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A Note to the Reader

There are two Tables of Contents. The First lists each piece in sequence, and anyone wishing to read my book from beginning to end may be pleased to hear that the order is roughly chronological. The author, taken with an admirable desire to please his readers, has also added a set of advertisements, printed in italics, which surround all of these writings with his present tastes, preferences, apologies, prides, and occasional confessions. Like many another literary fraud, the writer has been known on occasion to read the Preface of a book instead of a book, and bearing this vice in mind, he tried to make the advertisements more readable than the rest of his pages.

Since such a method is discursive, and this is a time in which many hold a fierce grip on their wandering attention, a Second Table of Contents is offered to satisfy the specialist. Here all short stories, short novels, poems, advertisements, articles, essays, journalism, and miscellany are posted in their formal category.

For those who care to skim nothing but the cream of each author, and so miss the pleasure of liking him at his worst, I will take the dangerous step of listing what I believe are the best pieces in this book.

In order of appearance they might be:


The Man Who Studied Yoga

The White Negro

The Time Of Her Time

Dead Ends

Advertisements For Myself On The Way Out

and

some of the writing in italics.



Advertisements For Myself On The Way Out is the title to the Prologue of a long novel. Since one of the purposes of this collection is the intention to clear a ground for that novel, I have taken the opportunity to use a part of the title as a name for this book.

Acknowledgment is made to Cross-Section, Story magazine, The Harvard Advocate, New World Writing, New Short Novels, The Independent, One Magazine, The Village Voice, the N. Y. Post, Modern Writing, The Provincetown Annual, Discovery, Esquire, Partisan Review, Western Review and Dissent, where many of these pieces first appeared. Acknowledgment is also made to Time magazine and Newsweek for permission to quote from their reviews of The Deer Park.

The date which comes at the end of some of these writings refers to the year in which the piece was written. Where a date does not appear, the material is new and was written during 1958 and 1959 for this book.
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First Advertisement for Myself

Like many another vain, empty, and bullying body of our time, I have been running for President these last ten years in the privacy of my mind, and it occurs to me that I am less close now than when I began. Defeat has left my nature divided, my sense of timing is eccentric, and I contain within myself the bitter exhaustions of an old man, and the cocky arguments of a bright boy. So I am everything but my proper age of thirty-six, and anger has brought me to the edge of the brutal. In sitting down to write a sermon for this collection, I find arrogance in much of my mood. It cannot be helped. The sour truth is that I am imprisoned with a perception which will settle for nothing less than making a revolution in the consciousness of our time. Whether rightly or wrongly, it is then obvious that I would go so far as to think it is my present and future work which will have the deepest influence of any work being done by an American novelist in these years. I could be wrong, and if I am, then I’m the fool who will pay the bill, but I think we can all agree it would cheat this collection of its true interest to present myself as more modest than I am.

The reader who is curious to test my claims this instant is advised to turn to the pages of ‘The White Negro,’ and to the portion from my new novel which ends this book. He can then decide after a few hours of his finest attention if he is likely to agree. But those of you who want a sense of clear focus, like to know left from right, and up from not-so-up, may find it more restful to enter this book by degrees.

There was a time when Pirandello could tease a comedy of pain out of six characters in search of an author, but that is only a whiff of purgatory next to the yaws of conscience a writer learns to feel when he sets his mirrors face to face and begins to jiggle his Self for a style which will have some relation to him. I would suspect it is not possible, no more than one can remake oneself signature for signature, but I have to admit I am not suited for this sort of confrontation despite two novels put down in the first person and a bloody season of overexpressed personal opinions as a newspaper columnist. To write about myself is to send my style through a circus of variations and postures, a fireworks of virtuosity designed to achieve … I do not even know what. Leave it that I become an actor, a quick-change artist, as if I believe I can trap the Prince of Truth in the act of switching a style.

For instance, when the invitation came, not so very long ago, to make out my fifteenth anniversary report to the Harvard Class of 1943 I thought first of not answering, and then I considered an abbreviated and (by inference) disdainful few lines, and finally I thought, fuck it, let’s have something in this class report which is a little less predictable than:


We are now living in the country, and find to our surprise that we like it, although the children miss the ambiguities and partial unshelterings of a New York public school education. Suburban life is great, qualifiedly great – I find to my perhaps overstructured horror that I rather enjoy the high-pressured rubber of bridge on the evening rocket back – wife and I are working you see with local PTA to initiate Master Point tournaments. These activities do not quite satisfy my programmatic ambitions of fifteen years ago, but still if I will be granted my enthusiasm for one cliché, the little realities of the graying poll and the burgeoning paunch are bracing realities.



And so, foreseeing (correctly) that ninety per cent of my class’s answers to the report would have that inimitable lead-kitten charm of Harvard prose, I wrote my reply with the desire to be destructive and therefore useful:


For the last few years I have continued to run in that overcrowded mob of unconscionable egotists who are all determined to become the next great American writer. But, given the brawl, the wasting of the will, and the sapping of one’s creative rage by our most subtle and dear totalitarian time, politely called the time of conformity, I do not know that I would be so confident as to place the bet on myself any longer nor indeed on any of my competitive peers.



Yes, I wanted to say, my creative rage is being sapped, I have been dying a little these fifteen years, and so have a good many of you, no doubt – none of us are doing quite so much as we once thought we would. But then this has been a bad time, we’ve all been flattened by the dead air of this time, dinched and tamped into a flat-footed class.

Much of this meaning depended on the word ‘sapping’ with its connotations of weakening, enervating, deadening – that word was the nerve of my paragraph. Unfortunately, the ‘sapping of one’s creative rage’ was printed in the Class Report as the ‘slapping of one’s creative rage,’ an interesting montage of words, but my meaning was tricked. As the years go by and I become a little more possible for Ph. D. mills, graduate students will begin to write about the slapping of my creative rage, of Mailer’s vision of his rage as his shield, when what I was trying to say was simply, ‘The shits are killing us.’

Now, in the writing of our days, when no ache of evidence can ever be believed unless it is presented by a Doctor of Jargon, a remark like ‘the shits are killing us’ is so declarative that fifty pages of closely reasoned argument should follow in support. I would rather not make the attempt. My mood has shifted, and I prefer to unload some bitter end of overchewed opinions which will show the churl in me, and beef up a drunken bruise or two, but at least will clear the air for us to go ahead.

