemed made of joy and love… The wind in the trees seemed mine / The brook sang only for me.” With a moss-cushioned stone for a throne, she “was queen for the day.”

The more athletic and adventurous Judith introduced Alice to all-day vagabonding by foot or by bicycle. “Nobody worried about us. It was a great gift. We could have hurt ourselves but we didn’t,” Judith said of their wanderings along Morgan Creek and through the woods with her black English setter named Cinder. “The great thing about the woods from a child’s point of view,” Adams wrote decades later, “was that parents almost never came along; the woods were quite safe then, and there was a lot to do.”10

These “woods as dense and as alien as a jungle would have been—thick pines with low sweeping branches, young leafed-out maples, peeling tall poplars, elms, brambles, green masses of honeysuckle,” twine throughout Adams’s fiction. Judith remembers, “We discovered that waterfall together that Alice writes about over and over—she was really crazy about that waterfall.” Another place was Laurel Hill. Judith’s long, vivid memory corroborates what Adams wrote in stories: “We came to a small beach, next to a place where the creek widened and ran over some shallow rapids. On the other side, large gray rocks rose steeply. Among the stones grew isolated, twisted trees, and huge bushes with thick green leaves. The laurel of Laurel Hill.”11 In Adams’s psychic geography the woods take on a symbolism that’s familiar in American literature—in Washington Irving and Nathaniel Hawthorne, for instance—opposite the domesticated and gardened world, a place of privacy and intimacy and fecundity that’s also dangerous.

But Adams’s woods lack the dark forces that torment Hawthorne’s Puritans. When Judith and Alice bragged about going to Laurel Hill, boys told them the area was full of snakes. But, Judith said, “We never thought about it! In those years we spent wandering around those woods, we never saw a tramp, we never saw anybody. We saw one cottonmouth snake which scared us to death but we’d been wading in the creek and we decided, well, we’d better not do that anymore. I think we had the grace of innocence. It was just gorgeous, really beautiful.”

The girls’ ramblings allowed Alice to stop being the “skinny and nervous” version of herself who expresses her frustrations in “Child’s Play” with a “long-worded, show-off way of talking.” In the woods no one else heard what she and Judith said or cared if they sat like ladies or dirtied their dresses. Outdoors, de Beauvoir exclaims, “having a body no longer seems like a shameful failing… flesh is no longer filth: it is joy and beauty.”12 In a short story called “An Unscheduled Stop,” Adams’s protagonist, a writer named Claire who is flying across the South, “bursts into violent tears” at the sight of the lush pinewoods where she spent “her true childhood.… Claire’s excess of feeling is like a secret life exposed.”

In her friendship with Judith, Alice enjoyed a specifically female intermission between her solitary childhood spent in an adult society and the adolescence that even then bore down upon her. Her fiction shows that freedom to wander the woods and creeks of the Carolina Piedmont was a counterpoint to the confusion and shame that girls usually feel about the new protuberances and discharges of their bodies. The fullness of Alice and Judith’s friendship affirms Mary McCarthy’s belief that friendship is “the growth hormone the mind requires as it begins its activity of producing and exchanging ideas. You can date the evolving mind, like the age of a tree, by the rings friendship formed by the expanding central trunk. In the course of my history, not love or marriage so much as friendship has promoted growth.”13



Judith’s parents may have been as much a revelation to Alice as their daughter was. During their first year in Chapel Hill, Jimmy Clark bought a lot near the Adamses’ enclave. He designed a modern house and hired two black laborers who were both named Charlie to build it. Influenced by Frank Lloyd Wright’s Jacobs I house in Madison, Wisconsin, the Clarks’ multilevel house was set into a hollowed-out hillside. Dorothy Clark collected art and antiques and painted bright murals in all the rooms. A game room—something no one else had in Chapel Hill—on the coolest, lowest level, opened out to a flagstone terrace. That room, equipped with a couch and record player, became a perfect place for parties as the girls got older. Unlike Agatha and Nic, Judith’s parents were affectionate with each other when they were happy and openly hostile when they fought. Both of them adored Alice and engaged in conversations with her when she visited. Dorothy Clark drew twin charcoal portraits of Alice and Judith, and Jimmy Clark played guitar and sang, often performing with Nic Adams at parties.
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Alice Adams and Judith Clark, by Judith’s mother.



