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To the memory
of Frances Fitzgerald Lanahan Smith
(1921-1986)


In dedicating this collection of our grandmother’s writings to the memory of our mother, we are certain that she would have been very pleased to see Zelda Fitzgerald’s work published in a volume of her own. In this area that was so close to her heart we think it best to let our mother speak for herself. Therefore, we submit to the reader the following excerpts from an introduction she wrote for an exhibition catalogue of Grandmother’s paintings in the Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts in 1974.


ELEANOR LANAHAN


SAMUEL J. LANAHAN, JR.


CECILIA LANAHAN ROSS


I was surprised, when Women’s Lib finally became part of our national consciousness, to find that my mother was considered by many to be one of the more flamboyant symbols of The Movement. To a new generation, the generation of her grandchildren, she was the classic “put down” wife, whose efforts to express her artistic nature were thwarted by a typically male chauvinist husband (except that authors are the worst kind, since they spend so much time around the house). Finally, in a sort of ultimate rebellion, she withdrew altogether from the arena; it’s a script that reads well, and will probably remain a part of the “Scott and Zelda” mythology forever, but is not, in my opinion, accurate.


It is my impression that my father greatly appreciated and encouraged his wife’s unusual talents and ebullient imagination. Not only did he arrange for the first showing of her paintings in New York in 1934, he sat through long hours of rehearsals of her one play, Scandalabra, staged by a Little Theater group in Baltimore; he spent many hours editing the short stories she sold to College Humor and to Scribner’s Magazine; and though I was too young to remember clearly, I feel quite sure that he was even in favor of her ballet lessons (he paid for them, after all) until dancing became a twenty-four-hour preoccupation which was destroying her physical and mental health. He did raise a terrible row when she published her novel, Save Me the Waltz, while he was still working on his own Tender Is the Night, a novel drawing on the same Paris and Riviera experiences. But this sort of competition is traditionally the bane of literary romances: only last year, the well-publicized love affair between a witty Washington blonde and a popular “Southern Writer” broke up when he published his novel about the very same events she had described in her nonfiction best-seller.


What I propose, rather, is that my mother was surprisingly emancipated for a woman born in the Cradle of the Confederacy at a time when the Civil War was still a vivid memory. One of her older sisters, Rosalind Smith, was the first girl “of good family” ever to get a job in Montgomery (other than teaching, of course), and she remembers that the day she started working at the bank, lines of young men formed outside just to stare through the window at the daredevil daughter of Judge A. D. Sayre. Both the Judge and my grandmother apparently took the position that their girls could do no wrong, for they fended off all criticism of their iconoclastic ways. Whether wise or not, this attitude undoubtedly played an important part in the willingness to attempt anything which characterized their baby, Zelda.


For in defining genius as one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration, Edison surely meant in one direction, not in three. It was my mother’s misfortune to be born with the ability to write, to dance, and to paint, and then never to have acquired the discipline to make her talent work for, rather than against, her. Growing up in Montgomery, she was apparently an accomplished amateur dancer; her name appears time and again in the Advertiser of World War I years as a featured soloist at various pageants and entertainments. After she was married she painted; then she studied at a Russian ballet school in Paris, getting just professional enough to be offered a job with the Naples Opera before her total collapse; on the advice of the doctors that she never dance again, she turned to writing, then back, finally, to painting. As one who cannot draw a whisker on a cat, I marvel at the one percent of genius coming through on canvas despite her almost casual attitude, as if creating a work of art was no more challenging than, say, planting a row of zinnias. . . .


Her love of flowers, of color, of tradition are surely as Southern as the jasmine she often wrote of. As well as the passionate enjoyment of life which she kept until the end, a sort of triumph in defeat as poignant as the tombstones in the Confederate Cemetery at Oakwood, her favorite place to be when she felt quite alone.


SCOTTIE FITZGERALD SMITH
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The Lobster Quadrille by Zelda Fitzgerald (Arlyn F. Bruccoli Collection)





PREFACE
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Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald’s writings can be read now as autobiography, as social history, as literary history, as an evocation of something imprecisely labeled “the romantic view of life”—and they can be read as the expression of a complex sensibility. Proper assessment of this writer as more than a cult figure and as more than an appendage of the F. Scott Fitzgerald saga requires that her work be available. Her publication career spanned a dozen years, from 1922 to 1934. Save Me the Waltz (1932), her only novel, was republished in 1967, and ten short stories were collected in Bits of Paradise1; but except for the two essays in The Crack-Up,2 her nonfiction has remained interred in old magazines.


Apart from a high school poem, “Over the Top with Pershing,” written in collaboration with her mother, there is no evidence that Zelda Sayre had literary ambitions before her marriage at the age of twenty. Her writing during the Thirties was a quest for identity apart from her status as “wife of,” as well as evidence of the rivalry that had developed in the Fitzgerald marriage. Marriage to a celebrated writer made it easier for her to have her work published; but it impeded her development as a professional writer—one who successfully competes in the marketplace.


She possessed a characteristic wit, the ability to make surprising connections between ideas, and an idiosyncratic style. Thus from Save Me the Waltz; “A shooting star, ectoplasmic arrow, sped through the nebular hypothesis like a wanton hummingbird. From Venus to Mars to Neptune it trailed the ghost of comprehension, illuminating far horizons over the pale battlefields of reality.” Had Zelda Sayre been compelled to serve a rigorous literary apprenticeship, she could have succeeded on her own. However, she started serious work late and under terrible strains; most of the work in this volume was written after her 1930 breakdown. “Auction—Model 1934” was her last publication, but she continued to write.


She began a second novel, “Caesar’s Things,” probably after Fitzgeraid’s death and worked on it intermittently for the rest of her life. It survives at the Princeton University Library in a fragmented typescript with pieces of perhaps seven chapters. The autobiographical novel covers much the same ground as Save Me the Waltz. Janno, the daughter of a Southern judge, falls in love with Jacob during World War I. He becomes a successful painter in New York. They go to Paris, where he drinks too much and has an affair. They move to the Riviera, and she falls in love with a French aviator named Jacques. “Caesar’s Things” combines hallucinations or fantasy with narrative; there is also a strain of religiosity. As a work in progress it is incoherent.


The attributions of Zelda Fitzgerald’s publications are muddied because editors put F. Scott Fitzgerald’s byline on her work—either as collaborator or as sole author. His name sold magazines. The situation is further complicated by the circumstance that he polished or edited her writing, so that the stories collected here represent various degrees of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s participation, short of collaboration.


Zelda Fitzgerald seems to have been wryly amused by the byline juggling, except for the series of “girl” stories that she wrote for College Humor in 1928-1930. Since these stories were intended to earn money to pay for her ballet lessons—an attempt to establish her own career to replace her “wife of” status—she was resentful that they were unsellable without her husband’s name. “A Millionaire’s Girl,” the fifth story in the series, caused particular bitterness because Harold Ober, Fitzgerald’s agent, sold it to The Saturday Evening Post as an F. Scott Fitzgerald story without consulting her. The Post had the largest circulation of any American magazine and was the publication with which F. Scott Fitzgerald’s work was identified; although College Humor was not as frivolous as its name suggests, it did not claim literary attention or substantial readership. The Post paid $4,000 for “A Millionaire’s Girl” when College Humor was paying $500 for the joint-byline “girl” stories.


The byline manipulation has inevitably led to speculation about the possibility of Zelda Fitzgerald’s unacknowledged participation in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s work. There is no evidence to encourage such guesswork. The problem pieces are accounted for: he kept a record of “Zelda’s Earnings” in his bio-bibliographical Ledger and identified her work.3 Moreover, his extant manuscripts bear no trace of her hand.


This volume provides only a partial view of Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald’s expressive efforts in the artforms that engaged her. Her paintings—most of which are lost and possibly destroyed—required a large share of her working energy; and her intense commitment to ballet cannot be replicated. These writings provide evidence of an individualized literary capacity. She wrote like no one else. It is regrettable that the conditions under which she worked prevented her from mastering her craft.


A key word in Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald’s vocabulary is “promissory.” Her fiction, in particular, evokes not just the possibilities of life—but expectations. Promises kept and promises unfulfilled.


M.J.B.





1. Bits of Paradise: 21 Uncollected Stories by F. Scott Fitzgerald and Zelda Fitzgerald, ed. Scottie Fitzgerald Smith and Matthew J. Bruccoli. New York: Scribners, 1974.


2. F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up, ed. Edmund Wilson. New York: New Directions, 1945.


3. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Ledger: A Facsimile. Washington, D.C.: Bruccoli Clark/Microcard Books, 1972.
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When David asked her about dancing . . . her expression had been full of “You-see-what-I-means,” and “Can’t you understands,” and David was annoyed and called her a mystic.


“Nothing exists, that can’t be expressed,” he said, angrily.
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“I hope you realize that the biggest difference in the world is between the amateur and the professional in the arts.”


—Save Me the Waltz


Whenever we read the work of women writers, we are tempted to go to the biography for illumination; when we read Zelda Fitzgerald, we feel the temptation as a duty. The details of her life are as well known to literary types as Marilyn Monroe’s are to movie fans, and the appeal of the two is similar. Doomed and beautiful, suggestive of a particularly highly lit American gorgeousness, the tragic deaths of both women satisfy some deep need—for what?—retribution, justice, as if gifts given too lavishly require a lavish, public payment of the debt.


Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald was born on July 24, 1900. She was the same age as the century, although when her husband made a fictional character of her, he made her one year younger. Hers was an old Southern family; her father, a judge, was one of the pillars of Montgomery, Alabama; her family had owned slaves and been proud supporters of the Confederacy. Her parents were middle-aged when she was born; she was the youngest, by seven years, of her five siblings. Her mother was vague and indulgent; her father, admirable and aloof. She grew up, rather wild and untended, and became Montgomery’s premiere belle. In July of 1918, she met F. Scott Fitzgerald, an officer stationed in Montgomery, and in April of 1920, they were married. They quickly became the emblematic couple of their age, the Jazz Age, which Scott named. They spent wildly and drank heavily; they were careless and outrageous and brilliant in their self-display. In 1921, they had a daughter, who was named after her father. They moved to Europe: Paris, the Riviera—and they moved back to America. They knew everyone: Hemingway, and Gertrude Stein and Archibald MacLeish and the Murphys, Gerald and Sara, who made well known the Spanish proverb: “Living well is the best revenge.” (No one has ever asked on what or whom.)


Scott’s drinking turned from a good show to a bad scene; there were flirtations; Zelda, at the too late age of twenty-seven, tried to become a ballerina of the first rank. She began to have breakdowns in 1930; this was attributed to the strain of her futile commitment to the dance. Scott’s fortunes and popularity declined; she was in and out of mental hospitals, in and out of lucidity, in and out of crushing misery. At times, her beautiful body became covered with painful eczema. Scott went to Hollywood to try and make money; he became involved with the columnist Sheilah Graham, although he remained loyal to Zelda and continued to support her and to write her with the complicated devotion that marked all their relations. He died in 1940, in Graham’s apartment, reading about the Princeton football team. Zelda became increasingly incoherent; her zealotries turned religious. She again committed herself to Highland Hospital in Asheville, North Carolina. She died in 1948 in a fire caused by bad wiring, her body identified by her slipper caught beneath it.


If this is not, in the words of Ford Madox Ford, the saddest story you have ever heard, it is certainly one of them. As a story it is irresistible: the promise, the symbolic status of the characters, the wasteful, foolish fall. Would we be interested in the story if the male lead weren’t acknowledged to be one of the greatest writers of the century? If the material of the life hadn’t been shaped into work that we agree is of the highest order, would we give the life more attention than the latest installment of People magazine? This question brings in its wake another and, perhaps, more vexing one. We know about the male lead—he was a writer, we agree, a great one. But who was she?


