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        And may they remember what Telemachus says of the bard:

        “We have no cause against Phemius

        that he draws a music from the hard fate of the Danaans.”
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      This is a work of fiction. Neither the characters nor the places represent actual characters or places. Yet a book so aimed at history and so dependent on fact could not have been written without contributions of the kind implied in the dedication. I would like to specify some of these, while insisting that the fabric in which they appear is my own and is of the imagination. I confess to a shade of distress when even a Shakespearean or Biblical quotation stands word for word in the text. Should not everything that enters the fictional organism be subtly transformed?

      For primary material generously given me in speech and writing, I thank the following:

      Ann Markin and Cecil Roberts;

      Abbie Houston Evans, Ramon Guthrie, Joan Bromley;

      Brice Jacobson, Bill Greene, Philip Goldman, Eleanor Bontecou, James Gilbert, Gabriella de Benedictis, Rodney Baine, Stringfellow Barr;

      John Beecher, William Kyle Smith, Ann Danek, Norman Berg, J. Gilman Paul, Kenneth Haxton, Leon Radolf, George Swope, Howard B. Gill, Richard Gregg, Philip Silver, Ed Leffingwell;

      With others, unnamed.

      For obligations more precisely literary:

      John Caldwell, a Negro who lived in Greenville, Mississippi, left me poems which I have revised and woven into the fictional life of Caldwell Leflore.

      To William Saunders, whom I knew when he worked and wrote in Flint, Michigan, I acknowledge the poems here attributed to Styles of the Dark Leflores. Like Styles,’ his youthful genius met with a hard fate: he screwed the nuts on cars, and has been in Leavenworth for years.

      Most special and poignant is my debt to William Carlos Williams and to Simone Weil. I despaired of creating equivalents for these necessary symbolic powers. So I transplanted Bill Williams as I knew and loved him (with literal passages from his poems) into the fictional setting of Patapsco and, to indicate that alteration and identity, called him Richard Ramon Richards.

      As for Simone Weil, I met her at Solesmes when I was a student abroad, and (as in the novel) it was long after that I discovered the fact; but my relation to her had none of the significance I have given the relation of Daren Leflore to Heloise Frank. It would have been better to have invented a mystic and avoided this confession, but it was not in my power. However, what I could not invent I could reshape as fiction. Except for the beautiful account of the “Man­sarde” which I have translated (it appears as a Prologue to her Connaissance Surnaturelle), everything attributed to Heloise Frank is my own composition, however indebted to the study of Simone Weil. The genius of scholarship is accuracy, of fiction license. I have felt free to change anything I knew or recalled for the purposes of the novel. It would be wrong to search here for any kind of portait of Simone Weil, or for any insight into her writings, which happily speak for themselves, though I confess I would have wished, in an independent creation and at a distance, to honor one whose memory I revere.

      I am indebted besides to many newspaper clippings and other documents abstracted and laid by over more than twenty years. But I have so far digested them, in accordance with my principles, though with the obligation of keeping them as historical as the speeches in Thucydides, that only a few need be specified. The account of the bombing of the Möhne Dam from The Atlantic Monthly, December, 1943, is perhaps the most literal. The Civil War Journal of Quincy Leflore is ad-libbed from that of William Pitt Chambers, in Publications of the Mississippi Historical Society, Vol. V, 1925, in which my mother’s father happens to be mentioned. Vera Brittain’s “Massacre by Bombing,” Fellowship, March, 1944, was helpful in the revival of that terror; while the testimony of various CORE workers has been incorporated in the Civil Rights argument of Part IV.

      As with The Married Land, I have imposed my toll on many people, sent them sketches and chapters, and used their responses to keep an unwieldy project alive through five years of troubled gestation. If I named all whose participation has helped, it would fill a page. But at least five people have fought through the manu­script from beginning to end and made editorial suggestions throughout. With their aid I have brought The Half Gods through several rewritings to the point at which it has been given over; for, as Valéry says: “On ne finit pas un livre, on l’abandonne.” They are Galway Kinnell, Skip Simpson, Craig Wylie, Etta Ruth Weigl and Delia Bell.

      Finally, my wife has suffered cheerfully through it all—a condition without which it would not have been realized.
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      HAD HE made this, or was this the field where he was being made?

      

      First Precipitate: There is no containment but the fact for the life-web spun through all dimensions of the self and age…

      He was writing it anyway – Daren Leflore – seated in the windowed cave of his house on the rock over the Patapsco.

      Gray mist: fall, or early spring, winter, or a cloud—blotted summermonologhi dei matti day? He had sat there through a blur of all seasons.

      Outside the window was the world of sense; and within, present without his needing to turn, the place we look out from, the labyrin­thine manifold. Before him, on a panel door screwed to legs (“Without surfaces,” he claimed, “I cannot make volumes!”), papers—precipitate of that outward and inward—shuffled into form.

      “Holy mother,” his wife Anna would say, “you’re not going to write again about the writer trying to write? ‘Why don’t you live for a change, out there, working—with the people. You’d have more to say.”—Anna, glowing from some active rally: “Never such a time. A big shakedown coming, a chance for peace and justice, and you sit spinning yourself in the old dream. Not again, Daren. Not that worn-out stuff about the self groping for the self.

      They had been through it so often, he was full of answers:

      “Je n’ai pas faict mon libre plus que mon libre m’a faict.”

      “On what once was rock the forest grows in the self-engendering of its loam.”

      “There is nothing, fact or dream, that is not incarnate NOW.”

      

      WINTER, SUMMER, SPRING, FALL . . .

      

      The house at least was fit and in a fit setting. The oldest mill town on the oldest stretch of railroad. A Victorian house, two stories in front, three in the rear, two of frame on a substory of stone. Its east windows backed up against the cliff over the soiled Patapsco—

      Precambrian sandstone, mudstone, metaporphosed into gneiss, what deep vulcanism had seared, fused and interfolded—diorite overlaid with slaty schist, quartzite, mica—since raised, stream-cleft, shattered: a sheer drop. Suicide Rock the Indians had called it—Those Indians, who for love or other causes were always said to be jumping off somewhere (a maiden, Anna thought, sacrificed to some god), setting a pattern the palefaces, who cheated them out of the land, were going to take over maybe, not just privately but strung together, enmasse—caterpillars who follow one another, military style, so automatically that if the first should circle and nab the last, they go round and round until they die—

      What was this streak of suicide through nature—the successive appearance of lethal genes? “Old stuff,” Anna would announce. “It’s lack of understanding, lack of plan.” As if one could exercise the inscrutable: knives under the pillow, halters in the pew, ratsbane by the porridge… Stars were poised on that brink—thresholds in their burning. They exploded into novae, collapsed to dwarfs. Accident? There was a demon in the working. It was not just whales beaching themselves, not just lemmings on suicidal marches.

      “But that’s overpopulation.” From the solitary room, the remembered bright voice of Jeffrey might chime in-always a counterpole to Anna, though Anna had not seen her since the days in England before the war, and was hardly going to now—turning it all to laughter: “They should try the ring and the loop.” Well, if anybody could put contraception over on the lemmings, it would be the winning Jeffrey.

