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To My Wife












Eagle of Pengwern, it called far tonight,
it kept watch on men’s blood;

Trenn shall be called a luckless town.



Eagle of Pengwera, it calls far tonight,
it feasts on men’s blood;

Trenn shall be called a shining town.



—Anonymous, Wales, ninth century









THE
RESURRECTION



Contents


Prologue


Part I

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12


Part II

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12



Part III

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12


A Biography of John Gardner


PROLOGUE

A country cemetery in upstate New York. Spring. The sky very blue, clouds very white. Trees, higher up the slope; this side of the trees an iron fence surrounding a cemetery; below the lower cemetery fence a broad valley, the Tonawanda Creek winding slowly and placidly like yellow mercury among willows. The pastureland on each side of the creek seems as smooth as a park from this distance. Two red barns, over by the highway, like barns in a painting.

Nothing ever changes within the bounds of the iron fence: The grass grows green, explodes into field flowers, turns brown in September, bends under snow in the wintertime, grows green again; the sharp edges of chiseled names grow less sharp, mysteriously, year by year; birds build in the grass and trees, more each year, all the hawks and foxes dead; but nothing changes. Like sound waves on an empty planet, Nature’s confusion spends itself unnoticed, or almost unnoticed. One of the markers is newer than the rest and has a green metal flowerbox in front of it, and in the flowerbox, blue flowers. The name on the marker, James Chandler, means no more than the names on the other markers except that there are still a few who are not fully reconciled.

One of them is an old woman who comes out from Batavia in an old black Chevy, driving slowly and clumsily down the middle of the road, turns at the cemetery gate and rattles up the two-rut lane to the fence, parks in high weeds, and looks out her window with what seem blind eyes. Sometimes she doesn’t get out of the car. Sometimes she does get out, stiffly, works her way to the marker and the flowerbox, and looks at the name awhile, then waters the flowers and goes back to her car, moving more slowly than before, what she came here to do now done. She is old and will stop coming soon, or will soon come one last time and never leave.

And now every three or four years a middle-aged, well-dressed woman comes, or will come in the future (here there are no distinctions), sometimes with a man who holds her arm politely as she walks, then stands back when she looks at the marker, and the woman bows her head as if praying or waiting for something to be over; when she looks up she says brightly, in a voice alien in the world of the dead, “It’s beautiful up here, don’t you think?” The man looks at the valley and smiles and after a moment takes her arm and they return to the car. Sometimes the man and woman have three children with them, two of them beautiful, the third, the youngest, owl-faced, impish, no relation, you would say, to the rest of the family. And now the three come alone, separately sometimes, sometimes together. Only the oldest comes often. And now this:

Dusk. The car careening up the lane has its lights on. The girl, the oldest daughter—a woman now—is driving. She has sun-bleached hair and, despite the darkness, dark glasses. She gets out lightly and quickly, shuts the door of the convertible behind her, reaches over into the back seat for a potted plant. (There has been no plant by the marker for some time.) She comes to the fence and stops. There is someone before her. She says cheerfully, but as if prepared to be alarmed, “Hello.”

The woman standing by the grave looks old, but when she speaks her voice is not. She says, “Hello.”

The girl crosses to her slowly. The trees higher up are black against the sky; their branches move in the late-summer breeze. The girl says brightly, “That’s my father’s grave. Did you know him?”

The woman says nothing, smiles vaguely, as though perhaps she hasn’t heard. The girl says: “You startled me. I didn’t notice your car and—” She hesitates, realizing perhaps that there is no car, has been no car in sight all the way from Batavia. The woman before her is obviously no country walker: She is dressed in black, with a white flower on the lapel of her suit, the white luminous in the failing light. The girl stands motionless.

“I’m sorry,” the woman says suddenly, vaguely. “I came to say—”

They look at one another, standing perhaps six feet apart, and then, slowly, the older woman rises her white-gloved fists to her chin, her elbows close to her body, like one troubled by the cold. The younger woman bends down, her eyes not leaving the older woman’s face, and puts the plant on the ground, then rises again. She whispers, “Viola.” The other one does not seem to understand.



A tiresome business, from the point of view of the dead. Say it were not what we know it is, some trifling domestic tragedy, but something more grand—the fall of civilization, the end of the world, the death of all consciousness, or, to speak recklessly, the Second Coming! Not a dead eyebrow would rise. The dead might, perhaps, rise; but they would not be impressed. Burdocks have grown up along the fence, hiding in their musty darkness the neatly lettered but no longer legible sign, Perpetual Care.



PART ONE
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AT forty-one James Chandler felt secure, on top of things. He had reached the rank of Associate Professor; his articles and his book were beginning to be noticed; he was happily married and had three small daughters whom he loved very much, though he could not say he knew them. He had just finished a long monograph entitled “Am I Now Dreaming?”—perhaps his best work yet, at least in the sense that here, at last, he had achieved what seemed to him perfect control, a marriage of substance and form. He had undertaken it partly because the epistemological problem teased him, involved as it was with the old realist-idealist dilemma and threatened as it was at every turn by solipsism. But mainly he had chosen his subject because of the whimsicality of the thing. The monograph was an intellectual exercise, a tour de force which had taken him two full years to complete and which, he knew, was at bottom no more—or less—than an immensely elaborate joke on the idea of philosophy itself, a complement to his more serious Philosophy as Pure Technique.