Was she a writer? The text that follows would seem to make the question absurd. She wrote a novel, a play, stories, articles: she must have been a writer. The residual difficulty we have in according her this status reveals the loaded, the exalted nature of the word writer in our imaginations and our dreams. It is, in one way, easy to be a writer; any literate person can write. It’s not like painting, or playing a musical instrument; the skill required has been learned before the desire for questionable self-expression set in. It is, perhaps, most analogous to dance: all children dance, but who is a dancer? Is it because of our fear of our inability to distinguish between good and bad writing or between the serious and the fooling around that we want our categories to be so neat, and ringed by so implacable and dark a line? “The biggest difference in the world is between the amateur and the professional in the arts,” says David Knight to his wife, Alabama, in Save Me the Waltz, and we nod our heads in complicitous agreement. But is he right? Do we really want to say that the biggest difference in the world, even in the world of the arts, is between the professional—he or she who is paid for it, he or she who defines himself or herself by work—and he or she who is not paid, and who may not name him- or herself as a practitioner. Do we really want to say that this is a more important distinction than that between the talented or the nontalented artist, the artist who executes his or her vision fully and the one who does not? Rather, what placing the stress on amateur versus professionalism does is to indicate our attachment to the notion of art as commodity, that which can be traded, bought, and owned.


Scott Fitzgerald felt that Zelda’s using the same material (their lives) in Save Me the Waltz that he was planning to in Tender Is the Night was a personal betrayal. He felt, as well, that it was a threat to both the artistic execution and the public reception of his work. Why such a vehement display of insecurity? And why does the issue, nearly fifty years later, still seem a lively one?


The case of Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald, their symbiotic relationship as creator and object of creation, may be unique in the history of literature—at least in the history of literary married couples. It is indicative, I think, of our attitudes not only about literature but about marriage as well. Our conventions dictate that the woman take on the man’s name; this would suggest that we consider a subsuming of the female identity in the male a seemly one. We are only now beginning to play with the idea that marriage should be a partnership of equals. But when this tentative perception collides with the superstition that good art is finite, our fears, our desire to nervously accuse and exclude, come to the surface. Why is it that we are tempted to ally ourselves with Scott Fitzgerald and to deny Zelda Fitzgerald the valorized place of writer? Why do we feel that if he’s the real thing, she can’t be? Why is it so difficult for us to examine her work as text that does and can exist independently of her husband’s? Why can’t we rejoice at the differences of their use of the same biographical stuff, rather than feeling we have to call one superior to the other? Why do we feel as if we can belong to only one of two armed camps, the camp that sees her as a formless, scattershot nothing who made a great writer’s last days miserable with her pretensions and demands, or the camp that is sure she wrote his best work, and blames him for her disintegration. Was it because she was beautiful, female, mad; and he was handsome and a drunk who died a failure? How can we clear away all these occlusions and read their work as work? In his case, the problem is smaller; his reputation was firmly in place before the facts of her biography became public lore. But in her case, real labor is required to read her without prejudice of one sort or another, to read her not as a symbol of something but as the creator of works of art.


Although they shared much of the same material, the approaches and use of it are dramatically different. They both rely heavily on the sensual apprehension of detail—but there the similarity ends. Scott Fitzgerald is a pretty even blend of classicist and romantic: his characters experience extreme emotions and situations, but they are described in sentences and stories and novels that are formally rhythmic and carefully shaped. Zelda Fitzgerald’s best prose is brilliantly uneven; her flights are high and wild, and the form draws its strength from the enigmatic appeal of the fragment. Scott Fitzgerald’s work is undeniably written; Zelda Fitzgerald’s gives the impression of the spoken word—its associative brilliance calls to mind Edmund Wilson’s comments on her conversation. “She talked with so spontaneous a color and wit—almost exactly in the way she wrote—that I very soon ceased to be troubled by the fact that the conversation was in the nature of free association of ideas and one could never follow up anything. I have rarely known a woman who expressed herself so delightfully and so freshly; she had no ready-made phrases on the one hand and made no straining for effect on the other.”1 Her descriptions are full of movement: often inanimate objects take on an overvivid and dangerous life. Flowers and food can turn disorienting or menacing in the blink of an eye. “She bought . . . a bowl of nasturtiums like beaten brass, anemones pieced out of wash material and malignant parrot tulips scratching the air with their jagged barbs, and the voluptuous scrambled convolutions of Parma violets . . . lemon-yellow carnations perfumed with the taste of hard candy . . . threatening sprays of gladioli, and the soft even purr of black tulips . . . flowers like salads and flowers like fruits . . . and flowers with the brilliant carnivorous qualities of Van Gogh.”2 Love and fear and horror mix themselves as well; she describes her beloved ballet teacher’s brown eyes as “like the purple bronze footpaths through an autumn beech wood where the mold is drenched with mist, and clear fresh lakes spurt up about your feet from the loam.”3 When Alabama realizes she is in love with David, her first response is a fantasy trip through his brain:


She crawled into the friendly cave of his ear. The area inside was gray and ghostly classic as she stared about the deep trenches of the cerebellum. There was not a growth nor a flowery substance to break those smooth convolutions, just the puffy rise of sleek gray matter. “I’ve got to see the front lines,” Alabama said to herself. The lumpy mound rose wet above her head and she set out following the creases. Before long she was lost. Like a mystic maze the folds and ridges rose in desolation; there was nothing to indicate one way from another. She stumbled on and finally reached the medulla oblongata. Vast tortuous indentations led her round and round. Hysterically, she began to run. David, distracted by a tickling sensation at the head of his spine, lifted his lips from hers.4


Over and over again, Zelda Fitzgerald takes up the method of the surrealists, confusing and conjoining realms, types, categories to make up a rich atmosphere. Her use of ands and commas to create a strung together, litany effect accentuates the pileup of dissimilar elements, and the reader is taken on an exhilarating ride that brings together glamour, terror, wit, and the seductive fog of the unconscious set loose. It is interesting to compare Zelda’s description of a schoolroom with the famous eyes of Dr. T. J. Eckleburg that begin chapter 2 of The Great Gatsby. Hers reads: “Flushed with the heat of palpitant cheeks, the school room swung from the big square windows and anchored itself to a dismal lithograph of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.”5 The description takes a perfectly ordinary room and makes of it an unmoored, comic strangeness. In comparison, Scott’s description of something that is, in itself, quite strange is remarkably low-voiced and bounded:


But above the gray land and the spasms of bleak dust which drift endlessly over it, you perceive, after a moment, the eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg. The eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg are blue and gigantic—their retinas are one yard high. They look out of no face, but, instead, from a pair of enormous yellow spectacles which pass over a non-existent nose. Evidently some wild wag of an oculist set them there to fatten his practice in the borough of Queens, and then sank down himself into external blindness, or forgot them and moved away. But his eyes, dimmed a little by many paintless days under sun and rain, brood on over the solemn dumping ground.6


Scott’s language and syntax is smooth, formal, almost biblical; the offense of the sign is aesthetic and perhaps moral, but it is an offense, rather than a menace. What would Zelda have done with Doctor Eckleburg’s eyes? What crimes would they have seen, what punishments suggested? Scott Fitzgerald is a creator of myths; his characters are brought to their sad ends through forces that are foreseeable, and if unavoidable, at least explicable. The world, for Zelda, is too disorderly to be the stuff of myth; it is the material of dream, random, unfinished, with connections that can only be guessed at or left out.


It is possible to see the Twenties as both the stuff of myth or frenzied dream leading to nightmare, but Zelda’s deliberate cutting of integuments, her willingness to follow the associative trend are more distinctly modern in their quality than the shaped orderliness of her husband’s fictions. It is their mining of the unconscious, the irrational, that marks the great, revolutionary modernist works: Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, and the more radical creations of Gertrude Stein, for example. Zelda Fitzgerald knew Gertrude Stein, and, unlike her husband, had no use for her; Zelda considered Stein’s conversation “sententious gibberish.”7 She had little use for other women, and it’s hardly likely that she’d make an exeption in favor of one so serious, overweight, and ill-dressed as Gertrude Stein. But it’s a shame, because Zelda might have got some understanding from Stein; it’s amusing to speculate on the putting together of such strikingly different heads.


The first draft of Save Me the Waltz took only two months to write; it was completed at Johns Hopkins Hospital. Its structure is loose; it is joined together more by its preoccupations than by any balanced ideas of rhythm or pace. Its primary shaping element is the body of the father: lively and upright in the beginning, dead at the end. “ ‘Those girls,’ people said, ‘think they can do anything and get away with it.’ That was because of the sense of security they felt in their father. He was a living fortress. . . .”8 Later, the narrator says that the young girl “wants to be told what she is like, being too young to know that she is like nothing at all and will fill out her skeleton with what she gives off, as a general might reconstruct a battle following the advances and recession of his forces with bright-colored pins. She does not know that what effort she makes will become herself. It was much later that the child, Alabama, came to realize that the bones of her father could indicate only her limitations.”9 At the end of the novel, she looks at her father on his deathbed: “His wrists were no bigger than a bird’s.”10


Alabama, the marvelously named heroine, obviously stands for Zelda, as David Knight, Alabama’s painter-husband, stands for Scott. The novel traces the Knights’ life from Alabama’s girlhood to her father’s death. It is episodic, and the connections between episodes are not stressed. All of Zelda Fitzgerald’s strengths as a writer come to play in Save Me the Waltz, as well as the important themes she touched on in everything she wrote. It is a kind of jazz Bildungsroman, with the potent jerky mistiness of early film. It avoids the Bildungsroman’s usual inwardness and speculation; for Alabama, life is a matter of appearances, or perceptions; this is a sensual, rather than a psychological novel. Yet it does concern itself, like the ordinary Bildungsroman, with the young person’s creation of a self.


But this self is a female self, and a female self coming to maturity in the age of the flapper. For any girl, the process of self-definition is complicated by the world’s habit of defining her by how she looks; it is difficult for her to define herself in terms of who she is, rather than whom she is seen to be. For a belle in the year 1918, the problem of the constructed, observed, rather than authentic, self is particularly acute. In speaking of the “flapper,” that is to say, the young girl of her era, Zelda Fitzgerald is clear how much has to do with self-presentation, and self-dramatization. The ideal flapper, she tells us in her essays “Eulogy on the Flapper” and “What Became of the Flappers?,” is someone who is seen by and in a crowd, but is intimate with no one, “fully airing the desire . . . for dramatizing herself. . . . The best flapper is reticent emotionally and courageous morally. You always know what she thinks but she does all her feeling alone . . . an artist in her particular field, the art of being—being young, being lovely, being an object.”11 She is an artist; the form is the public dramatization, the material is herself. She has no models upon which to base this enterprise, and no community should she fail. The future holds nothing for her but the end of the art form. Yet, Zelda tells us, the successful flapper becomes the successfully bored young married woman: having sown her oats, she can settle down.


But Alabama doesn’t settle down. She marries her glamorous David, and has, rather perfunctorily, and absentmindedly, her perfect child Bonnie. She goes to Europe; she goes to the beach; she goes to parties. But this is not enough for her. She wants to express herself in terms larger than herself: she devotes herself to the ideal of Diaghilev’s Russian Ballet.