On the other hand, the elegance and gentility of the Adams household was “terribly important” to Judith. The living room, with Agatha’s desk on one side, was full of beautiful old furniture. There was polished silver in the dining room. Most of all, Judith remembered the scents that lingered in the hot summer air: roses baking in the sun beneath open windows, the furniture and silver polishes, Nic’s pipe smoke, something from Agatha—lavender perhaps?—and Verlie’s lemon cake. Alice’s room had wood floors and rag rugs, a rocking chair, and low bookshelves beneath the windows. Often Judith spent the night on a cot beside Alice’s walnut four-poster bed. On sweltering summer nights, the two girls would climb out the sewing room window to sit on a slanted roof facing the woods.

Sitting on that roof would become a scene in “Roses, Rhododendron”: “There was a country smell, invaded at intervals by summer country sounds—the strangled croak of tree frogs from down in the glen, the crazy baying of a distant hound. There in the heavy scent of roses on the scratchy shingles, Harriet and I talked about sex.” Most of their talk was hearsay, but the freedom Alice felt in her friendship with Judith is remarkable. In “Roses, Rhododendron” a girl who has moved to North Carolina from Boston narrates how she “fell permanently in love with a house, with a family of three people and with an area of countryside.” That family comprises Harriett, Emily, and Lawrence Farr, who live in what is essentially the Adams house and carry on the lonely motions of Adams’s family story. The story’s perspective exemplifies how becoming intimate friends with Judith allowed Alice to expand her sense of possibilities for her own future.



Agatha Adams also began a dramatic change in her life in 1937. That autumn she persuaded a skeptical committee to admit her as an undergraduate in UNC’s Library School, even though she was ten years past the upper age limit for admissions and already possessed degrees in other subjects. It helped that her husband had “permitted” her to “work on vocabularies of Spanish texts and do a little proofreading and editing,” she wrote. “The distrust with which they finally admitted me was only surpassed by my own distrust of my ability to make the grade,” she added. But she felt she had no choice. At forty-four, still observing the decorum of the patrician-class and Southern womanhood to which she was born, Agatha could not decide to divorce Nic Adams—nor could she rely on him to support the family. Her fellow Randolph-Macon alumna Pearl Buck had just won the Nobel Prize in Literature, while Agatha’s literary aspirations had come to naught.

In her Library School classes, Agatha considered herself “an old woman in a class of college youngsters,” but she finished her ten necessary courses in five trimesters, receiving her bachelor’s degree in library science in April 1939. Immediately she took a position with the Extension Library at UNC, where she provided reference services to people all over the US. “Whether the requests are stimulating, or amusing, or merely annoying,” she told the alumnae at her alma mater, “they guarantee that no day’s work will be monotonous.” She also wrote study guide booklets for extension courses with titles ranging from “Nature Writers in the United States” to “Contemporary Negro Arts.” Agatha found her new profession more satisfying than her previous one, which she described as “learning to keep house… and helping a child along from cod liver oil to dancing school.”14

Though Alice Adams’s childhood sounds middle class to some readers today, it was truly privileged compared to that of many of her Southern neighbors. In the nearby towns of Carrboro and Pittsboro, poverty was severe. The 1940 census reports that Agatha earned a salary of $1,300, a significant addition to Nic’s professorial salary of $3,700 and book royalties of $300. Whether there was also some inherited money is unclear, but a school application Agatha filled out for Alice that year lists bank accounts in both Chapel Hill and Fredericksburg, Virginia. The census values the Adamses’ house, which had not just indoor plumbing but an extra toilet for Verlie, at $15,000. That was probably an overestimate for those times when the South was “the Nation’s #1 economic problem,” as President Roosevelt wrote in 1938. FDR based his statement on a study that showed that half the families of the South had an annual income of less than $300. Statistics don’t always give a vivid picture: consider that one-third of urban Southern homes lacked indoor plumbing, while fewer than 1 percent of farm families had an indoor water supply. Though they were getting along comfortably, Nic and Agatha had again voted for Roosevelt in 1936 as the politician most likely to bring the United States out of the Depression.



