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“Djuna Barnes’s 1920s and ’30s Paris is on the cusp of leaving behind forever the haute world of Henry James, taken from Proust. That is a world where the better people dine in the Bois, and where open horse-drawn carriages still circle the park… Humans suffer and, gay or straight, they break themselves into pieces, blur themselves with drinks and drugs, choose the wrong lover, crucify themselves on their own longings, and, let’s not forget, are crucified by a world that fears the stranger—whether in life or in love.”

—Jeanette Winterson

“The high priestess of modernism emerges in dark, lyrical tales of disaffection and alienation. With their cosmopolitan settings and points of view, Barnes’s mature work displays all the ambiguity, world weariness, and cynicism that distinguish Nightwood (1936), her dense, elusive modern masterpiece.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Barnes writes of her characters as if they were animals in the pages of a biology textbook, suddenly appearing in a dictionary of Greek gods… People are the worshipped or despised creations of a harsh mind. They become things with properties, diseases with symptoms, almost: they are made mythical as we read.”

—Gaby Wood, London Review of Books

“Miss Barnes has gone beyond Mrs. Woolf’s practice of her own theory… For Miss Barnes is not even concerned with the immediate in time that fascinated the stream-of-consciousness novelists. In her novel poetry is the bloodstream of the universal organism, a poetry that derives its coherence from the meeting of kindred spirits… it is the pattern of life, something that cannot be avoided.”

—Alfred Kazin, New York Times Book Review

“A cult writer whose melodramatically unhappy life brought her into the Left Bank orbit of expatriate authors ranging from James Joyce to Gertrude Stein, Barnes employed an elliptical, sometimes surrealistic, style as an elaborate screen for the autobiographical sources and raw pain that lie behind much of her work.”

—Publishers Weekly
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FOREWORD

To read Djuna Barnes attentively is to begin to suspect how wretched she must have been. Her themes are love and death, especially in Paris and New York; the corruption of nature by culture; the tainted innocence of children; and the mute misery of beasts. In nearly every other one of her stories, one encounters a man or a woman down on all fours, trembling, weeping, half-mad with lust or torment. In “Spillway,” the tubercular Mrs. Julie Anspacher returns from a long stay at a sanatorium with a daughter, the dying child of a dead lover, and tries to explain the nature of her misery to her bewildered husband. “It is a thing beyond the end of everything,” she tells him. “It’s suffering without a consummation; it’s like insufficient sleep; it’s like anything without proportion.” Yet her suffering fills her with a hysterical joy—with the ecstasy of having become “alien to life.” When, at the end of the story, she lowers herself “down, down, down, down” on her hands and knees, one wonders if she will ever get up again.

This is the essential tension of Djuna Barnes’s short fiction: her characters may be alien to life, but they are alive—spectacularly, grotesquely alive, and preserved by their illicit desires and obscene thoughts. About these thoughts, they seem to have no choice but to talk torrentially, to strain and to gasp at the monstrosity of life in breathless, broken sentences. There is mystery in their talk—like her contemporaries Mary Butts and Mina Loy, Barnes’s language is at once sensational and veiled—but no spirituality. Her characters suffer purely and plainly, with no possibility of grace, no hope of redemption, no transcendence through the power of art or God. Worldly Madame von Bartmann of “Aller et Retour” takes pleasure in informing her timid daughter that life “is filthy; it is also frightful.” “There is everything in it,” she says, “murder, pain, beauty, disease—death. God is the light the mortal insect kindled, to turn to, and to die by. That is very wise, but it must not be misunderstood.” Recoiling from her mother’s insistence that she “know everything,” the daughter marries a government clerk, a man of wealth and incurably dull habits, committing herself to a life of propriety. As Madame von Bartmann takes her leave from the couple, she laments her wasted efforts at enlightening her child. “Ah, how unnecessary!” she sighs.

The world of Barnes’s stories is divided between those who speak the truth and those who refuse to hear it. One wonders which is the light and which is the shadow—the knowledge of pain or ignorance? Yet whether her characters accept it or not, suffering is the grounds of existence. “There is something in me that is mournful because it is being,” the gynecologist Dr. Katrina Silverstaff cries in “The Doctors,” which suggests that, from the beginning, life is pathological; that it is “rotten in virtue and in vice,” Madame von Bartmann informs her daughter. For Barnes, life’s rottenness eats into us all—virgins and whores, murderers and saints, humans and horses, flowers and vines. Her masochism is relentlessly, obsessively democratic, and it cannot be unraveled from her deep sense of sympathy or her conception of love; the uncommon interest that she demonstrates in any creature, however degenerate, who turns up on the doorstep of her imagination. It would be easy for this talk of suffering to turn brittle or humorless. But Barnes knows when to cue our laughter; Dr. Silverstaff is a fantastic name for a gynecologist.