      

      Suicide Rock. The day they moved here, the big mastiff from the Quaker house next door (Brutus, he was called, noblest Roman of them all) had charged like a tank on some stray chickens, run them across the yard and to the cliff, until they flew off squawking, and the heavy dog, heedless as if he had wings, had hurtled after them and crushed himself on the railroad track below.

      Leflore stretched his hands, stiff from writing, thin-fingered, against the light. He had tried to figure it out as a boy, lounging in the hammock in the shade of Mississippi, how one could see through his own flesh—the thicker palm a bone between transparent flankings—until slowly by “winking his eyes he got it straight: not X-ray but binocular. Through the same orb, ceaselessly renewed, he stared out the window, over the cliff.

      “Light dogs are best—Switzerland—not those armored dinosaurs.” Except now, light and heavy, they were at the world-brink together.

      And Daren Leflore—were his thoughts about suicide compulsive? His great-great-grandfather had killed himself, and his grand­father, and his mother maybe, and his father, Prentiss Leflore, had died under doubtful circumstances. But Daren did not dwell on that cliff, though he lived there, and he was not melancholy, though he might have been found brooding at that window, in what his wife called the opium dream and quietus of the West, through twelve years and in all seasons.

      

      America had washed over that rock and left it unchanged. And Hollywood had come, drawn by a fitness even Hollywood could sense—sense and betray to a damned commercialism spoiling everything—had hired this very house, when old Sally Stovall and her arthritic husband lived upstairs and Leflore and Anna were get­ting settled in the ground apartment, had brought cameras and stars and starlets and made a movie, called of all things The Goddess, about some immigrant beauty aspiring to power—only a half­goddess after all. The film had gravitated to the cemetery (what else from Suicide Rock?), and for days the coffin stood in the hall. “Miss Sally,” said the maid, “Mr. Burt died, ain’t he? I seen him in the coffin in the hall.”

      But it wasn’t Mr. Burt that time; though within the year—Miss Sally having kept him for a decade propped like a vegetable in the wheelchair—he got the idea, and the actual coffin replaced the movie one, though for a briefer time…

      The earth bare by the house, cindered, rubbed and rained. Under the horse chestnut tree moss began, where in summer the shade was too dense for grass. Then leaves tangled against the rock that heaved up from the flotsam. There the oil drum stood, rain-rusted, half filled with burned litter. “Trash,” the old woman had said, “TRASH,” and dumped it over the bluff … Down to where the railroad swept in a curve along the river… Boulders. Foam. White sycamores. Faint in the mist, at opposite extremes, the factory and the mill, stacks like flagpoles, flying smoke banners. Along the road between, granite workers’ houses hunched their privies to the river.

      “Look at that,” Anna would say. “Behind those workers’ shacks …”

      “What do you mean, shacks? Those houses are diorite” (Egyptian Khafre, Daren’s first art-love, carved of that crystalline mottling), “solidly built and beautifully proportioned, miracles of rare device.”

      For Anna they stayed shacks, and the outhouses behind them conspicuous poverty, a perpetual occasion to descant on capital, reviving the cellar of her childhood, the toilet out under the Chicago sidewalk, newspapers cut into strips and hung on the rusty nail…

      And then, past the factory—the state park, the woods, something at this remove inviolable, surging through all seasons, summer, winter, spring, fall.

      

      For there were redeeming features:

      That horse chestnut tree growing out of the last earth of the yard, big rooted, white candles in spring, and in fall, buckeyes that fell and weathered the winter, cropping out in March through the snow, knobs of mahogany, of brown amber, to be picked up and stowed away—remembering: buckeyes, bringers of luck.

      Remembering: Jeffrey Strange, first seen in the woods of Oxfordshire twenty years ago, who dared him to jump the brook, and he fell in—how was it?—wavy hair the burnished dark of a buckeye, blue eyes, a Deirdre face on a girl’s body not yet grown, in her Scotch kilts like a boy (blue and green on red, and a white line—her mother’s clan), and crazy kid, wearing a big regimental sporran nobody but a man is supposed to wear, symbolically or otherwise: “What do you wear that sporran for?”—”To put conkers in,” she said, and opened it like an Assyrian priest bringing out the sacred pinecone. “Conkers?” It was full of horse chestnuts, buckeyes. “We conk with them.” She took out one swinging on a thread. “Ibby-ibby-onker, my fine conker. Besides, they turn your luck.” And later she gave him one; it must be tucked away somewhere. Well, his luck had been whirling ever since like a dervish; better it stay put awhile.

      Now he had a yard full of them—conkers. Not to mention whatever else could root on the rock and grow over it: saxifrage, blackberry, honeysuckle, and woven amongst them, holding its dark green all winter, the small-leaved English ivy ... Redeeming ...

      There was a stair down the cliff at the side, where the rock gave way to tulip trees on a steep slope—mayapple, trillium, bloodroot, Quaker-lady. Some steps were cut in and others were built out, following the base of the rock. One wondered what it led to: why scramble up and down the scarp to reach a railroad track by a stream too broad for leaping and almost too polluted to swim? Was it for the view looking back up, the smoky beetling cliff, the ugly house on top—but green, as in Giotto’s Birth of Mary, that much small hope? No, there was more.

      Under the cliff just below the house was a recess worn by water, where a spring issued, filling a rock bowl, a triangular basin with a stone lip—natural or carved, no one could say. Only that the spring had always been there, fresh with moss, watercress, grass always green in the shelter of the cliff, always the murmur of water.

      Above it emptied the sewage and ground drainage of the town. Open pipes spilled into the soil or into the brook that flowed below the main road—Tiber they called that stream, a vaulted Cloaca now. As the plumber in the beer hall used to enlarge on it: “Man, when you work down there, you best keep to the middle and be ready to jump. Those pipes come in from this side and from that side, and somebody’ll flush a toilet, and if you ain’t lookin, you’ll get it in the face.” Everything went untreated into the earth, or down with an Old World smell into the Patapsco at the foot of the town. But this water, amidst so much corruption, filled the rock bowl clear, good to the taste.

      For Anna it gave promise of the Great Transformation: that in some Year of Wonders all polluted waters would come out pure, like this one. What it afforded Leflore was only its small assurance, that through the crust of inveterate filth, something clean could still hold its own.

      On the hill opposite, above the granite workers’ houses, a Catholic church came into view through the mist. It vied with the grain ele­vators and stacks of the flour mill. If the church was taller (thou shalt not live by bread alone), the other bulked larger, represented more solid investment. Yet that Gothic spire was so much a feature of their landscape that even Anna, though she railed sometimes (“With what right does the parson claim the labor of the farmer?”), had come to take it in her stride.