So, mark you. Every American writer who takes himself to be both major and macho must sooner or later give a faena which borrows from the self-love of a Hemingway style. Any reader who will let me circle back later, in my own way, via the whorls and ellipses of my knotted mind, to earlier remarks, will be entertained en route by a series of comments I have to make (not altogether out of the rhythms of Hemingway) on the man, on my contemporaries and on myself. Brief remarks, absolutely not exhaustive, but still an historic moment.

For you see I have come finally to have a great sympathy for The Master’s irrepressible tantrum that he is the champion writer of this time, and of all time, and that if anyone can pin Tolstoy, it is Ernest H. Somewhere in Hemingway is the hard mind of a shrewd small-town boy, the kind of boy who knows you have a real cigar only when you are the biggest man in town, because to be just one of the big men in town is tiring, much too tiring, you inspire hatred, and what is worse than hatred, a wave of cross-talk in everyone around you. You are considered important by some and put down by others, and every time you meet a new man, the battle is on: the latest guest has to decide if you are

a) stronger than he, and

b) smarter than he, and

c) less queer.

And if you pass on all three counts, if you win the arm-wrestle, culture derby, and short-hair count, well then if he is a decent sort he usually feels you should run for President. But all this has happened in the first place because your reputation is uncertain, your name is locked in the elevators of publicity and public fashion, and so your meetings with every man and woman around become charged and overcharged.

There is a time when an ambitious type should fight his way through the jungle and up the mountain – it is the time when experience is rich and you can learn more than you ever will again, but if it goes on too long, you wither from the high tension, you drop away drunk or a burned-out brain, you learn what it is to lose seriously in love, or how it goes when your best friend and you are no longer speaking; it is inevitable that a bad fall comes to the strong-willed man who is not strong enough to reach his own peak.

Hemingway knows this: for years he has not written anything which would bother an eight-year-old or one’s grandmother, and yet his reputation is firm – he knew in advance, with a fine sense of timing, that he would have to campaign for himself, that the best tactic to hide the lockjaw of his shrinking genius was to become the personality of our time. And here he succeeded. He went out of his way to shoot a lion or two, maybe more, he almost captured Paris with a few hundred men, he did a lot of things which very few of us could do, and I say this levelly, and not from hero worship, because for all his size, and all we’ve learned from him about the real importance of physical courage, he has still pretended to be ignorant of the notion that it is not enough to feel like a man, one must try to think like a man as well. Hemingway has always been afraid to think, afraid of losing even a little popularity, and so today he clowns away time worrying publicly about the feud between his good friends Leonard Lyons and Walter Winchell, and his words excite no thought in the best of my rebel generation. He’s no longer any help to us, he’s left us marooned in the nervous boredom of a world which finally he didn’t try hard enough to change.

Still, I give credit to the man, he’s known the value of his own work, and he fought to make his personality enrich his books. Let any of you decide for yourselves how silly would be A Farewell to Arms or better, Death in the Afternoon, if it had been written by a man who was five-four, had acne, wore glasses, spoke in a shrill voice, and was a physical coward. That, of course, is an impossible hypothesis – such a man would never have been able to feel the emotions of the man who wrote that early prose, but I exaggerate the point in order to stain the nuance with contrast. Suppose Hemingway had shown just a shadow of physical cowardice vis-à-vis his own heroes? That cowardice would have given a nasty joy to half the literary world, and ridicule would have followed to empty the breath of his books. Without a sense of the big man who wrote the prose, all the later work would be only skeletons of abstraction, the flesh gone. The Old Man and The Sea is, for my opinion, a bad piece of work if one knows nothing about the author. Only when one feels, more or less subliminally, the face of Ernest on the body of a Cuban fisherman does the fraud of the tale take on its surrealist truth.fn1

An author’s personality can help or hurt the attention readers give to his books, and it is sometimes fatal to one’s talent not to have a public with a clear public recognition of one’s size. The way to save your work and reach more readers is to advertise yourself, steal your own favorite page out of Hemingway’s unwritten Notes From Papa On How The Working Novelist Can Get Ahead. Truman Capote did it bravely when he began, and my hat is off to him. James Jones did it, and did it well. Kerouac would deserve ears and tail if he weren’t an Eisenhower gypsy. I, in my turn, would love to be one of the colorful old-young men of American letters, but I have a changeable personality, a sullen disposition, and a calculating mind. I never have good nor accurate interviews since I always seem to get into disagreeable situations with reporters – they sense no matter how pleasant I try to be, that I do not like them – I think the psychological requirement for working on a newspaper is to be a congenital liar and a compulsive patriot. Perhaps I should hire a public relations man to grease my career, but I do not know if I can afford him (not with the size of the job he would have to do for me), and moreover I would be obliged sooner or later to spoil his work. While there would be hardly a limit to how lovable he could make me in the public eye it would be exhausting for me to pretend to be nicer than I really am. Indeed, it would be downright debilitating to the best of my creative energies. So I do not care to approach the public as a lover, nor could I succeed for that matter. I started as a generous but very spoiled boy, and I seem to have turned into a slightly punch-drunk and ugly club fighter who can fight clean and fight dirty, but likes to fight. I write this not solely out of self-pity (although self-pity is one of my vices) but also to tell the simple truth: I have not gotten nicer as I have grown older, and I suspect that what has been true for me may be true for a great many of you. I’ve burned away too much of my creative energy, and picked up too slowly on the hard, grim, and maybe manly knowledge that if I am to go on saying what my anger tells me it is true to say, I must get better at overriding the indifference which comes from the snobs, arbiters, managers and conforming maniacs who manipulate most of the world of letters and sense at the core of their unconscious that the ambition of a writer like myself is to become consecutively more disruptive, more dangerous, and more powerful. It will be fine if I can write so well and so strongly as to call my shot, but unfortunately I may have fatigued the earth of rich language beyond repair. I do not know, but it is possible. I’ve been in too many fights, I’ve been hit on the head by a hammer, and had my left eye gouged in a street fight – and of course I’m proud of this (I was a physical coward as a child), and so I’m proud I learned a bit about fighting even though the cost may end as waste. There may have been too many fights for me, too much sex, liquor, marijuana, benzedrine and seconal, much too much ridiculous and brain-blasting rage at the minuscule frustrations of a most loathsome literary world, necrophilic to the core – they murder their writers, and then decorate their graves.