What explains Barnes? Although I had read and taught her 1936 novel Nightwood many times before reading her stories, it had never occurred to me to investigate her life. For a long time, I believed that the strange beauty of her language had bucked my desire for history; I now wonder if I was afraid of what I would discover. My reaction, I later learned, was the opposite of her biographer Phillip Herring’s reaction to her writing. “I wanted to teach Nightwood, but I felt frustrated by my futile attempts to understand it. Before I could understand the novel,” he concluded, “I had to understand Djuna Barnes.” She was born on Storm King Mountain in 1892, the daughter of an English woman and a wandering American fiddler and horse breeder, a man who believed in free love and trafficked freely in cruelty. Her home in the Hudson River Valley was filled with his lovers and friends, one or more of whom, Barnes hints in her journals, raped her when she was a teenager. For a time, she lived with her grandmother, with whom she had, at the least, an appallingly intimate relationship. When she returned to her father’s home, he turned Barnes, her sisters and brothers, and her mother out and refused to support them. She moved to New York, then to Paris in 1921, where she ran around with Eliot, Pound, and Stein, and had the shattering love affair with Thelma Wood that she drew on for Nightwood. She did not return to New York until 1939, alone and destitute. When she died in 1982, she had published nearly nothing for forty years. Here was a life forged in a constant, unfathomable agony, irradiating any milder emotions.

The concentration of pain seems to have led to a notably concentrated aesthetic. We can count on one hand her recurrent settings and detailed scenes. There is a city, glittering and squalid. Or there is the sinister quiet of the countryside, with one or two well-bred horses in the stable. Inside a house, there are whips of rich leather and a menagerie of decorative objects, “Venetian glasses and bowls of onyx, silks, cushions and perfumes.” No doubt Barnes borrows many of her furnishings from the writers of the fin de siècle. But, in her hands, their decadence turns jagged, elliptical, and emphatically cosmopolitan, with characters speaking in tuneful snatches of English, German, Russian, and French.

We can count on the other hand the characters on whom Barnes lavishes her attention. There are men, some melancholy and philosophical, others sensual, contemptuous. In her most chilling story, “Oscar,” the former type is represented by Oliver Kahn, who “had an odor about him of the rather recent cult of the ‘terribly good”; the latter by Ulric Straussmann, “the type who can turn the country, with a single gesture, into a brothel.” There is often a woman of wealth or noble title, who, though no longer young, burns with a late-blooming, ill-fated love, like Princess Frederica Rholinghausen of “The Passion” or Madame Boliver of “Indian Summer.” Sometimes, there is a child or a childlike figure who seeks to penetrate the secrets of the adult world, as in “A Boy Asks a Question” or “The Rabbit.” Expecting compassion or guidance, the child is initiated into the horrors of sex and death.

The story “The Perfect Murder” seems to parody Barnes’s fixation on perverse human specimens. Professor Anatol Profax, a dialectologist, is on a quest to find a truly original human being. He meets a trapeze artist on the street, a woman in flowing black who speaks brightly and manically, in riddles. She tells him that she regularly dies and returns to life, each time as a new trauma, a testament to the many depravities of modern civilization: “People adore me—after a long time, after I have told them how beastly they are—weak and sinful.” Perhaps because he is maddened by her, perhaps to call her bluff, the professor slits her throats and packs her body into his leather trunk. The body disappears, only to reappear later that day in the taxi next to his. “Lost, lost… something extraordinary… I’ve let it slip right through my fingers…” he thinks. One can sense in Barnes’s fiction the desire to never let an extraordinary creature slip through her grasp.