There was of course not much question in Chandler’s mind about which of his thoughts and perceptions were real and which illusory dreamwork—for the most part, at least—but that was irrelevant; the problem was to find, if one could, satisfactory checks. It was R. G. Collingwood who had hit upon the secret, not only the general but also the specific approach: Who but the historian had developed techniques for dealing scientifically with that which was not only relative but also, in terms of present space-time, lost? But denying the ultimate value of logical abstraction and ignoring the element of abstract science in his own philosophy—the clue to das absolute Wissen itself in his Essay on Philosophical Method—Collingwood had conceived the analogy in terms too narrow, and in the end, though by no means lapsing into skepticism, he had lost the power of his initial vision and had fallen into self-contradiction. If Chandler’s terms were, in contrast, too broad, it was not from a failure of conception. His monograph was the warm-up for a more important book which he now believed himself fully prepared to write.

The prospect filled him with a serenity which must have been apparent at a glance even to strangers who saw him sitting, smiling, staring nearsightedly out the window of the bus he took Tuesday and Thursday afternoons (if he didn’t get his days mixed up) to the university. He had the look of a Dostoevskian priest, a look at once amusing and impressive on a pallid, owl-faced, professorial little man in thick glasses. It was as if he had discovered for a fact that, despite the opinion of the daily papers, Dame Juliana’s angel was right: All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well. His office-mate, Ken Roos, a friend from Chandler’s graduate-school days in Indiana, spoke of him as “childlike” and often, with an air half reverent, half bewildered, told anecdotes about him at the faculty lunchroom that made him seem some second Thales tranquilly tumbling down well after well. Chandler’s wife sometimes teased him too. “Excuse my husband,” she would say to friends when he’d lapsed into one of his silences, “he’s got it into his head that today’s Thanksgiving.” It was true. For Chandler every day was Thanksgiving. He loved his teaching: Every book he opened turned out to be closely related to his projected work, and every student turned out to have truly remarkable insights which the student himself, like poor Meno, did not understand. Watching Chandler in front of a class, or hurrying to his mailbox, or trying out a new piece on the piano (Chandler was an excellent musician), one could scarcely help thinking (if one’s thoughts were inclined to run in such channels) of Berkeley’s joy when he came to see the dreadful Lockean universe from a new angle which eliminated all skepticism, “corpuscular philosophy,” and the black pit of atheism. Chandler was infinitely pleased with his shabby little study off the children’s room—his Cave of Error, as his wife called it. He found great satisfaction in his sour old pipe, his new, somewhat mulish ball-point pen, his beautiful children, his piano (though the sounding-board was cracked), the remarkable speed and efficiency of the cleaning woman Marie had found. Above all Chandler was grateful for his wife. It was Marie—a pretty, soft-spoken, intelligent girl, once a student of his—who made possible all the rest. It was she who had decided on their coming to Stanford from Oberlin (he was, as she said, a stick-in-the-mud), she who sent out the checks each month, she who decided on buying the house in San Francisco, she who kept up their social calendar—a complicated business, since Chandler was a firm, unsentimental member of numerous organizations for social progress, including a combo which played, free of charge, for groups concerned with advancing civil rights. Without Marie he’d scarcely have known where to turn for pipe tobacco. And she managed it all quite effortlessly, or so it seemed. She even enjoyed it, although she admitted she’d liked teaching high-school English more, before she’d given it up to take care of the children.

And so there was nothing whatever to detract from Chandler’s joy or, to put it another way, to keep him from his book. And his joy was, moreover, pure: It was the work itself he looked forward to, not what it would win him in the way of money or prestige. One could scarcely imagine a project less likely to succeed in strictly practical terms: It was to be called The Uninhabited Castle: An Apology for Contemporary Metaphysics. He’d been gathering notes toward it for years. Certain sections, in fact, were already worked out in rough draft, for he’d taken the time to type up his lectures when they were relevant.

Unluckily, he found he couldn’t begin at once after finishing the monograph. The work on that had left him emotionally exhausted and, because of the hours he’d put in, apparently, had slightly damaged his health. His teaching seemed to take all his time and leave him spent, even shaky. But his serenity held. The necessarily lazy weekends gave him time to notice his family, count up his blessings, and daydream. From his chair in the garden, on the side of Twin Peaks, he could see all San Francisco Bay—the bridge, white sailboats, ocean liners moving in and out. Perhaps when the book was finished he’d visit Japan.

He would acknowledge at the outset the truth of Warnock’s observation that the metaphysical castles of the past have not fallen under siege, generally speaking, but have simply crumbled—citadels much shot at and never taken, merely discovered, one sunny afternoon, to be uninhabited. But he would go on to ask just how much that mattered. The question was not whether systems were expendable but whether they were useful at all and, beyond that, whether a well-thought-out metaphysical hypothesis was more useful than the more common sort of thing, “angles of vision” or, more ponderously, “alternative conceptual systems.”

However his book might at first be received, it would be recognized at last as important, at least as a minority report. Of this Chandler was confident. He had always been a man who knew his strong and weak points, and he had worked for years and with all his might at filling in the important gaps in his scientific and philosophical knowledge. Compared to the new book, the monograph he’d just completed would be juvenilia—or so he hoped. Happily, since such things can be destructive, he had no particular fears or overwhelming compulsions: If his Uninhibited Castle did not work out—if the obstructions that inevitably arose in one’s road, when one once got going, proved impassable—he would be sorry, but not crushed. He had labored before on projects which, despite the radiance of their promise, had failed to work out in the end.