During the summer of 1938, Alice went first to visit relatives in Ocean City, Maryland, and then to several sessions at Camp Wabunaki, while Nic and Agatha traveled for two months in Cuba and Mexico. Their trip to Spanish-speaking America was motivated by the impossibility of visiting their beloved Spain since the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in July 1936. That year, Nic had canceled a trip to Spain he’d planned with his favorite cousin, Anne Jervey, and her daughter, Mary Elizabeth.15

“Even after all these years,” Nic Adams wrote in The Heritage of Spain (1943), “it is difficult to write of the Spanish Civil War with proper objectivity.” He takes pains to explain that the Spanish Republicans were socialists rather than communists, and that Roosevelt and 76 percent of Americans favored the Loyalists but opted for nonintervention. He’s bitterly clear about his opinion that the democratic nations that now deplore fascist Spain “shilly-shallied and permitted the triumph of Franco, ally of Hitler and Mussolini.”16 The Adamses would have approved of Mexico’s official support to the Spanish Republic. Furthermore, since the end of the Mexican Revolution in the early 1920s, Mexico had become a popular destination for foreigners, especially the “American leftists who had come down to enjoy the revolt of the masses,” as D. H. Lawrence biographer Brenda Maddox puts it.17 Lawrence, himself part of the band of literary tourists who passed through Mexico in those years, made scornful fun of those who were “Bolshevist by conviction but capitalist by practice.”18

As an adult, Adams claimed that her complicated feelings about her father interfered with her efforts to learn Spanish or read Don Quixote. And yet, in what seems another sort of inheritance, she loved Mexico. Perhaps Agatha influenced that. While Nic didn’t write about Latin America until the 1960s, Agatha used her notes and memories of the summer of 1938 for her extension course guide called A Journey to Mexico. “No one can fully understand Mexico who takes Europe with him or who goes hoping to find there a transplanted Spain,” she warns in that pamphlet.19 Her personal travel diary of Cuba and Mexico is a subtly different document from the one she and Nic kept in Europe in 1922 during a brighter year of her marriage. Her Mexican journal rarely mentions Nic by name (“Aug. 10: Nic went to guitar factory”).20 Nonetheless her notes reveal an inquisitive, responsive woman rarely disturbed by the inconveniences and dangers of travel. Stopping first in Havana, the woman whose daughter saw her as a snobbish Virginian-Episcopalian notices “a synthesis of races—all over the city impossible to tell Cuban from Spaniard from negro. Some very black African types, e.g. the big male rumba dancer—more mulattos—and all the intervening creamy golden shades.” She wonders, “Is our cult of sunburn of the past few years a tacit admission that brown skin is more attractive than white?” She is taken with a Negro orchestra “with jungle rhythms in its beat” as well as with “the wriggling flexible brown hips of the golden-skinned dancer, her strong pliant waist, her frank sexuality.”

In Mexico City the Adamses called upon a fellow North Carolinian, US ambassador Josephus Daniels, whose son they knew at home.21 While they were at the embassy, on August 16, Agatha notes, “A messenger came in to say that the entire Spanish cabinet in Barcelona resigned today.…” A distraught Ambassador Daniels exclaimed that this was “the worst thing that ever happened” and predicted that Spain would henceforth belong to Hitler and Mussolini. Despite his pro-democracy views, the elder Daniels had been a key player in a successful turn-of-the-century campaign to disenfranchise Negroes in North Carolina. A generation later, men like Jonathan Daniels, the son the Adamses knew at home and editor of the Raleigh News and Observer, were considered “liberals” on race in the 1930s because they “desired to see more justice and opportunity for blacks within the segregated system,” writes historian Jennifer Ritterhouse.22 It’s likely Nic Adams shared that position.

Agatha Adams was politically more progressive. Her views probably moved further left as she corresponded with a variety of people through her work at the extension library, from a soldier who requested the Kinsey report to help him with his homosexuality to a man imprisoned in the North. Agatha owned and studied The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism, Capitalism, Sovietism, and Fascism by George Bernard Shaw; more practically, as Adams’s short story “Child’s Play” indicates, Agatha volunteered to drive sick Negro women to see doctors and, against considerable resistance, recruited other faculty wives to do the same.

