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MARCH 6, 1957

CHAPTER ONE

“EVER HEAR of a C-cup bitch before?” Wally Keene had asked Charlie once.

“She’s the worst kind of bitch there is, Charlie! She’s as power-happy as she is top-heavy. Our business is brimming over with them — ours and advertising. Her bosom bosses her body and she bosses you…. Hell, you know the type, Charlie. Tell her a joke and she heard it last February; but she knows ‘a new one’ you haven’t heard. Take her to lunch and she sends back the Gibson, because the onion isn’t crisp. In a conference room when you try to win a point by throwing in a random statistic to make it more effective, she’s the one who sends out for the World Almanac, and finds out there were nowhere near 7,140 automobiles stolen in Houston in 1955…. Just imagine Scarlett O’Hara playing Kitty Foyle, and you got a C-cup bitch. Better still, Charlie, take a look around you … at Marge Mann, for instance.”

• • •

Charlie had seen her in the back of the elevator as he had come in that morning; and for some reason as he stood pressed against the other passengers and rode in gloomy 8:55 A.M. silence to 16, he was reminded of Wally’s description of her. Reminded of how he had hated young Keene for saying it (Keene had made the remark about a year ago in the bar at the Commodore, where they were both waiting for the 6:30 to Greenwich); and how he had hated him for being so amusingly accurate about Marge. About her type; about his own effortless admission to himself that she was a type; so what, Charlie had thought, who isn’t…. Still, it had made him angry; and he realized rather uncomfortably, it had made him feel some vague sense of guilt too.

He had seen her standing back there with the feather in her hat; smiled at her, and wished he had winked instead; and after he had thought of Wally’s year-old remark, he had recalled one of his own, years and years older; one of his own to Marge: “Wear a hat with a feather on it, and meet me at the Fiftieth Street Entrance to Saks.”

It sounded oddly prosaic to Charlie’s memory; sounded more like two old ladies off on a shopping spree than lovers bent on a clandestine rendezvous; but even so, Charlie knew he still couldn’t pass Saks without flinching; couldn’t look at one of Marge’s hats without telling himself, too often and too insistently, that he had really been in love wih her; my God, he had even considered divorcing Joan. Seriously considered it; hadn’t he?

When the elevator came to a stop he did an awkward thing that turned out to be pointless. Before he got out he looked back at Marge, wanting perhaps to improve on his initial greeting, wanting to add more to it, to make it less incidental; and instead, as he looked around, the man behind Charlie moved forward abruptly, so that both bumped noses; and the collision resulted in clumsy apologies, muttered as the two men stepped quickly out of the elevator, and in Charlie’s not having a second glance at Marge. He was sorry about that, particularly sorry about it because of the past month’s tension around Cadence Publications; and because somehow he wanted to reassure Marge that he was pulling for her. Pulling for her against Wally Keene.

Wally had said something else to Charlie about Marge once, not very long ago. A week or two ago. Wally had said, “Charlie, you want to hear something funny? This will break you up! The other night that bitch offered herself to me. That’s right, she offered herself to me! That wizened old bitch stretched herself out on a hide-a-bed like a slab of white lamb sacrificed on an altar! And you know what she said, Charlie, you know what she had the nerve to say? She said, ‘All right, you can have what you want. All right, take me!’” Wally had held his sides laughing. “I mean, God, can you picture it!”

Charlie didn’t believe it; didn’t believe for a minute Marge Mann would do anything like that — not for anyone, not even for her job. She used to tell Charlie, back when they were close, “The reason I like you, Charles, is that I like myself when I’m with you. I think that’s important.” That was like her; that was the way she was…. So Charlie didn’t believe Keene’s story.

• • •

Pushing through the wide glass doors, Charlie entered the reception room of Cadence Publications.

He looked right for these surroundings; at home in them. For a middle-aged man who lived well and was unlikely ever to become calorie-conscious (just on principle) Charlie Gibson had a good strong body that was tall and broad; and could still carry a single-breasted suit well enough to make many of his chunky colleagues envious.

He dressed that body well too. He had a feel for style and taste in his wardrobe; and a manner in his bearing, his stance and his gait, that announced he was right. Distingúe, some would have said of this man in the dark blue suit, with the thick crop of coal-colored hair streaked thinly with gray. Seeing him on this morning, some would have insisted handsome as well. For when Charlie’s round face was sullen in thought, with the wide deep brown eyes somber, he seemed almost handsome; seemed, ironically, younger too, and not as average of countenance. Nor as shy and vulnerable as he did when he had nothing bothering him.

