
  [image: Cover]


  


  ELIZABETH HARDWICK (1916–2007) was born in Lexington, Kentucky, and educated at the University of Kentucky and Columbia University. A recipient of a Gold Medal from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, she is the author of three novels, a biography of Herman Melville, and four collections of essays. She was a co-founder and advisory editor of The New York Review of Books and contributed more than one hundred reviews, articles, reflections, and letters to the magazine. NYRB Classics publishes Sleepless Nights , a novel, and Seduction and Betrayal , a study of women in literature.


  GEOFFREY O’BRIEN’s books include The Browser’s Ecstasy: A Meditation on Reading, The Phantom Empire: Movies in the Mind of the Twentieth Century, and Dream Time: Chapters from the Sixties. He is editor-in-chief of The Library of America.


  


  SLEEPLESS NIGHTS


  ELIZABETH HARDWICK


  Introduction by


  GEOFFREY O’BRIEN


  NEW YORK REVIEW BOOKS


  [image: ]


  New York


  


  Contents


  Cover


  Biographical Notes


  Title Page


  Introduction


  SLEEPLESS NIGHTS


  Dedication


  Part One, Part Two, Part Three, Part Four, Part Five, Part Six, Part Seven, Part Eight, Part Nine, Part Ten


  Copyright and More Information


  Introduction


  THIS DENSE, compressed, singular work was described when published in 1979 as a novel. It bore, however, a peculiar relation to the genre. It was a novel without a plot, with a protagonist who shared the name of its author, and whose successive circumstances followed the known contours of Elizabeth Hardwick’s life; a novel that could allow itself to move in any direction in time that it chose, that could shift its attention from one person or situation to another as abruptly as a filmmaker might splice together two incongruous images; a novel that seemed to declare the impossibility of separating itself from life, yet admittedly one “seeming to be true when all of it is not.” (“A good deal of the book,” Hardwick stated in an interview at the time, “is, as they say, ‘made up.’”) Sleepless Nights might be taken as an exploration of the problem of genre, the problem of distinguishing fiction from what is so coarsely described as “nonfiction,” except that the book is more like a demonstration that the problem is illusory.


  The book inhabits that divide in so inevitable a fashion as to dissolve what was then—and is often still—perceived as a natural barrier. The norms of fiction, the reader of Sleepless Nights might well conclude, are after all a constriction, or at least a superfluity: Since to live is to make fiction, what need to disguise the world as another, alternate one? At the same time strict reportage, with its prohibition against invention, imposes its own aesthetically intolerable demands. Sleepless Nights, an alchemical tour de force, reports by inventing and invents by reporting. It continues to remind us how the novel can become richer by permitting itself the resources of essay, journal, memoir, prose poem, chronicle. It is a commonplace that every book needs to find its own form, but how many do?


  Sleepless Nights enlarges on Hardwick’s earlier novels (The Ghostly Lover and The Simple Truth) by allowing itself the structural and stylistic freedoms of her literary essays. For Hardwick the essay has always been a form allowing for sudden transformations. Frames dissolve; writers become characters; characters reenter the world as independent beings; real events assume the stylization and symbolic weight of scenes in novels. There is a constant interpenetration of the fictive and the experienced. A description of the last days of Dylan Thomas has the density found in some ancient chronicler—Plutarch or Tacitus—whose every sentence has a ring of calm fatality: “The people near him visited indignities upon themselves, upon him, upon others. There seems to have been a certain amount of competition at the bedside, assertions of obscure priority. The honors were more and more vague, confused by the ghastly, suffering needs of this broken host and by his final impersonality.” Discussing Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa in her famous essay “Seduction and Betrayal,” Hardwick does not merely allude to or analyze Clarissa and Mr. Lovelace but rather allows them the scope of living beings, discontented forces escaping from their fictional frame: “Words are her protection. Her cries to heaven go out in the next post. Her powers are not perfect, but they reduce the insuperable Lovelace to rape, the most unworthy resource. Are they lovers, or opponents? They have furiously, curiously tested each other and the consummation is death.”