Visiting Mexico thrilled Agatha. “The traveller to Mexico crosses psychological boundaries far deeper and wider than the torpid stretch of mud and silt which we call the Rio Grande,” she writes. “He must be ready to go very far back into unwritten history.”23 Now the streets are “an endless variety show. Heaps of fruit, spread out on sidewalks or on small tables often artistically decorated with leaves and piled in rich mounds of color—grapes, big wine-red plums, frosty green cactus pears, pineapple, watermelon, pears, peaches, mangoes, avocadoes… glass barrels full of violently colored fruit drinks—magenta and yellow and green and watermelon pink. Everywhere color—clashing.”

Agatha’s sense of humor shows too. About an advertisement for Acapulco—“the fisherman’s Paradise, where beautiful women bathe in the sea all the year”—she editorializes, “At last the truth about fishing trips!” Observing that modern Mexico is Indian rather than Spanish, she writes: “the Cathedral on the Zocalo is a tawdry bedizened old grande dame, who has taken to dope, and drags her tarnished velvets in the dust… Here the Catholic church is moribund—the cathedral smells of death.”

Some people considered Agatha Adams a difficult woman. But, as her daughter writes in “The Wake,” with Jessica standing in for Agatha, “there was another truth, another Jessica who lurked, unbidden and misunderstood…” Her Mexico journal gives glimpses of that freer, more receptive woman. One night in the silversmithing town of Taxco, she (and Nic, presumably) drank tequila almendrado (almond-flavored tequila) with a couple of acquaintances: “Vicento and Tito took us out on a serenata, & played their guitars on the hilltop shrine and the milky way swung up over the mountain behind Taxco.”

The woman who wrote those words is truly the literary mother of Alice Adams.



While the beautiful woods of Maine and North Carolina and Judith’s friendship were the first forces that liberated Alice from the complicated emotions of her home, the male sex soon became the more urgent. Puberty came upon Alice early and hard. She was crazy about boys, or rather about falling in love with such beings, but her quest to grow up was greatly complicated by the charm of her face, the early maturity of her breasts, the sensitivity of her intelligence, and her painful perceptions of her parents’ marriage.

Adams later said that she “remembered everything that ever happened to her,” and that almost seems to be true of what she called her “strenuous” adolescence. In becoming an adolescent she was also—unknowingly at that time—entering the great subject of her life and fiction. Adams “threw a different kind of light on women and what they want, or think they want,” the Canadian novelist Mavis Gallant wrote. “They were women whose beauty was part of their dilemma, almost a handicap.”24 If that’s so, Alice’s dilemmas began early. If her father was too self-involved to notice her, there was no shortage of suitors and lovers who did, and she in turn fell in love with many men in her life.

The first stage of dating, at least for Alice’s set in Chapel Hill, was the afternoon movie date. “Sex among the barely adolescent was extremely limited in scope; we actually did very little, certainly none of the advanced goings-on that I have since heard and read about,” Adams recalled in 1991. But in the middle of Laurence Olivier and Merle Oberon’s 1939 film of Wuthering Heights, a boy named Kurt reached for and held on to her hand, and she later wrote, “It is hard, now, to describe the extreme sensuality of those two warm adolescent hands, closely gripped. I can only say that it was just that, extremely sensual, totally involving. Thrilling is possibly the word.” There’s nothing unusual about that scene. But for Adams, and apparently for that boy, a recent refugee from Germany, holding hands led to an “engagement,” which was necessarily brief because Kurt’s parents soon took him with them to New York. When he broke the news, adding that he’d write but she should feel free to see movies with other boys, Alice was relieved. And excited: because now there would be “other hands to hold.”25

Some of those hands belonged to boys who walked her the mile and a half home from downtown Chapel Hill. These walks “sometimes came to include a chaste but passionate kiss” on the secluded dirt road. Such a kiss in Families and Survivors tells Louisa she is in love: “Waking on Monday to a thick silent world of snow, and waking in love with Richard (since she loves to kiss him, she must be in love with him, mustn’t she? Of course she is)…” And so it will continue perhaps throughout Alice Adams’s life.

“I don’t think Alice had a stronger sex drive than the rest of us,” Judith Clark said. “But she loved the narrative of a love affair.” Her experience and her theory of love were modern, somehow bridging Victorian and postsixties moral codes. The Jazz Age was over, of course, but it had loosened the rules. Still, the kind of unattached sexual desire and freedom men are said to enjoy was not allowed to girls when Alice was growing up. To enjoy passion, young Alice wanted to feel emotional attachment—love. And that feeling of love often ran ahead of any reasonable attempt to decide if a particular male, a particular relationship, was what she needed or wanted. Inexorably, her mental agility turned the experiments and misadventures of her love life into remarkable fictional explorations of the subject of love.