Alabama is devoted to the ideal of dance—an ideal expressed by her Russian teacher—and devotedness is not a quality the flapper possesses. She wants to serve something greater than herself (as the idea of her father is greater than herself) and to lose herself in the process. Her goals are ascetic and almost religious. “It seemed to Alabama that, reaching her goal, she would drive the devils that had driven her—that in proving herself, she would achieve that peace which she imagined went only in surety of one’s self—that she would be able, through the medium of the dance, to command her emotions, to summon love or pity or happiness at will, having provided a channel through which they might flow.”12 One of her colleagues at the studio says to her, “Oh, but you will be a dancer . . . but I do not see why, since you already have a husband.” Alabama replies: “Can’t you understand that I am not trying to get anything—at least I don’t think I am—but to get rid of some of myself.” It is as if, in the process of creating a self, she must literally express self—the excessive part of the self that was created by vanity and greed. Only forgetfulness of the self can create the true self—physical, emotional, and spiritual. “The complete control of her body freed her from all fetid consciousness of it.”13


The parameters of her journey are the bones of her father’s skeleton; there is no flesh to nourish or to knit the bones. Flesh belongs to the mother, and, like everything female, for Alabama, it is inferior. The aloof, father-judge is replaced by the implacable ideal of pure art; the female, growing in the middle, can only be starved into madness. Alabama’s quest for herself is very much of its time; the flapper, who bound her breasts so she might look like a boy, had to deny her femaleness in order to be freed from what she saw as its constraints.


Here is how Zelda Fitzgerald describes the female world that the flapper must rebel against in order not to be suffocated: “Women . . . go through life with a death-bed air either snatching the last moment or with martyr-resignation,” she says, and describes the kind of girl who preceded the flapper as “the kind of girl who . . . quoted the Rubaiyat at you and told you how misunderstood she was; or the kind who straightened your tie as evidence that in her lay the spirit of the eternal mother; or the kind who spent long summer evenings telling you that it wasn’t the number of cigarettes you smoked that she minded but just the principle, to show off her nobility of character.”14


Clearly, no communication between a girl of spirit and such dull girls as she describes is possible: she can only talk to men. Even the audience whom she assumes is a male audience (your tie is being straightened). “We were happy and we hated women,” she says in a letter to Scott, recalling their golden years. But the man who should be her partner in the journey away from suffocation is too unfixed to help her; he is not, like the father, the pole star to her comet. David is even more desperate than Alabama; while she dances, he drinks. And their child is nowhere for them; she is there to be slapped when she calls her mother a liar, to be shipped to her mother in Naples for a disastrous birthday party and back to her father to be his pseudo-paramour. No future lies ahead for them. “He and she appeared to her like people in a winter of adversity picking very old garments left over from a time of wealth.”15 They return home for the death of the father, and after that, there is nothing, only another dreadful party with food, drink, and people who can only make things worse. “On the cocktail tray, mountains of things represented something else: canapés like goldfish, and caviar in balls, butter bearing faces and frosted glasses sweating with the burden of reflecting such a lot of things to stimulate the appetite to satiety before eating.”16


The Jazz Age was not the Depression and depression doesn’t mark Save Me the Waltz. For all the failure and slippage that we witness, we also enjoy the sights Alabama sees and her ability to give us the tenor of the times.


They were having the bead line at the Ritz that year. Everybody was there. People met people they knew in hotel lobbies smelling of orchids and plush and detective stories, and asked each other where they’d been since the last time. Charlie Chaplin wore a yellow polo coat. People were tired of the proletariat—everyone was famous. All the other people who weren’t well known had been killed in the war; there wasn’t much interest in private lives.17


Those last words give us an important clue to a motivating force behind everything Zelda Fitzgerald wrote. “There wasn’t much interest in private lives.” She isn’t interested in writing about emotions; she is interested in description, and, surprisingly, in generalization and in abstract thought. Her work is studded with aphorisms like the work of an eighteenth-century neoclassicist; like Zelda Fitzgerald, they didn’t much go in for “private lives,” they believed in life that could be watched, like a theatrical scene. In the story “The Girl with Talent,” the narrator says, “To my mind people never change until they actually look different, so I didn’t find her greatly modified.” Zelda Fitzgerald has little interest in the workings of the heart; the body, particularly the eye, and the brain that can put all that the eye sees into some sort of satisfying order: these are the aspects of the human that she finds worthwhile.


There is a link between the aphorism and the flirtatious throw-away line that a certain kind of heady smart girl might excel in, and Zelda Fitzgerald’s work sometimes negotiates the unsure borders between the two. This is one reason she is so unsettling; we’re not sure if she’s being intelligent or clever (merely clever, we would say). In her articles and shorter fiction, her aphoristic talent seems to fall into the latter category. “By the time a man has blundered confusedly into the age of responsibilities he has realized that the qualities he sought in people he found most satisfactorily understandable in himself,”18 she says in “Who Can Fall in Love After Thirty?” “When women cease wanting to please, there usually comes a withering of the spirit,”19 she tells us in her defense of female adornment in “Paint and Powder.” Her earlier stories, which have a kind of unfinished charm and liveliness of description (the young woman in “Our Own Movie Queen” is said to have “a warm moist look about her, as if she had materialized out of hot milk vapor”20) often seem like inferior versions of Scott’s “Bernice Bobs Her Hair.” There is very little character development in them, and the shortness of the form doesn’t allow for the atmospheric buildup that is so effective in Save Me the Waltz. The story that comes nearest realization is “A Couple of Nuts,” in which two carefree American jazz singers come, through their own greed and lack of judgment, to a tragic end.


In places where she is more relaxed—her novel, her journal-like reminiscences and her letters—the aphorisms lose their too-quick brightness and show a genuine intellectual power. Alabama muses in her father’s house: “The inevitable happened to people, and they found themselves prepared. The child forgives its parents when it perceives tha accidents of birth.”21 Receiving David after he has been unfaithful to her, Alabama notes, “Men . . . never seem to become the things they do, like women, but belong to their own philosophic interpretations of their actions.”22 In “Show Mr. and Mrs. F. to Number——,” Zelda Fitzgerald uses the memories of all the hotel rooms she and Scott have stayed in as a kind of index of their past. Most of the rooms have something wrong with them; there is a decidedly melancholy cast to the tone of the memories, culminating, perhaps, in the remark, “It is sadder to find the past again and find it inadequate to the present than it is to have it elude you and remain forever a harmonious conception of memory.”23


Most touchingly, perhaps, and surprisingly, Zelda’s late letters to Scott reveal her gift for abstract thought. “Nobody has ever been able to experience what they have thoroughly understood—or understand what they have experienced until they have achieved a detachment that renders them incapable of repeating the experience,” she writes to her husband, during one of her many incarcerations.24 Her letters are full of a stoic humility; she is sorry for her life and for the trouble she’s caused her husband, but she’s never abject or groveling. Her accusations of him seem just and measured; they never take on the tone of self-justification and defensive anger that we find in his. She loved and admired him to the end, and she had a generous understanding of his gifts. In her tribute to him, written after his death, she says, “The prophet destined to elucidate and catalogue these pregnant and precarious circumstances was F. Scott Fitzgerald. The times exacted a dramatization compelling enough to save its protagonists from sleep-walking over the proscenium in the general doesn’t-matter suasion of the let-down.”25


In reading her last letters to Scott, I was brought up short when I encountered an analysis she made of the aesthetic theories of Aristotle.


You talk of the function of art. I wonder if anybody has ever got nearer the truth than Aristotle: he said that all emotions and all experience were common property—that the transposition of these into form was individual and art. But, God, it’s so involved by whether you aim at direct or indirect appeals and whether the emotional or the cerebral is the most compelling approach, and whether the shape of the edifice or the purpose for which it is designated is paramount that my conceptions are in a sad state of flux. At any rate, it seems to me the artist’s business is to take a willing mind and guide it to hope or despair contributing not his interpretations but a glimpse of his honestly earned scars of battle and his rewards. I am still adamant against the interpretive school. Nobody but educators can show people how to think—but to open some new facet of the stark emotions or to preserve some old one in the grace of a phrase seem nearer the artistic end. You know how a heart will rise or fall to the lilt of an a-laden troche or the sonorous dell of an o—and where you will use these business secrets certainly depends on the author’s special evaluations. That was what I was trying to accomplish with the book I began: I wanted to say “This is a love story—maybe not your love story—maybe not even mine, but this is what happened to one isolated person in love. There is no judgment.”—I don’t know—abstract emotion is difficult of transcription, and one has to find so many devices to carry a point that the point is too often lost in transit—26


Once again, I had to ask myself, Who is this woman? As if she had no right to Aristotle. She wasn’t a professional. Who was she to talk, with such developed consciousness, about technique? I was comfortable thinking of her as the femme-enfant celebrated by the surrealists: the woman-child who picks up what she knows through her lovely, hypersensitive skin. Too easily I accepted her self-evaluation: “I am that little fish who swims about under a shark and, I believe, lives indelicately on its offal. . . . Life moves over me in a vast black shadow and I swallow whatever it drops with relish. . . .”27 It was all right for her to apprehend, to describe, to aphorize; but to theorize? That was not for her. For whom, then? Her husband? Her father? Some woman who hadn’t been self-dramatizing, reckless, admired for her looks, a careless mother, mad?


A proper reading of the work of Zelda Fitzgerald challenges our easy dualities: the belief that a woman who wants fun and excitement can’t have a mind; the notion that the formal, finished, and pared down is aesthetically superior to the associative and the fragmentary, that an art that believes that it can, through its facility, express “everything” is more desirable than one which leaves gaps for what cannot be expressed. Perhaps now, in the wake of a literary movement that tries to come to terms with the artist’s struggle with what cannot be said—or cannot be said in terms of what we used to be comfortable calling “realism”—a more open reading can occur. One that is willing to step back and forth over borders, to make a place for the “You see what I means,” and the “Can’t you understands.”


MARY GORDON







1. Edmund Wilson, “A Weekend in Ellersie,” in The Shores of Light, Boston, 1985, p. 379.


2. Zelda Fitzgerald, The Collected Writings, New York, 1991, p. 130.


3. Ibid., p. 139.


4. Ibid., p. 40.


5. Ibid., p. 15.


6. F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, New York, 1925, pp. 27-28.


7. James R. Mellow, Invented Lives, Boston, 1984, p. 259.


8. Zelda Fitzgerald, The Collected Writings, p. 9.


9. Ibid., p. 11.


10. Ibid., p. 184.


11. Ibid., p. 398.


12. Ibid., p. 118.


13. Ibid., p. 127.


14. Ibid, p. 398.


15. Ibid., p. 123.


16. Ibid., pp. 194-95.


17. Ibid., p. 48.


18. Ibid., p. 412.


19. Ibid, p. 416.


20. Ibid., p. 274.


21. Ibid., pp. 190-91.


22. Ibid., p. 110.


23. Ibid., p. 427.


24. Ibid., pp. 465-66.


25. Ibid., p. 440.


26. Ibid., pp. 475-76.


27. Ibid., p. 465.





SAVE ME THE WALTZ


[image: line]


[image: diamond]




Save Me the Waltz was written during January and February 1932 in Montgomery, Alabama, and at the Phipps Clinic of Johns Hopkins Hospital; it was sent to Maxwell Perkins at Scribners in March 1932.1 The version that Perkins first saw had not been read by F. Scott Fitzgerald, for Zelda Fitzgerald was anxious to succeed without her husband’s help or interference. The original manuscript and typescripts have not survived; but the first draft was a more personal document—that is, more transparently about the Fitzgeralds’ marriage—and, indeed, David Knight was originally named Amory Blaine after the hero of Fitzgerald’s novel This Side of Paradise, who was an autobiographical character. When Fitzgerald did read the novel, he was angered on two counts: he felt it exposed too much of his private life; and he thought it drew upon material he had written for Tender Is the Night, which was then in progress.