  Writing—part of life and yet not of it—is the medium that permits movement through, across, beyond. In Sleepless Nights, the narrator begins: “It is June. This is what I have decided to do with my life just now.” It is life, then, that we hold in our hands: real time, the actual room in which the words—“this work of transformed and even distorted memory”—are being written. The past will be made part of the book—the past is what the book is all about—but only by being incorporated into the present moment in which one word is added to another. All that has been or might have been real once will be made into an object. “If only one knew what to remember or pretend to remember. Make a decision and what you want from the lost things will present itself. You can take it down like a can from a shelf. Perhaps.” In that “perhaps” is the whole art of Sleepless Nights. The experiences that are evoked, described, brought to life, are at the same time shown to be words, tokens, emblems. The book stands for everything that is not the book, that could never be in a book. The building up of a world in prose is countered by its equally meticulous dismantling, until we are left with—what, exactly? This object, this structure that haunts as much by what it leaves out as by what it contains.


  She writes of her mother: “I never knew a person so indifferent to the past. It was as if she did not know who she was.” Omission here is description, more faithful than the fruits of careful research could be: it is life with the blanks left in, and all the questions that flourish in those blanks. Unanswered, unanswerable questions are a recurring feature of the book. The prose often finds its resolution not in a full stop but a question mark. Both novel and memoir are conventionally expected to provide definite answers—who really did what and what finally became of them and what it meant. Sleepless Nights is more comfortable—indeed, can only be comfortable—among uncertainties, insufficiencies, unsatisfyingly partial or obstructed views. Billie Holiday appears (the real Billie Holiday, and it was at this point that one began to gauge how unlike other novels this was), intimately penetrates the lives of others, but is not, finally, to be apprehended: “The mind strains to recover the blank spaces in history and our pale, gray-green eyes looked into her swimming, dark, inconstant pools—and got back nothing.”


  The collage-like texture is crucial. To fill the gaps—to explain the connections—would be a betrayal, a papering over of those breakups, those ruptures of contact which in some sense are the point. The paratactic laying-out of details—In Kentucky the “wrinkled, broken jockeys with faces like the shell of a nut,” in Manhattan the affluent young couples “taking off the stoop so that drunks cannot loiter, making a whole floor for the children to be quiet on”—stripped of connective material becomes a kind of music, punctuated by aphorism and tiny anecdote, a music suitable for emphasizing patterns of recurrence and points of no return, the way the rhymes of lives and neighborhoods and eras can turn, on a dime, into stark asymmetry. Whole towns, years, marriages are fitted into a paragraph or two. Juxtaposed, the paragraphs form a map, a grid of spatial and temporal relations within which the narrator exists. We thought we were exploring a single life, and are brought to see that no life can be single, that anyone’s solitude is dense with the imagined solitude of others.


  The book is as much a questioning of the first person as of genre. The most intimate self-portrait might turn out to be a sketch of someone else, built up out of glimpses, rumors, imagined secrets, fragmentary admissions: bachelors, maids, radicals, adulterers. Just at the point in its arc when a reader might expect the book to move inward, it moves outward into the contemplation of other lives. Thus it is a novel after all and not a memoir, but a novel that searches for ways to describe the shapes of lives without having to recount each of them step by step. The search is overt; Sleepless Nights is among other things an essay on the difficulties, emotional and technical, of undertaking such a work. The reader is enlisted to participate in that search and those difficulties—and thus to share the exhilaration of finding a form adequate to express “the tendency of lives to obey the laws of gravity and to sink downward, falling as gently and slowly as a kite, or violently breaking, smashing.”


  We come upon paragraphs that might be notes toward a taxonomy of situations and responses. “True, with the weak something is always happening: improvisation, surprise, suspense, injustice, manipulation, hypochondria, secret drinking, jealousy, lying, crying, hiding in the garden, driving off in the middle of the night.” Who needs the three-hundred-page novel if a paragraph or two can carry its essence, in the same way that a fragment of memory—an exchange of glances at a party, a mistimed joke—can stand in for years of experience? Embedded in Sleepless Nights are a hundred potential novels, swarming milieus compacted into gists: “Weaknesses discovered, hidden forces unmasked, predictions, what will last and what is doomed, what will start and what will end.” An immense Balzacian chronicle held in the palm of the hand: such a possibility makes novel-writing a fresh enterprise, capable of foregoing thickets of plot development, all the better to get at the live moments that plots are built from.