But though he knew better than to lose himself in grandiose dreams, he was, for all that, calmly and more or less constantly awake to the possibility of splendid success, a triumph of the kind especially attractive to a man of his particular make-up: the triumph, in a way, of self. “Professor Quixote,” his wife sometimes called him, and she was not far wrong. His concern with metaphysics in the age of analysis made him a man born too late for his time, a harmless lunatic all of whose energy and skill went into a heroic battling, by the laws of an intricate and obsolete code, against whatever he could contrive in the way of dragons. His success, if he should prove successful, would not be success in some worthwhile endeavor but merely proof to himself and the esoteric world of his own quite superfluous discipline that he could manage a feat which, as everyone including James Chandler knew, was no longer worth attempting. He would prove, in a word, that an outmoded kind of philosophy was still of great value, in principle, with the result that—to take the most optimistic view—the usual disparagement of metaphysics would be dropped. The result would not be, probably, that philosophers would turn once more to metaphysics. Such work was very difficult, and the product—even if it could be shown to be preferable to the scatter-shot results of humbler labors—would not in the end seem worth the greater effort and, worse, the risk of total failure. Thus in plain truth James Chandler’s project was one from which any man of sense ought to shrink. Why did he pursue it then? No doubt he lacked the sense God normally proffered even to His philosophers. But perhaps—or so he at times suspected—he differed from most of his fellows in another way as well. He had once come across in a graduate paper, and had copied down in one of his notebooks, a statement which had for him peculiar interest: “The twentieth-century philosopher (if we discount self-pitying existentialists) does not suffer from any profound metaphysical anxieties. Philosophers who happen to believe in God and those who happen not to, do the same sort of work.” Chandler himself sometimes believed and sometimes did not, and his indecision troubled him as it had troubled Collingwood before him. Collingwood had written, “For the Christian, as never for any pagan, religion becomes an influence dominating the whole of life; and this unity once achieved can never be forfeited again.” Perhaps it was because of this very notion, pervasive in his work, that Collingwood went unnoticed. And perhaps it was this same old-fashioned uncertainty which, disguised by rationalizations, gave Chandler’s anomalous project its mysterious luster.

But there was another, more likely explanation. The pleasure in the projected achievement lay simply in the fact that—like the crest of Everest to a mountain-climber, or like a bank to a man inclined to steal—it was there; it might be managed. It was the glow of self in a new shape, in Sartre’s phrase, calling to itself from the ground of the future. That was, at times, precisely Chandler’s sense of it: a shadow that stood on a hill in the center of a labyrinth. He would reach it, as he had reached it already in uneasy dreams; and it was of no particular significance, as anyone could see, that when he reached the heart of the labyrinth the character of the place would be changed, the shadow gone to a farther hill, a new center, so that he would be forced to pursue again, pursue all the length of infinity, like Spengler’s Egyptians, joyful and without hope. For in this—the basis of all his muddle-headed nonsense (but that was perhaps overstating the thing; Collingwood too had made the mistake)—Sartre was wrong: It was not one’s past monstrosity that one fled in pursuit of one’s finer image, or that was at least not the necessary case. One negated a self one liked perfectly well for a self one liked better and another which one liked better yet in a game of infinite ascension. It was as if (as Chandler had put it to classes) Geoffrey Chaucer were to find himself in grim old Dante’s Purgatory. Each ledge would be a splendid triumph, a place too interesting to leave except that there stood, above, still finer ledges. And so if the project he now had in mind did not satisfy him when he finished it—no immediate problem, in any case—then so be it: One could always turn up new windmills to conquer. However man’s view of the universe had changed, the macrocosm-microcosm concept of those wise old Greeks still held: One was, oneself, with all one’s kind, the cosmic detonation. Or the cosmic rose, perhaps, as Collingwood had it—an idea as exciting (though admittedly false) as anything Chandler had ever come across. As Collingwood put it:

     That history is a process in which tout casse, tout lasse, tout passe, is doubtless true; but it is also a process in which the things that are thus destroyed are brought into existence. Only it is easier to see their destruction than to see their construction, because it does not take so long. May it not be the same in the world of nature? May it not be the case that the modern picture of a running-down universe, in which energy is by degrees exchanging a non-uniform and arbitrary distribution (that is, a distribution not accounted for by any laws yet known to us, and therefore in effect a given, ready-made, miraculously established distribution, a physicist’s Golden Age), for a uniform distribution, according to the second law of thermodynamics, is a picture based on habitual observation of relatively short-phase processes, and one destined to be dismissed as illusory at some future date, when closer attention has been paid to processes whose time-phase is longer?

His monograph was just newly out (causing scarcely a ripple in the sea of philosophical thought) when Chandler learned he had possibly a month, or at most only two or three, to live. He had, according to his doctor, aleukemic leukemia, on the verge even now of the blast crisis, an increase in the lawless proliferation of lymphatic-type cells that would swiftly and suddenly shift the white count from its present six thousand to something astronomical, perhaps near 500,000; there was, in effect, nothing to be done.