Eighth graders in 1938, Alice and Judith, then twelve, were considered freshmen at Chapel Hill High School because CHHS, like most Southern public schools then, did not offer twelfth grade. “We were all very anxious to grow up and get out of our parents’ way,” Judith recalled. There were about 120 students in their class, and Alice had known most of them since she was five. She played flute in the band and was vice president of Junior Hi-Y, a coed social and service club. With Judith, she attended Episcopal confirmation classes at the Chapel of the Cross, mainly because the Macmillan twins and other boys of interest were there. During the summer of 1939, Judith ordered instructions from a magazine for starting a sub-deb club, the purpose of which was to exchange gossip and beauty tips and plan small dance parties. That was probably as trivial as it sounds, but it offset the galloping pace of world events that reached them through newsreels, radio programs, and adult discussion. The Munich Agreement, signed by England, France, Germany, and Italy, had led to the takeover of Czechoslovakia by Germany; the mayhem of Kristallnacht made clear to anyone paying attention that Hitler’s intentions toward the Jews were deadly. Judith’s father, James Clark, began raising money for a British war relief organization, something he did so successfully that he soon set aside his doctoral studies and began a new career.

Agatha’s full-time return to school and work further urged Alice toward adulthood. Agatha owned the book Life Begins at Forty, in which self-improvement promoter Walter Pitkin urged his readers to plan for productive middle years, and Alice sensed that her mother’s work was at least partly motivated by the knowledge that she and Nic might separate. According to Agatha’s unmarried friend Willie T. Weathers, Agatha “stuck things out” for Alice’s sake and felt “loyalty” rather than “duty” toward Nic. Strangely enough, Nic’s problems with severe depression, which were at least partly related to his unconsummated attractions to other women, served to bind Agatha to him.26

Alice’s discontent with her family intensified her adolescence: “I was eleven, and both my parents were in their early forties, and almost everything that went so darkly and irretrievably wrong among the three of us was implicit in our ages,” she writes in “Return Trips.” In that story a narrator who is “eager for initiation into romantic sensual mysteries” explains: “For my mother the five years from forty-two or forty-three onward were a desolate march into middle-age. My father, about ten months younger than my mother—and looking, always, ten years younger—saw his early forties as prime time; he had never felt better in his life.” (This was true of Nic, who was actually three years younger than Agatha and looked it—at least when he was happy. But there were the depressions.)

Agatha, for so long an earnest and frustrated woman, naturally worried that Alice would fall in love unwisely or go too far with boys. In “Return Trips” the mother “wept and raged, despairing and helpless as she recognized the beginning of [her daughter’s] life as a sensual woman, coinciding as it probably did with the end of her own.” In jottings toward a story in Adams’s 1954 notebook, pale young men who are practice teachers at the high school intrigue her mother with talk of modern poetry, while she, aged thirteen, follows the same men on her bike and longs to tell them that she too writes poetry. With a final Freudian touch, Adams writes that her father “might once have been such a pale, young man.”27 Since Alice was involved with psychoanalysis in 1954, it seems plausible that she had come to believe that she and her mother had been sparring over Nic Adams all along.

Alice and Judith stayed friends for their two years together at CHHS, even as boys held center stage: “Sometimes we were rivals, though never for the same boy at the same time… each of us was highly aware of how big a ‘rush’ the other got at a dance…” At the same time, Alice and Judith were confederates who said “mean things to each other about the sweet surround of southern girls” and confided the times they’d kissed and been kissed, measured their waists and chests and hips with tape measures, and even snuck into the school files to compare their IQ scores. Alice’s was higher, but neither of them “put much stock in IQ tests.”28

In their talks on the roof outside Alice’s window, the girlfriends discussed the great mystery of their young lives: “The word sex was rarely used. The act was ‘doing it,’ ” Judith remembered. “Alice told me a boy had told her it made you strong! I think it was one of the Macmillan twins who told her.” They heard other theories too: doing it a lot makes your hips get wide; it hurts women a lot, but Filipinos can do it without hurting; colored people do it more than whites, as do Catholics in Boston. On another hot, humid night they stripped off their clothes and practiced “sex appeal” poses from magazine ads at the edge of the Adams swimming pool. The episode became the first chapter of Adams’s 1974 novel, Families and Survivors.