If I put down words so final as these, it is not in any sense that I alone have been mistreated – on the contrary I have had more good luck and conceivably more bad luck than most writers (which tends to give one the hard satisfaction of knowing a little more of what the swindle is about). No, these ill-mannered bleedings and gripes are to record a clear record: I had the luck to have a large talent and to use some of it, and if I know how very much more I could have done if new luck had come my way, well – that is not my story, but everyone’s story, every last one of us could have done more, a creation or two more than we have done, and while it is our own fault, it is not all our own fault, and so I still feel rage at the cowardice of our time which has ground down all of us into the mediocre compromises of what had been once our light-filled passion to stand erect and be original.

You can see then that this collection of pieces and parts, of advertisements, short stories, articles, short novels, fragments of novels, poems and part of a play comes to be written, after all, and for the most part, on just such a sweet theme – the shits are killing us, even as they kill themselves – each day a few more lies eat into the seed with which we are born, little institutional lies from the print of newspapers, the shock waves of television, and the sentimental cheats of the movie screen. Little lies, but they pipe us toward insanity as they starve our sense of the real. We have grown up in a world more in decay than the worst of the Roman Empire, a cowardly world chasing after a good time (of which last one can approve) but chasing it without the courage to pay the hard price of full consciousness, and so losing pleasure in pips and squeaks of anxiety. We want the heats of the orgy and not its murder, the warmth of pleasure without the grip of pain, and therefore the future threatens a nightmare, and we continue to waste ourselves. We’ve cut a corner, tried to cheat the heart of life, tried not to face our uneasy sense that pleasure comes best to those who are brave, and now we’re a nation of drug addicts (caffeine, equanil, seconal and nicotine), of homosexuals, hoodlums, fart-faced Southern governors and a President so passive in his mild old panics that women would be annoyed if one called him feminine. The heat in our juvenile delinquency is matched only by the unadmitted acceleration of our race into cancer, that disease which is other than disease, that wave of the undifferentiated function, the orgy of the lost cells.

So, yes, it may be time to say that the Republic is in real peril, and we are the cowards who must defend courage, sex, consciousness, the beauty of the body, the search for love, and the capture of what may be, after all, an heroic destiny. But to say these words is to show how sad we are, for those of us who believe the most have spent our years writing of fear, impotence, stupidity, ugliness, self-love, and apathy, and yet it has been our act of faith, our attempt to see – to see and to see hard, to smell, even to touch, yes to capture that nerve of Being which may include all of us, that Reality whose existence may depend on the honest life of our work, the honor of ourselves which permits us to say no better than we have seen.
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Part 1



BEGINNINGS




Advertisement for ‘A Calculus At Heaven’

Before I was seventeen I had formed the desire to be a major writer, and this desire came upon me rather suddenly in the last two months of my sixteenth year, a time I remember well because it was my first semester at Harvard. All through December 1939 and January 1940 I was discovering modern American literature. In those sixty days I read and reread Studs Lonigan, USA, and The Grapes of Wrath. Later I would add Wolfe and Hemingway and Faulkner and to a small measure, Fitzgerald; but Farrell, Dos Passos and Steinbeck were the novel for me in that sixty days before I turned seventeen.

In my sophomore year I wrote a great many stories which were influenced by Ernest Hemingway. Although I was more excited by Dos Passos and Farrell, it was Hemingway I imitated – probably because he seemed easier. To write like Farrell or Dos Passos would have required more experience than I could possibly have had at eighteen – to sense what is real in the commonplace is not easy when one is young, shy, half in love and certainly self-beloved, sex-ridden yet still weeding out the acne – no, it is more attractive to conceive of oneself as (and so to write about) a hero who is tall, strong, and excruciatingly wounded.

‘A Calculus at Heaven’ is about just such a hero. It is probably the best of the ambitious pieces I tried at Harvard, and it was the next to last thing I did – I finished it for my twentieth birthday.fn1 In the year which had gone by since the war began, I had been indoctrinated like everyone else with the superheated publicities of the mass-media. The nervous system of every American alive was being jammed with propaganda, and it may be that ‘A Calculus at Heaven’ is most interesting in the way it shows a young, fairly good mind throwing off large gobs of that intellectual muck at the same instant that it is creating its own special variety of the muck.

This said, I don’t see how I can recommend ‘A Calculus at Heaven,’ except for those who have curiosity about my early work.fn2 The piece does make an interesting contrast to The Naked and the Dead, for it is an attempt of the imagination (aided and warped by books, movies, war correspondents, and the liberal mentality) to guess what war might really be like. And I think its tone gives away the peculiar megalomania of a young writer who is determined to become an important writer – I may as well confess that by December 8th or 9th of 1941, in the forty-eight hours after Pearl Harbor, while worthy young men were wondering where they could be of aid to the war effort, and practical young men were deciding which branch of service was the surest for landing a safe commission, I was worrying darkly whether it would be more likely that a great war novel would be written about Europe or the Pacific, and the longer I thought, the less doubt there was in my mind. Europe was the place.

So if a year later, in this short novel, I chose to write about the Pacific War, it was not because I was in love with the tropics but because 1) Americans were already fighting there, 2) the Pacific war had a reactionary overtone which my young progressive-liberal nose smelled with the aid of PM editorials, and 3) because it was and is easier to write a war novel about the Pacific – you don’t have to have a feeling for the culture of Europe and the collision of America upon it. To try a major novel about the last war in Europe without a sense of the past is to fail in the worst way – as an overambitious and opportunistic slick. (Which is exactly what tainted the considerable merits of The Young Lions beyond repair.)

‘A Calculus at Heaven’ was printed in Edwin Seaver’s Cross-Section, which first appeared in 1944, and Marjorie Stengel who was his reader came across it first and liked it very much. She was to help me more than once over the years, and always deftly, but she was generous in her praise then, and Edwin Seaver was most decent – I remember that I saw him for a few minutes about a month before I went into the Army, and I muttered in a small voice that ‘A Calculus at Heaven’ had been influenced by Man’s Fate.