  In the end we are left with an extraordinary apprehension of all that is elusive, haunting, unrecoverable in the human past and, simultaneously, of something proportioned, fixed and flexible in shape, an object to be contemplated: the book, or more precisely this book. What the book cannot hold is lost, and even what it can hold is lost, but the book is not lost. In some sense Sleepless Nights asks the impossible of writing, that it share in the life of which it is made, that it remain unfinished, that the door stay open. The result is an object at once open and closed, mysterious and fully articulated: a book written in the form of a life.


  —GEOFFREY O’BRIEN


  SLEEPLESS NIGHTS


  


  To my daughter, Harriet, and to my friend, Mary McCarthy


  PART ONE


  IT IS JUNE. This is what I have decided to do with my life just now. I will do this work of transformed and even distorted memory and lead this life, the one I am leading today. Every morning the blue clock and the crocheted bedspread with its pink and blue and gray squares and diamonds. How nice it is—this production of a broken old woman in a squalid nursing home. The niceness and the squalor and sorrow in an apathetic battle—that is what I see. More beautiful is the table with the telephone, the books and magazines, the Times at the door, the birdsong of rough, grinding trucks in the street.


  If only one knew what to remember or pretend to remember. Make a decision and what you want from the lost things will present itself. You can take it down like a can from a shelf. Perhaps. One can would be marked Rand Avenue in Kentucky and some would recall the address at least as true. Inside the can are the blackening porches of winter, the gas grates, the swarm.


  The sunlight blinds me. When I look up I see confusing electricity behind windows. Maybe the shadows will suffice, the light and the shade. Think of yourself as if you were in Apollinaire’s poem:


  
    Here you are in Marseilles, surrounded by watermelons.


    Here you are in Coblenz at the Hotel du Géant.


    Here you are in Rome sitting under a Japanese medlar tree.


    Here you are in Amsterdam...

  



  
    1954


    Dearest M.: Here I am in Boston, on Marlborough Street, number 239. I am looking out on a snowstorm. It fell like a great armistice, bringing all simple struggles to an end. In the extraordinary snow, people are walking about in wonderful costumes—old coats with fur collars, woolen caps, scarves, boots, leather hiking shoes that shine like copper. Under the yellow glow of the streetlights you begin to imagine what it was like forty or fifty years ago. The stillness, the open whiteness—nostalgia and romance in the clear, quiet, white air...


    More or less settled in this handsome house. Flowered curtains made to measure, rugs cut for the stairs, bookshelves, wood for the fireplace. Climbing up and down the four floors gives you a sense of ownership—perhaps. It may be yours, but the house, the furniture, strain toward the universal and it will soon read like a stage direction: Setting—Boston. The law will be obeyed. Chests, tables, dishes, domestic habits fall into line.


    Beautiful mantels of decorated marble—neo-Greek designs of fading blacks and palest greens. “Worth the price of the whole house”—the seller’s flourish of opinion, and true for once. But it is the whole house that occupies my thoughts. On the second floor, two parlors. Grand, yes, but 239 is certainly not without its pockets of deprivation, its corners of tackiness. Still, it is a setting.


    Here I am with my hibiscus blooming in the bay window. The other parlor looks out on the alley between Marlborough and Beacon. There an idiot man keeps a dog on a chain, day and night. Bachelor garbage, decay, bewilderment pile up around the man. I have the idea he once had a family, but they have gone away. I imagine that if the children were to visit he would say, “Come to see the dog on a chain. It is a present.” In the interest of the dog I call the police. The man glances up at my window in perturbation, wondering what he has done wrong. Darwin wrote someplace that the suffering of the lower animals throughout time was more than he could bear to think of.