Adams wrote candidly and often about breasts. In the voice of Melanctha in A Southern Exposure, Adams complains about how she suffered from them: “Why do I have to get them? They’re sore, and the boys all tease me.” Melanctha’s mother thinks but doesn’t say, as Agatha probably didn’t either: “Because you’re my daughter… having always disliked her own breasts, she can hardly bear to imagine Melanctha’s life, in a body very much like hers.” No doubt Alice’s menstrual periods also commenced early. In the 1930s girls who could afford them relied on disposable napkins attached to ribbon or elastic belts. (Disposable tampons were on the market but deemed unsafe for virgins.) The belts were bulky and showed through clothing, and the lumpy pads made of wood fiber or cotton fit poorly, especially on thin girls, and often leaked. “We called our periods the curse,” Judith remembered. “What an unholy mess that was, awful. Lots of accidents and horrible embarrassment.”

A girl becoming a woman in modern decades prior to television and formal sex education was beset by confusion. This sudden bleeding that occurred for no apparent reason seemed like a wound. Adolescence threatens a girl, de Beauvoir realized, with a change that is psychic as well as physical, a displacement and limitation of her identity; she “foresees in these changes a finality that rips her from her self; thus hurled into a vital cycle that goes beyond the moment of her own existence, she senses a dependence that dooms her to man, child, and tomb.”29 If Alice could not fight physiology, she nonetheless fought hard against the psychic disruptions that came with it. This meant, for the time being, that her parents, who represented that foreseen doom, were the enemy and her contemporaries were her allies.



Coming to the letters written by Alice Adams when she’s away from home in the summers of 1938 and 1939 is a shock after reading her fiction set in the same era. Whatever may have been in the author’s mind about puberty and breasts and doing it, whatever rage and confusion she had about her parents, these are the words of a very proper and slightly naughty child with careful grammar. And yet, they show a difference in her feelings about her parents. To Agatha, Alice gave minimal information—“I am having a nice time…” To Nic, on the same date, she is complimentary, almost flirtatious: “I like your letter… the paper is lovely. Thank you for going back to mother.” She doesn’t say why he’s been away—at Malcolm Kemp’s sanatorium again?—but he’s apparently been taking care of her “livestock” and one can surmise that the wry term for pets was first used by Nic. In another letter she apologizes for not writing any poetry despite days of rain at camp but says, “Everything is so exquisite here that I feel as though I could not sleep for the weight of unwritten poetry.”30 Or maybe she was just having too much fun with people who did not try to write a poem every day.

Of course Alice is more direct with Judith. Alone on the train to New York, she sits across from a blond boy who gets off before Alice “could do much more than wiggle [her] eyebrows” and buys a ham sandwich, hot chocolate, and apple pie for eighty cents. Lost briefly in Penn Station, she gets help from a “sweet Red Cap” and is soon “slowly suffocating” from the stiffness and formality of her relatives’ home in White Plains. At camp, she found the other kids “peachy” and “swell” but disliked her counselor as “an awful, sloppy, fat, horsy, drip.” She has “sort of a crush” on a tall girl who has a “ritzy” figure and “the friendliest grin you ever saw.” Her unabashed admission of a “crush” on another girl shows an innocence that would be less possible for several succeeding decades. But the high point of camp, as intended, was a “perfectly perfect” overnight expedition to Emerald Pool and South Baldface Mountain with so much climbing that she was “terribly stiff.” (Even then Adams favored adverbs.)