‘You admire Malraux greatly?’ Seaver suggested.

‘I’d like to be another Malraux,’ I blurted.

‘Well,’ Seaver said, with real kindness, ‘maybe you will, maybe you will.’

I have not come remotely close – who has? – but Seaver’s generosity and Marjorie Stengel’s warmth helped to keep some idea of myself alive after I went into the Army. Through most of the Great Wet Boot which was World War II for me, I kept a cold maniacal thing in my heart, sharp as a shiv. I would listen to other G.I.s beating their gums about how when they got out they were going to write a fugging book which would expose the fugging army, and I would think in my fatigue-slowed brain that if they only knew what I was going to do, they would elect me sergeant on the spot.

A Calculus At Heaven

Father Meary, April 1942, third day

He will not be a part-time thing.

Sometimes they all were running, sometimes walking running crawling. All of them, Rice the Indian, Father Meary, the captain, cursing and stumbling; thirty men, gouging, elbowing, crawling through their narrow increment in space. ‘Come on,’ the captain shouted, ‘Come on, come on,’ and Father Meary looking back at him, stumbled and fell. In the distance, he could hear the guns debating still, fiercely as if they were intolerant of each other, and the sounds were breaking and bursting in his head. He rolled over on the ground, feeling the captain tugging at his shoulder, swearing at him. ‘Come on, we got to get to the house.’ He saw men passing him, running isolated from each other, and although the panic was in him too, he felt separated from them. Not understanding, he stumbled to his feet. Jogging after the retreating men, feeling the captain by him, motivating him through space by his presence, he told himself that the man should not have sworn at him, he was an officer of God.

He did not understand, everything had suddenly mixed inside him, burbled like the running mass of men, and what had happened back in the second trench line he did not know. For two days they had been holding back the Japanese, and then suddenly the trench line had broken, had gone, and he was running with the men. ‘Oh, Heavenly Father,’ automatically he began, and then the harshness of the machine gun, the mechanical signpost to death, had sounded behind him, and feeling a hand against his back, he had prostrated himself before the earth only to hear the enemy’s cry of victory, pulsing behind him, working its way up from the beach. Then they were up again, running all the time now, dropping whenever a gun sounded, stumbling up the leisurely pitted street of Tinde. His prayers lost their logical sequence, became jumbled. ‘Hail Mary, Pax est …’

Then himself, once more a part of the struggling ill-formed matrix of men running hoarse-breathed to … to where? He needed assurance, his plump hands wavering uncertainly away from his body as he tripped, and caught up and tripped, trying desperately not to fall behind the men running … running to where? The captain was leading them, the captain must know, he thought. The captain was a military man.

Under him, he felt his thin legs bend together once more, felt himself breathing in the dirt, the city of Tinde flowing into his material self as the sounds from the arena – the Roman arena, he thought – as the sounds came closer and closer, became embodied in the intolerance of the machine gun. He didn’t have to fall, he thought, he was already on the ground. But the gun had stopped, and then he felt the earth careening away from him. After a moment he realized that someone had picked him up, carrying him with his head down, his face near the man’s back. He watched the cross on his shoulder, swaying from his uniform, jerkily in an unholy rhythm, and when it fell off, he found himself gazing after it, as if it were a bird disappearing in the sky. When he could see it no more, he still kept his eyes focused for it, seeing the ground twist and recede under him. He was terrified; his head upside down, felt heavy and uncomfortable, the back carrying him was not broad – he felt an augment of his fear. The men running beside him, was there terror at their faces too? The lines had broken, he kept telling himself, but how, but when; he felt his absolute sense of time leaving him. He didn’t understand such affairs, he was a godly man, he did not know of such matters, but the Japanese had come through, their faces yellow with lust. The pagan men, they would not understand, they would not respect a man of God. He had lost his cross, they would shoot him with the rest. The smoke of death was over the city.

The gun came back, hovered about him; the man carrying him made a sound, lurched and fell. Father Meary fell with him, the two tangled in the dirt. He felt blood on his face, and turning his head on the ground, realized that none of the men were running any more, that they all lay in random prostration on the ground, while the gun and then another gun spoke angrily over them. Hearing screams, he could no longer feel that men were dying, but their souls … it meant … he thought of Conditional Absolution for them. There was blood on his face but he felt no pain …

Once in San Francisco an unhappiness had come to him and had remained for many months. One evening in the winter, he had been traveling through the city and, feeling hunger, had entered unthinking the first restaurant he passed. The food was not expensive, and feeling his unhappiness more pointedly, he had ordered the highest priced dinner. The meal had been excellent, the waitress attractive. She had seemed to him a little bit like a Madonna from the school of Florence, and after the meal had been over, he had given her the dollar for the meal, and happy with her face, had added half of it again for the tip. He had noted the surprise on her face, and feeling happy he had said, ‘If there is anything I like, it is a well-prepared meal, well served, by a pretty young waitress like yourself.’ Embarrassed by the effort he had made to keep his voice deep, he left before she could thank him. Outside, he had suddenly felt more unhappy than before.

… The machine gun came back, licking at the bodies of the men about him. Overhead, a few planes distorted the sky. ‘It’s a death trap, it’s a death trap,’ he heard someone muttering beside him. The terror had worked its way into his finger tips; every muscle seemed to have sprung free, quivering loosely. The fact of his probable death came to him, and it loosed a new type of fear. Already, in the road, the tap-tap-tap of men’s souls changing existences had begun. He was afraid, he had lived his life for the moment of meeting his death, and he was afraid. He did not understand – but why? And then all thought in his mind trailed out along the ground, and he could only feel his fear. After that, only the sun, warm on his back. The machine gun, indecent, angry again; God taking His inscrutable will.