      It added, indeed, to the night scene, which was mostly dark, nature not affording much alleviation that way: the rocks, the river, the shaggy black of the wood. Under that dusty brow, the row houses were a dim sprinkling along the foreground road, leading from the wool factory to the mills, the bridge, the bar. Above them, the west window of the church glowed blue, green, heraldic gules, silhouetting a cut-out Christ on the Cross, the words above—”O VOS OMNES”—lettered at night in lights, radiating prophecy: “All you who pass by the way, behold and see, if there be any sorrow like unto my sorrow.”

      

      Being is of many dimensions, and narration strings out on one. Through seasonal windows of a present which stretched already into years, mind was reaching back for other times and places: Delta Landing, Reading in Alabama, England, Chicago; other people, to be apprehended through the self, Patapsco and now. That reality spilled over the frame, the devil and his crew in a baroque ceiling.

      So he built bins along the inner wall, a spatial array, numbered across and lettered down; then he began to sift sketches into pigeon­holes, shadowy categories reaching for particulars.

      The goal stood before him like Prometheus Bound, less an action than a deathless tableau. He picked up his mother’s Loeb text and stumbled through the Greek, filled with elation and despair: “The wave cries in surf, the deep laments, the springs, the ever-flowing rivers.’

      Patapsco, Anna, Jeffrey—what power, what spell could turn the private landscape to such a constellation of Forms?

      He faced a table heaped with years of papers:

      

      Mythology: From earliest time he had sensed woman as the resting place, the quiet, oldest of gods, from which the small stir of day arises and into which it will subside, something larger than man has dreamed of, what a man could only worship or joke about. “And now this kind lady goanna mother that poor boy.” That eternal womanly could be mastered Only in part and by a kind of yielding—in any case, to one’s peril. For Leflore it was also water, the ocean from which continents have sprung, in which we float or drown.

      If in myth the motherly was smiling, it had proved for him a siren smile...

      Looking back through shock and tears, how could he be sure he had heard her voice (though he heard it still) deeper than love, speaking things that bore on life and death—had she invoked what was to come—there where the Blue Hole narrowed into Panther Burn? Then the car missed the bridge. He went down in her arms and she came up in his. He brought her to the surface, held her for an indeterminate time, until help arrived, but she was dead, had been dead, Doctor Paul said, before she struck the water.

      “Medically certifiable, son; she did not drown. She couldn’t have meant that, son; you must have imagined it. It was heart failure, An accident, a terrible accident.”

      And still the voice (ever soft, an excellent thing in woman) stirred in what he heard and read: “Long years ago, to me what happened, that I must seek the abyss ... my body of the rain dampened?” “We enter this overarching cave…” “Across the river of Ocean you will find Persephone’s shore.” “Ah, willow, willow shall be my garland.” There the mystery her bardic father had brought from Wales, the strange beauty, bent over the formlessness of this water-world, their Delta.

      Maybe that was why, for him, the search had been so crucial, though the women it had brought him shared in the unrest of day. Would his deepest marriage always be with the whispering night and water?

      

      Delta Landing: When the famous old poet, Tristram Tombs, came to Delta Landing, Uncle Hazlewood had one of his cultural Sundays at Ararat, the original Hazlewood plantation outside town. It seemed more appropriate to salute the muse from an antebellum bungalow on top of an Indian mound over Panther Burn and Lotus Lake. Everybody who was supposed to know anything about the arts came. B. J. Farnham brought his great aunt, old lady Shields. Her hearing aid was on the blink, as it mostly was, so she couldn’t tell if the poet was whispering or yelling. Somewhere in the longest poem, at a climactic passage about “a pinpoint in eternity,” she cupped her hand to B. J.’s ear and shouted: “Why doesn’t he read louder? I can’t hear a word he’s saying.”

      When the poem was done, Mr. Wilson, who had missed that sentence for the noise, leaned his blue face forward and opened his precise Presbyterian mouth: “Mr. Tombs, I didn’t get that passage after ‘pin· points in eternity.’ I wonder if you could read those lines again?”

      Tombs let out a groan like opening a coffin lid. “I never read anything out of context. I’ll have to begin again from the beginning.”

      The old lady caught that. She leaned to B. J. “My God,” she cried. (‘He’s not going to read the whole damned thing again?”

      While Uncle Hazy, who made poetry his refuge, sat with chin raised, a mockingbird on a rosebush ready to yield to song. But if, running a slim hand through silver hair and letting his eyelids fall in languid surrender, he had spoken, it would have been to voice the Ausonian mood: “We are living out of time. I know Russians who sat as we, listening to poetry in the gardens of Krasnoye Selo. Let us retire gently from the world …” Then the chi1dren came up laughing from the lake shore ...

      

      The Name: He had so often blushed to acknowledge it that now he was brazed. “How did we get such a name?”

      Uncle Hazy, looking as delicate a flower as that Monsieur Choquet painted by Renoir, produced the evidence:

      Not from the part-Indian chief of the Choctaws, Greenwood Leflore—a sunflower if one could have claimed him. His was the Acadian line and theirs from Louisiana.

      Rather see Edward Mease, traveler, 1771, who stopped with Henry Leflur at Natchez, hunter and planter, descendant of a Norman who came with a royal grant.

      It was his sons who in 1806 petitioned that the new laws of Congress not deprive them of their land, to which, under French and Spanish rule, their title had been secure. But they lost it anyway.

      From this disseised cmpany the first Quincy Leflore shook free and appeared by the Bayou Pierre across from Natchez among the group of resolutes heading west with Aaron Burr on nine flatboats and with such a freightage of dream as might have sunk them—to make war on Spain and alienate the western states and so hew out an empire to be ruled from the golden throne of the old Incas. And when Burr was attached by the impulsive Acting Governor at Washington (not D.C., but that Mississippi capital and seat of elegance six miles east of Natchez, now a desolate graveyard) and lived with the gentry round about until he was shipped East for his trial, it was Quincy Leflore who recouped his fortune by winning the widow Madeline McNair, in beauty and wealth the catch of the neighborhood (though some thought he caught her on the bounce from no less a lover than Burr). Anyway, the achievement didn’t keep Quincy from drowning himself ten years later in his own plantation creek.

      “Whatever the flower is,” Daren would say, “it’s not a pansy.” –If only the paralyzed old poet he would thank God for knowing could have appeared when he was a boy and given him the motto he needed: “Saxifrage is my flower that splits the rock.”

      As for the Daren part, he had never had to justify that. It came from his Welch grandfather’s birthplace, Pen-y-Daren, “Head-of-the-Cliff,” and suited his mood exactly.

      

      The Self: If the cave was his essence, his manifestation had been another thing.

      To pull across the lake with Dan Byrne against mounting waves. To drift in the lull among cypress knees, To watch gar in the spaces be­ tween lotus pads jimmy their jaws and loll yellow tails. Bees. Dragon­ flies. A flower falls from a buttonbush and a bass strikes it. A row of leatherbacks slips off a log. The log rots into a slime of jellies and molds. He looks into the swamp and imagines a brontosaurus rising from the scum.