As he strode across the thick gray carpet, passing the plush red leather couches and round white oak tables, one of the Cadence magazine covers stared up at him from a table top. It was their mystery magazine, The Suspects, one of the twenty magazines Cadence published.

A picture of a semi-nude blonde with blood running from her mouth, rushing down a rickety staircase, adorned its front. Charlie winced, made a mental note to get a memo off to the editor, and thought, as he mumbled a “morning” to the receptionist, of what Bruce Cadence had said yesterday.

“Look, Charlie, I don’t like it either. We’ve always had a good name in our field — always — except for that incident with our comic line. But that incident cost us plenty, Charlie. Now we’ve got to recover.”

Charlie had argued, “But we won’t recover making the same mistake we made with the comics. Sexy covers, lurid blurbs. Is this how we’re going to recover? … And a brand new exposé magazine we’re ashamed to put the Cadence name on!”

“The heat was on comics, Charlie. That’s all.”

“And it won’t be turned on our other books?”

“No, Charlie, it won’t be. Providing we stay in bounds, of course. It’s different with a children’s audience, you know that. They’re always worrying about what Johnny should read, when they’re not worrying about if Johnny can read.”

“Still and all, Bruce, Cadence doesn’t have to cheapen the line to sell!”

“Not cheapen the line, Charlie. You know I don’t mean that. Just make it less staid, as Keene says.”

“By exposing people?”

“Charlie, I know you’re opposed to the new magazine. I know! But do you have a better suggestion? … We’re in a hole, Charlie. We’re in a canyon!”

Before Charlie had left Cadence’s office, Bruce Cadence had added: “You’ll get the dummy tomorrow. After you make any corrections, rush it up to me. Okay, Charlie?”

• • •

It wasn’t okay. A lot of other people at Cadence felt the way Charlie did. No one — not even Charlie — had gone on record as being fighting-mad-vehemently-opposed to the new magazine; but even as it went around in dummy form, the nickname for it which someone had thought up, stuck…. Unofficially, it was called Vile.

Vile was Wally Keene’s brainchild. Bruce Cadence had hired young Keene as a troubleshooter, telling Charlie that he was convinced that the organization needed “new blood. Fresh blood, Charlie, young blood!”

Vile was the fruit of the new, fresh, young blood.

• • •

Down at the end of the long corridor on the 16th floor was the pine-paneled office of the Executive Editorial Director at Cadence. This was Charlie’s office, and the panoramic view of West Manhattan midtown to the Hudson, from its windows, was one Charlie never tired of seeing as he walked in there every morning; a scene he never failed to appreciate — the same way he was aware of and warm toward the fragrance of his secretary’s perfume at the beginning of a work day. Bonnie sat just outside his door and she always wore Arpege. She always looked up just as he passed the row of telephones on her desk; always smiled; always said, “Good morning, Mr. Gibson. I’ll be right with you,” and always appeared five minutes from the time she said that.

So ten minutes after Charlie had hung up his coat, without having yet seen her, he began to suspect that something was wrong; that perhaps she was sick (she never was); or that perhaps there was some new intrigue transpiring, a situation that invariably seemed to decimate the normal routine in the office, because usually the secretaries were the first to know, and the last to savor the enjoyment. Haphazardly he glanced through the pile of mail on his desk, at the same time pressing the buzzer which would call Bonnie, if she were near enough to be called. As he was doing this, some slight resentment starting to rise in him, as it always did when his meticulous sense of organization seemed threatened, a newspaper clipping fell from an envelope he held in his hand.

It was clipped from the Times; a brief write-up of the dinner a charitable organization had given in Charlie s honor several weeks ago, in appreciation of his capabilities as a fund-raiser. Above the write-up, there was a rather poor photograph of Charlie, a shoulders-up, smiling shot. Across his face was scribbled something Charlie did not have time to read before he heard the sound of the singing.

He looked up, puzzled at Bonnie; puzzled and then bemused. He had forgotten all about it.

“Happy Birthday,” she said, holding the tiny cake out to him; grinning; a slim, baby-faced girl, not too much older than Charlie’s daughter, but less spoiled than Jane — and wiser, Charlie had a hunch; quicker. “And many happy returns, Mr. Gibson.”