Were they all to die here, lying in a road, while a machine gun worked from body to body, seemingly never satisfying itself that the body it was striking was dead? He saw a man beside him waver to his feet, throw a hand grenade at the machine gun. Somewhere he heard a shout, and then the grenade fulfilling itself. The machine gun did not sound any more. Then the men about him, on their feet again, running. On hands and knees he saw himself counting them, guessing they were ten or twelve, until abruptly he realized that in their run down the road he was being left behind. On his feet, laboring after them, shouting, ‘Captain Hilliard, Captain, Captain,’ shouting, and then he fell. Someone had run back, was dragging him; he felt dirt forcing against his face, abrading his plump white flesh. He was trying to hold back his groan, but then the pain ceased, the rough dirt changing to mud, becoming actually wet. He remembered. They were going into the stone house by the edge of the swamp. The sounds about him seemed to be changing, perhaps he heard a cheer. The man let him go, he saw it was the Indian, Thomas Rice; he must thank him. Another machine gun ripped at them from a hill, men falling about him again. Dirt was in his eyes, he could not see; in the terrible moment, he felt a hand pulling him; half crouching, he felt himself led to the cellar window, felt its rough stone sides scraping against his flanks as he crawled through, fell suddenly for two or three feet onto a pile of sandbags. Men kept coming over him, he crawled away. Still dazed, he was able to see a little out of his eyes. Someone had kicked him angrily. Looking up, he saw it had been DaLucci, but he could feel no anger. Was the man Catholic and godless? … Ahh … these Italians.

His situation came back more clearly. He remembered now that the house had been prepared as a defense three days before. On the edge of the swamp … it was cool here, if only it didn’t become too wet. He felt himself drifting away again … the cellar walls seemed sandbagged … that meant less splinters, he imagined, it was functional, he was certain … If only his wrist weren’t so painful. He must have sprained it when he fell through the window. Were they safe from a cannonading, he wondered, and then abruptly, he sat up, panic catching at him. How many men left? He counted four, counted again, there were only four besides himself – Captain Hilliard, DaLucci, Rice and a blond soldier he did not know. Did it mean he was to die after all? He could see the Indian firing the gun, the blond soldier feeding. He heard him say, ‘That’s it, Sergeant, give it back to ’em, Sergeant, give it to those bastards.’ The priest noted it numbly, long conditioning having accustomed him to the sound of the profanity. He wondered how safe they were, could the brick house really shut out the Japanese? Fascinated, he watched the sunlight glancing through the window, leaving the cellar almost completely dark …

For months, Sister Vittoria had been treating him with especial attention, complimenting him on his lessons when he had prepared them well; looking sad and unhappy rather than angry, when he had played ball out on the street too long the day before. He noticed, even, that she spoke of him to Sister Josette and pointed to him often, as the best student in the class. He liked it; the kids used to call him ‘teacher’s pet,’ but it didn’t bother him as much as it had used to, because somehow, he had always liked studying a little better than fighting the kids on the block. So that when she called him over one day and pinched his cheek, and gave him a letter to his mother, he was not surprised.

His mother had read it slowly several times; he feeling shame for her at the unease with which she read. He kept thinking of how his mother didn’t smell as cool and starchy as Sister Vittoria. But then his mother had looked up at him, from her chair, and smiled at him very happily. They talked a long while. ‘Be a priest, be a priest, Timothy,’ she kept saying, ‘and God will always be with you.’ He kept feeling how uncomfortable she was with the words. ‘It’s an honor, do you know, it’s an honor.’ Then later … ‘God will not be a part-time thing to be shared with a woman, and sure with a paycheck, but He will stay.’ And he, the boy, after a long while, ‘But I do not want to be a priest, Mother, I do not feel a vocation.’ She had sighed. ‘You will be the most important man of all your friends, you will be more important than any rich man; do you know what that means for a poor man?’ He had shook his head, unhappy. ‘Think of it,’ she had said.

Then two weeks later, Sister Vittoria had called him into her private little study room. She had talked to him in her beautiful soft voice, and he had been unsure beneath it. At last when she asked, ‘Do you not feel a vocation stirring within you?’ he had tried, contracting his stomach forcibly to feel some inner tenseness or emotion, as he was to squeeze it in later years when he looked at religious paintings. ‘I think, Sister, I think I do feel a small vocation within me.’ She had smiled. ‘You are fortunate, Timothy, you will feel it grow and grow, there are very few men who are godly enough to feel even the beginnings of one.’ As he had been about to go out the door, he had turned to her and said, ‘Sister Vittoria, I feel, I think I feel it growing a little more already.’

Light red dust was filtering across the column of sunlight in the cellar. He saw the Indian firing every now and then, saw the captain speaking beside him. ‘We’re going to save the mortar until they bring one up; just keep firing the gun. We’re protected here, we’ll be able to knock their mortar out first. Now look, we’ve got to hold the road out there, there’s only one other way to the coastal road, and that’s being defended by a house like this one … only with more men probably.’

Father Meary forced himself into devotion. Oh, my God, I am ready to meet you, he thought desperately. But a piece of plaster broke from the ceiling, its fragments landing on his chest, and he felt death with it. Once, he had said, in speaking to the men, ‘There are no atheists in foxholes. All of you do not have the same faith I do, but all of you believe in the supremacy of God.’ ‘But, Father Meary,’ someone had interrupted him. He had stared back coldly. ‘When you meet your Maker, you believe … You must believe …’ Then why this persistent fear? His tired mind fought against relaxing, fought against the temptings of Hell. But the words sounded ornate to him for a moment. Almost crying, he demanded all the resolution within him. The men must not see him crying, they would have their faith weakened if they did. And they would have need of him in the house when the Japanese threatened even more. He got to his feet; he would comfort them.

In the semi-gloom of the cellar, they were crouched against the wall or under the window, firing the machine gun irregularly, being answered irregularly. They did not seem to know he was with them. He slumped, feeling his resolution ebb. Three days before, in preparing the house they had dug a slit trench against one of the side walls. It would be better if he were to remain in it, where a chance bullet could not reach him. After all, he could not do the men any good if he were dead. And then mockingly, he felt his fear disappearing, as he dropped into the greater safety of the trench. He shut his eyes. Why, why had he been afraid; it disturbed the order of things, the certainties were not so … well, not so certain. But he believed, he was certain he believed more than ever. For with the horrors he had seen, well of necessity God existed, for men could not bear up under the horrors they saw, if it were not for God. He kept thinking of this, trying to strengthen it in his mind.