      At night he leafs the Book of Knowledge for views of volcanoes, twisters, saurians, cavemen, airplanes, bombs…

      Seines fish for the aquarium. Feeds a baby gar minnows half his size until he grows too big. Scoop him in a bucket where he has to stand on his head or his tail and still he eats as he rides. Dump him in Ladybird Alexander’s pool with the slobby sucker goldfish, to come back a few days later and dip up nothing but a huge gar.

      Though at Oxford, when American enterprise took the caprice of swallowing goldfish alive, and he was served a flopping three inch one at a luncheon party: “A concession to your national appetite,” he missed the appropriateness, having ceased to identify with the armor-plated gar of violence.

      To the extent of believing himself a pacifist.

      Resistance to war erupting in a delirium of protest: prison, hunger strikes, beatings, solitary confinement. Until, yanked out, he would get the chance to risk himself in disease research, The lice were nothing and the malaria he had had all his youth anyway, but the trench pneumonia almost took him off; then he proved the miracle of the new drugs, he survived, and again without warning was enlarged, pardoned by the President at the urging of Uncle Hazlewood’s senatorial friends. So he was belched back into the world reclassified: “Psychologically unfit for the Army,” a judgment with which nobody but Daren, at that time, was likely to quarrel…

      No, the attempt to focus on self did not lead inward to any such center as Anna accused him of bending toward. The vortex of dream reversed, spiraling out into action.

      Anna: He’ll be wrestling with it all the time, trying to work it out, to get me pinned down. And he never can understand, because he grew up out of it, infected with class, corruption, privilege.

      The poor. Slowly it took form, the communal being she bore with her always under the wondering face and wide eyes, a lovable sadness that looked out, bold, trusting, yet alarmed, a bird at once tame and afraid. She was alienated from the life of culture, England, the South, where she had moved, As if behind the veil you looked at, she was still going back the long alley street of the Chicago slum, down the stair to the cellar apartment, to watch Mom boiling clothes in the tub on the coal stove, the girl to stand silent wondering, while the mother’s tears fell into the water: Why does she have to work so hard? And why are some so sad?

      “It’s not the present you’re trying to change,” Leflore told her; “you don’t even look at it. It’s your childhood, and you can’t do it; it’s fixed inside you, and you might as well get used to it.”

      She would only gaze at him, the gray eyes silencing (all her life she would have that dreaming distant look one sees on the faces of pregnant women): “What should you know about it, you of the upper crust and suburbs, acting as if the body of mankind didn’t exist, the workers—reading from your books about maladjusted individuals and romance? What do you care about life as it is?”

      (To dig down, through all levels of so-called reality: property, custom, family, love, duty, religion; to hit on some irreducible proletarian core; to hold it up triumphantly: here it is, stripped, humanity, the real.)

      “Look at your kin,” he told her. “They’ve made a killing. They live in the suburbs and maybe they’ve started having their psychiatrists and reading about maladjustment. At an Oxford reception, that’s where I met you. I’m the poorest thing you’ve dealt with for years, though I come from southern aristocracy, which means pigtracks four generations removed.

      No, Mom was still at the washtub, the tears falling, and in each tear, 1ike the basement cave it mirrored, was all her past, worlds within worlds, workers, miners, the poor…

      As he tried to fix on that Anna, the assumed complement to his introspection, what he caught was not the act, but the wishful child face at the porthole of the tear: “Don’t you know I’ve always been reaching for life, always?”

      Suppose one roused her up, set her in motion—there had always been urgencies—to replenish the woodbox by the potbelly stove. Saturday, when the chute came out of the second story of the Sash and Door Factory and the trucks were filled with odd-sized leftover chunks, women and children crowded from the neighboring tenement rows with baskets, sacks, homemade wagons, their arms if nothing else; for one was permitted to pick up anything that fell to the ground. If you tried to pull it out of the truck, the man above would yell at you or chunk a block of wood to clear you off; but if you sneaked right up under the chute, he couldn’t see, so you could stand there picking at whatever you could reach, and sometimes it would come in a rush and you’d get half a dozen pieces—a little more and you’d have been buried under it.

      Well, enough. She gets her bundle of wood and starts home. But the recall which has got her going, leading from deprivation almost to de­light, proceeds by association—after wood comes coal. She meets the coal peddler plodding along with his horse-drawn wagon. The horse slips on the ice and falls, and Anna stands in her thin coat, her long black stockings sliding down skinny legs, her fingers frozen, clutching the bundle of wood; she watches while he struggles to get up and fails, his efforts weaker; she watches, as the peddler lashes him, the great thong falling: snap, crash, wham! Blame? The peddler—his money sunk in the coal, another lash driving him on? Yet something must be blamed, something deeper-society, the world…

      Even in England as Jeffrey’s father’s saddle horses moved in the golden light, Anna was seeing through to the bony nag crumpled on the ice, shuddering. “Those horses,” she told Leflore, “they are still in my head.”

      Jeffrey: “No, I’m no Circe; and if I were, you’ve less to fear than I. I saw you chewing moly that first day in the valley…”

      Moly. For Leflore it would mean nothing but the mythical plant Odysseus took against Circe’s charms—and mastered her: “Sheathe that sword and let us two go lie together, that we may mingle our bodies and learn to trust one another by proofs of love and intercourse.” But for Jeffrey it recovered things lost until Daren plucked the random flowered herb and leaned against the oak chewing the stem. (“I leaned my back against an oak,” Jeffrey sang; “I thought it was a trusty tree...” )

      Agnes, the old villager had grounded her in moly by the great oak that was Jeffrey’s Druid God, in one of her father’s pastures, when she was a child in Devon, where she would run down hill and leap and spread her coat,

      “What are you doing?” Agnes asked. “Why do you run and leap so?”

      “Because I want to catch the man in the wind.”

      And when she landed by mistake on Agnes’ mushrooms, the crone yelled at her: “You’ll never catch the man in the wind, but someday he’ll catch you, and then” (she spat the words out, an ultimate shame) “he’ll mock at you.”

      It was the tree where Jeffrey used to run and jump and swing on the branches, like flying. (Had she dreamed it, the peep in the bird’s nest, the speckled blue eggs?) By that tree moly grew, the nondescript pithy weed with the wilted pale flowers.

      “Why does it grow under the Big Tree, Agnes?”

      “You see the mistletoe?” Agnes pointed to the thick bunches that spotted the crown. “That’s a sacred plant. So the birds can’t eat it. They know that. But sometimes if the father birds fight and one of them takes the mother bird away, the father bird that’s left eats the mistletoe because he wants to die. But when he begins to hurt, maybe he changes his mind. So he sits high in the tree and tries to shit it out.”

      “Spit it out?”

      “No. Shit it out. And if he does, he lives; but the berry goes deep in the ground, and the next year it comes up a moly plant, which is magic. 1t protects you from evil. Here, chew a piece.”

      Jeffrey wouldn’t touch it. “It smells too bad. Worse than garlic.”

      Agnes knew how to hook her. “Once you’ve chewed moly, you can make a wish.”

      Jeffrey chewed, spat and wished to herself: “I want to catch the man in the wind.”