She set it on his desk; a candle sagged in the icing, dripping and flickering.

“Forget?” she asked him.

“I sure did.”

“Well, make a wish and blow it out.”

It was uncanny that at the same time she said that to him, Charlie’s eyes fell for a slow second to the sealed interoffice memo that was lying beside his mail pile; and that he thought as he looked at it: I wish that weren’t on my desk; wish I didn’t have to read that; uncanny, because Charlie had no real idea what the memo contained.

“Did you make a wish?”

“Yes,” Charlie said, deciding good health was a sound one, then blowing the candle out. “There!”

“I won’t ask how old you are.”

“Fifty.”

“You didn’t have to tell, Mr. Gibson. I wasn’t fishing.”

“I suppose that sounds old, hmm, Bonnie? To you?”

Charlie glanced up at her. She said, “Yes, frankly … Want a piece with some coffee, or is it too early?”

“Much too early. Can we save it until after lunch?”

“Sure. Here, I’ll take it.” She leaned across for the plate, and her eyes fell to the sealed memo. “I suppose you saw that.”

“Yes. Any idea what it’s about?”

“I wouldn’t like to speculate,” she told him. She looked suddenly serious. “I just wouldn’t like to.”

“Did Keene’s secretary leave it?”

“Uh-huh.”

Charlie felt something sink inside of him; then again remembered the curl to Keene’s lips that evening at the Commodore when he said, “Ever hear of a C-cup bitch before?”

As though she were reading his thoughts, Bonnie said, “You don’t think Mr. Cadence would demote her, do you, Mr. Gibson?”

“You think that’s what it’s about, too?”

She nodded.

“I don’t know, Bon,” he answered. “I hope not.”

“I think it would-kill her,” the girl said. She lifted the cake plate from his desk, frowning. “I wish you’d open it now.”

“After I’ve gone over all my mail, I will,” Charlie said. “That’s the only safe rule when it comes to these things. Open them last; that way the immediate business gets done before I blow my top.”

“I know, Mr. Gibson.” Bonnie sighed. “By now I know.”

She started across the office toward the door. Charlie let himself enjoy her legs before he looked up and said, “Bon? By the way, you’ll see that the dummy gets into me right away, won’t you? I want it checked and upstairs by four.”

“It’s on your desk now,” she answered. “Over on the left … And, Mr. Gibson, there’s a letter from your daughter in the pile.”

“Oh? Good!”

“Happy birthday again, Mr. Gibson.” She smiled in the doorway. “You don’t look fifty at all.”

When she had gone, Charlie sat momentarily to wonder how he had managed to forget that it was the 6th of March; and then, vaguely pleased in imagining Jane had remembered it, he fumbled through the letters on his blotter to find hers, but stopped abruptly when he came across the newspaper clipping he had put aside. He picked up the envelope it had come in, saw no return address, and when he shook it saw no other clue as to its sender. Then he took the clipping and read the legend written there across his face.

It said simply: YOU SURE TURNED OUT TO BE AN UGLY S. O. B. — CLASS OF ‘28.

For the first time that morning, Charlie Gibson began to laugh.





MARCH 6, 1925

CHAPTER TWO

ON THE afternoon of Charles Gibson’s 18th birthday, someone down the hall in the DKE house was playing Second Hand Rose on the phonograph; and Charlie was at his desk, bent over a composition for Poli. Sci., which began: “A year and three months ago today Lenin died at Gorki. It is appropriate to pause and remember — ”

Whatever it was that was appropriate to pause and remember, Charlie had forgotten, for lately his mind was a jumble of tangled thoughts. He was a sensitive, serious sophomore who wanted to be a writer (a poet, preferably; except it didn’t pay a goddam thing), and therefore a good 70% of his thoughts were centered on sex; a good 10% on sex with Mitzie Thompson (though Charlie switched the noun to ‘love’ in his mind where she was concerned); and the remaining percentage on what a bastard his old man was, what a crashing bore it was to be broke all the time, and what an effort it was to concentrate on anything “important” (meaning his writing) in a fraternity house at the University of Missouri.

Currently Charlie was under the influence of E. E. Cummings and Ezra Pound, when he was not under Mitzie’s spell; and this afternoon he was coping with all three, as well as Lenin and Second Hand Rose, so that beside the composition, on a scrap of yellow second sheet, there was scribbled the beginnings of a poem entitled simply: mitzie before breakfast. So far there was only one verse:


tell me how you like to see morning
come for us, say it sleepily
the way you said it then
we’ll cuss awakening out of night
i love you when your arms hold me
so tight.



