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    Praise for A Separate Peace

    “Unforgettable . . . A deeply moving coming-of-age story, set against the backdrop of war . . . [that] explores what it means to have a true friend, and to be a true friend; how some friendships mold us, stamp us, for better or worse, on the fledgling’s path to the adult world.”

    —M. L. Stedman, author of 
The Light Between Oceans

    “A novel that made such a deep impression on me at sixteen that I can still conjure the atmosphere in my fifties: of yearning, infatuation mingled indistinguishably with envy, and remorse.”

    —Lionel Shriver, author of 
We Need to Talk About Kevin

    “A model of restraint, deeply felt and beautifully written.”

    —The Observer

    “A quietly vital and cleanly written novel that moves, page by page, toward a most interesting target.”

    —Truman Capote, author of 
In Cold Blood

    “A gem of controlled eloquence.”

    —New York World-Telegram and Sun

    “Artistry of a high order.”

    —Saturday Review

    “A coming-of-age tale set in a New England boarding school, it bears ­immediate comparison to its better known contemporary The Catcher in the Rye but is an altogether gentler, more quietly brilliant book. . . . Reading this novel will feel like unearthing a forgotten gem.”

    —The Independent

    “I think it is the best-written, best-designed, and most moving novel I have read in many years. Beginning with a tiny incident among ordinary boys, it ends by being as deep and as big as evil itself.”

    —Aubrey Menen

    “Is Knowles the successor to Salinger for whom we have been waiting so long?”

    —Encounter

    “Beautifully written . . . great depth.”

    —San Francisco Chronicle

    “Exceptional power and distinction.”

    —The Times (UK)
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To Bea and Jim

    with gratitude and love


Introduction

    by Alice Winn
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    "I think we ought to bomb the daylights out of them, as long as we don’t hit any women or children or old people, don’t you?” says Phineas, the radiant subject of Gene’s obsession in A Separate Peace. It is 1942, and news has just broken of the bombing of Central Europe. Where in Europe? Phineas can’t remember. Nor can he remember whether it was the American, British, or Russian air forces who did the bombing. He appears to be the only person who noticed the event in the newspaper, but he can’t  recall which newspaper he read it in. No hospitals should be bombed, he adds, “and naturally no schools. Or churches.”

    Separate Peace is one of those books that can  easily be spoiled by being taught badly in high school.  (Other  classics of this genre include Of Mice and Men, The  Catcher in the Rye, and The Lord of the Flies.) One friend told me at length how frustrating she had found the  novel; how little she had found to connect with as a  Chinese-American at a California public school, even though she often related to books about experiences different from her own. This is certainly an argument for teaching a wider and more diverse curriculum so that people don’t get fed up with a limitless supply of books by and about rich young white men. But there is something universal at the heart of A Separate Peace, something ineffable and intangible. I can’t put it into a neat sentence—it took the whole book to transmit that inexpressible something from Knowles’s heart into mine. It is a book that is deliberately ambiguous, that carefully avoids telling the reader what to believe. It is not meant for didactic teaching; you cannot prove what happened between Phineas and Gene in the central event of the novel. In that sense it is like reading a certain kind of poetry— I know that T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” does not mean to me what he thought it would, but that’s the point: it’s a poem written to be so multifaceted that every reader can find a different meaning.

    For instance: Is A Separate Peace a seminal queer  novel, or is it a book about the sublime quality of adolescent friendship? On my bookshelf, I placed it next to Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John, another book often seen as queer despite the author’s insistence that it is not. To me, the relationship between Gene and Phineas is a brilliant plane of ambiguity cleaving through the novel. In Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw, there is no way of proving whether the protagonist is haunted by demons or completely insane. This is part of its genius—you would be discrediting James if you insisted that The Turn of the Screw is a book about insanity. The very fact that the demons might be real is what makes the book so fascinating. Knowles, like James, crafts a novel that provides clarity without certainty—even though, in speaking about the novel, he was sometimes less equivocal. In an interview in 1987, he said, “If there had been homoeroticism between Phineas and Gene, I would have put it in the book, I assure you. It simply wasn’t there.”

    Phineas is seventeen, athletic, green-eyed, five-feet-eight-and-a-half-inches tall. He weighs a hundred and fifty pounds. We know all this and more because the  speaker and ostensible protagonist of the novel, Gene, l  avishes on Phineas the kind of intensely detailed description I  associate with romance novels. Phineas has magic, gleaming eyes and a smirk, and back muscles that work like a  panther’s. His voice is one of his superpowers: it is  hypnotic, resonant, polite, vibrant, and everyone who hears it is compelled to do as he says. He doesn’t walk, no—he is too graceful and serene for walking. He flows. When Phineas is on the page, everything becomes beautiful: the bleak mud of the school fields is transformed into spring meadows or glitter-ing blankets of snow. Phineas effectively acts on the prose like sunshine. We learn that his weight is distributed “from his legs to torso around shoulders to arms and full strong neck in an uninterrupted,  unemphatic unity of strength” before we even learn Gene’s name—when Phineas calls to him. Phineas wears Gene’s clothes interchangeably with his own. At one point, he dons a pink shirt.

    “It makes you look like a fairy!” exclaims Gene hysterically.