Plot is not Barnes’s strength, although it is difficult to know whether its construction simply fails to hold her interest or because, in the end, all plots—all lives—dead-end in the same revelations, the same drives. “I love, I fear, I hunger, I die,” Professor Profax lists them. She is more interested in how these drives can turn a person into something more and less powerful than an ordinary human being. Consider Freda Buckler of the story “A Night Among the Horses,” who has “a battery for a heart and the body of a toy.” Or consider Madame Boliver, who “lent a plastic embodiment to all hitherto unembodied things. She was like some rare wood, carved into a melting form—she breathed abruptly as one who has been dead for a half a century.” Love envelopes her characters like a second skin. Fear dyes the very fibers of their being. At their most sensitive, Barnes’s tropes and figures—the rare wood, the battery-operated heart—erode any meaningful distinctions between mind and matter, person and thing. At its crudest, her fiction degrades into racial mythologies. (A character presents “vivid streaks of German lust.” Another is “a hot melancholy Jew.”) Yet encountering Djuna Barnes’s finest characters is like bumping into something hard and heaving in the dark and not being able to discern whether it is a person, an animal, a piece of furniture, or another entity entirely.

Most of the stories are told in the third person by a narrator who possesses a profound understanding of the human condition, an understanding that is hinted at, but never revealed. Four of the stories are first-person soliloquies: “Cassation” (initially called “A Little Girl Tells a Story to a Lady”), “The Grande Malade” (“The Little Girl Continues”), “Dusie,” and “Behind the Heart.” Their narrators speak with urgency of violent, unrequited love, mostly between women who are “ ‘tragique’ and ‘triste’ and ‘tremendous’ all at once.” Their compulsion to narrate is borne of the desire to remember a past that everyone else would rather forget. “Yes, even now the story had begun to fade with me; it is so in Paris; France eats her own history, n’est-ce-pas, madame?” the narrator of “Dusie” asks. The listeners in these stories never respond. Are they bored? Amused? One wonders if they exist at all, or if the little girls are speaking to themselves, trying to keep their own company in the heart of the night.

The last of the soliloquies, “Behind the Heart,” is a love story about a man and woman who are briefly together, then separate. Its emotions are keyed to a much lower pitch than the rest of the collection. Its language is simpler and more affecting. It is my favorite, although my attachment to it is a source of both disappointment and relief to me: disappointment that I am not, at this moment, sufficiently estranged from life to feel the truth of her other stories in the absolute depths of my being; relief for the same reason. This estrangement was, for Barnes, the cost of living. For her readers, it is the price of admission to her world. How many of us are willing to pay it? Do we have a choice?

Merve Emre

New Haven, 2024






A NIGHT AMONG THE HORSES

Toward dusk, in the summer of the year, a man in evening dress, carrying a top hat and a cane, crept on hands and knees through the underbrush bordering the pastures of the Buckler estate. His wrists hurt him from holding his weight and he sat down. Sticky ground-vines fanned out all about him; they climbed the trees, the posts of the fence, they were everywhere. He peered through the thickly tangled branches and saw, standing against the darkness, a grove of white birch shimmering like teeth in a skull.

He could hear the gate grating on its hinge as the wind clapped. His heart moved with the movement of the earth. A frog puffed forth its croaking immemorial cry; the man struggled for breath, the air was heavy and hot; he was nested in astonishment.

He wanted to drowse off; instead, he placed his hat and cane beside him, straightening his coat tails, lying out on his back, waiting. Something quick was moving the ground. It began to shake with sudden warning, and he wondered if it was his heart.

A lamp in the far away window winked as the boughs swung against the wind; the odor of crushed grasses mingling with the faint reassuring smell of dung, fanned up and drawled off to the north; he opened his mouth, drawing in the ends of his moustache.

The tremor lengthened, it ran beneath his body and tumbled away into the earth.

He sat upright. Putting on his hat, he braced his cane against the ground between his outthrust legs. Now he not only felt the trembling of the earth but caught the muffled horny sound of hooves smacking the turf, as a friend strikes the back of a friend, hard, but without malice. They were on the near side now as they took the curve of the Willow Road. He pressed his forehead against the bars of the fence.

The soft menacing sound deepened as heat deepens; the horses, head-on, roared by him, their legs rising and falling like savage needles taking purposeless stitches.

He saw their bellies pitching from side to side, racking the bars of the fence as they swung past. On his side of the barrier, he rose up running, following, gasping. His foot caught in the trailing pine, and he pitched forward, striking his head on a stump as he went down. Blood trickled from his scalp. Like a red mane it ran into his eyes, and he stroked it back with the knuckles of his hand, as he put on his hat. In this position the pounding hoofs shook him like a child on a knee.