“What’re you doing, Chazz boy?” a voice called from the doorway.

“Not too much.” Charlie wouldn’t have to look up to know it was Otto Avery speaking. He detested the way Avery persisted in calling him Chazz boy. But he did look up. He watched Avery saunter toward him, and thought, God, he’s suave; he really is — no matter the rest, he really is, and said blandly: “What was the name of that revolutionary journal?” deftly pushing the yellow second sheet under his arm and out of sight. But Avery had noticed. Would he do anything?

“Which one?” Avery sat on the edge of the desk.

“The one Lenin edited. I’m writing a composition.”

“Iskra,” Avery answered, filching the piece of yellow paper with a sudden jerk of his hand. “Meaning ‘The Spark’.” A grin came to his lips.

“Give it back,” Charlie said.

“Mitzie before breakfast, eh?”

“Oh, come on now, damn it!” Charlie stood up and made a grab for his poem, but Avery was taller and quicker; he held it out of Charlie’s reach.

“Chazz boy,” he said, “is there something you ought to tell Uncle Otto?”

“Go to hell, for one thing.”

“I’d had no idea the affair’d been consummated.”

“Did you want something when you came in?”

“Really, Chazz boy, I think you should have at least confided in me. I’m quite hurt, Chazz. You know, I’m offended.”

“Are you through with it?” By now his face felt hot, and he was sure it was very red; but his voice sounded only sullen, slightly bored.

“Mitzie rates some sort of punctuation, don’t you think?” Avery chuckled. “A semicolon, or a dirty old comma, or something, Chazz boy?”

“I’m busy. Give it back and clear out.”

Avery looked at him. Avery was uncommonly good-looking; he acted years older than he was — he was only nineteen, but he had polish. And very light blond hair with those keen blue eyes that penetrated their subject in a terrible, formidable gaze; and money, Avery had, and wit, and some certain power Charlie was forced to appreciate. Charm too.

“You really have it for Mitzie, don’t you, Chazz?”

“Get out!”

“You really think she’s the bee’s knees, don’t you, Chazz?”

“I’d like it back, Avery!” Charlie held his hand out.

“Oh, I’m going to give it back to you, Chazz. Chazz, you don’t think I’m not going to return your poem to you, do you?”

“Well then, do it.”

“Sure, Chazz, sure.” Avery picked up a pencil from the desk, took a notebook from the back pocket of his knickers, and walked to the bed. “Sure, Chazz, boy. I’ll give it back…. First I have to make a copy.”

He sat on the bed and made the copy and Charlie sat frozen at his desk. Down the hall the phonograph record had been changed, and as Avery wrote, he sang along with it in some spots: “Here’s the Japanese Sandman, Sneaking on with the dew, Just an old secondhand man, He’ll buy your old day from you.”

• • •

Charlie was thinking: My God, I’m going to bawl. I feel like bawling!

But he broke his pencil in half instead, and sat there powerless to stop Avery. Worse, he didn’t even try.

“Patience, Chazz boy,” Avery murmured. “This won’t take a minute … Oh, here’s the Japanese San-and-man — ”

Charlie Gibson met Otto Avery for the first time on the beginning day at the Kedd School for Boys. This was in 1919, and at twelve Charlie was somewhat shy; by no means unusually shy, but simply endowed with a normal amount of timidity which any boy would feel at his first break from home. Any boy but Otto Avery.

It was at midday during recreation in the playground on a sharp September morning that Charlie noticed Avery. Anyone would have noticed him before the other boys, just as in later life he was always the first to be recognized anywhere. He was exactly Charlie’s height then, but more filled out than Charlie, sturdy and broad. Whereas Charlie was slightly sallow-complexioned, Avery was rosy and brown in color, and even then his blue eyes were alternately sparkling and piercing.

He was always laughing, calling out, on the move. He was a friendly, vivacious thirteen-year-old; but there was more in it than that. He used his breeziness to cover his secret designs. Even then, he was plotting how he could use everybody and everything to his advantage, and he was helped by the fact that he never had any morals whatever.

When Charlie noticed him for the first time he was standing in the middle of the yard telling a story to a group of other boys, and although he was as new to Kedd as Charlie was, he had already fascinated new and old boys, and they were laughing and joking with him as though he had been at Kedd for years.