The story of the publication of Save Me the Waltz can be traced through F. Scott Fitzgerald’s correspondence. On March 16—some four days after Zelda Fitzgerald sent the novel to Perkins—Fitzgerald instructed him not to decide anything until it was revised.2 Although he wanted his wife to have a success and praised the novel to Perkins, Fitzgerald was concerned that the original version would injure both of them—but especially him:


Turning up in a novel signed by my wife as a somewhat anemic portrait painter with a few ideas lifted from Clive Bell, Léger, etc. puts me in an absurd + Zelda in a ridiculous position. The mixture of fact + fiction is calculated to ruin us both, or what is left of us, and I can’t let it stand. Using the name of a character I invented to put intimate facts in the hands of the friends and enemies we have accumulated en route—my God, my books made her a legend and her single intention in this somewhat thin portrait is to make me a non-entity.3


He urged his wife to revise and no doubt helped her, but the extent of his labor is by no means clear in the absence of the working papers. It seems likely, though, that the assumption that he actually rewrote Save Me the Waltz is false. The available documents indicate that his work was advisory. On March 25 he wired Perkins that the novel would require only minor revisions and that it was a fine novel; but three days later he informed Perkins that the whole middle section needed to be rewritten.4 By May 2 he was able to report: “Zelda’s novel is now good, improved in every way. It is new. She has largely eliminated the speak-easy-nights-and-our-trip-to-Paris atmosphere.”5 The letter warns Perkins about exciting her with too-generous praise.


On or about May 14, Fitzgerald sent the revised novel, stating:


It is a good novel now, perhaps a very good novel—I am too close to it to tell. . . . (at first she refused to revise—then she revised completely, added on her own suggestion + has changed what was a rather flashy and self-justifying “true confessions” that wasn’t worthy of her into an honest piece of work. She can do more with the galley but I cant ask her to do more now.)—but now praise will do her good within reason.6


Fitzgerald’s estimate of Save Me the Waltz was later revised downward. On February 8, 1936, he wrote to his agent, Harold Ober: “Please don’t have anybody read Zelda’s book because it is a bad book!”7


The printer’s copy for Save Me the Waltz and five sets of galley proofs are in the Fitzgerald Papers at the Princeton University Library. The typescript is clean copy, prepared by a typist, with only a few authorial corrections and printer’s or editor’s queries. The proof consists of two sets of very heavily revised—not just corrected—galleys, two duplicate sets, and one set of paged final galleys. In revising the galleys, Zelda Fitzgerald completely rewrote the opening of Chapter 2, the account of the visit by Alabama’s parents to the Knights; twenty-five pages of typed copy were substituted for the original thirty-three. At the same time ten pages of typescript revisions for part three of Chapter 2 were prepared. The revised galleys are drastically worked over, but almost all the marks are in Zelda Fitzgerald’s hand. F. Scott Fitzgerald did not systematically work on the surviving proofs: only eight of the words written on them are clearly in his hand.


Perhaps the wholesale revisions discouraged the proofreaders, or perhaps the author resisted editorial help—but whatever the reasons, Save Me the Waltz was one of the most sloppily edited novels produced by a distinguished American publisher. Apart from troublesome authorial eccentricities of style and usage, there are hundreds of errors that almost certainly affected reader response.8


The size of the initial printing has not been determined, but it was probably a Depression run of no more than three thousand copies. Only one printing was required. In 1953, Grey Walls Press published a new edition in England; but Save Me the Waltz was not republished in America until the Southern Illinois University Press edition of 1967. This corrected text—which was reprinted in America and England—is used here. No attempt has been made to improve the author’s style or to make more than the really necessary corrections. Baffling sentences have not been solved, and puzzling words have been left wherever they make any sense. Much of the unusual quality of Save Me the Waltz comes from its idiosyncratic prose; no good purpose would be served by tampering with it.





1. Zelda Fitzgerald to Maxwell Perkins, c. March 12, 1932. Charles Scribner’s Sons Archives, Princeton University Library.


2. Charles Scribner’s Sons Archives, Princeton University Library.


3. Quoted in Andrew Turnbull, Scott Fitzgerald (New York: Scribners, 1962), p. 207. This letter was presumably written to Zelda Fitzgerald’s psychiatrist.


4. Charles Scribner’s Sons Archives, Princeton University Library.


5. Fitzgerald to Perkins. Dear Scott/Dear Max, ed. John Kuehl and Jackson R. Bryer (New York: Scribners, 1971), p. 173.


6. Fitzgerald to Perkins. Dear Scott/Dear Max, p. 176. This letter warns Perkins not to discuss the novel with Ernest Hemingway, who had Death in the Afternoon coming out that season and who would therefore regard Save Me the Waltz as competition.


7. The Letters of F. Scott Fitzgerald, ed. Andrew Turnbull (New York: Scribners, 1963), p. 402.


8. At least two reviews specifically complained about the proofreading—New York Times Book Review (October 16) and Bookman (November). These and three other reviews all commented on the unusual word usage—Boston Transcript (November 30), Saturday Review of Literature (October 22), and Forum (December).




We saw of old blue skies and summer seas


When Thebes in the storm and rain


Reeled, like to die.


O, if thou can’st again,


Blue sky—blue sky!


OEDIPUS, King of Thebes
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“Those girls,” people said, “think they can do anything and get away with it.”


That was because of the sense of security they felt in their father. He was a living fortress. Most people hew the battlements of life from compromise, erecting their impregnable keeps from judicious submissions, fabricating their philosophical drawbridges from emotional retractions and scalding marauders in the boiling oil of sour grapes. Judge Beggs entrenched himself in his integrity when he was still a young man; his towers and chapels were builded of intellectual conceptions. So far as any of his intimates knew he left no sloping path near his castle open either to the friendly goatherd or the menacing baron. That inap-proachability was the flaw in his brilliance which kept him from having become, perhaps, a figure in national politics. The fact that the state looked indulgently upon his superiority absolved his children from the early social efforts necessary in life to construct strongholds for themselves. One lord of the living cycle of generations to lift their experiences above calamity and disease is enough for a survival of his progeny.


One strong man may bear for many, selecting for his breed such expedient subscriptions to natural philosophy as to lend his family the semblance of a purpose. By the time the Beggs children had learned to meet the changing exigencies of their times, the devil was already upon their necks. Crippled, they clung long to the feudal donjons of their fathers, hoarding their spiritual inheritances—which might have been more had they prepared a fitting repository.


One of Millie Beggs’ school friends said that she had never seen a more troublesome brood in her life than those children when they were little. If they cried for something, it was supplied by Millie within her powers or the doctor was called to subjugate the inexorabilities of a world which made, surely, but poor provision for such exceptional babies. Inadequately equipped by his own father, Austin Beggs worked night and day in his cerebral laboratory to better provide for those who were his. Millie, perforce and unreluctantly, took her children out of bed at three o’clock in the morning and shook their rattles and quietly sang to them to keep the origins of the Napoleonic Code from being howled out of her husband’s head. He used to say, without humor, “I will build me some ramparts surrounded by wild beasts and barbed wire on the top of a crag and escape this hoodlum.”


Austin loved Millie’s children with that detached tenderness and introspection peculiar to important men when confronting some relic of their youth, some memory of the days before they elected to be the instruments of their experience and not its result. You will feel what is meant in hearing the kindness of Beethoven’s “Springtime” Sonata. Austin might have borne a closer relation to his family had he not lost his only boy in infancy. The Judge turned savagely to worry fleeing from his disappointment. The financial worry being the only one which men and women can equally share, this was the trouble he took to Millie. Flinging the bill for the boy’s funeral into her lap, he cried heart-breakingly, “How in God’s name do you expect me to pay for that?”


Millie, who had never had a very strong sense of reality, was unable to reconcile that cruelty of the man with what she knew was a just and noble character. She was never again able to form a judgment of people, shifting her actualities to conform to their inconsistencies till by a fixation of loyalty she achieved in her life a saintlike harmony.


“If my children are bad,” she answered her friend, “I have never seen it.”


The sum of her excursions into the irreconcilabilities of the human temperament taught her also a trick of transference that tided her over the birth of the last child. When Austin, roused to a fury by the stagnations of civilization, scattered his disillusions and waning hope for mankind together with his money difficulties about her patient head, she switched her instinctive resentment to the fever in Joan or Dixie’s twisted ankle, moving through the sorrows of life with the beatific mournfulness of a Greek chorus. Confronted with the realism of poverty, she steeped her personality in a stoic and unalterable optimism and made herself impervious to the special sorrows pursuing her to the end.


Incubated in the mystic pungence of Negro mammies, the family hatched into girls. From the personification of an extra penny, a streetcar ride to whitewashed picnic grounds, a pocketful of peppermints, the Judge became, with their matured perceptions, a retributory organ, an inexorable fate, the force of law, order, and established discipline. Youth and age: a hydraulic funicular, and age, having less of the waters of conviction in its carriage, insistent on equalizing the ballast of youth. The girls, then, grew into the attributes of femininity, seeking respite in their mother from the exposition of their young-lady years as they would have haunted a shady protective grove to escape a blinding glare.


The swing creaks on Austin’s porch, a luminous beetle swings ferociously over the clematis, insects swarm to the golden holocaust of the hall light. Shadows brush the Southern night like heavy, impregnated mops soaking its oblivion back to the black heat whence it evolved. Melancholic moonvines trail dark, absorbent pads over the string trellises.


“Tell me about myself when I was little,” the youngest girl insists. She presses against her mother in an effort to realize some proper relationship.


“You were a good baby.”


The girl had been filled with no interpretation of herself, having been born so late in the life of her parents that humanity had already disassociated itself from their intimate consciousness and childhood become more of a concept than the child. She wants to be told what she is like, being too young to know that she is like nothing at all and will fill out her skeleton with what she gives off, as a general might reconstruct a battle following the advances and recessions of his forces with bright-colored pins. She does not know that what effort she makes will become herself. It was much later that the child, Alabama, came to realize that the bones of her father could indicate only her limitations.


“And did I cry at night and raise hell so you and Daddy wished I was dead?”


“What an idea! All my children were sweet children.”


“And Grandma’s, too?”


“I suppose so.”


“Then why did she run Uncle Cal away when he came home from the Civil War?”


“Your grandmother was a queer old lady.”


“Cal, too?”


“Yes. When Cal came home, Grandma sent word to Florence Feather that if she was waiting for her to die to marry Cal, she wanted the Feathers to know that the Beggs were a long-lived race.”


“Was she so rich?”


“No. It wasn’t money. Florence said nobody but the devil could live with Cal’s mother.”


“So Cal didn’t marry, after all?”


“No—grandmothers always have their way.”


The mother laughs—the laugh of a profiteer recounting incidents of business prowess, apologetic of its grasping security, the laugh of the family triumphant, worsting another triumphant family in the eternal business of superimposition.


“If I’d been Uncle Cal I wouldn’t have stood it,” the child proclaims rebelliously. “I’d have done what I wanted to do with Miss Feather.”


The deep balance of the father’s voice subjugates the darkness to the final diminuendo of the Beggs’ bedtime.


“Why do you want to rehash all that?” he says judiciously.