    Dearest love,

    ELIZABETH

  


  The beginning of June was hot. I took a journey, and of course, immediately everything was new. When you travel your first discovery is that you do not exist. The phlox bloomed in its faded purples; on the hillside, phallic pines. Foreigners under the arcades, in the basket shops. A steamy haze blurred the lines of the hills. A dirty, exhausting sky. Already the summer seemed to be passing away. Soon the boats would be gathered in, ferries roped to the dock.


  Looking for the fossilized, for something—persons and places thick and encrusted with final shape; instead there are many, many minnows, wildly swimming, trembling, vigilant to escape the net.


  Kentucky: that is certainly part of it. My mother lived as a girl in so many North Carolina towns they are confused in my memory. Raleigh and Charlotte. She hardly knew her own parents; they died quickly as people did then, of whatever was in the air—pneumonia, diphtheria, tuberculosis. I never knew a person so indifferent to the past. It was as if she did not know who she was. She had brothers and sisters and was raised by them, passing their names down to us.


  Her face, my mother’s, is not clear to me. A boneless, soft prettiness, with small brown eyes and the scarcest of eyebrows, darkened with a lead pencil.


  
    1962


    Dearest M.: Here I am back in New York, on 67th Street in a high, steep place with long, dirty windows. In the late afternoon, in the gloom of the winter sky, I sometimes imagine it is Edinburgh in the nineties. I have never been to Edinburgh, but I like cities of reasonable size, provincial capitals. Still it is definitely New York here, underfoot and overhead. The passage from Boston was not easy. Not unlike a crossing of the ocean, or of the country itself—all your things to be dragged over the mountains. I can say that the trestle table and the highboy were ill-prepared for the sudden exile, the change of government as it was in a way for me. Well, fumed oak stands in the corner, bottles and ice bucket on top. Five of the Naval Academy plates are broken. The clocks have had their terminal stroke and will never again know life. The old bureaus stand fixed, humiliated, chipped.


    Displaced things and old people, rigid, with their tired veins and clogged arteries, with their bunions and aching arches, their sparse hair and wavering thoughts, over the Carpathian Mountains, out of the bayous—that is what it is like here in the holy city. Aunt Lotte’s portrait will never be unpacked again. She finds her resting place in the tomb of her crate, in the basement, her requiem the humming of the Seventh Avenue subway.


    Of course these things are not mine. I think they are usually spoken of as ours, that tea bag of a word which steeps in the conditional.


    Love, love,

    ELIZABETH

  


  “Beginnings are always delightful; the threshold is the place to pause,” Goethe said. New York once more, to remain forever, resting on its generous accommodation of women. Long dresses, arrogance, more chances to deceive the deceitful, confidants, conspirators, charge cards.


  I was then a “we.” He is teasing, smiling, drinking gin after a long day’s work, saying something like this to the air:


  The tyranny of the weak is a burdensome thing and yet it is better to be exploited by the weak than by the strong... Submission to the powerful is a redundancy and very fatiguing and boring in the end. There is nothing subtle or interesting in it...mainly because the exercise is too frequent. A workout in the morning, another in the evening... Husband-wife: not a new move to be discovered in that strong classical tradition. Arguments are like the grinding of rusty blades, the old motor and its troublesome knockings. The dog growls. He too knows his lines.


  Can it be that I am the subject?


  True, with the weak something is always happening: improvisation, surprise, suspense, injustice, manipulation, hypochondria, secret drinking, jealousy, lying, crying, hiding in the garden, driving off in the middle of the night. The weak have the purest sense of history. Anything can happen. Each one of them is a palmist, reading his own hand. Yes, I will either have a long or a short life; he (she) will be either blond or dark-haired.


  Tickets, migrations, worries, property, debts, changes of name and changes
      back once more: these came about from reading many books. So, from Kentucky to New York, to
      Boston, to Maine, to Europe, carried along on a river of paragraphs and chapters, of blank
      verse, of little books translated from the Polish, large books from the Russian—all consumed
      in a sedentary sleeplessness. Is that sufficient—never mind that it is the truth. It certainly
      hasn’t the drama of: I saw the old, white-bearded frigate master on the dock and signed up for
      the journey. But after all, "I" am a woman.