      When they parted at the stream, Agnes on her way back to the village, Jeffrey ahead to the Manor, “Don’t use that word ‘shit,’ ” Agnes told her. “It’s a bad word.”

      Jeffrey tucked it away with her small cargo of bad words, execrations she could whisper to herself when the moustached peers pulled her up on their knees (“Ah, what a lovely child!”) and bristled her with tobacco and whiskey kisses…

      

      The Dark Leflores: They had leapt from Hegel’s prehistory to the forefront of now, almost in a generation.

      Elmonia, daughter of a Leflore slave, bearing like the rest the family name and some assumed diversion of the blood—Elmonia—more of the old than the new:

      “Ah tried to staht the thing, an the cranker was broke. Well, Ah jus jack it up an spin roun the lef hin wheel. Burr, burr, burr.” (Her lips like the Idiot Boy’s.) “Ah kick it off the jack, an fo it could get away, Ah jump in. Ah drive to de sto fo a can o kerosene. (Elmonia,’ says Mistah Verne, ‘you must think you’re a millionaire, crankin up that automobile to get ten cents’ worth o kerosene.’ Well, Ah laugh so, thinkin about me a millionaire riddin that hunk o tin, Ah got inspiahed; an Ah stop right in the road and wrote ‘The Raggedy Millionaire,’ or ‘The Busted-Down Flivver.’ ”

      For years Daren had tried to get a copy of that poem. “If it’s so good just to hear her talk about it”—while she slapped her thigh, rolled her eyes and gurgled with laughter—“what must the poem be?”

      The newspaper had published it, but Daren’s schoolmate B. J. didn’t know when. “Before my time.” - “Whaddya think?” said Daren.

      “Just because you own the paper doesn’t make you a patriarch.”

      He went back to Elmonia: “When was it?”

      “Lawd, Misser Daren, iss been a long time.” (You could see old Hegel nodding his head: A-historical.) “Right smaht o years, sholy.”

      Uncle Caldwell, her brother, had got moving. If you asked why, of all the Negroes in the Delta, the old citizens would shake hands with him and call him Mister Caldwell, they would tell you that he was mail carrier, and besides, in his youth, he had lifted a bale of cotton single handed, and this gave him a distinction above his kind. But his poems made a better claim.

      The once powerful figure, hunched in gentle old age over the banjo, chanting his lyrics to the blues melodies he gave them—that favorite of his, naive, inadequate—to sum up in gnomic economy the mystery that lined his face, the strum and wail supplying a passion the text never accomplished: “Four Words”:

      Born is a word we use

      To tell when it all began.

      We find in Youth a happy life

      With few pretends.

      Manhood finds us as we are

      Very good or full of strife.

      Death is a word we use

      To tell of the end of life.

      

      His own Annabelle Lee had died years ago, but he had helped Elmonia raise the children she conceived from a succession of worthless men, three or four siring eight, to be named fancy names: Roxie, Rooshie, Lyjah, Tabby, Lucius, Easter, Styles and Nabby. Five had trickled down into dark anonymity without giving much sign of them selves (though Rooshie, as Uncle Hazlewood’s chauffeur, left a little garland of legends); but Lyjah, born about 1910, was a preacher; and Lu, just Daren’s age and educated by Uncle Hazlewood at the University of Chicago, was making such headway as an organizer it wasn’t politic anymore to mention him in the Delta; while Styles, the wild one, had written poetry, not of his uncle’s vintage, but broken, strange and miraculous:

      I sleep in the darkness and night

      between the spaces of the stars…

      Angel, weep not, be not lonely;

      For the space of time only

      Reigns me from wild and weird into comely

      

      Reigns? Rains? Reins? It was too late to find out, or to draw the veil of that comely.

      But Lucius, far from ambiguity, strode at the head of his disciplined resistance army, the placard held high, the face stamped with the greatness of will and militant right. He strides; and now beside him appears the airier form of Daren—the two who played together before travel (and custom) drifted them apart, come back side by side, briefly, almost by chance, yet a chance hugely pregnant—Daren whimsically objecting:

      “But you’re like communists or any of the other power blocks. You issue directives and everybody falls in line. You don’t think you’re going to reach the happy state of freedom by manipulating men like forces, do you? Styles knew better. His directives came from inside.”

      “Much good it did him. To be torn apart on white laws for some poems nobody’s going to read... I get things done the only way possible. And if that’s the price, I pay it. I’m not a poet and I don’t aim to be; I’m an organizer.”

      In a Now where Hegel’s timelessness leaps to the future, they walk together, talking, as they advance toward the hoses and dogs.

      

      The World: When Professor Cader Ayres at the University of Virginia stormed into the placid horizon of progress with his own fierce version of cyclical history, Daren’s immediate problem was to find our place on the curve of those recurrences. Were we living in the winter of late Rome, or in the post-Alexandrian broils of successor kingdoms, or were we the Greek cities in the crisis after the Periclean rapture? If Greece, what our age called for was a Plato who would knit the strands of Western thought to glowing inwardness; if post-Hellenic, it was discipline we required, Roman law and peace, perhaps even a poem of responsible power; if we were already in the last stages of decline, Augustine was the aim, the City of God in the earthly ruin, or, if we lacked faith, at least John the Baptist, the warning voice: “Make straight in the desert a pathway for the Lord.”

      Each suggested loyalties of a different kind, contrasting styles of life and art. But the study of history, that amorphous record in which so many patterns could be guessed at and lost sight of, vague as faces in the clouds, gave no way to know which model applied. And that was only the West. Piled on these doubts was the larger of Russia and America: what was their place, and with whom did the future lie?

      Then the release of power, which Henry Adams had plotted as the square of time, entered the nuclear phase—a transcendental function. How could one talk of continuing cycles when this one was preparing an explosion to end the whole shebang? The plot of history veered into a new tum.

      Except nothing under the sun was new. Against time the wheel had always been time the arrow. “Such as have occurred and always will occur,” said the Greek; but the Jews expected Messiah. And Christian history, from the Revelation of John to the revelation of Hegel, had continued apocalyptic; our Four Ages do not lead back on themselves, but through a crisis of spirit to utter culmination.

      The bomb had returned us to that. Cyclical history was outgrown, thank God. No more room for those petty minstrel shows: cultures, empires, Trojan Wars, Leda and the Swan, the chance of new uprisings. The successor kingdoms were in the sky, a universe of life­bearing worlds, where some might blow themselves apart, while others took their turn. And even this steady-state had to yield to the cosmic arrow: if everything was expanding from a nucleus to who-knows-what, it was hardly clear the time-snake had his tail in his mouth. This earth, at any rate, faced a denouement; there was only the question: Satanic or Benign.

      And yet, heads, tails, however the coin fell—the world to climax in flame, or to settle like a plant into the wreathings of its thought-enfolded biosphere—it was still only of time; and the metaphor showed how far from the consummation once dreamed of, where in Dante Paradise was fire. It was not the temporal we were after, not Anna’s promise of classless plenty, much less Julian Huxley’s world-park and art museum, not even a Wagnerian immolation and twilight of the half gods—no, but a passion of soul, which however out of fashion to admit it, we were, we are, we would be.