The silence disturbed him; he realized that the guns had stopped for a moment. Crouching in the darkness, he wished for them to start again, so that he could think about it and reinforce it even more in his mind …

The Captain, 1926–1930

Two tight kids on a red silk coverlet …

He spent his college life with the creative clique; surrealist poetry was in vogue. He drank a lot, he would be very happy for a while, and then very unhappy, but in back of it all, he felt a certain integrity within him, a certain feeling which made him know that he would paint, that he would slap the lie of America across a thousand canvases, that he would shove beauty into a million people who had never felt it before, that he would shake people up, stamp on them, blast their smugness away, and say, ‘Here, here is your graft, here is your marriage morality (a picture of a businessman sleeping with a prostitute, with a little locket on the canvas entitled “Sister”) here is your democracy (a portrait of a syphilitic Negro), and finally, here is your life (which was a triptych of a motion picture, a clerk, and a plain woman to represent the clerk’s wife).’ Only … in hating all this, he was reaffirming himself, for like all college men who stop believing, he was at the particular point where he was the only person who had ever realized a slum or recognized the lie in a politician’s voice.

He had come to this endowed university, wondering, already beginning to disbelieve, but he was young and enthusiastic. (Later he was to say, ‘You stop believing in God at seventeen, in communism at twenty-seven.’) Breaking from his family, he was to paint (it was not a new situation, he had read it in several books), but his father was an army colonel, and he had been allowed to go to this university only on the agreement with his father that he, Bowen Hilliard, was to join the R.O.T.C. and to remain in it until after graduation when he would have attained a reserve commission. So that in 1926, when of the class of ’30, he was one of the forty-one freshmen out of eight hundred to sport the khaki uniform with the blue lapels, it was to be to him a sign of disparity as painful and unique as the soda jerker who from some outside compulsion had been forced to grow a beard.

Bowen Hilliard, not believing, made the university’s literary magazine; Bowen Hilliard, not believing, was known as the best artist in college. Bowen Hilliard went up to Boston and picketed the streets before Sacco and Vanzetti were killed, and came back to write an editorial in the magazine which was to suspend it for a half-year, ‘Listen, America, listen to your shame …’

He defended nothing intellectually, almost everything emotionally. He said, ‘The only thing infinite about man is his vanity,’ but he liked to walk in the streets, to feel people about him. He painted a great deal, read a great many books of art criticism, so that his painting was always conscious, articulate; he was one of the few artists who could explain his work clearly, and what it made him feel. He said he believed in nothing, and he enjoyed it, for he found that believing in nothing meant believing in himself, and at that time he was capable of it. Certainly, he was growing as an artist, his line (always his weak point) was becoming more certain; he had always had an acute sense of texture, but beyond that his canvases had a measure of structural feeling, unusual for a college painter. During this time he painted a discordant abstraction in which the color did not coincide with the line area, very much like a badly printed comic in a newspaper – and he had termed this his masterpiece and called it ‘Society Out of Whack.’ …

He was to believe in someone else by his senior year … At a party, he met a girl named Cova – there was to be a lot of drinking – and somehow at the end, he was to sleep the night with her. Eventually they were to know each other very well, but in the darkness only the crudest attempts were to be made. ‘What color are your eyes?’ she had asked, and when he had told her brown, she sighed. ‘I thought they were blue, somehow,’ she said. Then she laughed. ‘Of course it doesn’t matter …’

The intellectual’s passion is ramified by its implications; the artist’s is augmented. Cova became an absolute to him, and, in many ways, since she was beautiful and intense and clever, and therefore was like his image of himself (the image of the artist), he was to become an absolute for her. In the last year of college, they had their unhappinesses, but they felt them more healthy, for they came from acute realizations rather than from a doubting of themselves.

They came to a certain understanding early, for she had other lovers besides Bowen Hilliard. ‘I can’t paint,’ she had said, ‘and I can’t write music, and I don’t write nearly so well as I should like to. You must see it; when I take a man, and I may take him for a lot of reasons, in back of it all is the feeling that that is when I’m making something, and that that is something I can do better than any other woman. I don’t envy you your paintings, Bowen, you can’t envy mine. Some women are born to have a lot of men.’

In a measure he understood, and by the time they were out of college and married, it even made sense to him. For he had found that she might take a man for a variety of reasons, because (although this was not often) he attracted her, or because the situation warranted it, or because she was sorry for him. (He once said, ‘You like any man who is under five feet four and has acne,’) or in many cases because it was necessary in the evolution of the friendship, but always she had come back to him, loving him more, taking him more fiercely, reaffirming and even re-evaluating their absolute. She said to him once after a long silence, ‘We’re like two tight kids on a red silk coverlet,’ and that was what they went by. That was what they believed in …

The men, April 1942, first day

There was a dame once …

Heavy with morning and the tenseness of the night before, the men lay encrusted in their double line of trenches, gazing out to sea. Tight and uncomfortable with a fear of butterflies and leadenness in their bellies, gazing nervously out to sea, out between the two arms of the harbor of Tinde. All through the night, polishing the weapons, preparing themselves, cleansing themselves with furtive finalities in every motion. Anxiously, eyes at sea, waiting, who will see the first boat? Looking with dry eyes and throat, tongues licking at the backs of dry and sticky teeth. What will it be like, what will it be like, Jesus Christ … Jesus Christ …

The major in command of the three companies at Tinde had written a dispatch for his men that morning. It read: –

THE JAPANESE ATTACKED AT OTEI 0623. THE FORCE CONSISTED OF A FLEET OF ARMORED BARGES. WE HAVE RECEIVED A REPORT THAT HALF OF THE BARGES HAVE CONTINUED ON TOWARD TINDE. ANALOW ISLAND IS SURROUNDED BY IMPASSABLE CLIFFS ON THIS SIDE. THE ONLY POSSIBLE LANDING PLACES ARE AT HANSON BEACH, OTEI, AND TINDE. SINCE THEY HAVE ALREADY ATTACKED THE OTHER TWO POINTS IT IS A CERTAINTY THAT THEY WILL PROCEED ON TO HERE.