Alice asks Judith for gossip about Chapel Hill, especially about one Sammy Andrews: “[He’s] still tops with me but he’s slightly icy or shy or something like that. You didn’t tell him what I said in my last letter, did you? I wouldn’t really mind if you did, if you also told him what I said in this one.” That intricate message to Judith illustrates how a restriction like the one that says a girl must not pursue a boy outright becomes, in de Beauvoir’s view, a defining female characteristic, perhaps an asset: “her interior life develops more deeply… she is more attentive to her heart’s desires that thus become more subtle, more varied; she has more psychological sense than boys turned toward external goals… She tests her situation’s ambiguity on a daily basis.”31

When she was thirteen, Alice was a young woman with a style that distinguished her from most of the other Southern girls in the CHHS Hillife class picture. Both she and Judith Clark wore simple figure-flattering flared skirts and sweaters, while the others wore cotton dresses. And yet, there’s something vulnerable about Alice: she stands as Judith does with one hip cocked, but her pose looks a bit knock-kneed and uncertain. Alice remained a serious and romantic child, not yet the alluring woman she imagined. Novelist Daphne Athas, then editor of the school’s literary magazine, recalled that Alice brought her a poem in the mimeograph room. “She was beautiful, but kind of shy. And the poem was very good. But to me Alice was a snob because she was a professor’s daughter.”I

During most of her thirteenth year, Alice’s boyfriend was James Baugham McMullan. At fifteen, tall, dark-haired Jim McMullan lived in a boardinghouse because his parents had moved to another town where his attorney father had a job. He was the youngest child in his family. Maybe he was the boy in Families and Survivors who had “a fantastic collection of records, but not the ordinary ones—Jimmy Lunceford, the Goodman Quintet, Bobby Hackett; Louis Armstrong”—the kind of swing music Alice would favor for years to come. McMullan also, people who knew him later said, loved words, so he and Alice had an affinity there too. “Her first affair or real relationship” was with McMullan, Judith remembered. In love, the woods took on new meaning too, offering her “romantic shelter and privacy for kissing, touching—whatever forms early love took.”32

If Alice’s budding sexuality led her away from home, there was, of course, a short circuit in that path that pulled her back into her confusion about her parents’ marriage. Repeatedly Adams writes a version of this scene that evokes “burning rage, a painful, seething shame” in a girl who’s out in the night with a boy. In “Return Trips” it goes like this:


We saw a car stopped, its headlights on. Guiltily we dropped hands… In [the car] was my father, kissing someone; their bodies were blotted into one silhouette. If he saw and recognized us, there was no sign… I would guess it’s more likely he did see us but pretended to himself that he did not, as he pretended not to see that my mother was miserably unhappy, and that I was growing up given to emotional extremes, and to loneliness.





Teenage Jim and Alice spoke of plans to marry on December 20, 1949, ten years to the day after their first date. He wrote it in her yearbook and mentioned it again later. Judith believed that Jim and Alice loved each other “dearly.” Jim still spoke fondly of Alice to his late-in-life second wife.33 Genuine as her feeling for Jim was, Alice in love was also enjoying a new form of play with dolls, as does Louisa in Families and Survivors: “And Louisa is well embarked on what is to be a lifetime occupation, or preoccupation: the enshrouding of any man at all in veils and layers of her own complexity, so that the love object himself is nearly lost… By the time he comes to her door, blond and smiling and happy to see her, he is also innumerable other people, with whom she has imaginatively acted out a hundred passionate episodes.”

In the meantime, Jim was going to boarding school at Porter Military Academy in Charleston, South Carolina. They made a date for Christmas vacation, December 20, 1940.

By then Alice would be a thousand miles away in Madison, Wisconsin—where her father went as a visiting professor at the university for the academic year of 1940–41. Alice’s wish not to be a Southerner was coming true. Her father thought spending the year at the University of Wisconsin would better his position at UNC: “One is more appreciated at home if it is seen that outsiders are interested.” Wisconsin considered Nic “one of the leading Hispanic scholars in the United States” and “an authority on Romanticism” and offered him $4,750 for ten months, a thousand more than his UNC salary. The invitation was less welcome to Agatha, who was just embarking on her paid career with the library in Chapel Hill. She gave up more salary than Nic gained.34

Alice would never spend another full year in Chapel Hill but the South was part of her. When she and Judith Clark met, they were thrilled to discover that they both cherished the same line from North Carolinian Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel:


Oh Lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again!



Ghosts of Chapel Hill and its people would return to Alice in story after story, year after year, for the rest of her life.

I. Athas’s father, an eccentric Greek intellectual, brought his family south from Gloucester, Massachusetts, to survive the Depression. Athas tells that story in her extraordinary novel Entering Ephesus, published by Viking in 1971.
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