      Anna’s hopes, which she called material, gave no material at all, nothing but the pregnant Now. What could Spengler expect from the future of the tragic West? A daemonic flash of vision. All promised lands were glimpsed from that mountain; all wanderings in the desert opened on the same landscape, luminous, enormous, timeless as heaven and hell, the symbolic space in which we have our being.

      And still that space, as if unsatisfied, was always thrusting into time, breathing great gulps of void, Brahman to Atman, gods descending to half gods—Why should the One overflow?

      Papers heaped on the board, a tumbled drama…

      He had been sitting there every minute he could snatch for the last twelve years, ordering something the next years had sprung apart. It was fine to talk like Vergil about licking the monster into shape; but what if you couldn’t tell the afterbirth from the bear?

      So a new energy had to be generated, a solvent found, in which these elements of time and place, persons, themes could be suspended and brought into relationship—what had gathered in the Now be artfully displayed in sequences of before and after.

      The self groping for the self? Always. But not that only. There was a universe at stake.

      What point in the mind’s wrestling if the pen did not move?

      As the spinout moth in the dark corner behind the Delta house, camouflaged on the pecan tree, gray against gray, took wing and became a whir of pulsing orange arcs and waves, the pinwheel, the whirlpool of Now beats into time…

      

      SUMMER, WINTER, FALL, SPRING.
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      June, 1949—after the first year at Patapsco City, Maryland.

      The college crowned the hill over the town.

      “If the place hadn’t been broke, they’d never have given it to me,” Professor Ayres had told Leflore when he phoned him in Chicago. “You’ve got to be at least as dedicated as a communist or early Christian. Because the salaries are inadequate. But the work, Daren, this Program, is real.”

      Daren didn’t bank on reality, beyond what he was trying to put on paper in front of him, and that hadn’t arrived at reality yet; but he admired Cader Ayres and he had needed a job. He came with Anna and found the house on the cliff, the ground floor rear anyway, since the old lady, Sally Stovall, was still living upstairs, looking after her paralyzed husband, Burt.

      She used to invite Leflore to the dusky curtained living room with antimacassars on the old chairs and family silhouettes in mahogany frames on the wall, the tortoiseshell comb in her hair hinting at better days; she would pour herself a big whiskey and him a little one, wave him to a seat, and tell how once she had tried to paint in earnest, but the only things that sold were sickly sweet scenes on lampshades and wastepaper baskets.

      “TRASH!” she accused. “I sold my soul, and they put it on trash baskets and exported it all the way to China and Africa and Australia. I had scores of women working for me, copying my stuff, doing TRASH. That’s what they pay for. Sure I was an artist. In TRASH.”

      Leflore wanted to be an artist too, and not in trash if he could help it, though he didn’t know what would save him—Ayres’ Program?—where the work (you said it, Cader) was real: philosophy, languages, music, mathematics, science. Well, whoever mastered all that wasn’t going to have much time left for his art.

      
      He was like a man trying to pour a Perseus, who has got the forms ready and the metal to where it’s half liquid, half lumps of cantankerous ore, and has to give it up. By the time summer gets around again, the clay molds are dried and cracked, the bronze caked in the forge. How can that Perseus be revived?

      As if an artist so stymied would take up something else, start for the quarries to get marble for a new project, all his projects coming big. And again Labor Day would find him hardly begun, the mythical workshop a jumble of blocked-out stone, in which the lines of pediment or tomb could hardly be discerned.

      By now he was getting desperate. His shelves were loaded with life-attempts: cultural history, world novel, epic poem, philosophy of nature. He had begun to go back over old projects to see what could be made of them. This summer he happened to pick up a journal he kept when he was a student abroad. He had sent it home instead of letters, and Uncle Hazlewood had gathered it up in five loose-leaf volumes.

      Daren was sitting at his back window over the Patapsco, or on good days at a card table carried out under the buckeye tree, where the blackberry coiled from the rock-Thoreau’s fancy in his head, how the tendrils might run a natural filigree up the table legs; he opened the first notebook, reverting from this rawboned valley to that fabulous age of escape, between the wars: romantic moods, spiry towers, the poetry he had been full of:

      
      We look before and after

      And sigh for what is not ...

      
      All at once he was seeing it twice, as when the paired images of a stereoscope build a compelling perspective. Here was the record on the page, the loves and extravagances of youth, and against it what he knew of himself and the world—juxtaposed, the dream Perseus, the caked and abandoned bronze…

      
      No wonder the Journal had let him down, years ago, when it was fresh and the fall of France gave it edge, when he revised, transcribing day to day, like a chronicle. The Life of Dream he had called it—a misnomer; the dream had no life.

      
      No wonder. That story should have begun way back, in history and consciousness—wherever the infinite search spilled over into time, rooting eternities in the here and now: Gothic, Reformation, Romantic, the promise of America, all the betrayals and degradations: Civil War, World War, Depression, the rise of the great isms.

      There were his family roots reaching back into those origins, a tie between that and him; there was his own soul, lifting, even from the breast, eyes of the fallen god-self to stare at the transhuman god­cosmos: storm, river, flood, space-plunging planets, evolution, nitroglycerine, a world-embracing war—

      
      That ship, after a hurricane in the Gulf, floundering, cargo loose, before a mid-Atlantic storm; that sea, lashed to its ultimate resonance of forty-foot waves, spewing phosphorescence on the wind; that mate accusing: “Damned Jonah! Talk about wantin a storm!”

      As the prow dipped, overwhelmed, rose shuddering and struck the next wave, Daren clung to the rail, his face to the spray, exultant.

      And the Europe they were sailing to, from which the shortwave radio below deck brought vaunts of Hitler, occupation of the Rhineland, the absurd superman screaming and the crowd’s applause: “Now like a somnambulist I go the way God has chosen.”

      In Russia there was a national celebration and review of troops (“The working men,” Marx had said, “have no country”); there was an exhibition of controlled state art, “Stalin at the Ryon Dam” (“We shall have an association,” Marx had said, “in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all’). In France they were boasting of the Maginot Line. Imaginaire.

      What a time of self and world to have spawned the frail clarities of those journal-bland vignettes:

      
      Oct. 7, 1936: Up the Thames with the tide past factories, wharves, tugs, the Isle of Dogs. Into Surrey Docks on the dirty east hem. Stood the cold on deck for the sights of shore, dead battleships, mudflats of the sewerage dump, according to Baedeker, like a Dutch landscape, Greenwich observatory smothered in fog.

      Customs officers came in immaculate dress, talked like Lords, examined nothing. Went ashore with Hank Brown and the Engineer in the drizzle, past seven of the girls who understroll the arclight, into a pub bursting with laughter and smoke. Tried English lager, ale, stout, bitters, each more abominable; wound up on sherry. A dingy food shop served us eels and chips. Debated whether King John died of a surfeit of eels, I, having eaten two bowls, holding the affirmative.