I knew this dame once, it was back in Albany. She was saying to me I know your kind, bud, they come twenty to the dozen, so I say to her, you count a funny dozen sister, why don’t you come here and play dozen with me? Funny, she says, aren’t you. I wasn’t going to take that from any dame, I tell her, listen, after they made me, they threw the mold away, it was cracked from laughing so hard at my line. Well, she took it a little easier after that, but … I dunno, it was still no deal … When the hell are they gonna come? …

WE ARE DEFENDING ONE ISLAND IN A CHAIN OF ISLANDS. THE JAPANESE DO NOT CONSIDER THIS ISLAND IMPORTANT ENOUGH TO SEND ANY NAVAL UNITS ALONG. WE ARE GOING TO SHOW THEM THEY HAVE MADE A MISTAKE. THEIR MOTORBOAT FLEETS ARE PROGRESSING FROM ISLAND TO ISLAND. IF WE HOLD THEM HERE, THEY WILL HAVE TO REVISE THEIR PLAN OF ATTACK. CONTROL OF THE CHAIN DEPENDS ON THE CONTROL OF ANY SINGLE ISLAND. CONTROL OF THIS ISLAND DEPENDS ON CONTROL OF THE COASTAL ROAD WHICH RUNS ALONG THE NORTHERN SIDE OF THE ISLAND, FROM HANSON BEACH TO OTEI TO TINDE. OUR MAIN FORCE IS AT HANSON BEACH AND WILL HOLD THE JAPANESE UNLESS THEY ARE ABLE TO SEND REINFORCEMENTS FROM OTEI OR TINDE. WE MUST HOLD THE CITY, BUT MORE IMPORTANT, WE MUST MAINTAIN CONTROL OF THE COASTAL ROAD.

There was this movie, Jimmie Cagney, I think. Did you see it when it played in town? ’Cause I saw it you know at the Strand in New York. They had a band there … I can’t remember the name, only the vocalist with them was all right, I can still remember her. But anyway, the movie was all about war, only it was in France; there was no little island fighting in the last one ya know, and this guy Jimmie Cagney is yellow, it gave me quite a jump ’cause you know Cagney, but then I figured that it’s anybody’s turn to be yella maybe when it all starts happening. Have you got any idea of the time? … That picture gave me quite a smack, I ain’t forgetting it in a hurry …

IF OUR LINES SHOULD CRACK, WE MUST STILL KEEP THEM FROM TAKING THE COASTAL ROAD WHICH IS ABOUT TWO MILES INLAND FROM THE CITY AT THIS POINT. THERE ARE TWO STREETS LEADING OUT TO IT, AND WE HAVE CONSTRUCTED FORTRESSES IN A SEPARATE HOUSE COMMANDING EACH ROAD. FOR THE RIGHT FLANK WINDOWS COMMAND EVERY DIRECTION. THE HOUSE ON THE LEFT FLANK IS THE OLD BANKERS STONE HOUSE, SITUATED IN THE SWAMP WITH ONLY ONE SIDE ON SOLID GROUND. ALL WINDOWS HAVE BEEN SEALED WITH THE EXCEPTION OF ONE CELLAR WINDOW WHICH COMMANDS THE ROAD. IF BY ANY CHANCE YOUR LINES CRACK, YOU MUST TRY TO REACH ONE OF THE HOUSES, THAT IS ESSENTIAL.

Tamping rifle butts slowly on the ground, snapping cigarettes nervously against thumbnails, waiting, waiting for the attack, I dunno, I never saw action before. The end of his heel delicately clicking against the other, waiting for the fall of a little clod of mud. It kinda gets ya waitin’, doesn’t it? I wish there was somethin’ to do sort of. Fingering at a button, moving the hat back and forth. These cigarettes taste kinda good, I mean, you know, you smoke ’em all, and they taste the same, and then maybe ya find one ya like … I dunno, you know what I mean.

IT IS NOW APRIL, FOUR MONTHS AFTER WAR HAS STARTED, YOU ALL KNOW THAT WE ARE UNEQUIPPED, WITHOUT TANKS AND AIRCRAFT. INSTALLATIONS ARE NOT EVEN A WEEK OLD ON THE ISLAND. HOWEVER, THE JAPANESE HAVE TO MAKE A LANDING, AND THAT ADVANTAGE RESTS WITH US. YOU WILL FIGHT FOR YOUR COUNTRY, THE GREATEST IN THE WORLD. GOOD LUCK.

Just where do ya think ya’re shovin’ that rifle? Get it out of my face.

Take it easy bud, take it easy.

Well, I like my face, see, I don’t like it ruined, there’re girls back home, got to go for this face.

I said I was sorry, what the hell were ya blockin’ the path?

Listen, bud, you ain’t talkin’ to Joe Crap, see; you watch what you say with me.

Aaaaah, save it for the Japs.

Well where are they, well when the hell are they comin’? The goddam yellow bastards, what are they, afraid to fight? …

The Captain: 1931–1936

Something soothing, yet jolly …

The year Bowen Hilliard married Cova Reynolds was the year of the unemployment march on Washington. They were not to do very well. His art was still improving, still powerful, still better than competent in execution, but it was not the year to sell paintings. Their friends bought a few, but their friends had no money either, and Bowen, hating the talk of price, had valued his paintings low, so that when his friends bought them, they said, ‘I’m sorry as hell, Bowen,’ and he took to snarling back, ‘It’s all right, goddam you, it’s all right.’ Cova had a small income from her family, which she increased with her earnings as a twelve-dollar-a-week shop girl, but he hadn’t seen his family since college, and there was no money in them anyway.

After a while, when the country didn’t come to see his work, and he knocked no people down with it, he began to get a little tighter. Occasionally he compromised with some mantelpiece art, but even that wasn’t selling very well. The galleries were closing down everywhere. Once, in one of the back galleries in the fifties, a dealer had agreed to put on a two-week exhibition of his work …

For three days they sat around, Cova by him (she had lost her job), and they would not speak very much until a friend came in. Then they all started chattering very violently, becoming satirical or enthusiastic in turn over painters, screaming platitudes on Munch and Beckmann and Marin, and then abruptly going quiet. The dealer, Mr Loestler, was taking three hours for lunch by this time. They all knew it was a mistake. Hilliard looked at his fourteen canvases, at the gray carpeting of the dealer’s office, and then muttered something about the light being bad. ‘It’s killing them,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s killing them, I tell you.’ Cova was pacing around. She turned to his friends, who were polite, sympathetic and enthusiastic to the best degree of taste, and said, ‘I still can’t learn anything about when they’re good or not, but they are good, they are good, aren’t they?’