Presently he searched for his cane; he found it snared in the fern. A wax Patrick-pipe brushed against his cheek, he ran his tongue over it, snapping it in two. Move as he would, the grass was always under him, crackling with twigs and cones. An acorn fell out of the soft dropping powders of the wood. He took it up, and as he held it between finger and thumb, his mind raced over the scene back there with the mistress of the house, for what else could one call Freda Buckler but “the mistress of the house,” that small fiery woman, with a battery for a heart and the body of a toy, who ran everything, who purred, saturated with impudence, with a mechanical buzz that ticked away her humanity.

He blew down his moustache. Freda, with that aggravating floating yellow veil! He told her it was “aggravating,” he told her that it was “shameless,” and stood for nothing but temptation. He puffed out his cheeks, blowing at her as she passed. She laughed, stroking his arm, throwing her head back, her nostrils scarlet to the pit. They had ended by riding out together, a boot’s length apart, she no bigger than a bee on a bonnet. In complete misery he had dug down on his spurs, and she: “Gently, John, gently!” showing the edges of her teeth in the wide distilling mouth. “You can’t be ostler all your life. Horses!” she snorted. “I like horses, but—” He had lowered his crop. “There are other things. You simply can’t go on being a groom forever, not with a waist like that, and you know it. I’ll make a gentleman out of you. I’ll step you up from being a ‘thing.’ You will see, you will enjoy it.”

He had leaned over and lashed at her boot with his whip. It caught her at the knee, the foot flew up in its stirrup, as though she were dancing.

And the little beast was delighted! They trotted on a way, and they trotted back. He helped her to dismount, and she sailed off, trailing the yellow veil, crying back:

“You’ll love it!”

Before they had gone on like this for more than a month (bowling each other over in the spirit, wringing each other this way and that, hunter and hunted) it had become a game without any pleasure; debased lady, debased ostler, on the wings of vertigo.

What was she getting him into? He shouted, bawled, cracked whip—what did she figure she wanted? The kind of woman who can’t tell the truth; truth ran out and away from her as though her veins wore pipettes, stuck in by the devil; and drinking, he swelled, and pride had him, it floated him off. He saw her standing behind him in every mirror, she followed him from showpiece to showpiece, she fell in beside him, walked him, hand under elbow.

“You will rise to governor-general—well, to inspector—”

“Inspector!”

“As you like, say master of the regiment—say cavalry officer. Horses, too, leather, whips—”

“O my God.”

She almost whinnied as she circled on her heels:

“With a broad, flat, noble chest,” she said, “you’ll become a pavement of honors… Mass yourself. You will leave affliction—”

“Stop it!” he shouted. “I like being common.”

“With a quick waist like that, the horns will miss you.”

“What horns?”

“The dilemma.”

“I could stop you, all over, if I wanted to.”

She was amused. “Man in a corner?” she said.

She tormented him, she knew it. She tormented him with her objects of “culture.” One knee on an ottoman, she would hold up and out, the most delicate miniature, ivories cupped in her palm, tilting them from the sun, saying: “But look, look!”

He put his hands behind his back. She aborted that. She asked him to hold ancient missals, volumes of fairy tales, all with handsome tooling, all bound in corded russet. She spread maps, and with a long hatpin dragging across mountains and ditches, pointed to “just where she had been.” Like a dry snail the point wandered the coast, when abruptly, sticking the steel in, she cried “Borgia!” and stood there, jangling a circle of ancient keys.

His anxiety increased with curiosity. If he married her—after he had married her, what then? Where would he be after he had satisfied her crazy whim? What would she make of him in the end; in short, what would she leave of him? Nothing, absolutely nothing, not even his horses. He’d be a damned fool for you. He wouldn’t fit in anywhere after Freda, he’d be neither what he was nor what he had been; he’d be a thing, half standing, half crouching, like those figures under the roofs of historic buildings, the halt position of the damned.

He had looked at her often without seeing her; after a while he began to look at her with great attention. Well, well! Really a small mousy woman, with fair pretty hair that fell like an insect’s feelers into the nape of her neck, moving when the wind moved. She darted and bobbled about too much, and always with the mindless intensity of a mechanical toy kicking and raking about the floor.