And so it was settled. The limits of Chandler’s identity (It was thus that he put it to himself, fleeing into the comforting arms of pedantic abstraction) were set.
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HE stood at the window in the doctor’s office, Marie in the chair in front of the desk behind him, the doctor in his own chair, carefully balanced, expressionless—all this from memory, for Chandler was not looking now at them but out at the wide street and, a block up the hill, the hospital, white in the sun, the sky very blue behind it. Cars in the hospital parking lot, looking down past the long white railing at the street, glittered sharply, and he had to look away. He glanced at the desk, a row of books along one side, a blotter, a pen set, white and yellow papers.

“About thirty percent of the time we achieve a remission,” the doctor said. He had a red face, curly silver hair, prominent teeth. His hands were fat. Marie sat perfectly still, pale, waiting. “After that,” the doctor said, “we keep the patient under close observation. You’ll need to be hospitalized, of course.”

“Why?” Chandler asked. The sound of his own voice startled him like a sharp intrusion from without. He had not realized he was going to speak.

The doctor glanced at him, then down at the blue-green blotter. After a moment he said quietly, as if evasively, “We need to keep close watch, in cases like this. For one thing, the drug we’ll use when we try for a remission will have a toxic reaction before long, and we’ll have to discontinue it.” He lifted the pen from the pen set and examined the bright gold point.

“But after the reaction I won’t need to be here,” Chandler said. He had an odd, completely irrational sense that winning this point, getting home again, was important. As if he were standing outside himself, watching it all disinterestedly, he saw himself speaking sharply, angrily, like Old Man Pursey at a faculty meeting, or like Chandler’s father long ago, arguing about levitation.

“You don’t need to be here,” the doctor said softly, as though he were angry himself.

Marie said, calm, “You said ’for one thing,’ Doctor. What are the other things?”

“In cases of this kind we can expect severe anemia, and you’ll need transfusions to keep you going. And then there may be other things too. The spleen may swell, pain may show up—”

“But why keep me going?” Chandler asked, startling himself again. And still he seemed outside himself, a bemused and dispassionate observer.

“For your family, perhaps,” the doctor suggested, speaking still more softly now, playing with the pen. It was painful for him, and in another mood Chandler might have sympathized with the man—if the unreasonable, petulant patient were somebody else.

“True,” Chandler said, pouncing on it, “but I’ll see less of my family in the hospital, even if you drag this business out, than I’d see of them at home.” He found all at once that he was frightened—not frightened by the thought of death; that had not yet taken hold: he had sealed his mind against it as tightly as Noah sealed his ark, or, according to the Schoolmen, the Second Noah sealed up the castle of the saved—but frightened by the godlike authority of the red-faced, healthy, bored-looking man who could listen to him or refuse him, just as he pleased.

But the doctor said, “Now listen, it’s a free country. I’ve given my advice, that’s all I can do. If you want to stay out, let Nature take its course—” He waved vaguely.

Marie said, holding her purse so tightly that her knuckles were white, “The doctor knows best, James.”

Chandler tried to think, but the silence was intense, every line in the room very sharp. He could have counted the pages in the books on the desk. At last he said, “How long will it take to find out if a remission’s possible?”

The doctor frowned, studying him or perhaps looking through him, and Marie watched the doctor’s face. “Matter of days. Maybe as much as two weeks.”

He thought about it for a long time, or tried to. His mind was not running. Marie said, “We’ll do whatever you say, Doctor.”

At last, wearily, Chandler nodded. The idea of dying flooded in.



But even now, alone in the hospital room that looked up at the Sears sign higher on the hill, he could not quite assimilate the fact. He went over and over it in his mind, sometimes very calmly, sometimes in terror, but most often in a kind of puzzled and anxious desperation, as one goes over and over a knotty line of Greek in Plato’s Timaeus. He himself had written long ago, when he was still young and in excellent health, “A philosopher is not better prepared than another man for the crises in life, for example, the coming of his own death; he is merely prepared to suffer more systematically, which is to say neither to suffer more nor to suffer less but rather to evade in a slightly different way,” and lighting on this passage now—he was rereading all he’d ever written—he was surprised to see how right his guess had been. By long habit one assumed that questions, if they were not demonstrably meaningless, had answers: and so his mind worked at it day and night—and failed. Then one morning, the morning of the fifth day, he awakened to find that the question had somehow answered itself. When he tried to articulate the answer there was nothing, nothing whatever, like the void the physicist pictures if the universe, where matter is motion, should stop. It was simply that he had, now, a remarkably tranquil certainty that in three weeks or so he would be dead. He knew, too, exactly what he would do with the time he had left.