      Whores, drunks, sailors, cockneys, in the fog of that Europe, himself there seeing it, and here, seeing himself seeing it—the old Silenus carrying the stripling Dionysus in his arms…

      (And who is the self seeing Daren seeing the self? Daren at a third remove?)

      
      He had joined Hank Brown in New Orleans before sailing.

      “You grew up rich,” Hank had said; “but we moved around in a truck like the Joads, all over Alabama, Tennessee, Mississippi. I remember my brother and me once in Hatchie Bottom, when we were short of food, perched in some mulberry trees like jaybirds, nothing on us but shirts that didn’t cover our tails, and every now and then there’d be a noise and a purple whoosh. ‘You got the diarrhea,’ Pa said. ‘You got the diarrhest rear in the country. You better stop eatin or you’ll blow out your bow-wow-hole.’ ” Hank’s aunt had saved him from that. She owned a little hotel in New Orleans which she had to run in the Depression as a bawdy house. She gave Hank a job as bellhop and desk clerk and sent him through college. He was a Rhodes scholar now. While they were waiting for the freighter he took Daren for a celebration at the hotel.

      A curious gang, admirers of Aunt Martha. There was the sculptor who scorned anything but straight liquor: “When I was a child, I drank as a child; but now I’m a man I drink like a fish.” There was the big girl from Texas who went around asking: “Have you ever been scratched by a bobcat?” And when you said, “No,” she pulled her dress up and showed you the scars, because she had been, and she was bound to prove it.

      As the broad sister on the sofa kicked her shoes across the room, complaining her feet swelled when she drank, and Daren refused a second rum and coke, having to sail the next day and not wanting to waste away for three weeks (he said) like Narcissus over a bowl—a girl came in, dark-haired, melancholy, a near-divorcee; she must have ridden on the “Streetcar Named Desire.”

      
      “The tears dwell in an onion that should water this sorrow,” Hank counseled the next day. They were on the prow gazing over the squall-mottled Gulf, as into a future where thunderhead beyond thunderhead converged toward whatever waited over the curved horizon. “You don’t know how lucky you are.” For Daren had sighed for her.

      “Poetry, travel, art,” she had told him. “How bored I am with these people. I want to sail with you to that lovely old country.”

      
      Oxford, October 8: Forty minutes to get out of London, smoke, damped souls. As the bus reached open land there was a moment of sun. At Henley we rushed down a hill through beech woods and crossed the Thames, here almost “silver-streaming” as Spenser claimed. Oxford by dusk, Magdalen tower gray and pinnacled.

      Gloucester College: a night wanderer’s impression: a castellated square, chapel to one side, hall to the other. A stone stair, steps half worn away, led me to my rooms, large, Victorian, cold.

      Drew the velvet curtains and, lighting the fire, sat down to three weeks of mail, among others ten letters from the girl of New Orleans. Spent a sad time wishing her here, but got no results. So the bell sounded and I went to the college hall for dinner.

      A great raftery room with a fire flickering in the midst. The unknown dons above, old friends laughing at their meal, the unknown students around, tearing into their bread and food, speaking a tongue almost unknown. Ate in silence and left, fuller, but no warmer than before.

      As I walked across bleak quads, music came from a downstairs room—Brahms’ Third, a warm, rich work. I might have listened it out, but for a fine rain, and that the soft passages, which I prefer to the loud, were lost in the intervening stone.

      I went back to my room, where the tiny fire made shapes on the wall. Turned on the dim light and began to read a book of college rules: “The electric fittings must in no circumstances be tampered with. Any undergraduate who replaces the light globe fixed in his room with one of higher power will be fined one pound.”

      The fire was getting low. I was about to pile on coal when at the end of an alarming list of expenses I noticed the price per bag. After going to my grip and getting out Shakespeare, I laid on a single lump and huddled to the grate. The book fell open at the verse in Lear:

      He that has and a little tiny wit

      Must make content with his fortune fit.

      
      The door was flung back; a big-boned fellow pushed in, cropped hair, lantern jaw opening to smiles.

      “You’re Leflore,” he told me as positively as if I’d denied it. “From Mississippi. Christ! How d’ya stand the climate? I’m from New York, Jim Hardy. Come on down; I’ve got a real fire. What’re ya readin? Shakespeare? That’s my stuff. Thought you were in physics. Well, come on, meet the guys. Clyster’s there, medic from Oregon. A riot! You shoulda been on the boat. We’ll have some damned old tea.”

      A real fire it was, and Clyster lounged over it, hairy, pipe drooled out of one corner of a lean face, Another worthy had his feet up in the big chair. They bemoaned the climate, the snobbery of the English (“We Yanks gotta stick together”), the expenses. “Did you see the price of coal?” cried Hardy, throwing on a bucketful.

      “Some chemist told em it’s the same as diamonds.”

      “And all those taxes and fines.”

      “In Jesus,” says Clyster, “there’s a milk tax. Evans over there complained to the Head: ‘Why do I have to pay this tax?’—‘Well, everyone pays the milk tax, you know; it’s been that way for three hundred hoary years!’—‘But I don’t drink milk.’—‘don’t worry, old chap; one pays the milk tax whether one drinks milk or not. It’s what we call a tradition.’—‘Maybe you call it a tradition,’ says Evans, ‘but we call it a damned racket.’”

      “Christ,” said Hardy. “You’d think we were kids; in by 10:45 or a nine pence fine. And after midnight God help you. And so much roll call and chapel!”

      “You can get out of chapel,” said Clyster, ‘ if you claim some other re1igion. Johns at Merton tried. ‘And what is your religion?’ the rector asked. ‘Sun worshiper,’ said Johns. But the scout began to wake him at dawn. ‘The rector says get up, sir, it’s time for worship.’ A week of that and he was back in the fold.”

      Meals came next, how grim, and so much boiled greens. About the scholar whose father sent him a ripe watermelon, and he told the chef to bring everybody at his table a piece for dessert, but when it came it was boiled.

      How the British shovel the food in left-handed, and if a poor American lays down his knife to change hands, the scouts, who are always waiting, snatch up the plate and slam down another, so while you’re trying to eat your joint, there’s a pudding staring you in the face.

      Finally it was the women—a drab lot. Clyster told of the African lecturer who after describing the stretched ears, plastered lips, slit noses of Hottentot females, summed it up: “In fact, the standards of beauty are so low that even the girls of St. Hilda’s might have a chance at husbands.” Cheers from the male section, while a scattering of girls started to walk out. “Oh, ladies,” the lecturer called, “I’m sorry…” They turned for the apology. “Don’t go yet. There’s no train for an hour and twenty minutes.”

      Leflore, reading, felt what he had then: a rising oppression at so much small talk, the wish to get back to his own little fire, the comfort of Shakespeare. Though the cold would settle, and as his baggage hadn’t come, despite a scraping London agent who swore it would beat him to Oxford, in lieu of blankets he was fated to sleep in his clothes.