  I find myself on the train from Montreal to Kingston. I am going to the university for a few days—and not so long ago. It is a Sunday night, deep winter, and we push on through the cold, black emptiness. Sometimes the bronze glow of a distant car light shines in the distance, flickers like a candle on the curves. The train seems to be always going straight ahead in the lucky, large, empty country.


  It is only a few degrees above zero, but in the club car we are in the midst of a sensual, tropical heat, a masculine heat of some kind. I am the only woman in car number 50.


  They are very noisy. A perfunctory noise and a good deal of the spurious laughter of a group together too long. The men are in a forced holiday condition, nearing the falling, dying end of it. Most are drunk and more than one looks sick. Canadians, do not vomit on me! It appears they have been to a meeting, a convention. They are bound together by occupation; perhaps they sell something. They are certainly not greatly prosperous; no certainly not. I am sure of that from my unworthy calculations based on the arithmetic of snobbery and shame.


  “Shame is inventive,” Nietzsche said. And that is scarcely the half of it. From shame I have paid attention to clothes, shoes, rings, watches, accents, teeth, points of deportment, turns of speech. The men on the train are wearing clothes which, made for no season, are therefore always unseasonable and contradictory. They are harsh and flimsy, loud and yet lightweight, fashioned with the inappropriateness that is the ruling idea of the year-round. Pastels blue as the sea and green as the land; jackets lined with paisley and plaid; seams outlined with wide stitches of another color; revers and pockets outsize; predominance of chilly blue and two-tones; nylon and Dacron in the as-smooth-as-glass finish of the permanently pressed. On the other hand, the porters from Trinidad are traditional, dressed like princes. Black trousers, red cotton jacket, white shirt, black bow tie and black, luminous, aristocratic, tropical faces.


  The men are very white, very fair, and even their nut-brown hair lies over a reddish-blond brow. Their whiteness reminds me that they are truly my brothers, going home to my sisters, my sisters-in-law. The presence of the men makes me uneasy; one of them stirs my memory because of the small chip in a front tooth that brings back a woeful night on the sofa in a fraternity house. Another has taken off a tight shoe and sits for a long time voluptuously staring at his liberated foot. Not one is a stranger, so near are the pale eyes, the part in the hair, the touching, sluggish hilarity.


  Borges asks the question: “Are not the fervent Shakespeareans who give themselves over to a line of Shakespeare, are they not, literally, Shakespeare?”


  Here, rushing on through the black night, these men with their bright clothes, under the waning moon of their drunkenness, mingle with my own flesh, as if I had been in the back seat of a car with each of them, had “pored over” their unsettled text. Men with red-lined eyes, heavy high-school signet rings, white cotton undershirts, days at the filling station preparing to face the labor for those families that are from their first youth already in their eyes.


  The club car, now rattling with debris, raced backward. A gate whined on its rusty hook, an old car and truck stood in the gravel, the door closes on my own brothers and sisters slipping in late to fall silently on one of the many beds with pleasant depressions in the middle. The sighs and tears, the shouts of injustice, all the destinies linked by a likeness of forehead and nose, by irresistible sympathies and such distances that each one gorged on a pretty vanity, the fantasy of being an orphan.


  Pasternak’s line: To live a life is not to cross a field. It is not to climb a mountain either. Leconte de Lisle spoke enviously of Victor Hugo as having the “stupidity of the Himalayas.” The murderous German girl with her alpenstock, her hiking boots, calls to the old architect, higher, higher! He falls to his death and this is Ibsen’s disgust with the giddiness up there, or the assumption of up there. For himself, he adjusted his rimless spectacles and the corners of his mouth turned down when fervent young girls thought he was dumber than he was. Ibsen was not a happy man. Work all day, more than a little schnapps in the evening, and back home at the hotel, the resort, the pension there was his strong wife who after she had little Sigurd Ibsen said: That’s it, that’s enough.