He had visited Batavia, New York, only four or five times in twenty years. His mother had visited him in California on several occasions, but never for more than two or three days at a time. However long she had planned to stay, she would grow restless and homesick almost at once—there was nothing for her to do here, she would say, almost in fright, as it seemed to him—and she would leave. She was old now, over seventy, and she had never seen the two younger girls. And so that morning when she came, Chandler told his wife of his decision (making a formal announcement of it, standing at the window in his bathrobe, his hands clasped behind his back), and began to work out his plans for the trip east. He’d wait two more days for the reaction to the drug—he’d learned the name of it by now: tetra-amino pteroylglutamic acid—and then, whether it had come or not, and whether or not a remission set in, they would leave on the first train they could get. She accepted it quietly, sensing that argument would be futile, and she did not stay with him as she usually did—reading the cards, admiring the view of the Sears store, talking about the children, friends, the trouble the neighbors were having with their dog. She said, rather formally, “I’ll see about tickets and—arranging things.” He said as she was about to leave, “Batavia has a hospital too, after all. Two in fact.” She looked at him, and then, falsely, she smiled, nodded, and left. It was after dark when she brought in the children for their afternoon visit. When they came he was feverish and diarrheal—the reaction had come—and they stayed with him only for a few minutes. He was desperately sick all night but better in the morning, merely shaky. In the afternoon the doctor announced a rise in the blood platelets, a sign that remission might be on its way. They would watch him closely the next few days, though of course if the remission didn’t hold there was nothing on earth they could do. A trip across the country was out of the question. It was very important that the symptoms be watched, however well he felt just now.

But two days later—on Easter Sunday, a cold and foggy April afternoon—the family boarded the eastbound California Zephyr at Oakland. At Chicago they changed to the clanking, fallen dignity of the New York Central. Sleeping on the train as it hurtled through what seemed empty space, Chandler had terrifying dreams which, afterwards, he could not remember.
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AS the train pulled into Batavia, the children were delighted by everything they saw—the heavy, broad trees just beginning to bud, the iron fences, the old brick and frame houses with their latticework porches and high windows, the muddy Tonawanda Creek, swollen now, in flood season, to within eight feet of the floor of the iron bridge. There were birds everywhere—robins, sparrows, cowbirds, chippies, starlings. Marie seemed less pleased than the children; perhaps she was noticing already the smell of Batavia’s water. As for himself, he was beginning to wish he hadn’t come.

The feeling had begun to rise in him while the train was still crossing the Amish farmlands of Ohio, and now, as they loaded themselves into the cab they’d found waiting at the end of the platform, the feeling had become oppressive. Too much was changed, thrown into a buzzing, blooming confusion. They had to approach Bank Street by a roundabout route; Jackson was being torn up for sewage repairs. Huge platforms and timbers from which heavy chains and hooks depended had been thrown up at crazy angles the length of the street. Fixing the sewage line was always a job in Batavia. The city stood on a thin earth shell above quicksand. Chandler sat hunched in his corner, his thick glasses close to the window, and struggled to square what he saw with what he remembered. Liberty, like Jackson, was being torn up. The cab moved on, past Polish and Italian grocery stores, hardware shops, and run-down photography studios in old houses where in his day people had lived; it turned north on a wide, tree-lined street where houses that had been white before were gray now, or dark green, or brown. The Massey-Harris plant stood empty and dark, its brick walls black, its windows broken out; and across from the Massey-Harris plant the cemetery seemed at first completely unfamiliar. The lawns were smooth and newly mowed, as they’d always been; the hedges were trimmed as usual; the little Richmond mausoleum with its flat, solid walls and its iron bars seemed no darker, no more severe than it had seemed to him thirty years ago; but even so there had come a profound change. It was like a landscape transformed by a change of light.

Further on, when they were passing houses once more, the driver said unpleasantly, “Nigger section.”

Chandler lifted his eyebrows, saying nothing, though normally it was his practice to make clear his angry disapproval. He was stopped, now, by a puzzlement that verged on fright. There had never been Negroes in Batavia when he was a child. But the driver was right. An old woman sat on a porch rocking an old-fashioned cradle with her foot.

“What do they find to do in Batavia?” Chandler asked. His voice was feeble, and he realized he hadn’t spoken aloud for a long while.

The driver shrugged. “Breed, I guess.” He glanced into the rear-view mirror. “Beg pardon, lady.”

Marie smiled.

“Why are you smiling?” Chandler asked, startled. But now she was not smiling, and his question seemed to baffle her. It struck him that perhaps he had been mistaken.

The Negro part was far behind them; the taxi turned left onto Main, heading back toward Bank. They reached the house, oddly narrow and empty-looking, and Chandler stared up at it a moment with a feeling of revulsion before he climbed out to help the driver unload. The suitcase he reached for was so heavy he could scarcely move it, and the driver took it from him without a word. He paid the man grimly, as if for slovenly and dishonest service, and the taxi drove away. Then, for what might as well have been the first time in twenty years, as it seemed, Chandler faced his mother.

She walked with a thick black cane; she was nearly blind; and she had a goiter. She stood smiling, holding out a shaking hand, and as he went to her, herding the girls ahead of him in his embarrassment, he remembered his grandmother in her black lace veil. She had been slighter, more genteel—you’d never have caught her with gray slip showing—but the shaking and the blind old eyes were the same, and he was shocked. As he reached out to touch her he saw that his hand, too, was shaking. She caught him to her and hugged him for a long moment, weeping inwardly, then released him and smiled with tight lips. She turned to the children.

“Beautiful!” she said, bending stiffly to hug them now and patting each of them in turn on the back of the head with fingers like pieces of wood.

Karen, the oldest, said affectedly, her white gloves clutching her patent-leather purse in a way that made one think of what she would be at nineteen or twenty, “Grandma, we’re so glad to see you again! I simply love New York State!”

Marie stood looking on, smiling in a strained way, with her arms folded over her bosom. She had on a gray, California winter suit, and the hint of color on her eyelids matched the material. It all struck him, here in Batavia, as brazen, and he looked away from her quickly.