And she was always a step or two ahead of him, or stroking his arm at arm’s length, or she came at him in a gust, leaning her sharp little chin on his shoulder, floating away slowly—only to be stumbled over when he turned. On this particular day he had caught her by the wrist, slewing her around. This once, he thought to himself, this once I’ll ask her straight out for truth; a direct shot might dislodge her.

“Miss Freda, just a moment. You know I haven’t a friend in the world. You know positively that I haven’t a person to whom I can go and get an answer to any question of any sort. So then, just what do you want me for?”

She blushed to the roots of her hair. “Girlish! are you going to be girlish?” She looked as if she were going to scream, her whole frame buzzed, but she controlled herself and drawled with lavish calm:

“Don’t be nervous. Be patient. You will get used to everything. You’ll even like it. There’s nothing so enjoyable as climbing.”

“And then?”

“Then everything will slide away, stable and all.” She caught the wings of her nose in the pinching folds of a lace handkerchief. “Isn’t that a destination?”

The worst of all had been the last night, the evening of the masked ball. She had insisted on his presence. “Come,” she said, “just as you are, and be our whipper-in.” That was the final blow, the unpardonable insult. He had obeyed, except that he did not come “just as he was.” He made an elaborate toilet; he dressed for evening, like any ordinary gentleman; he was the only person present therefore who was not “in dress,” that is, in the accepted sense.

On arrival he found most of the guests tipsy. Before long he himself was more than a little drunk and horrified to find that he was dancing a minuet, stately, slow, with a great soft puff-paste of a woman, showered with sequins, grunting in cascades of plaited tulle. Out of this embrace he extricated himself, slipping on the bare spots of the rosin-powdered floor, to find Freda coming at him with a tiny glass of cordial which she poured into his open mouth; at that point he was aware that he had been gasping for air.

He came to a sudden stop. He took in the whole room with his frantic glance. There in the corner sat Freda’s mother with her cats. She always sat in corners, and she always sat with cats. And there was the rest of the cast—cousins, nephews, uncles, aunts. The next moment, the galliard. Freda, arms up, hands, palm out, elbows buckled in at the breast, a praying mantis, was all but tooth to tooth with him. Wait! He stepped free, and with the knob end of his cane, he drew a circle in the rosin clear around her, then backward went through the French windows.

He knew nothing after that until he found himself in the shrubbery, sighing, his face close to the fence, peering in. He was with his horses again; he was where he belonged again. He could hear them tearing up the sod, galloping about as though in their own ballroom, and oddest of all, at this dark time of the night.

He began drawing himself under the lowest bar, throwing his hat and cane in before him, panting as he crawled. The black stallion was now in the lead. The horses were taking the curve in the Willow Road that ran into the farther pasture, and through the dust they looked faint and enormous.

On the top of the hill, four had drawn apart and were standing, testing the weather. He would catch one, mount one, he would escape! He was no longer afraid. He stood up, waving his hat and cane and shouting.

They did not seem to know him, and they swerved past him and away. He stared after them, almost crying. He did not think of his dress, the white shirt front, the top hat, the waving stick, his abrupt rising out of the dark, their excitement. Surely, they must know him—in a moment.

Wheeling, manes up, nostrils flaring, blasting out steam as they came on, they passed him in a whinnying flood, and he damned them in horror, but what he shouted was “Bitch!” and found himself swallowing fire from his heart, lying on his face, sobbing, “I can do it, damn everything, I can get on with it; I can make my mark!”

The upraised hooves of the first horse missed him, the second did not.

Presently the horses drew apart, nibbling and swishing their tails, avoiding a patch of tall grass.






THE VALET

The fields about Louis-Georges’ house grew green in very early spring, leaving the surrounding countryside to its melancholy gray, for Louis-Georges was the only farmer who sowed his fields to rye.

Louis-Georges was a small man with a dark oval face that burned like a Goya and supported a long raking nose in which an hoar-frost of hair bristled. His arms swung their stroke ahead of his legs; his whole person knew who he was—that sort.

He had fierce pride in everything he did, even when not too well executed, not too well comprehended; he himself was so involved in it.

Sometimes standing in the yard, breathing the rich air, nose up, he enjoyed his lands utterly, rubbing the fingers of one hand with the fingers of the other, or waving the hands above the horns of his cattle where, in buzzing loops, flies hung, or slapping the haunches of his racers, saying to the trainer: “There’s more breeding in the rump of one of these, than any butt in the stalls of Westminster!”—pretending that he understood all points from muzzle to hoof—in short, a man who all but had a “hand in being.”