  Neither more nor less straight across the field, destination the clump of trees or the stone fence that ends your property; nor upward slowly, often out of breath. Yet, profound changes and removals along the line split the spirit apart. Where is Vermont or Minnesota after you have packed up your things and taken your old wife to Florida—to live, to live, without the furnace and the snowplow? While you are living, part of you has slipped away to the cemetery.


  Kentucky, Lexington; the university, Henry Clay High School, Main Street. The cemetery of home, education, nerves, heritage, and tics. Fading, it is sad; remaining, it is a needle. Trees, flowers, noble old houses, triumphant farms on the outskirts of town—little distraction to the heart in that before the antiquarian interests of middle age. Store clerks and waitresses are the heroines of my memories, those ladies cast off with children to raise; they keep things open, light up the night on Main Street, that paradisiacal center of towns then. Woolworth’s, the cigar store, three segregated movie houses, two sensual hotels where the wastebaskets contained memorandums of assignations and the hyperbolic, misshapen prose of illicit love letters.


  It is not true that it doesn’t matter where you live, that you are in Hartford or Dallas merely yourself. Also it is not true that all are linked naturally to their regions. Many are flung down carelessly at birth and they experience the diminishment and sometimes the pleasant truculence of their random misplacement. Americans who are Germans, Germans who are Frenchmen, like Heine perhaps.


  The stain of place hangs on not as a birthright but as a sort of artifice, a bit of cosmetic. I place myself among the imports, those jarring and jarred pieces that sit in the closet among the matching china sets. I have no relations that I know of born outside the South and hardly any living outside it even today. Nevertheless, I am afraid of the country night and its honest slumbers, uneasy even in the daylight with “original settlers” and old American stock. The highway, the asphalt paths, the thieves, the contaminated skies like a suffocating cloak of mangy fur, the millions in their boroughs—that is truly home.


  I have always, all of my life, been looking for help from a man. It has come many times and many more it has not. This began early. We, several girls from the neighborhood, met a very nice-looking old man, not dressed like our own people, but a gentleman in a black suit and white shirt, wearing a kind and courtly smile. He was indeed kind and courtly. He waited for us on Saturday afternoons, paid our way into the movie, bought us the whitened, hardened chocolate of summer. In the dark, with a little girl on each side, sitting as straight as caryatids, he ran his hand up our thighs, under our dresses. The predator’s first gift, mixed with the bright narrative on the screen and with the chocolate, was to reveal early to us the tangled nature of bribery. This at least was a lasting lesson. Bribery and more bribery—it grows within you like your molars. Another truly broken old man, poor, ignorant, with a rotten, rooty old grocery store like a cellar, handed out scum-covered pickles and soggy gingersnaps.


  Lexington, the Bluegrass. Man o’ War on view. His large melancholy skull only dimly remembered his celebrated stands as stud. As a sight, this great horse had some of the blank statistical superiority of the Pyramids. Horses. Their images everywhere, on calendars, on ashtrays. The paddock narratives on the walls of saloons. Wrinkled, broken jockeys with faces like the shell of a nut. Luckless bettors, flamboyant afternoons of the spring and fall meets.


  1940


  Dear Mama: I love Columbia. Of course I do. The best people here are all Jews—what you call “Hebrews.” There is a not very interesting young man from Harvard who wears a lot of gray, a heavy, pedantic Middle Westerner, a disappointing star from Vassar. They are all very much admired by the faculty because they aren’t too smart...


  Mother and father are soon dead. That is what it all comes to, but do they see their own death as the loss of mother and father? I remember our resistant garden, planted with the recalcitrant, stupidly demanding gladiolus which, after terrible spoiling, yield their pinkish-orange goblets; and the retarded dahlia, forever procrastinating, finally blooming in its liverish purples.


  Seasons of nature and seasons of experience that appear as a surprise but are merely the arrival of the calendar’s predictions. Thus the full moon of excited churchgoing days and the frost of apostasy as fourteen arrives. One climbs on the weather vane and looks at the heavens and then, pausing for a moment, falls off.