‘Cova!’ he said.

He watched her coming toward him, making the most of her red dress. It fitted with the carpet he thought. ‘I’m sorry, Bowen,’ she said. He gained control of himself. ‘It’s all right, I’m sorry, too,’ he said.

Their friends left. Another batch would be coming in soon, he knew. The dealer’s shop was dry smelling. ‘They are good,’ he whispered desperately to himself. He thought of their two-room flat. If only they would let him do something for the walls he thought. A mural perhaps, ‘The Artist Out of Whack.’

Then the terrible event occurred. A woman came in to buy something. She was forty, had dark hair, and was growing fat. She wanted a picture for her children’s room. ‘Something soothing, yet happy-looking. In good taste, of course.’ How many jokes had he heard like that. How many long tedious artist’s jokes. She looked about for a while. ‘I’d like that,’ she said. It was an experiment with a Barbizon Landscape. Something about the composition of the field he had been in reminded him of a bad Corot, but beyond that, the entire view had been a little too rich, a little too green, a little too much foliage, almost as if any brown cow that had strayed into the field would have had its flanks of a deep purple to maintain the color order. ‘What is it called?’ she asked. ‘Whore in a Green Negligee,’ he said. Cova looked at him in horror, a protest of poverty in her eyes. The woman recovered, ‘Well, I don’t have to call it that, I suppose,’ she said. He held his anger, ‘No, of course not.’ Afterward, she bargained with him for the painting, making the final bit of bad taste in the artist-patron breach of etiquette, he decided. She got it for thirty-five dollars. He had spent two weeks on it. After that, when he could not sell a painting right away, he gave it to somebody, be it a boy roller skating, or a shopkeeper, or a laborer in a ditch. (He once said, ‘I have more paintings in delicatessens than any other representative artist in America.’)

For four years he held on, working with the WPA for a while, but Cova and he were losing something. People no longer thought them clever and talented; men were not so interested in making love to Cova any more. As for him, she became the last outpost. Over and over through the bad years, he took her with a terrible kind of fury, performing almost every time, it seemed, a lover’s last entrance. But they were depending on each other too much, trying to draw everything, able to believe in nothing else.

Once, when his depression had lasted for months, he started to write his autobiography. As a book, it was amorphous, but since he added to it from time to time, the brunt of his thought began to fill it. He would write; ‘Malraux says that all that men are willing to die for tends to justify their fate by giving it a foundation in dignity. Perhaps, everywhere, this is felt. But in America, men live, work and die without even the rudest conception of a dignity. At their death … well then they wonder what the odds are on a heaven, and perhaps they make futile desperate bets on it, adding up their crude moral calculus, so that if the big team, heaven, comes through, and wins and therefore exists, they will be able to collect their bets that evening …’ And much more like that, but he felt himself weakening.

He was to surrender at last. Cova’s family had been architects for several generations, and in 1936 he gave up, accepting a job with them as a draftsman. After a year, by studying on the side, he was an architect of sorts. They were living much better (they could afford to live in the Village now), but he found very little desire to paint … To make up for it, he worked on his book quite steadily …

DaLucci, April 1942, first, second, third days

it’s cheap … it’s cheap …

After the boats had come into sight around the end of the harbor, DaLucci hadn’t known what he was doing for two days. Every now and then, though, he could remember them coming nearer, coming nearer, he wishing there was a cannon around somewhere, any lousy bit of fieldpiece to keep them away, but they just kept coming. A coupla Jap planes had started fighting with an American one and they had whipped all around the sky, going out to sea and then coming back. When they started to strafe the beach and the trenches he just sort of ducked automatically, going up and down with the rest like he was a goddam jack-in-the-box, or something, but he didn’t know, Jesus, they kept actin’ like they was out to get him first. He wished he could shoot something, but the Jap boats were too far away, although he could see them keep coming and coming.

His sergeant, the Indian, kept bending over the machine gun, waiting for them, whistling something, lining it up this way and that, firing it short, just a little ta-ta-ta, to see how it was working, but all DaLucci knew was that he felt just like puking.

Holding on to his Garand, he didn’t know what to do with it. After a while, with them moving in all the time, he had picked it up, and started shooting, until someone pushed him down. Then the Jap boats started beaching, and the machine guns on each side of him started going, there was more noise than he’d ever heard in his life before, he didn’t know, he just kept emptying and loading his rifle, shooting at them but not taking aim. When he looked up, he could see that with all their boats coming in at once, they’d been able to sneak one up on the shore. First thing, before their men tried to come out, they started lobbing with a field mortar from the boat, but then the machine guns on each side of him and all over the place had started cutting that boat to pieces, and even a coupla of their own mortars started cracking down. It mighta been Fourth of July if it wasn’t for all that black smoke.

Only during all this, the Japs got a coupla of other boats on the shore, and they were shooting for all hell from the guns they had mounted in the front part of the barge. He ducked down for a second, scared, and when he looked up again, and started shooting, he could see that there was four boats on the beach now, with their guns all going, and mortars – he heard a whistle, someone shoved him down, and then there was a guy screaming his yap off next to him, falling down, holding his face. For a second, he thought the guy’s blood was his own, ’cause it was all over him, but then he knew he was standing, and there was nothing hurting him. The guy was grabbing at his feet and looking up at him. He couldn’t look at the guy’s face, there was so much blood, so goddam much noise. ‘What the hell,’ he said, ‘what the hell, whatthehell,’ and then another mortar came, and he had to duck again …

In Terre Haute where he lived in the poor part of town, the people used to have their coalbins under the sidewalk, with big metal plates, like sewer covers, over them. When the coal trucks came along, they would unscrew a plate, and dump as much coal in as they ordered. The metal covers were to keep the coal from getting wet.

When they
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