Sometimes he and Vera Sovna would play hide-and-seek about the grain bins and through the mounds of hay, she in her long flounces and high heels, screaming and leaping among the rakes and flails.

Once Louis-Georges caught a rat, bare hand, and with such skill that it could not use its teeth. He disguised his elation, showing her how it was done, pretending it a cunning he had learned in order to protect the winter grain.

Vera Sovna was a tall creature with thin shoulders which she shrugged as if the blades were too heavy. She usually dressed in black, and she laughed a good part of the time in a rather high key.

She had been the great friend of Louis-Georges’ mother, but since the mother’s death she had, by her continued intimacy, fallen into disrepute. It was whispered that she was “something” to Louis-Georges. When the landholders saw her enter his house, they could not contain themselves until they saw her leave it; if she came out holding her skirts carefully above her ankles, they found the roofs of their mouths with disapproving tongues; if she walked slowly, dragging her dress, they would say: “What a dust she brings up in the driveway!”

If she knew anything of their feelings, she did not show it. Driving through the town, turning neither to right nor left, she passed right through the market square, looking at nobody, but obviously delighted with the rosy bunches of flowers, the bright tumble of yellow squash and green cucumbers, the fruits piled in orderly heaps on the stands. But on the rare occasions when Louis-Georges accompanied her, she would cross her legs at the knee, or lean forward, or shake a finger at him, or turn her head from side to side, or lean back laughing.

Sometimes she visited the maids’ quarters to play with Leah’s child, a little creature with bandy legs and frail neck, who thrust out his stomach for her to pat.

The maids, Berthe and Leah, were well-built complacent women with serene blue eyes, fine teeth and round firm busts that flourished like pippins. They went about their duties chewing stalks of rye and salad leaves, reefing with their tongues.

In her youth Leah had evidently done something for which she now prayed at intervals, usually before a wooden Christ, hanging from a beam in the barn, who was so familiar that she did not notice Him until, sitting down to milk, she raised her eyes; then, putting her forehead against the cow’s belly, she prayed, the milk splashing over her big knuckles and wasting into the ground, until Berthe came to help her carry the pails, when she would remark, “We are going to have rain.”

Vera Sovna spent hours in the garden, the child crawling after her, leaving the marks of his small hands, wet with saliva, on the dusty leaves; digging up young vegetable roots with such sudden ease that he would fall on his back, blinking up at the sun.

The two maids, the valet Vanka, and Louis-Georges were the household, except when augmented by the occasional visits of Louis-Georges’ aunts, Myra and Ella.

Vanka was Russian. He bit his nails. He wore his clothes badly, as though he had no time for more than the master’s neatness. His rich yellow hair was disheveled though pomaded, his eyebrows shaggy and white. His eyes, when he raised their heavy lids, were gentle and intelligent. He was absolutely devoted.

Louis-Georges would say to him, “Now, Vanka, tell me again what it was they did to you when you were a boy.”

“They shot my brother,” Vanka would answer, pulling at his forelock. “They shot him for a ‘red.’ They threw him into prison with my father. Then one day my sister, who took them their food in two pails, heard a noise; it sounded like a shot and that day father returned only one pail, and they say he returned it like a person looking over his shoulder.” Vanka told that story often, sometimes adding with a sigh, “My sister, who had been a handsome woman (the students used to visit her just to hear her talk)—became bald—overnight.”

After such confidences, Louis-Georges would shut himself up in his study where, in a large scrawling hand, he wrote to his aunts. Sometimes he would put in a phrase or two about Vanka.

Sometimes Vera Sovna would come in to watch, lifting her ruffles, raising her brows. If Vanka was present they would stare each other down, she with her back to the fireplace, her heels apart, saying:

“Come, come, that is enough!” adding, “Vanka, take his pen away.”

Louis-Georges went on, smiling and grunting, but never lifting his hand from his written page. As for Vanka, he simply stood catching the pages as they were finished.

Finally with a loud scrape and a great shove, Louis-Georges would push back his chair and standing up would say, “Now, let us have tea.”

In the end he fell into a slow illness. It attacked his limbs; he was forced to walk with a cane. He complained of his heart, but he persisted in going out to look at the horses, and to amuse Vera Sovna he would slash at the flies with his stick, enjoying the odor of milk and dung.