His mother said, “My, what a little lady our Karen’s become!”

Susan, the second, said anxiously, “I’m a lady too, Mommy.”

“Of course you are, dear,” Marie said, touching her.

“You’re all little ladies,” his mother said, laughing, “even little Annie.”

The two-year-old scowled up at them, as solidly built as a small boulder, stubbornly unmodified by her frilly pink dress. “No,” she said, “no yady.”

They laughed, and his mother’s shaking hand reached out to her.

“Be careful, Mother,” Marie said quickly, with a smile, “she bites.”

“Eat!” the child said suddenly, so anxiously and so savagely that it startled them all. “Eat! Eat! Eat!”
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MARIE wanted him to go to the hospital at once for tests to see if the remission was taking hold and, if not, what they ought to do about it. Chandler lashed out at her viciously—as he might have lashed out at a table standing in his way, or a branch in his path, or a snake—making her cry, driving her to the indignity of reminding him that he’d sworn to the doctor in San Francisco that he’d get tests the minute he got here. (This was in the bedroom—his own childhood bedroom, just down the hall from his father’s old den—as soon as they were alone. It was afternoon. The sun was on the other side of the house, so that the room was gloomy and seemed smaller than it was and more dingy. Time lay in the room like a visual dimension: Once Chandler and the room had been intimate but now he was a stranger, seeing the place from a new angle, and though every line and every plane, every welt and blister in the wallpaper, the myriad cracks in the plaster in the closet were the same, the whole effect was changed, had become repulsive.) But her crying, her nagging did not impress him in the least. The crying positively pleased him, in fact. It seemed to him that he hated her unspeakably and had always hated her. He saw each feature separate and distinct, and he was sure no power but stupid delusion could bring them to harmony. She’d become what she was: a pointless disposition of teeming atoms, brute Nature spiritless and overwhelming as the sound of a siren outside a music hall. Her ears were small and white, like a dead child’s, her eyes were set too far in, like the eyes of an old, old woman, and though her eyebrows were carefully plucked and civilized, one could see by the very shape of her forehead that in their natural state they were shaggy, the eyebrows of a creature at best not quite human.

“Either the remission has come or it hasn’t,” he said. Even to himself he sounded like a crazy old man, and as the ironic idea of old age touched his thought he added quickly with bitter self-pity, “Either way you’ll be rid of me soon enough.” She stared, white, more hurt than he’d ever seen anyone in his life, the dingy clutter of the room’s dead substance zeroing in around her, as it seemed, and before he could think what to do she had fled down the hall. Chandler stood shaking, horrified at what he’d done—or rather at what he’d seen, the vision more terrible than the act—and then, fists clenched, he threw himself on the bed, sobbing, swearing at himself, cursing God as he’d done as a child. Soon, again like a child, he had cried himself to sleep.

He dreamed he was in some kind of cluttered old store, some sort of junk shop that was very familiar and where he felt comfortable and happy. There were bins of battered, moldy books which contained rich secrets expressed in language which, like the scent of unremembered flowers in a garden infinitely receding in time, was always just at the edge of intelligibility. He was close, very close to the meaning of the words: Any moment now they would be clear; and he had nothing to fear: He had all the time in the world. But there was a noise, a kind of music, that impinged upon his consciousness and distracted him, and so he left the books, deliciously conscious that any time he pleased he could come back. He wandered further into the shop, conscious now that he was naked, but neither embarrassed nor distressed, squeezing past complicated old bronze objects that he could not quite identify—large and intricate machines, rickety conveyor belts with slats and holes like something used by Catskill farmers (He remembered the endless rumble of apples tumbling in the sorter and rolling down into cellar bins) but the wooden slats were stained with blood (There was nothing horrible about this; nothing out of the ordinary)—and then, over by a window, he saw his father, sitting on the floor like an Indian basket weaver, smiling. Chandler was overjoyed: He’d thought his father was dead. He’d never seen anything anywhere so beautiful as his father’s smile. He was listening to the unearthly music and looking at something, a small, rusty gear—a wheel—suspended, supported by nothing but air, three inches from the floor. Chandler realized all at once that all the queer machines were running and the tiny wheel was turning, spinning at incredible speed, shooting off terrible sparks of brilliant color—yellow, green, bluish red. His father had worked at it all his life, down here in the cellar (It was not a junkshop, he’d known all along). Still smiling, oblivious to Chandler’s alarm, his father looked up at him and carefully placed his finger over his lips.

When Chandler awakened, the room was strangely dead and cold by comparison to his dream. It was dark outside, but light came into the room from the hall. Marie was standing beside the bed, a shape unexpectedly large and close. She said, “Do you want to eat?”

He remembered lashing out at her, and the way her face had seemed to shatter when the words struck. Remorse overwhelmed him, made all the worse by the dullness of ordinary reality and by the sad plainness of her kindness to him now. She deserved better, more than brute substance could provide. He reached for her hand. “Marie,” he said. She smiled, motherly, and patted his hand. And of course she was right, there was nothing to say, it was done with.

“Your mother’s fixed drumsticks and mashed potatoes,” Marie said. “She says it’s your favorite food.”

Chandler laughed, then wept, clinging to her hand. Downstairs he could hear Karen at the piano, keeping the pedal down too long.