  The Presbyterian church was agreeable in winter, with its damp cloakrooms and its snowy-haired superintendents, its subdued hymnal and discreet baptism. More memorable and disturbing were surreptitious visits to itinerant evangelical tent meetings. There it was possible to be saved more than once, saved again and again. Yes, I accept Jesus Christ as my personal Savior on the west side of town in June, accept Christ once more in the scorched field in the North End in July, and then again on the campgrounds to the south in August. Lots of the saved ones, weaving up to the front, gathered under the rhythmical arms and gold cuff links of the preacher, have just come out of the penitentiary.


  Under the string of light bulbs in the humid tents, the desperate and unsteady human wills struggle for a night against the fierce pessimism of experience and the root empiricism of every troubled loser. The hour of tranquillity seems so near to the balm of the vices that propel the needy through the open canvas flaps of conversion. Careworn spirits with faces hard to love: dry, curled, brown-gray hair caught up in nets, eyeglasses serviceable and pasted early on young faces; posture slumped, rounded, the flesh and bone thrown out of line by diffidence, failure, and the blank glare of square bungalows without shade.


  Perhaps here began a prying sympathy for the victims of sloth and recurrent mistakes, sympathy for the tendency of lives to obey the laws of gravity and to sink downward, falling as gently and slowly as a kite, or violently breaking, smashing.


  The apotheosis of a local teaching certificate, a celestial and long-delayed reward for girls. To become a sacerdotal offering, very much like those pale schoolteachers in Latin America, men from the poor villages, sweating in their black suits and white shirts, receiving and giving a peculiar list of punishments in their visionary calling.


  There was a man who brought me my first pair of reading glasses, which I did not need. He was a romantic figure, mostly because he had studied French and adored the difficult r’s of that language. He was tall and good-looking and not very truthful. He was corrupted by an uncertain nature and no one understood his fits of self-expansion or his disappearances into torpor and melancholy. And yet a vanity and rather pleasant carelessness seemed to survive in all his moods.


  This man spoke of his attraction to “experience” and I gathered that what is meant is an attraction to something contrary to oneself, usually a being or habit lower, more dangerous, risky. His experience included a forgotten marriage, entanglements with waitresses, hairdressers, women who sold tobacco at the hotel, drifting, pretty women, all losers. One of his passions was for educating women, and he spoke to them of his interests at that time—James Branch Cabell and the poems of Verlaine. He bore a great name whose dignity extended throughout our county. The members of his family were alarmed by his pretensions. Strolling about Main Street, blond and tall and coarse as a Goth, he presented himself as a sensual aesthete, Southern, intellectual in the University of Virginia manner. His hunger for experience was not so much deep as wide. Like an actor he created spaces around himself, and when others were talking there was an arranged, dramatic silence drawn across his face.


  When I think back, he is wearing brown. Coming toward me. We are near the library, in the shade of old trees, near a peaceful house with a walled garden. Gothic revival, white columns in the distance. Everything washed in a harsh, hard light. He is thirty and I am eighteen. No power of mind can decipher why the difference in our ages defined everything to me, cast over every clarity a dark and sinister puzzle. There in the light, his exorbitant desire to please. Large, square teeth and something of the useless energy of a large, affectionate dog. The leap and lunge of his greeting.


  His curiosity flamed over a word, an adjective, over the seductiveness of the fact that I was taking down a volume of Thomas Mann from the library shelves. Eros has a thousand friends.


  His car was beautiful, black, with a canvas top and sides. From our first meeting he would drive me home and drop me at the corner of our street, a block or so from my house. The action signaled his love of the illicit, his need to infect the scene with the fumes of a mésalliance. Throw out a corrupting ambiguity, also.


  He took me on a Saturday afternoon soon after to a sodden, threatening part of town, under the railroad tracks, a sullen little settlement beside a viaduct. A treeless, almost outlawed part of town I scarcely knew the name of. Old cats, lazing in the sun, misbegotten dogs; in the midst of it a new, square white church, like a garage. Outside suspicious-looking women were laying out picnic tables for a gathering the next day. He smiled at the women with hungry interest. Smiling, bowing, the car shining in the sun, his face alive with glee as if he had come upon precious material, material of life. Daring, greedy smile.