Charlie stood off to the side watching the scene, unwilling as yet to walk up to the group — really, unable to — and envying Avery his self-assurance. Then, as though Avery had felt Charlie’s presence behind him, and felt, telepathically, Charlie’s unsureness, he had whirled around in the midst of a sentence and spotted Charlie and he had called out, “Hey there, boy, c’mon now. Join us!” and then added rather unnecessarily: “There’s nothing to be afraid of!”

It was that final sentence of the greeting that Charlie resented, for he had never been “afraid.” He had never felt patronage of this sort — and the sort to follow and in the face of it, instead of proving to Avery and everyone there in the courtyard that of course he was not afraid to join them at all, he simply wilted, wilted and went forth like a nervous misfit, tongue-tied and blushing.

That first day, in Charlie’s mind, ruined every day to come. For from then on, Charlie never got the opportunity to redeem himself, to be himself. Avery more or less adopted him, and set about molding for Charlie a personality which was not Charlie’s, but Avery’s image of Charlie. From that moment on at Kedd, Avery patronized and mocked him.

It was at Kedd that Charlie was known by Avery’s name for him — Chazz. “You know, Chazz,” he used to tell Charlie years later, “I’ll never forget how you looked that first morning at school — with your anxiety and politeness and helplessness. You were a mess, fellow, and where you’d have been if I hadn’t looked out for you, I just don’t know!”

Avery looked out for Charlie in a shaming kind of way. Avery was tremendously popular; and Charlie, rather negative and colorless in Avery’s shadow. When another boy, in sport, twisted Charlie’s arm, or kicked his behind, Avery would never let the sport grow to the inevitable point of comradeship, but would come up instead and insist, “Stop that! Chazz is under my protection. Didn’t you know?”

And because Avery was strong and stoutly built, and everyone liked him, Charlie was let alone; the sport, which he had been enjoying as sport — even when he was not getting the better end — was terminated. And Charlie became, not disliked by the boys, but more — ignored, never ridiculed by them, save for Avery; but slighted during horseplay, left to observe the nonsensical joking, and punching and pillow-fighting that went on in the dorms. Now and then, in a situation where the boys’ spirits were high and they were indulging in foolish pranks among themselves, or wrestling one another on the ground, Avery would approach Charlie and say, “I don’t know why I look out for you. You’re such a goop…. But it makes me feel better knowing you’re under my wing.” He’d grin at Charlie and add, “Aren’t you glad of it?”

“No. I’m not.”

“Oh, yes you are, Chazz boy, you’re glad of it. Uncle Otto knows.”

There weren’t many other thirteen-year-olds at Kedd who knew as much about sex as Otto Avery did. He was always holding a roomful of boys spellbound with lewd stories about the things a man did to a woman. Like the others, Charlie was fascinated too; and unlike many of them, not particularly embarrassed. Leastwise, not at the stories, nor at the elaborate descriptions in the stories; in fact, Charlie was quite eager to hear. But Avery managed to spoil that for him too. In the middle of one, he would glance across at Charlie and say: “Oh, but I am sorry. Chazz boy, I didn’t mean these words to fall on your delicate ears…. I’m sorry, boys — but another time. When Chazz isn’t present.”

“Don’t be stupid!” Charlie would protest hotly. “What do I care!”

“Oh, but I care,” Avery would insist. “You’re very sensitive. I know you are, and you know I know.”

He would make it sound very cryptic and mysterious before the others, as though Charlie had been confiding in him; as though Charlie had told Avery once that that sort of thing humiliated and embarrassed him.

When the boys would protest and shout for Charlie to get out of the room then, if it bothered him so, Avery would hold up his hand and announce: “Silence! I won’t have you making Chazz feel unwanted. He’s as good as you are — any of you — and better too.”

It was a wonder to Charlie that anyone spoke to him at all through those two years at Kedd. Later, when he was fourteen and removed by his father to a public school again, Charlie could only marvel at the curious effect Avery had had on him; he could only sit and wonder why he had never been able to push himself out of that shell Avery had forced him into on the first day…. But the only answer he ever came up with, was that he had never experienced the emotion of hate before he met Avery; he had never hated anyone or anything until his encounter with Otto Avery, and he had not known how to cope with it, not understood completely the reasons for it; only wished the whole while that he had never been sent to Kedd.