“You’re feverish,” Marie said, touching his forehead. He nodded. “I’m better though. Much better.” He got up.



He was surprised to find how soon his sense of the strangeness of things began to leave him. Memory relaxed its hold and he began to grasp things as they were rather than as double exposures of past and present. The smells in the house were partly responsible—the sharply familiar smells left by years of coal heat and chlorinated water, the scent of furniture polish, and in the kitchen the acrid smell of coffee grounds. At first they were disquieting, too rich with associations; but soon they became agreeable, came even to be reassuring. His mother’s voice had the same effect, disquieting at first, then soothing. She couldn’t tell them how glad she was to see them, she told them again and again, and, hugging the children clumsily whenever they came within reach, she exclaimed repeatedly at how pretty they were. Karen and Susan, the older girls, looked exactly like Marie, she said; little Anne—oh, there was no doubt of it!—little Anne took after her father.

When the children were in bed and Marie had settled in the living room to read, comfortingly near, where he could sometimes hear her turning a page, he sat with his mother in the big, dark-cupboarded kitchen, as they had often done years before, to drink coffee and talk. Her mind sometimes wandered, and her voice had grown husky—she had once had a beautiful singing voice—but nevertheless as his mother talked, or as she paused briefly to add a line to one of her hundred thousand lists (Things to Do, Letters to Write, Inventories of Cupboards and Closets), the past and the present drew still nearer together. She talked, in her curious singsong, of people he had known in school, sometimes people who had once been best friends but whose names it now took him a moment to place. She had followed their lives. She knew of their failures and successes, their marriages, and in some cases, their deaths. It seemed that nothing could happen to anyone anywhere, or at any rate that nothing could happen to anyone whose life impinged upon her own, however tenuously, without her finding out about it. They talked about relatives, too, and about old friends of the family. “Most of the old names are dying out,” she said. “Kirkland, Ingraham, Cary, Brisbane, Brooks. …” It was that night that she first mentioned the Staleys.

“I do hope you’ll visit them if you feel up to it, James. I know they’d be pleased to see you.”

It surprised him that the Staleys were still alive, and he showed his surprise. His mother understood the look, or, if her dimmed eyes did not catch that, she understood his silence. “Oh, they’re still very much alive,” she said. “Aunt Emma won’t know you, poor thing, but Aunt Maud and Aunt Betsy are pert as ever. Aunt Betsy’s still giving piano lessons. She’s eighty-three years old and still sharp as a tack.”

He smiled. He might have known the Staleys would last.

His mother said, whimpering a little because of the trouble she had these days with her voice, “The Staleys have always been long livers, except for Eddie. He was killed in an accident, you know. There’s no telling how long Eddie might have lived.”

“How old is Emma Staley now?” Chandler asked.

His mother sat very still, smiling vaguely, perhaps thinking. Then at last she said, “They’ve always been such good people.”

He looked down. Without thinking about it, he began to trace with his fingertip a path through the light and dark grays of the Formica tabletop. The surface was rough, not as clean as it would once have been (except that the table was new, of course; it was something else that he’d traced as a child—yes, now he had it: the pattern in the linoleum that had been gone from the kitchen floor for twenty-five years).

She said softly, “It’s always so restful to see them. They never change. They used to be the richest people in Batavia, you know, and when the stock market crashed and they lost most of their money we all thought it would kill them; but it didn’t. They went on just as they always had, except that they gave lessons now, and the way they put themselves into it you’d have thought they’d always been teaching children to paint and sing and play the piano.” She caught her breath. Her weight made breathing difficult. “Aunt Emma and Aunt Maud have had to give up giving lessons, of course. Emma’s gotten very odd; she has to be watched every minute.”

“What does she do?” he asked.

“They have a girl living with them,” she said, misunderstanding. “Viola, Eddie’s daughter.” She pressed her lips together, then sighed.

“That’s lucky,” he said. “They’d never be able to keep up the house by themselves.”

His mother shook her head. “She’s evil,” she said matter-of-factly.

He frowned, feeling weak again. “She’s what, Mother?”

“Evil.” It was a settled conviction, not open to question, as sure and weary as the turning of the seasons. He looked at her, surprised at this new twist in her character. Her eyes were closed and the corners of her mouth turned down like the corners of an irritable child’s mouth. Chandler smiled, depressed, and leaned on his elbows.

At last he said, “What does Aunt Emma do?”

The old woman looked blank.

“What does Aunt Emma do?” he repeated. “You say they have to watch her.”

The question upset her, apparently. Her lips pursed and she picked with her fingernails at specks of something on the edge of the table. She reached for the sugar bowl and moved it a little, then began to search vaguely about the table as if for something she’d misplaced.

“I would like to see them again,” Chandler said. He raised his coffee cup, rather awkwardly, spilling a little.

“Yes, I want you to, dear. I do hope you will. I want you to see their house too. You remember it, don’t you?—the old-fashioned lamps and the chairs and the red glasses? It’s all still there.” She folded her hands and, smiling absently, her mind far away, looked at the wrinkled skin. “After all these years. …” She seemed to forget what it was she’d been saying.