Closing the shutters, he boxes the special qualities of his house: an affinity with light, curtain frills penetrated by sunshine till the pleats wave like shaggy garden borders about the flowered chintz. Dusk leaves no shadows or distortions in his rooms but transfers them to vaguer, grayer worlds, intact. Winter and spring, the house is like some lovely shining place painted on a mirror. When the chairs fall to pieces and the carpets grow full of holes, it does not matter in the brightness of that presentation. The house is a vacuum for the culture of Austin Beggs’ integrity. Like a shining sword it sleeps at night in the sheath of his tired nobility.


The tin roof pops with the heat; the air inside is like a breath from a long unopened trunk. There is no light in the transom above the door at the head of the upstairs hall.


“Where is Dixie?” the father asks.


“She’s out with some friends.”


Sensing the mother’s evasiveness, the little girl draws watchfully close, with an important sense of participation in family affairs.


“Things happen to us,” she thinks. “What an interesting thing to be a family.”


“Millie,” her father says, “if Dixie is out traipsing the town with Randolph McIntosh again, she can leave my house for good.”


Her father’s head shakes with anger; outraged decency loosens the eyeglasses from his nose. The mother walks quietly over the warm matting of her room, and the little girl lies in the dark, swelling virtuously submissive to the way of the clan. Her father goes down in his cambric nightshirt to wait.


From the orchard across the way the smell of ripe pears floats over the child’s bed. A band rehearses waltzes in the distance. White things gleam in the dark—white flowers and paving stones. The moon on the windowpanes careens to the garden and ripples the succulent exhalations of the earth like a silver paddle. The world is younger than it is, and she to herself appears so old and wise, grasping her problems and wrestling with them as affairs peculiar to herself and not as racial heritages. There is a brightness and bloom over things; she inspects life proudly, as if she walked in a garden forced by herself to grow in the least hospitable of soils. She is already contemptuous of ordered planting, believing in the possibility of a wizard cultivator to bring forth sweet-smelling blossoms from the hardest of rocks, and night-blooming vines from barren wastes, to plant the breath of twilight and to shop with marigolds. She wants life to be easy and full of pleasant reminiscences.


Thinking, she thinks romantically on her sister’s beau. Randolph’s hair is like nacre cornucopias pouring forth those globes of light that make his face. She thinks that she is like that inside, thinking in this nocturnal confusion of her emotions with her response to beauty. She thinks of Dixie with excited identity as being some adult part of herself divorced from her by transfiguring years, like a very sunburned arm which might not appear familiar if you had been unconscious of its alterations. To herself, she appropriates her sister’s love affair. Her alertness makes her drowsy. She has achieved a suspension of herself with the strain of her attenuated dreams. She falls asleep. The moon cradles her tanned face benevolently. She grows older sleeping. Someday she will awake to observe the plants of Alpine gardens to be largely fungus things, needing little sustenance, and the white discs that perfume midnight hardly flowers at all but embryonic growths; and, older, walk in bitterness the geometrical paths of philosophical Le Nôtres rather than those nebulous byways of the pears and marigolds of her childhood.


Alabama never could place what woke her mornings as she lay staring about, conscious of the absence of expression smothering her face like a wet bath mat. She mobilized herself. Live eyes of a soft wild animal in a trap peered out in skeptic invitation from the taut net of her features; lemon-yellow hair melted down her back. She dressed herself for school with liberal gestures, bending forward to watch the movements of her body. The schoolbell on the still exudings of the South fell flat as the sound of a buoy on the vast mufflings of the sea. She tiptoed into Dixie’s room and plastered her face with her sister’s rouge.


When people said, “Alabama, you’ve got rouge on your face,” she simply said, “I’ve been scrubbing my face with the nailbrush.”


Dixie was a very satisfactory person to her young sister; her room was full of possessions; silk things lay about. A statuette of the Three Monkeys on the mantel held matches for smoking. The Dark Flower, The House of Pomegranates, The Light that Failed, Cyrano de Bergerac, and an illustrated edition of The Rubáiyát stretched between two plaster “Thinkers.” Alabama knew the Decameron was hid in the top bureau drawer—she had read the rough passages. Over the books, a Gibson girl with a hatpin poked at a man through a magnifying glass; a pair of teddy bears luxuriated over a small white rocker. Dixie possessed a pink picture hat and an amethyst bar pin and a pair of electric curling irons. Dixie was twenty-five. Alabama would be fourteen at two o’clock in the morning on the fourteenth of July. The other Beggs sister, Joan, was twenty-three. Joan was away; she was so orderly that she made little difference in the house, anyway.


Alabama slid down the banisters expectantly. Sometimes she dreamed that she fell down the well of the staircase and was saved at the bottom by landing astride the broad railing—sliding, she rehearsed the emotions of her dream.


Already Dixie sat at table, withdrawn from the world in furtive defiance. Her chin was red and red welts stood out on her forehead from crying. Her face rose and fell in first one place and then another beneath the skin, like water boiling in a pot.


“I didn’t ask to be born,” she said.


“Remember, Austin, she is a grown woman.”


“The man is a worthless cuss and an unmitigated loafer. He is not even divorced.”


“I make my own living and I’ll do as I please.”


“Millie, that man is not to enter my house again.”


Alabama sat very still, anticipating some spectacular protest against her father’s interruption of the course of romance. Nothing transpired but the child’s stillness.


The sun on the silvery fern fronds, and the silver water pitcher, and Judge Beggs’ steps on the blue and white pavings as he left for his office measured out so much of time, so much of space—nothing more. She heard the trolley stop under the catalpa trees at the corner and the Judge was gone. The light flicked the ferns with a less organized rhythm without his presence; his home hung pendant on his will.


Alabama watched the trumpet vine trailing the back fence like chip coral necklaces wreathing a stick. The morning shade under the china-berry tree held the same quality as the light—brittle and arrogant.


“Mamma, I don’t want to go to school any more,” she said, reflectively.


“Why not?”


“I seem to know everything.”


Her mother stared at her in faintly hostile surprise; the child, thinking better of her intended expositions, reverted to her sister to save her face.


“What do you think Daddy will do to Dixie?”


“Oh, pshaw! Don’t worry your pretty head about things like that till you have to, if that’s what’s bothering you.”


“If I was Dixie, I wouldn’t let him stop me. I like ’Dolph.”


“It is not easy to get everything we want in this world. Run on, now—you will be late to school.”


Flushed with the heat of palpitant cheeks, the schoolroom swung from the big square windows and anchored itself to a dismal lithograph of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. Slow days of June added themselves in a lump of sunlight on the far blackboard. White particles from the worn erasers sprayed the air. Hair and winter serge and the crust in the inkwells stifled the soft early summer burrowing white tunnels under the trees in the street and poulticing the windows with sweet sickly heat. Humming Negroid intonations circulated plaintively through the lull.


“H’ye ho’ tomatoes, nice ripe tomatoes. Greens, colla’d greens.”


The boys wore long black winter stockings, green in the sun.


Alabama wrote “Randolph McIntosh” under “A debate in the Athenian Assembly.” Drawing a ring around “All the men were at once put to death and the women and children sold into slavery,” she painted the lips of Alcibiades and drew him a fashionable bob, closing her Myer’s Ancient History on the transformation. Her mind rambled on irrelevantly. How did Dixie make herself so fluffy, so ready always for anything? Alabama thought that she herself would never have every single thing about her just right at once—would never be able to attain a state of abstract preparedness. Dixie appeared to her sister to be the perfect instrument for life.


Dixie was the society editor of the town paper. There was telephoning from the time she came home from the office in the evening till supper. Dixie’s voice droned on, cooing and affected, listening to its own vibrations.


“I can’t tell you now——” Then a long slow gurgle like the water running out of a bathtub.


“Oh, I’ll tell you when I see you. No, I can’t tell you now.”


Judge Beggs lay on his stern iron bed sorting the sheafs of the yellowing afternoons. Calfskin volumes of the Annals of British Law and Annotated Cases lay over his body like leaves. The telephone jarred his concentration.


The Judge knew when it was Randolph. After half an hour, he’d stormed into the hall, his voice quaking with restraint.


“Well, if you can’t talk, why do you carry on this conversation?”


Judge Beggs brusquely grabbed the receiver. His voice proceeded with the cruel concision of a taxidermist’s hands at work.


“I will thank you never to attempt to see or to telephone to my daughter again.”


Dixie shut herself in her room and wouldn’t come out or eat for two days. Alabama reveled in her part of the commotion.


“I want Alabama to dance at the Beauty Ball with me,” Randolph had said over the wire.


Her children’s tears infallibly evoked their mother.


“Why do you bother your father? You could make your arrangements outside,” she said placatingly. The wide and lawless generosity of their mother was nourished from many years of living faced with the irrefutable logic of the Judge’s fine mind. An existence where feminine tolerance plays no role being insupportable to her motherly temperament, Millie Beggs, by the time she was forty-five, had become an emotional anarchist. It was her way of proving to herself her individual necessity of survival. Her inconsistencies seemed to assert her dominance over the scheme had she so desired. Austin couldn’t have died or got sick with three children and no money and an election next fall and his insurance and his living according to law; but Millie, by being a less closely knit thread in the pattern, felt that she could have.


Alabama mailed the letter that Dixie wrote on her mother’s suggestion and they met Randolph at the “Tip-Top” Café.


Alabama, swimming through her teens in a whirlpool of vigorous decision, innately distrusted the “meaning” communicated between her sister and Randolph.


Randolph was a reporter for Dixie’s paper. His mother kept his little girl in a paintless house downstate near the canebrakes. The curves of his face and the shape of his eyes had never been mastered by Randolph’s expression, as if his corporeal existence was the most amazing experience he had ever achieved. He conducted night dancing classes for which Dixie got most of his pupils—his neckties, too, for that matter, and whatever about him that needed to be rightly chosen.


“Honey, you must put your knife on your plate when you’re not using it,” Dixie said, pouring his personality into the mold of her society.


You’d never have known he had heard her, though he seemed to be always listening for something—perhaps some elfin serenade he expected, or some fantastic supernatural hint about his social position in the solar system.


“And I want a stuffed tomato and potatoes au gratin and corn on the cob and muffins and chocolate ice cream,” Alabama interrupted impatiently.


“My God!—So we’re going to do the Ballet of the Hours, Alabama, and I will wear harlequin tights and you will have a tarlatan skirt and a three-cornered hat. Can you make up a dance in three weeks?”


“Sure. I know some steps from last year’s carnival. It will go like this, see?” Alabama walked her fingers one over the other inextricably. Keeping one finger firmly pressed on the table to mark the place she unwound her hands and began again. “——And the next part is this way——And it ends with a br—rr—rr—oop!” she explained.


Dubiously Randolph and Dixie watched the child.


“It’s very nice,” commented Dixie hesitantly, swayed by her sister’s enthusiasm.


“You can make the costumes,” Alabama finished, glowing with the glamour of proprietorship. Marauder of vagrant enthusiasm, she piled the loot on whatever was at hand, her sisters and their sweethearts, performances and panoplies. Everything assumed the qualities of improvisation with the constant change in the girl.


Every afternoon Alabama and Randolph rehearsed in the old auditorium till the place grew dim with dusk and the trees outside seemed bright and wet and Véronèse as if it had been raining. It was from there that the first Alabama regiment had left for the Civil War. The narrow balcony sagged on spindle iron pillars and there were holes in the floor. The sloping stairs led down through the city markets: Plymouth Rocks in cages, fish, and icy sawdust from the butcher shop, garlands of Negro shoes and a doorway full of army overcoats. Flushed with excitement, the child lived for the moment in a world of fictitious professional reserves.