      Good. He had talked a lot, those days, about the blessings of hardship. He had even written his sister June, who admired him too much already and was driving herself too hard: “Of otherwise equal choices, take the more painful, if nothing more, to exercise the will.” As if the secret of life was to settle for nothing until you knew damned well you didn’t want it…

      
      A lot of stuff about the scout waking him for too much breakfast, so to save money and not get as fat as Aunt Willi Mari, he resolved to discontinue that egg, bacon, toast and tea consumption. “But you must eat somethink, sir; it won’t do to ‘ave nothink at all,” said snowy­haired Fred.

      “Some bran flakes, then, or All Bran.” Fred cupped a deaf ear: to the diphthong glides of the Delta.

      “I comprehend you, sir. You want brown bread.”

      “What I’m talking about is a cereal.”

      “A cereal? Peust Teusties, sir!”

      “For constipation…”

      “Constipation, sir?”

      By noon a box of Post Toasties and a loaf of brown bread were in the larder…

      
      Daren turned the pages. Silenus bored with the child Dionysus. Other people were appearing, but slowly, as in an epistolary romance of the eighteenth century. Before you found out what happened, the world might have exploded:

      
      Horner, pleasant Dominions man, has lived all over Europe, also in South Africa, Canada, Australia, grows a brown moustache, wears brown clothes, slips along in sandals. We had come from a college meeting and he was talking to an aristocratic booby with three given names and two surnames, none of which I remember. I don’t know who it was they were talking about. “With regard to his wife,” Horner said, “he has found the secret of eternal youth: get a new one every five years.” Then he saw me. “You’re Leflore. I spent a month in New Orleans. Ah, those Southern girls.”

      He took Hardy and me and the booby to his room for some Tokay (a huge wicker-bound flask) and told how he smuggled it through Europe, roguering Lord knows how many ladies by the way. The wine is almost gone; maybe that was his trick with the dames.

      After beer and sandwiches in the buttery, they took me out to buy a bicycle. Found me a bargain for two pounds—though the scout says I should have commissioned him; he could have done better.

      The bike liberated me from the fellows. Hardy would have joined me, but his tires were flat. “You be careful,” he said. “These fools all drive on the wrong side of the street. Jesus, it’s terrible.”

      At the first stoplight I slammed for the foot brake. The pedals whirled around clicking and caught me on the shin. I swerved and hit a parked car. Before I got going again, I clutched the hand brake, aiming to remember it. When the light changed I turned right into the main street. Of course I got on the right side, which was wrong. A bus bore down on me honking. Instinctively I smashed for the foot brake, and collapsed roaring. A Bobby held up traffic while I crossed sides.

      “Why don’t you go to the country to learn?”

      “Well, I am,” I told him, “but it takes time to get there.”

      Evening again, Daren bundled up by the fire, in a blanket now and wool socks and a long college scarf, trying to read, but interrupted:

      
      The first knock was brisk. A wiry fellow swung in, tried to hustle me into the cricket team. I told him I didn’t even like baseball.

      “Cricket’s a better game, old chap.”

      “Then I’m afraid I might get addicted.”

      “But you must play something.” He laid it down like trumps.

      “If I get desperate, I’ll let you know.”

      The second knock was laconic. A scornful giant with blond mustachios ambled over the threshold. “Captain of the eight.”

      “Eight?”

      “Rowing. But you’re too light for any use, except for a cox, and that takes brains. What do you weigh?”

      “A hundred and twenty-eight pounds, brains and all.”

      “Gad, what’s that in stone? Ten stone, nine stone—nine stone two. I’d have thought more.”

      “Wiry bones.” I stretched my digits at him.

      “You might make a cox after all.”

      “Suppose I don’t want to be a cox?”

      “You have to support the college. What do you propose to play?”

      “I may swim. I may walk. I may ride my bike.”

      “See here, old chap; walking’s no game.”

      “As much as sitting in the back of a boat bawling my lungs away.”

      He withdrew with a godlike shrug.

      The last knock was timid. Creeping Jesus, pale, slight, dimpled chin, a trepidant wavering of the eyes. “I wonder if you would be interested in the Oxford Group? A religious organization. Inspirational. I could call for you tomorrow evening.”

      “Until I’m settled, I wont attend anything, thank you.”

      “Then I’ll come later. Meanwhile, if you could read this pamphlet about our work…”

      Was Leflore’s face like those yearning faces in the busts of late Rome (barometers of the hunger which had drawn faith down), that Moral Rearmament in the person of Creeping Jesus kept scheming his conversion? And why couldn’t he throw them off like Jim Hardy with his boxer’s mug and loud ways: When the little catechumen first knocked at that door: “Oxford Group? Jesus Christ, guy! I don’t even know what the fuckin organization is!” But Daren let them plague him, until finally he was seduced into one of their public confessionals. “Since I joined the Group,” a plump youth confided, “and have been in constant touch with God, I’ve cut down my masturbation from six times to only twice a week.”

      “Hear! Hear!”—A new birth of religion in the Decline of the West!

      
      “Daren!” A shout restored the yard over the Patapsco. Cader Ayres flung back the steel-gray mop of his hair. “Never try to run a college. Rewards incommensurate with the strain.”

      Daren brought out the spring water and another chair.

      “Best water in Maryland,” said Ayres. “To the state senate. Dumb oafs. Because they give a few scholarships… Just had Butler on the phone. Told him the way government is going there won’t be much money outside it; and if everybody’s got to latch onto the old public tit, they’d better find a way to let us suck without trying to run what they know nothing about. With those metaphors, I think he almost understood me.”

      Ayres had grown up on a Georgia plantation; and if he had spent his youth in the frame Gothic Negro church by the Oconee River, where in fact he did pass his Sundays, taken by his Mammy to hear the spirituals and the frenzied word of God, he couldn’t have absorbed more zeal of the ministry than he did. But he had transformed it into fierce intelligence.

      He was a tall man, spare, with a dusky untinted skin and when he gripped the podium and, leaning out over the lecture room, displayed the panorama of history in its waste and tenor, the rush of the dream-led masses down the dark mountain, it was as if he were cracking a whip over the class, driving them down the road where the Spengler of Unalterable Law had driven him before. He endowed cyclical history with vast tragic power, because it was his tragedy; he was wrestling with it in his own being: “Disprove it if you can; if not, ‘bare your necks to the blade.’ “

      “This is a required course,” he had told those huge classes back at the University of Virginia. “If you aren’t on the dean’s list, your attendance is required. That’s not my doing; I don’t believe in compulsory education; so you needn’t listen. The exams are based on the reading list. Read if you like, but don’t rustle the pages; sleep if you must, but don’t snore.” Then he let drive, with a force and edge that made sleep or reading equally improbable.

      He liked to take a text, as a preacher would, Thucydides, Polybius, Cicero, Augustine, and by the recurrences of history bring it home,in all its universality, more immediate than the daily press:

      
      Words had to change their meaning and take that which was given them…The ancient simplicity into which honor so largely entered was laughed down and disappeared; and society became divided into camps in which no man trusted his fellow…

      Until that freshman course, Daren had thought of himself as a scientist. The infinite ambition that
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