He had plans for the haying, for getting in the crops, but he had to give over to the farm hands who, left to themselves, wandered off at any odd hour, to their own acres, to their own broken fences.

Six months later Louis-Georges took to his bed.

The aunts came, testing the rate of decay with their leathery noses, as they portioned out paregoric, like women in charge of a baby, remarking to each other with surprise, “He never used to be like this,” easing the velvet straps that bit into their shoulder flesh, peering at each other, from either side of his bed.

They were afraid of meeting Vera Sovna. Their position was difficult. Having been on friendly terms with her while Louis-Georges’ mother was alive, they felt that once the old lady was dead, they had to increase in dignity and reserve. Then, too, the townsfolk seemed to have turned against Vera. Still, the aunts did not wish to be too harsh, so they left Louis-Georges’ bedside for an hour every evening that Vera Sovna might come to see him, and Vera Sovna came, creeping softly and saying, “Oh, my dear!” She would tell him stories, told before, all about her own life, as if that life, not yet spent, might be of help. She told him of her week in London, of a visit to The Hague; of adventures with hotel keepers in impossible inns, and sometimes, leaning close to him, he thought he heard her weeping.

But in spite of this—the illness and the tension in the air—Vera Sovna seemed strangely gay.

During the foundering of Louis-Georges, Leah and Berthe served as nurses, changing his sheets, turning him over to rub him with oil and alcohol, crossing themselves and giving him the spoon.

The valet stood at the foot of the bed trying not to cough or sigh or annoy his master in any way. But sometimes he would fall asleep holding to the bedpost, and wake to dreams of the “revolution,” a dream which faded as he caught himself.

Vera Sovna had taken to dining with the girls in the kitchen, a long bare room that pleased her. From the window one could see the orchard and the pump and the long easy slope of the meadow. From the beams braided onions and smoked meats dangled over the long table, strewn with a thin snow of flour, and hot loaves of new bread.

The girls accepted Vera Sovna’s company cheerfully. When she went away, they cleared the board, talking of other things, sharpening knives, forgetting.

The matters of the estate went on as usual. Nothing suffered because of the master’s infirmity. Crops ripened; the haying season passed; the orchard sounded with the thud of falling fruit. Louis-Georges ripened into death, detached, as if he had never been. About Vera Sovna there was a quiet brilliance. She tended the medicine bottles as though they were musical intervals; she arranged him bouquets as though they were tributes. And Vanka?

There was the one who took on utter anguish, he bent under the shortening shadow of his master as one at last permitted the use of grief for himself.

Myra and Ella in shock, shook crumbs from their laps, sending each other in to visit Louis-Georges, and pretending, each to the other, he was much improved. It was not that they were afraid he might die, they were afraid they were not prepared.

When the doctor arrived, they shifted their uncertainty. They rushed about getting subscriptions filled, spoons polished; they closed their eyes, sitting on either side of his bed, picturing him already shriven and translated, in order to find pleasure in opening their eyes to find him just as usual.

When they knew that he was dying indeed, the aunts could not keep from touching him. They tried to cover him up in those parts that too plainly exposed the rate of his departure; the thin arms, the damp pulsing spot in the neck, the fallen pit of his stomach. They fondled his knuckles and generally drove the doctor and the new nurse frantic. At last, in desperation, Myra, eluding everyone, knelt by Louis-Georges and stroked his face. Death did not seem to be anywhere; that is, it did not seem to stay in one place, but with her caresses, seemed to move from quarter to quarter. At this point, she was locked out with her sister. They wandered up and down the hall, afraid to speak, unable to cry, passing each other, bracing their palms against the walls.

Then when Louis-Georges did die, there was the problem of Vera Sovna. However, they soon forgot her, trying to follow the instructions left by the dead man. Louis-Georges had seen to it that everything should go on as usual; he would not interrupt the seasons, he had “planned” next year.

The hens praised their eggs as usual, as usual the stables resounded with good spirits. The fields shed their very life upon the earth, and Vanka folded and put away the dead man’s clothes.

When the undertaker arrived, Vanka would not let him touch the body. He washed and dressed it himself. It was he who laid Louis-Georges in the shining coffin that smelled like violin rosin; it was he who banked the flowers, and he who finally left the scene, on the whole flat of his suddenly clumsy feet. He went to his room and shut the door.
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