“Alabama has inherited her mother’s wonderful coloring,” commented the authorities, watching the gyrating figure.


“I scrubbed my cheeks with a nailbrush,” she yelled back from the stage. That was Alabama’s answer about her complexion; it was not always accurate or adequate, but that was what she said about her skin.


“The child has talent,” they said, “it should be cultivated.”


“I made it up myself,” she answered, not in complete honesty.


When the curtains fell at last on the tableau at the end of the ballet she heard the applause from the stage as a mighty roar of traffic. Two bands played for the ball; the Governor led the grand march. After the dance she stood in the dark passage that led to the dressing room.


“I forgot once,” she whispered expectantly. The still fever of the show went on outside.


“You were perfect,” Randolph laughed.


The girl hung there on his words like a vestment waiting to be put on. Indulgently, Randolph caught the long arms and swept her lips with his as a sailor might search the horizons of the sea for other masts. She wore this outward sign that she was growing up like a decoration for valor—it stayed on her face for days, and recurred whenever she was excited.


“You’re almost grown, aren’t you?” he asked.


Alabama did not concede herself the right to examine those arbitrary points of view, meeting places of the facets of herself envisaged as a woman, conjured up behind his shoulders by the kiss. To project herself therein would have been to violate her confessional of herself. She was afraid; she thought her heart was a person walking. It was. It was everybody walking at once. The show was over.


“Alabama, why won’t you go out on the floor?”


“I’ve never danced. I’m scared.”


“I’ll give you a dollar if you’ll dance with a young man who’s waiting.”


“All right, but s’pose I fall down or trip him up?”


Randolph introduced her. They got along quite nicely, except when the man went sideways.


“You are so cute,” her partner said. “I thought you must be from some other place.”


She told him he could come to see her sometime, and a dozen others, and promised to go to the country club with a redhead man who slid over the dance floor as if he were skimming milk. Alabama had never imagined what it would be like to have a date before.


She was sorry when the makeup came off of her face with washing next day. There was only Dixie’s rouge pot to help her masquerading through the engagements she had made.


Sloshing his coffee with the folded Journal, the Judge read the account of the Beauty Ball in the morning’s paper. “The gifted Miss Dixie Beggs, oldest daughter of Judge and Mrs. Austin Beggs of this city,” the paper said, “contributed much to the success of the occasion, acting as impresario to her talented sister, Miss Alabama Beggs, assisted by Mr. Randolph McIntosh. The dance was one of startling beauty and the execution was excellent.”


“If Dixie thinks that she can introduce the manners of a prostitute into my family, she is no daughter of mine. Identified in print with a moral scapegoat! My children have got to respect my name. It is all they will have in the world,” the Judge exploded.


It was the most Alabama had ever heard her father say about what he exacted of them. Isolated by his unique mind from the hope of any communication with his peers, the Judge lived apart, seeking only a vague and gentle amusement from his associates, asking only a fair respect for his reserve.


So Randolph came in the afternoon to say good-bye.


The swing creaked, the Dorothy Perkins browned in the dust and sun. Alabama sat on the steps watering the lawn with a hot rubber hose. The nozzle leaked lugubriously over her dress. She was sad about Randolph; she had hoped some occasion would present itself for kissing him again. Anyway, she told herself, she would try to remember that other time for years.


Her sister’s eyes followed the man’s hands as if she expected the path of his fingers to lead her to the ends of the earth.


“Maybe you’ll come back when you’ve got your divorce,” Alabama heard Dixie say in a truncated voice. The shape of Randolph’s eyes was heavy with finality against the roses. His distinct voice carried clear and detached to Alabama.


“Dixie,” he said, “you taught me how to use my knife and fork and how to dance and choose my suits, and I wouldn’t come back to your father’s house if I’d left my Jesus. Nothing is good enough for him.”


Sure enough, he never did. Alabama had learned from the past that something unpleasant was bound to happen whenever the Saviour made his appearance in the dialogue. The savor of her first kiss was gone with the hope of its repetition.


The bright polish on Dixie’s nails turned yellow and deposits of neglect shone through the red. She gave up her job on the paper and went to work at the bank. Alabama inherited the pink hat and somebody stepped on the bar pin. When Joan got home the room was so untidy that she moved her clothes in with Alabama. Dixie hoarded her money; the only things she bought in a year were the central figures from the “Primavera” and a German lithograph of “September Morn.”


Dixie covered her transom with a block of pasteboard to prevent her father’s knowing that she was sitting up after midnight. Girls came and went. When Laura spent the night the family was afraid of catching tuberculosis; Paula, gold and effulgent, had a father who had stood a murder trial; Marshall was beautiful and malicious with many enemies and a bad reputation; when Jessie came all the way from New York to visit she sent her stockings to the dry cleaner. There was something immoral about that to Austin Beggs.


“I don’t see why,” he said, “my daughter has to choose her companions from the scum of the earth.”


“Depending on which way you look at it,” protested Millie. “The scum might be a valuable deposit.”


Dixie’s friends read aloud to each other. Alabama sat in the little white rocker and listened, imitating their elegance and cataloguing the polite, bibelotic laughs which they collected from one another.


“She won’t understand,” they reiterated, staring at the girl with liquidated Anglo-Saxon eyes.


“Understand what?” said Alabama.


The winter choked itself in a ruching of girls. Dixie cried whenever a man talked her into giving him a date. In the spring, word came about Randolph’s death.


“I hate being alive,” she screamed in hysterics. “I hate it, I hate it, I hate it! I could have married him and this wouldn’t have happened.”


“Millie, will you call the doctor?”


“Nothing serious, just nervous strain, Judge Beggs. Nothing to worry about,” the doctor said.


“I cannot put up with this emotional nonsense any longer,” Austin said.


When Dixie was better she went to New York to work. She cried when she kissed them all good-bye and went off with a bunch of kiss-me-at-the-gate in her hand. She shared a room with Jessie on Madison Avenue, and looked up everybody from home who had drifted up there. Jessie got her a job with the same insurance company as herself.


“I want to go to New York, Mamma,” said Alabama as they read Dixie’s letters.


“What on earth for?”


“To be my own boss.”


Millie laughed. “Well, never mind,” she said. “Being boss isn’t a question of places. Why can’t you be boss at home?”


Within three months Dixie married up there—a man from Alabama, downstate. They came home on a trip and she cried a lot as if she was sorry for all the rest of the family who had to go on living at home. She changed the furniture about in the old house and bought a buffet for the dining room. She bought Alabama a Kodak and they took pictures together on the steps of the State Capitol, and under the pecan trees and holding hands on the front steps. She said she wanted Millie to make her a patchwork quilt and to have a rose garden planted around the old house, and for Alabama not to paint her face so much, that she was too young, that in New York the girls didn’t.


“But I am not in New York,” said Alabama. “When I go there, I will, anyway.”


Then Dixie and her husband went away again, out of the Southern doldrums. The day her sister left, Alabama sat on the back porch watching her mother slice the tomatoes for lunch.


“I slice the onions an hour beforehand,” Millie said, “and then I take them out so just the right flavor stays in the salad.”


“Yes’m. Can I have those ends?”


“Don’t you want a whole one?”


“No’m. I love the greenish part.”


Her mother attended her work like a chatelaine ministering to a needy peasant. There was some fine, aristocratic, personal relationship between herself and the tomatoes, dependent on Miss Millie to turn them into a salad. The lids of her mother’s blue eyes rose in weary circumflex as her sweet hands moved in charity through the necessities of her circumstance. Her daughter was gone. Still there was something of Dixie in Alabama—the tempestuousness. She searched the child’s face for family resemblances. And Joan would be coming home.


“Mamma, did you love Dixie very much?”


“Of course. I still do.”


“But she was troublesome.”


“No. She was always in love.”


“Did you love her better than me, for instance?”


“I love you all the same.”


“I will be troublesome, too, if I can’t do as I please.”


“Well, Alabama, all people are, about one thing or another. We must not let it influence us.”


“Yes’m.”


Pomegranates in the leathery lacing of their foliage ripened outside the lattice to an exotic décor. The bronze balls of a mournful crape myrtle at the end of the lot split into lavender tarlatan gurgles. Japanese plums splashed heavy sacks of summer on the roof of the chicken yard.


Cluck, cluck, cluck, cluck!


“That old hen must be laying again.”


“Maybe she’s caught a June bug.”


“The figs aren’t ripe yet.”


A mother called her children from a house across the way. Pigeons cooed in the oak next door. The rhythmic flap of a pounding beefsteak began in a neighbor’s kitchen.


“Mamma, I don’t see why Dixie had to go all the way to New York to marry a man from so near home.”


“He’s a very nice man.”


“But I wouldn’t have married him if I was Dixie. I would have married a New Yorker.”


“Why?” said Millie curiously.


“Oh, I don’t know.”


“More conquering,” Millie mocked.


“Yes’m, that’s it.”


A distant trolley ground to a stop on the rusty rails.


“Isn’t that the streetcar stopping? I’ll bet it’s your father.”
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“And I tell you I will not wear it if you fix it that way,” Alabama screeched, pounding her fist on the sewing machine.


“But, dear, it’s the very thing.”


“If it has to be blue serge, it doesn’t have to be long as well.”


“When you’re going out with boys, you can’t go back to short dresses.”


“I’m not going out with boys in the daytime—ever,” she said. “I am going to play in the day and go out at night.”


Alabama tilted the mirror and inspected the long gored skirt. She began to cry with impotent rage.


“I won’t have it! I really won’t—how can I run or anything?”


“It’s lovely, isn’t it, Joan?”


“If she were my child, I’d slap her jaw,” said Joan succinctly.


“You would, would you! Well, I’d slap your own jaw.”


“When I was your age I was glad to get anything. My dresses were all made out of Dixie’s old ones. You’re a vixen to be so spoiled,” pursued her sister.


“Joan! Alabama just wants her dress fixed differently.”


“Mamma’s little angel! It’s exactly like she said she wanted it.”


“How could I tell it would look like that?”


“I know what I would do if you were mine,” Joan threatened.


Alabama stood in the special Saturday sun and straightened the sailor collar. She ran her fingers tentatively inside the breast pocket, staring pessimistically at her reflection.


“The feet look as if they were somebody else’s,” she said. “But maybe it’ll be all right.”


“I’ve never heard so much fuss made about a dress,” said Joan. “If I were Mamma I’d make you buy them ready-made.”


“There’s none in the stores that I like. Besides, you have lace on all your things.”


“I pay for it myself.”


Austin’s door slammed.


“Alabama, will you stop that dispute? I am trying to take a nap.”


“Children, your father!” said Millie in dismay.


“Yes, sir, it’s Joan,” shrieked Alabama.


“My Lord! She always has to blame somebody else. If it isn’t me, it’s Mamma or whoever’s near—never herself.”


Alabama thought resentfully of the injustice of a life which had created Joan before herself. Not only that, but had given her sister an unattainable hue of beauty, dark as a black opal. Nothing Alabama ever did could turn her eyes gold and brown or hollow out those dark mysterious sockets from her cheekbones. When you saw Joan directly under a light, she seemed like a ghost of her finest points awaiting inhabitation. Transparent blue halos shone around the edge of her teeth; her hair was smooth to a colorless reflection.


People said Joey was a sweet girl—compared to the others. Being over twenty, Joan had attained her right to the family spotlight. When she heard them planning vaguely for Joan, Alabama hung on her parents’ rare delvings into what she felt was the substance of herself. Hearing little bits of things about the family characteristics that she too must have in her, was like finding she had all five toes when up to the present she had been able to count only four. It was nice to have indications about yourself to go on.