  The church women, hunched with the weight of their aberrant, consuming sectarianism, looked back at him, eyes dead, Pentecostal fires banked. Didactic downturn of the religious mouth. And yet the brown suit, the large, lapping dog face, impressed for a moment. Suspicion returned as we went into a house across the road.


  It had two rooms. I stepped into them with the feeling of falling into a well of disgrace. That tender, warning word disgrace I carried about with me for years and years; it has its reasonable, scolding power over me still. It freezes the radical heart with lashing whispers. Someone lived in the little house. A woman. Scents and powders and in the corner a pair of quilted slippers.


  I did not struggle. I did not ask questions. Moral unease hurt, but the pain was the pain of eternity and not to be made too much of. He came down on top of me, smiling, courteous, determined. When he let me out at the corner I raced home to a house filled with people near to desperation.


  For him, some years later he went with a girl to a lake in eastern Kentucky and there suddenly jumped off a high bridge. I inquired. No, he was not depressed. Rather, the opposite. He jumped to his death on the high, as it were, filled with a brave elation, a genuine, rare carelessness.


  Sometimes the rain was beautiful. The lavender and silver streaks, gleaming in the mud, seek to be honored, to receive some word of gratitude. The kindness of damp afternoons, the solace of opening the door and finding everyone there.


  What next? Where to? Even in the midst of it all, in the devoted warmth, the well-disposed threat of familiarity, the cemetery waits to be desecrated.


  Farewell to Kentucky and our agreeable vices. We go to bed early, but because of whiskey seldom with a clear head. We are fond of string beans and thin slices of salty ham. When I left home my brother said: It will be wonderful if you make a success of life, then you can follow the races.


  Farewell to the precious limestone, to the dynasties of swift horse bones. But it was a long, drawn-out parting. I was bewitched by my mother and would wake up on 116th Street in New York longing for the sight of her round, soft curves, her hair twisted into limp curls at the temples, her weight on the stepladder washing windows, her roasts and potatoes and fat yeast rolls; and her patient breathing in the back room as she lay sleeping in a lumpy old feather bed.


  In graduate school at Columbia I met a girl who had grown up on a rich person’s estate on Long Island, a place owned by lazy, fashionable people. My friend’s father was a gardener and her mother was a cook. It seemed to me that this condition was rich with interest, that the girl inhabited a lighthouse from which could be seen a great deal that was meant to be hidden, hidden at least from clever, critical, and bookish girls. She was certainly not inclined to a hopeless emulation nor easily moved to admiration. Her eyes, suspicious as the cool glance of a detective, would be quick to find hypocrisy, bizarre inclinations. No, this girl’s whole life was scarred by her residential fate; her brilliance was unaccommodating and she was bitter, wild with rage and, alas, a dour envy.


  In her twisted little heart the blood beat with hatred when the cars drove up the drive. She, with her passionate reading of Proust and James, nevertheless hated the very smell of the rich evening air, loathed the unsettling drawl of debutantes. But her deepest resentment beat down upon her family, upon the humbling thought of her father’s gardening shears at the hedge. Tragedy for her in the swish, swish of her mother in her rubber-soled nurses’ shoes, bending forward with a bowl of vegetables resting expertly on her open palm. In truth here was a great spirit destroyed by Long Island feudalism; a knotty, angry peasant reared in a Southampton cottage.


  I tried to make her a radical, but there was no mercy in her. Instead, grinding away in rage for her Ph.D., she became or decided that she was a lesbian.


  In a frightened, angry plunge, she fell into a desperate affair with a handsome older woman from England. And what did she find there? Happiness, consolation? No, she found, with her ineluctable ill-luck, a nightmare of betrayals, lies, deceits, shocks, infidelities, dismissals. All the rusty arrows hit their mark. And she gave forth again her sad and piercing cry—ah, perfido!
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