Then, directly over their heads, something crashed, shaking the walls of the house, and he jumped to his feet. When he reached the upstairs bedroom-den, he found his father’s huge old cherry-wood secretary lying face down on the rug, the bookcase door broken and pieces of delicate antique glass scattered the length of the room. On one side a crack ran the length of the wood. The three girls howled in grief and fright, and Anne had cut herself. Marie reached the door just behind him, her book closed over one finger. When she saw the ruin, or saw, perhaps, how lucky the children had been to get out of the way, she sank back against the doorpost and wept.

“Who’s responsible for this?” Chandler shouted, snatching off his glasses—heaven knew why. He was shaking all over. Anne held her hand out in front of her, trying to keep the blood off her nightdress. He stood helpless, enraged, and, moreover, blind with his glasses off, and he shouted again, “Who’s responsible for this?”

“Is everything all right up there?” his mother was calling from the foot of the stairs, her voice like an old wooden cartwheel creaking on its shaft. “Yoo-hoo! Is everything all right?”
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IT rained during the night, and it seemed to him that he never once closed his eyes but lay wide awake in the at once familiar and mysterious room, staring, listening to the murmur on the roof, the rattle of water in the gutter at the edge of the porch roof just below his window. For hours, as it seemed, the rain fell steadily, as if with a weary satisfaction, falling through the night as the train had seemed to fall through space, plunging unimpeded forever through darkness. As he listened to it his body relaxed to the last nerve and yet grew at the same time, as it seemed to him, increasingly alert—not alert with dread or with hope or indeed with any emotion he could name, but alert, he would have said, like some seed long hidden in the earth, some dried-up tuber: It was as if he could actually feel the remission building up, his strength returning; but of course it was not that. He’d no more be aware of the leveling off than he’d been of the plunge: a ghost inside him, painless, invisible—something from a poem—

the invisible worm
That flies in the night, on the howling storm,
Has found out thy bed of crimson joy,
And his dark, secret love does thy life destroy.

He remembered waking up on dew-white summer mornings in the big old frame house on the Creek Road, six miles south of town, his grandfather’s farm. The hired men would be doing the chores, and his grandfather, close to ninety but still erect, energetic, would be out in the garden hoeing or snipping vines, or he’d be beyond the garden in the apple orchard, no coat over his white shirt and wide black suspenders, a cap pushed down on his thick white hair. Along the road and around the garden there were brilliant red poppies, bushes where dark red cranberries glistened, and heavy on the fence and the wire gazebo in the middle of the garden there were roses. Though the sun had only been up for an hour, the snow-white geese would be out in the orchard already; and some of the cows, already milked—and the two or three heifers that ran with the herd—would be working their way up the lane toward the pasture. It was there that he should have gone, not here. But his grandfather had been dead for years, and the farm had been sold. The barns that had once been a clean red were black now, and nothing was left of the house but the rubble-filled cellar, a sunken place half hidden by woodbine and poison ivy and purple nightshade. His father had wanted no part of farming. “Times are changing,” he had said, and Chandler’s grandfather had accepted it, perhaps even had recognized his own voice in it, looking back to a time still older, a stately white house that looked down over the village of Oakfield, old Senator Chandler’s place, his father’s. It had burned down fifty years ago, empty, decrepit even then, and within James Chandler’s memory the spaced, enormous oaks on what had once been the lawn had been cut down to make way for wheat. And so he had come to his mother’s.

But here too his memories were sharp. The walls of time moved outward imperceptibly, and the clear, sweet sound of his wife’s breathing coexisted with the noisy ticking of the clock that had stood on the dresser (The clock was gone now, had been gone for years). If one could relax, suspend all thought completely enough, one might slip out of time entirely. As clearly as if she were here beside him, he heard his mother turn in the bed three rooms away. He remembered hearing her turn over at night, sometimes again and again, in his childhood, just after his father’s death. It was perhaps the one thing he remembered most clearly from that period—that and the nightmares he’d had. She’d be gone when he got up for school: His breakfast place would be set at the dining-room table, shredded wheat waiting, already broken up, in his bowl, a note under his glass telling him there was grapefruit in the refrige; and on the piano stool, near the front door, he would find his lunchbox, coat and hat, galoshes. From school he would go to the novelty shop, which was becoming little by little, under her management, a book and stationery store. He would sweep and help her close up, neither of them speaking, and then they would drive home, still in silence, and he would practice the piano or do his homework while she fixed dinner. Even while they ate they scarcely spoke. And yet he felt close to her and thought her the most beautiful woman in the world. Sometimes he would pretend to be sick, so that she would come and sit by his bed with her hand on his forehead.

A neighbor coughed, then stillness again. Marie’s breathing changed; she was awake. She touched his arm, not from anything so conscious as affection, it seemed to him, but merely to see that he was there. Then, after a while, she went back to sleep. He could hear faint music, a drive-in, perhaps, far away; farther off yet he could hear the rumble of traffic on the Thruway. He could remember his grandmother playing the piano at her place. It was Christmas, and he was very small, perhaps three or four. Her face was white, somehow unreal, and on the glossy black piano there were huge, blood-red poinsettias. He listened to the rain. “Dear God,” he thought vaguely, as though he were indeed a child and about to begin his nightly prayers. He let the thought hang in the air and for a long time he looked at it, not judging it, merely looking. He turned on his side and absently kissed his wife’s shoulder, then went on listening. Again Marie wakened briefly, then slept as before. Be patient therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord. Behold, the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth, and hath long patience for it, until he receive the early and latter rain. At last he slept.
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