“Millie,” Austin asked anxiously one night, “is Joey going to marry that Acton boy?”


“I don’t know, dear.”


“Well, I don’t think she ought to have gone galavanting about the country visiting his parents if she doesn’t mean business, and she is seeing too much of the Harlan man if she does.”


“I visited Acton’s people from my father’s house. Why did you let her go?”


“I didn’t know about Harlan. There are obligations——”


“Mamma, do you remember your father well?” interrupted Alabama.


“Certainly. He was thrown from a race cart when he was eighty-three years old, in Kentucky.” That her mother’s father had a graphic life of his own to dramatize was promising to Alabama. There was a show to join. Time would take care of that, and she would have a place, inevitably—somewhere to enact the story of her life.


“What about this Harlan?” pursued Austin.


“O, pshaw!” Millie said noncommittally.


“I don’t know. Joey seems very fond of him. He can’t make a living. Acton is well established. I will not have my daughter become a public charge.”


Harlan called every night and sang with Joan the songs she brought with her from Kentucky: “The Time, The Place and The Girl,” “The Girl from the Saskatchewan,” “The Chocolate Soldier,” songs with two-tone lithograph covers of men smoking pipes and princes on a balustrade and worlds of clouds about the moon. He had a serious voice like an organ. He stayed too much to supper. His legs were so long that the rest of him seemed merely a decorative appendage.


Alabama invented dances to show off for Harlan, tapping about the outside edges of the carpet.


“Doesn’t he ever go home?” Austin fretted to Millie on each succeeding visit. “I don’t know what Acton would think. Joan must not be irresponsible.”


Harlan knew how to ingratiate himself personally; it was his status that was unsatisfactory. Marrying him would have meant, for Joan, starting over where the Judge and Millie had started, and Austin didn’t have racehorses to pull her background for her like Millie’s father had had.


“Hello, Alabama, what a pretty bib you’ve got on.” Alabama blushed. She strove to sustain the pleasurable emotion. It was the first time she could remember blushing; another proof of something or other, or that all the old responses were her proper heritage—embarrassment and pride and responsibility for them.


“It’s an apron. I’ve got on a new dress and I was helping fix supper.” She exposed the new blue serge for Harlan’s admiration.


He drew the lanky child across his knee.


Alabama, unwilling to relinquish the discussion of herself, went on hurriedly, “But I have a beautiful dress to wear to the dance, more beautiful than Joan’s even.”


“You are too young to go to a dance. You look such a baby, I’d be ashamed to kiss you.” Alabama was disappointed at sensing Harlan’s paternal air.


Harlan pulled the pale hair away from her face. There were many geometrical formations and shining knolls and an element of odalisque retrocession about its stillness. Her bones were stern like her father’s, an integrity of muscle structure bound her still to extreme youth.


Austin came in for his paper.


“Alabama, you are too big to sprawl on young men’s laps.”


“But he’s not my beau, Daddy!”


“Good evening, Judge.”


The Judge spat contemplatively into the hearth, disciplining his disapproval.


“It makes no difference, you are too old.”


“Will I always be too old?”


Harlan rose to his feet spilling her to the floor. Joan stood in the door.


“Miss Joey Beggs,” he said, “the prettiest girl in town!”


Joan giggled the way people do when, entrenched in an enviable position, they are forced to deprecate their superiority to spare others—as if she had always known she was the prettiest.


Alabama watched them enviously as Harlan held Joey’s coat and took her off possessively. Speculatively she watched her sister change into a more fluctuating, more ingratiating person, as she confided herself to the man. She wished it were herself. There would be her father at the supper table. It was nearly the same; the necessity of being something that you really weren’t was the same. Her father didn’t know what she really was like, she thought.


Supper was fun; there was toast with a taste of charcoal and sometimes chicken, warm, like a breath of the air from beneath a quilt, and Millie and the Judge talking ceremoniously of their household and their children. Family life became a ritual passed through the sieve of Austin’s strong conviction.


“I want some more strawberry jam.”


“It’ll make you sick.”


“Millie, in my opinion, a respectable girl does not engage herself to one man and permit herself to be interested in another.”


“There’s no harm in it. Joan’s a good girl. She is not engaged to Acton.”


Her mother knew that Joan was engaged to Acton because one summer night when it poured with rain and the vines swished and dripped like ladies folding silken skirts about them, and the drains growled and choked like mournful doves and the gutters ran with foamy mud, Millie had sent Alabama with an umbrella and Alabama had found the two of them clinging together like moist stamps in a pocketbook. Acton said to Millie afterwards that they were going to be married. But Harlan sent roses on Sundays. Lord knows where he got the money to buy so many flowers. He couldn’t ask Joan to marry him, he was so poor.


When the town gardens began to bloom so prettily, Harlan and Joan took Alabama with them on their walks. Alabama, and the big japonicas with leaves like rusting tin, viburnum and verbena and Japanese magnolia petals lying about the lawns like scraps from party dresses, absorbed the quiet communion between them. The presence of the child held them to trivialities. By her person, they held at bay the issue.


“I want one of those bushes when I have a house,” Joan pointed out.


“Joey! I can’t afford it! I’ll grow a beard instead,” expostulated Harlan.


“I love little trees, arborvitae and juniper, and I’m going to have a long walk winding between like featherstitching and a terrace of Clotilde Soupert at the end.” Alabama decided that it didn’t much matter whether her sister was thinking of Acton or Harlan—certainly the garden was to be very nice, for either or neither or both, she amended confusedly.


“O, Lord! Why can’t I make money?” protested Harlan.


Yellow flags like anatomical sketches and pools of lotus flowers, the brown and white batik of snowball bushes, the sudden emotional gush of burning brush and the dead cream of Joey’s eggshell face under her leghorn hat made up that spring. Alabama understood vaguely why Harlan rattled the keys in his pockets where there was no money and walked the streets like a dizzy man traversing a log. Other people had money; he had only enough for roses. If he did without the roses he would have nothing for ages and ages while he saved until Joan was gone or different or lost forever.


When the weather was hot they hired a buggy and drove through the dust to daisy fields like nursery rhymes where dreamy cows saddled with shade nibbled the summer off the white slopes. Alabama stood up behind and brought back the flowers. What she said in this foreign world of restraint and emotion seemed to her especially significant, as a person will imagine himself wittier than usual in an unfamiliar tongue. Joan complained to Millie that Alabama talked too much for her age.


Creaking and swaying like a sail in a swelling gale, the love story breasted July. At last the letter from Acton came. Alabama saw it on the Judge’s mantelpiece.


“And being able to support your daughter in comfort and, I believe, in happiness, I ask your sanction to our marriage.”


Alabama asked to keep it. “To make a family document,” she said.


“No,” said the Judge. He and Millie never kept things.


Alabama’s expectations for her sister envisaged everything except that love might roll on using the bodies of its dead to fill up the craters in the path to its line of action. It took her a long time to learn to think of life unromantically as a long, continuous exposition of isolated events, to think of one emotional experience as preparation to another.


When Joey said “Yes” Alabama felt cheated out of a drama to which she had bought her ticket with her interest. “No show today; the leading lady has cold feet,” she thought.


She couldn’t tell whether Joan was crying or not. Alabama sat polishing white slippers in the upstairs hall. She could see her sister lying on the bed, as if she had laid herself down there and gone off and forgotten to come back, but she didn’t seem to be making a noise.


“Why don’t you want to marry Acton?” she heard the Judge say kindly.


“Oh—I haven’t got any trunk, and it means leaving home, and my clothes are all worn out,” answered Joan evasively.


“I’ll get you a trunk, Joey, and he is well able to give you clothes and a good home and all you will be needing in life.”


The Judge was gentle with Joan. She was less like him than the others; her shyness had made her appear more composed, more disposed to bear with her lot than Alabama or Dixie.


The heat pressed down about the earth inflating the shadows, expanding the door and window ledges till the summer split in a terrific clap of thunder. You could see the trees by the lightning flashes gyrating maniacally and waving their arms about like furies. Alabama knew Joan was afraid of a storm. She crept into her sister’s bed and slipped her brown arm over Joan like a strong bolt over a sagging door. Alabama supposed that Joan had to do the right thing and have the right things; she could see how that might be necessary if a person was like Joan. Everything about Joan had a definite order. Alabama was like that herself sometimes on a Sunday afternoon when there was nobody in the house besides herself and the classic stillness.


She wanted to reassure her sister. She wanted to say, “And, Joey, if you ever want to know about the japonicas and the daisy fields it will be all right that you have forgotten because I will be able to tell you about how it felt to be feeling that way that you cannot quite remember—that will be for the time when something happens years from now that reminds you of now.”


“Get out of my bed,” said Joan abruptly.


Alabama wandered sadly about, in and out through the pale acetylene flashes.


“Mamma, Joey’s scared.”


“Well, do you want to lie here by me, dear?”


“I’m not scared; I just can’t sleep. But I’ll lie there, please, if I may.”


The Judge often sat reading Fielding. He closed his book over his thumb to mark the end of the evening.


“What are they doing at the Catholic Church?” the Judge said. “Is Harlan a Catholic?”


“No, I believe not.”


“I’m glad she’s going to marry Acton,” he said inscrutably.


Alabama’s father was a wise man. Alone his preference in women had created Millie and the girls. He knew everything, she said to herself. Well, maybe he did—if knowing is paring your perceptions to fit into the visible portion of life’s mosaic, he did. If knowledge is having an attitude toward the things we have never experienced and preserving an agnosticism toward those we have, he did.


“I’m not glad,” Alabama said decisively. “Harlan’s hair goes up like a Spanish king. I’d rather Joey married him.”


“People can’t live off the hair of Spanish kings,” her father answered.


Acton telegraphed that he would arrive at the end of the week and how happy he was.


Harlan and Joan rocked in the swing, jerking and creaking the chain and scraping their feet over the worn gray paint and snipping the trailers off the morning glories.


“This porch is always the coolest, sweetest place,” said Harlan.


“That’s the honeysuckle and star jasmine you smell,” said Joan.


“No,” said Millie, “it’s the cut hay across the way, and my aromatic geraniums.”


“Oh, Miss Millie, I hate to leave.”


“You’ll be back.”


“No, not any more.”


“I’m very sorry, Harlan——” Millie kissed him on the cheek. “You’re just a baby,” she said, “to care. There’ll be others.”


“Mamma, that smell is the pear trees,” Joan said softly.


“It’s my perfume,” said Alabama impatiently, “and it cost six dollars an ounce.”


*   *   *


From Mobile, Harlan sent Joan a bucket of crabs for Acton’s supper. They crawled about the kitchen and scurried under the stove and Millie dropped their live green backs into a pot of boiling water one by one.


Everybody ate them except Joan.


“They’re too clumsy,” she said.


“They must have arrived in the animal kingdom just about where we have in mechanical development. They don’t work any better than tanks,” said the Judge.


“They eat dead men,” said Joan.


“Joey, is that necessary at table?”


“They do, though,” Millie corroborated distastefully.


“I believe I could make one,” said Alabama, “if I had the material.”


“Well, Mr. Acton, did you have a nice trip?”


Joan’s trousseau filled the house—blue taffeta dresses and a black and white check, and a shell-pink satin, a waist of turquoise blue and black suede shoes.


Brown and yellow silk and lace and black and white and a self-important suit and sachet pads of rose filled the new trunk.


“I don’t want it that way,” she sobbed. “My bust is too big.”


“It’s very becoming and will be so useful in a city.”