Out of it all, one incident stuck firmly in Charlie Gibson’s mind. It was the same incident he thought of when he first walked into the DKE house and saw Avery come forward to greet him during fraternity rush week; and it was the same incident he thought of that afternoon while Avery sat on his bed copying the poem.

It happened during the second winter at Kedd. Charlie was thirteen then, and resigned to his status at the school, even resigned somewhat to Avery’s unpleasant attentions. Curiously enough, Charlie often found himself wishing he were more like Avery and wishing, too, that he could force Avery to submit to the same treatment Avery forced on him. But on the afternoon in January when the singular incident took place which Charlie was never able quite to forget, or to understand completely, Charlie had no envy, nor any malice toward anyone.

He had just received his father’s letter explaining that a temporary setback in finances made it necessary to withdraw Charlie from Kedd at the end of the term; and he felt immensely jubilant; miraculously freed, like a prisoner whose long sentence was suddenly, unexpectedly rescinded. As he took his shower down in the locker room after the three o’clock recreation hour, the warm water rushing on his skin felt clean and good. And Charlie felt much the same way, unburdened and nearly happy. He stayed under for an unusually long time, and it was just as he was planning to step out and turn off the faucets attached outside the stall, that the shocking stream of scalding water hit him. Frantically he pushed against the door in an effort to escape, but someone was holding him in.

“I say, Chazz boy, is it hot enough for you?”

“Let me out, Avery!”

“It doesn’t hurt, does it? I wouldn’t hurt you.”

“Turn it off!” Charlie began to scream from the pain. “Avery, turn it off!”

“You won’t get hot showers like this if you leave Kedd, Chazz boy.”

“Avery, help me! Help!”

When Otto Avery finally did take his weight from the door, Charlie staggered out through the steam in tears; his flesh seared and stinging, while around him a small group of his classmates stood staring at him somewhat uncertainly. Perhaps a few wanted to sympathize with him, but none indicated it in Avery’s presence. They simply stood woodenly, save for a few who snickered nervously as Charlie leaned naked against the brick wall of the room fighting for control.

Avery said simply, “We’re all sorry we’re losing you, Chazz boy. Things won’t be the same.” Then turning, waving, “Ta ta, Chazz.”

Gradually the others went back to their own showering, leaving Charlie to collect himself; to stop his angry weeping; to dress and leave. Walking from the gym, he found Avery waiting for him.

“So you’re going away,” Avery said.

“I’m glad of it too.”

“Oh, no you’re not, Chazz. You mind it awfully. You mind it as much as you minded what happened just then.” He put an arm on Charlie’s shoulder. “It hurt, didn’t it?”

“Of course it hurt!”

“It really hurt, didn’t it?”

“Why don’t you leave me alone?”

“I don’t know, Chazz boy. It’s always given me a kind of kick when you mind things. Why is that, do you suppose?”

“I don’t know. Just get away!”

“I just wanted to show you I’ll miss you next term, Chazz boy.”

“You have a great way of doing it.”

“It’s my way, Chazzy. I get sort of a pleasure in seeing you wince. It’s like — it’s like — pulling your own hair to hurt yourself.”

Then abruptly Avery stopped, removed his arm from Charlie’s shoulder, hoiked and spat at the ground in a quick, defiant gesture. His eyes, when he looked back at Charlie, were dark and shining, the lucid color of them nearly blacked; and he said, “I could rub your face in that if I wanted to, Chazz.”

“You’re — crazy!” Charlie managed, staring at Avery.

“You should be like me,” Avery said, “bold as brass and not giving a damn for anybody.”

“Before I’d be like you I’d drown myself.”

Avery laughed: “I almost drowned you, Chazzy, didn’t I? Back there. Do you know I’m sorry for it … in a way … but only in a way, Chazzy.”

He gave Charlie a mock salute and sauntered away from him.

It was the closest Charlie Gibson had ever come to seeing Otto Avery upset. And very vaguely Charlie understood that the reason was his leaving Kedd. Beyond that, he could only puzzle at Avery’s mind; and oddly, for that slow second as he stood looking after Avery, feel sorry for him. And then, afraid. Of what? Charlie didn’t know, but he had that sort of fear one feels when he looks back and realizes for the first time that at some point in his past he had been in great danger and never realized it.