“You must come to visit me,” Joan said to her friends. “I want you all to come to see me when you come to Kentucky. Someday we’ll move to New York.”


Joan held excitedly to some intangible protestation against her life’s purpose like a puppy worrying a shoestring. She was irritable and exacting of Acton, as if she had expected him to furnish her store of gladness with the wedding ring.


They put them on the train at midnight. Joan didn’t cry, but she seemed ashamed that she might. Walking back across the railroad tracks, Alabama felt the strength and finality in Austin more than ever. Joan was produced and nourished and disposed of; her father, in parting with his daughter, seemed to have grown the span of Joan’s life older; there was only Alabama’s future now standing between him and his complete possession of his past. She was the only unresolved element that remained of his youth.


Alabama thought of Joan. Being in love, she concluded, is simply a presentation of our pasts to another individual, mostly packages so unwieldy that we can no longer manage the loosened strings alone. Looking for love is like asking for a new point of departure, she thought, another chance in life. Precociously for her age, she made an addendum: that one person never seeks to share the future with another, so greedy are secret human expectations. Alabama thought a few fine and many skeptical thoughts, but they did not essentially affect her conduct. She was at seventeen a philosophical gourmand of possibilities, having sucked on the bones of frustration thrown off from her family’s repasts without repletion. But there was much of her father in her that spoke for itself and judged.


From him, she wondered why that brisk important sense of being a contributory factor in static moments could not last. Everything else seemed to. With him, she enjoyed the concision and completion of her sister’s transference from one family to another.


It was lonesome at home without Joan. She could almost have been reconstructed by the scraps she’d left behind.


“I always work when I’m sad,” her mother said.


“I don’t see how you learned to sew so well.”


“By sewing for you children.”


“Anyway, won’t you please let me have this dress without sleeves at all, and the roses up here on my shoulder?”


“All right, if you want. My hands are so rough nowadays, they stick in the silk and I don’t sew so well as I did.”


“It’s perfectly beautiful, though. It’s better on me than it ever was on Joan.”


Alabama pulled out the full, flowing silk to see how it would blow in a breeze, how it would have looked in a museum on the “Venus de Milo.”


“If I could just stay this way till I got to the dance,” she thought, “it would be pretty enough. But I will all come to pieces long before then.”


“Alabama, what are you thinking about?”


“About fun.”


“That’s a good subject matter.”


“And about how wonderful she is,” teased Austin. Privy to the small vanities of his family, these things so absent in himself amused him in his children. “She’s always looking in the glass at herself.”


“Daddy! I am not!” She knew, though, that she looked more frequently than her satisfaction in her appearance justified in the hope of finding something more than she expected.


Her eyes trailed in embarrassment over the vacant lot next door that lay like a primrose dump through the windows. The vermilion hibiscus curved five brazen shields against the sun; the altheas drooped in faded purple canopies against the barn, the South phrased itself in engraved invitation—to a party without an address.


“Millie, you oughtn’t to let her get so sunburned if she’s going to wear that kind of clothes.”


“She’s only a child yet, Austin.”


Joan’s old pink was finished for the dance. Miss Millie hooked up the back. It was too hot to stay inside. One side of her hair was flattened by the sweat on her neck before she had finished the other. Millie brought her a cold lemonade. The powder dried in rings around her nose. They went down to the porch. Alabama seated herself in the swing. It had become almost a musical instrument to her; by jiggling the chains she could make it play a lively tune or somnolently protest the passage of a boring date. She’d been ready so long that she wouldn’t be any more by the time they got here. Why didn’t they come for her, or telephone? Why didn’t something happen? Ten o’clock sounded on a neighbor’s clock.


“If they don’t come on, it’ll be too late to go,” she said carelessly, pretending she didn’t care whether she missed the dance or not.


Spasmodic unobtrusive cries broke the stillness of the summer night. From far off down the street the cry of a paperboy floated nearer on the heat.


“Wuxtry! Wuxtry! Yad—y—add—vo—tize.”


The cries swelled from one direction to another, rose and fell like answering chants in a cathedral.


“What’s happened, boy?”


“I don’t know, Ma’am.”


“Here, boy! Gimme a paper!”


“Isn’t it awful, Daddy! What does it mean?”


“It may mean a war for us.”


“But they were warned not to sail on the Lusitania,” Millie said.


Austin threw back his head impatiently.


“They can’t do that,” he said, “they can’t warn neutral nations.”


The automobile loaded with boys drew up at the curb. A long, shrill whistle sounded from the dark; none of the boys got out of the car.


“You will not leave this house until they come inside for you,” the Judge said severely.


He seemed very fine and serious under the hall light—as serious as the war they might have. Alabama was ashamed for her friends as she compared them with her father. One of the boys got out and opened the door; she and her father could call it a compromise.


“War! There’s going to be a war!” she thought.


Excitement stretched her heart and lifted her feet so high that she floated over the steps to the waiting automobile.


“There’s gonna be a war,” she said.


“Then the dance ought to be good tonight,” her escort answered.


All night long Alabama thought about the war. Things would disintegrate to new excitements. With adolescent Nietzscheanism, she already planned to escape on the world’s reversals from the sense of suffocation that seemed to her to be eclipsing her family, her sisters, and mother. She, she told herself, would move brightly along high places and stop to trespass and admire, and if the fine was a heavy one—well, there was no good in saving up beforehand to pay it. Full of these presumptuous resolves, she promised herself that if, in the future, her soul should come starving and crying for bread it should eat the stone she might have to offer without complaint or remorse. Relentlessly she convinced herself that the only thing of any significance was to take what she wanted when she could. She did her best.
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“She’s the wildest one of the Beggs, but she’s a thoroughbred,” people said.


Alabama knew everything they said about her—there were so many boys who wanted to “protect” her that she couldn’t escape knowing. She leaned back in the swing visualizing herself in her present position.


“Thoroughbred!” she thought, “meaning that I never let them down on the dramatic possibilities of a scene—I give a damned good show.”


“He’s just like a very majestic dog,” she thought of the tall officer beside her, “a hound, a noble hound! I wonder if his ears would meet over his nose.” The man vanished in metaphor.


His face was long, culminating in a point of lugubrious sentimentality at the self-conscious end of his nose. He pulled himself intermittently to pieces, showered himself in fragments above her head. He was obviously at an emotional tension.


“Little lady, do you think you could live on five thousand a year?” he asked benevolently. “To start with,” he added, on second thought.


“I could, but I don’t want to.”


“Then why did you kiss me?”


“I had never kissed a man with a mustache before.”


“That’s hardly a reason——”


“No. But it’s as good a reason as many people have to offer for going into convents.”


“There’s no use in my staying any longer, then,” he said sadly.


“I s’pose not. It’s half past eleven.”


“Alabama, you’re positively indecent. You know what an awful reputation you’ve got and I offer to marry you anyway and——”


“And you’re angry because I won’t make you an honest man.”


The man hid dubiously beneath the impersonality of his uniform.


“You’ll be sorry,” he said unpleasantly.


“I hope so,” Alabama answered. “I like paying for things I do—it makes me feel square with the world.”


“You’re a wild Comanche. Why do you try to pretend you’re so bad and hard?”


“Maybe so—anyway, the day that I’m sorry I’ll write it in the corner of the wedding invitations.”


“I’ll send you a picture, so you won’t forget me.”


“All right—if you want to.”


Alabama slipped on the night latch and turned off the light. She waited in the absolute darkness until her eyes could distinguish the mass of the staircase. “Maybe I ought to have married him, I’ll soon be eighteen,” she tabulated, “and he could have taken good care of me. You’ve got to have some sort of background.” She reached the head of the stairs.


“Alabama,” her mother’s voice called softly, almost indistinguishable from the currents of the darkness, “your father wants to see you in the morning. You’ll have to get up to breakfast.”


Judge Austin Beggs sat over the silver things about the table, finely controlled, coordinated, poised in his cerebral life like a wonderful athlete in the motionless moments between the launchings of his resources.


Addressing Alabama, he overpowered his child.


“I tell you that I will not have my daughter’s name bandied about the street corners.”


“Austin! She’s hardly out of school,” Millie protested.


“All the more reason. What do you know of these officers?”


“P—l—e—a—s—e——”


“Joe Ingham told me his daughter was brought home scandalously intoxicated and she admitted that you had given her the liquor.”


“She didn’t have to drink it—it was a freshman leadout and I filled my nursing bottle with gin.”


“And you forced it on the Ingham girl?”


“I did not! When she saw people laughing, she tried to edge in on the joke, having none of her own to amuse them with,” Alabama retorted arrogantly.


“You will have to find a way of conducting yourself more circumspectly.”


“Yes, sir. Oh, Daddy! I’m so tired of just sitting on the porch and having dates and watching things rot.”


“It seems to me you have plenty to do without corrupting others.”


“Nothing to do but drink and make love,” she commented privately.


She had a strong sense of her own insignificance; of her life’s slipping by while June bugs covered the moist fruit in the fig trees with the motionless activity of clustering flies upon an open sore. The bareness of the dry Bermuda grass about the pecan trees crawled imperceptibly with tawny caterpillars. The matlike vines dried in the autumn heat and hung like empty locust shells from the burned thickets about the pillars of the house. The sun sagged yellow over the grass plots and bruised itself on the clotted cotton fields. The fertile countryside that grew things in other seasons spread flat from the roads and lay prone in ribbed fans of broken discouragement. Birds sang dissonantly. Not a mule in the fields nor a human being on the sandy roads could have borne the heat between the concave clay banks and the mediant cypress swamps that divided the camp from the town—privates died of sunstroke.


The evening sun buttoned the pink folds of the sky and followed a busload of officers into town, young lieutenants, old lieutenants, free from camp for the evening to seek what explanation of the world war this little Alabama town had to offer. Alabama knew them all with varying degrees of sentimentality.


“Is your wife in town, Captain Farreleigh?” asked a voice in the joggling vehicle. “You seem very high tonight.”


“She’s here—but I’m on my way to see my girl. That’s why I’m happy,” the captain said shortly, whistling to himself.


“Oh.” The especially young lieutenant didn’t know what to say to the captain. It would be about like offering congratulations for a stillborn child he supposed to say to the man, “Isn’t that splendid” or “How nice!” He might say, “Well, Captain, that’ll be very scandalous indeed!”—if he wanted to be court-martialed.


“Well, good luck, I’m going to see mine tomorrow,” he said finally, and further to show that he bore no moral prejudice, he added “good luck.”


“Are you still panhandling in Beggs Street?” asked Farreleigh abruptly.


“Yes,” the lieutenant laughed uncertainly.


The car deposited them in the breathless square, the center of the town. In the vast space enclosed by the low buildings the vehicle seemed as minuscular as a coach in the palace yard of an old print. The arrival of the bus made no impression on the city’s primal sleep. The old rattletrap disgorged its cargo of clicking masculinity and vibrant official restraint into the lap of this invertebrate world.


Captain Farreleigh crossed to the taxi stand.


“Number five Beggs Street,” he said with loud insistence, making sure his words reached the lieutenant, “as fast as you can make it.”


As the car swung off, Farreleigh listened contentedly to the officer’s forced laugh stabbing the night behind him.


“Hello, Alabama!”


“Ho, there, Felix!”


“My name is not Felix.”


“It suits you, though. What is your name?”


“Captain Franklin McPherson Farreleigh.”


“The war’s on my mind, I couldn’t remember.”


“I’ve written a poem about you.”


Alabama took the paper he gave her and held it to the light falling through the slats of the shutters like a staff of music.
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