• • •

Charlie never knew Avery was at the University until he saw him during the fraternity rush week. It was not at all unlikely for him to be there; Avery’s parents lived in St. Louis; nonetheless, it shook Charlie up to see him there. Charlie himself was the real interloper, for he was from upstate New York, but against his father’s violent objections, he had come to Missouri to study at the Journalism School. Avery surprised him a second time by announcing he too was studying journalism.

“But I always thought you wanted to be an actor,” Charlie said, after they had shaken hands in the DKE living room and begun what Charlie felt would result in an awkward conversation.

“Pater wouldn’t hear of it.” Avery smiled. “But there’s a fair drama department here, and I manage to work off my thespian impulses. You look good, Chazz. You’ve grown up.”

“Yes, I have. And grown out of that name.”

“Oh, you’ll always be Chazz to me…. Remember how I used to rag you at Kedd?”

“Quite clearly.”

“I was an awful nincompoop, wasn’t I? I hope I’ve grown up too since then…. But say, you’ll want to meet the boys. Come along, Chazz. We have a fine bunch here.”

As he followed Avery, Charlie thought of that incident at Kedd, thought: he has changed; I’d rather like him, if he’d only stop addressing me as Chazz. And ultimately, Charlie pledged Delta Kappa Epsilon, with Otto Avery sponsoring him.

Of course, Avery hadn’t changed at all; not really. He had simply expanded; and there were several among Charlie’s pledge class whom Avery chose to “oversee.” He was less obvious than he had been with Charlie at Kedd, but the effect was the same, if scattered. There was always one boy he was riding, in that familiar joking way of his, that pretended amiability, but invariably managed through some sly strategy to show the boy up as a fool; speciously dependent upon Avery for protection. He had a habit of inviting confidences, and then exposing them before a host of people, tossing them in much as one peppers a salad, as though there were nothing unusual about his mentioning that this boy was yet a virgin; (“I think it’s a very noble quality,” Avery would announce, while the boy writhed in shame and surprise at the suddenness of his exposure. “There’re not many of them left among males, except for lilies, of course, and we all know he’s no lily.”) or that that boy had a drastic fear of height (“I think it takes a brave man to admit such a thing,” Avery would say. “After all, most people with silly fears like that are sissies, but we know he’s no sissy. He’s just afraid of heights.”).

During Hell Week, Avery took charge with an enthusiasm unmatched by any of the others. The three or four scapegoats he had selected were the objects of the most ludicrous and cruel tortures, One very shy freshman was stripped of his clothes and left on a downtown street corner, pushed out of a car, and made to run frantically for some sort of shelter. And all the while Avery insisted: “He’s a great guy, but we’ve got to get him over the complex he has. I only want to help him.” Adding, as was his way: “I’m going through more torture than he is, just thinking about the means we have to employ.”

No, Avery had not changed one whit; Charlie really knew this when Avery became interested in Mitzie Thompson.

Mitzie, like Charlie, was a freshman. She was one of the first girls Charlie met when he came to the University and it became Charlie’s habit to wait for her after class, to walk along with her between classes and to linger for hours over coffee with her in the evening after the library closed. One such evening, Avery approached them, and sat with them at their table.

“I’ve been noticing Charlie’s interest in you,” he said to Mitzie. “I’m glad he chose someone like you. Charlie’s one of my favorite people.”

From that evening on, Mitzie and Avery were a pair.

A month later, they were pinned.

Charlie never forgot Mitzie — or the fact that he was in love with her. He wrote about her — pages about her in his diary (“How gentle a thing is my love for her, and fragile, so that just to see her can suffice to start the rush of blood to my pulse and make my mind miss Mitzie, though she is across from me with someone else and all through me inside.”) and he never walked a block in Columbia, Missouri, without being aware of how he would look to her should they meet; of what he would say; and in fantasy Charlie imagined their commune (he chose such a word for it), composed poems as though it had already happened and rehashed every brief conversation they had ever had, making more of it and improving upon it to such an extent that neither one would have recognized the other by the things that Charlie made them say.

• • •

“All right, Chazz.” Avery stretched after he had copied the poem, and tossed the pencil and second sheet on the bed. “That does it now. I’ll run along and see my Sheba…. Or should I say yours.’’

“Are you going to show it to her, Avery?”

“What do you think, Chazzy?”

As Avery left, he was singing:


We’ve string beans and onions,
Cabbage and scallions,
But we have no bananas today …
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