    “I wonder what would happen if I looked like a fairy to everyone,” muses Phineas, curious, calm, not at all alarmed. Is there latent attraction between the two characters? The question will arise in some readers’ minds—not all readers. But some readers will read the book and think, why is this friendship so intense? Why does it feel so important and so special? The novel will reflect the ambiguity that they see in their own lives when they look back and try to decode the brutal intensity of their earliest friendships. Many people have luminously significant friendships as teenagers, and only some of them later look back on those friendships as early clues to their sexuality. If you find yourself wondering about the nature of the relationship between Phineas and Gene, you are experiencing through art something that is key to many people’s experience of queerness: uncertainty. Murkiness. Confusion and wistfulness.

    Knowles did not write a queer novel, any more than the writers of the Bible wrote a gay love story between David and Jonathan in the Book of Kings. It would be anachronistic and disingenuous to suggest otherwise. However, queer people have historically found themselves in  literature by reading between the lines, filling in gaps. Perhaps Knowles did not intend to leave gaps that could be so filled, but in a book that is so purposely delicate and slippery, I think he wouldn’t have minded his text having more than one meaning. If he wanted to write a novel that could be read in definite, inarguable ways, he would surely not have chosen such unreliable protagonists. “I don’t really believe we bombed Central Europe, do you?” says Phineas thoughtfully to Gene as they leave the substitute headmaster’s tea party. It is a theme sustained throughout the book: Phineas refusing to believe in Bad Things. He concocts an elaborate theory that World War II isn’t real—it’s a set-up, a conspiracy. A bunch of fat old men pretending there’s a war so that young people don’t get to have any fun. It becomes painfully clear as the book goes on that this game of Phineas’s is born out of heartbreak, a way of distracting himself from grief. As with the zany characters in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, the humor dissipates as the reader realizes these characters aren’t wacky but traumatized. 

    From this game, we learn that when Phineas is faced with evil, he pretends it doesn’t exist. He always sees the best in people. Certainly, he sees the best in Gene. “I believe you,” he says to Gene at the end of the novel. “It’s okay because I understand and I believe you. You’ve already shown me and I believe you.” At the heart of the novel is an ambiguity that cuts many ways, collapsing out from an act that could be a mistake or something worse, something uglier and more warlike: an ignorance in the human heart, as Gene might describe it. Phineas, ever generous, refuses to see the central action of the text in a negative light—but Phineas’s judgments cannot be trusted. After all, he doesn’t really believe we bombed Central Europe. What does it matter if he thinks Gene is a decent, moral person? Yet Phineas’s conviction holds as much sway over the reader as it does over his fellow characters, perhaps because, as Gene says, “ . . . it was like every thought and belief of Finny’s: it should have been true.”

    But we can’t trust Gene, either. The first few pages of the novel open with the adult Gene drifting, ghostlike, through the campus of his old boarding school. It’s a distancing device that gives the scene a gothic, melancholy air, putting the novel in conversation with books like Wuthering Heights or Rebecca or The Turn of the Screw. The temporal distance between the speaker and the events of the novel makes everything less certain, for we have only Gene’s memories, and as he himself notices when he looks for a particular tree on the campus grounds, “It had loomed in my memory as a huge lone spike dominating the riverbank, forbidding as an artillery piece, high as a beanstalk. Yet here was a scattered grove of trees, none of them of any particular grandeur.” His memory is unreliable, despite its sparkling clarity. 

    So the book presents us with one character who gives us a straight answer that we cannot quite believe, and another who cannot quite remember what really happened—or who cannot bear to remember. Perhaps it doesn’t matter what went through Gene’s head in that moment, the critical moment I am writing around so as not to spoil the book, any more than it matters what starts a war—what matters,  concretely, is the result, the lives that are ruined. But Gene seems to strain against this idea. It does matter, because it  reflects something he sees not only in his own heart, but in the hearts of everyone but Phineas. “All of them, all except Phineas, constructed at infinite cost to themselves these Maginot Lines against this enemy they thought they saw across the frontier, this enemy who  never attacked that way—if he ever attacked at all; if he was indeed the enemy.” He draws a direct comparison between the intimate, devastating miscommunication between himself and  Phineas and the largest war in human history. This is the crux of the novel, perhaps: the idea that it is in  anticipating evil that we are most likely to commit evil ourselves.

    But perhaps that is too simplistic, too neat. It could be the thesis statement of a student essay. If there is a moral to the novel, it can’t be summarized so easily. 

    Perhaps what makes Phineas so magnetic is that there is something inhuman about him. He is too good to be true. Every time Gene thinks he has found a cynical motivation for Phineas’s behavior, he discovers that the cynicism is only in himself: that Phineas moves through the world with glorious, open-hearted affection. 

    There is a canon of books about discontented, morally dubious observer-protagonists among impenetrable rich people—books like The Great Gatsby, The Talented Mr. Ripley, The Secret History, Brideshead Revisited, Passing, The Line of Beauty, The Go-Between. Despite the fact that they center impossibly privileged people, they are read persistently through the decades, sometimes acquiring cultish followings. Since the average person does not live in a grand manor house or attend exclusive private schools, there must be something else, something beside the  voyeuristic pleasure of looking at beautiful expensive people, that makes people return to these stories.

    The universal thing these books have in common is a  desire to capture something fleeting—that exquisite fear that almost everyone feels eventually, that the most vivid and  vital hours of their life have passed. A Separate Peace is a master-class in wistfulness, but it’s special even within a canon of wistful books. It is uniquely kind. Other books of this sort often feature protagonists yearning to belong to an exclusive group that will not have them. The novels speak, as F. Scott Fitzgerald puts it, to the “vast carelessness” of the rich. But the object of Gene’s all-encompassing envy is not careless like Gatsby’s Daisy Buchanan, like Brideshead’s Sebastian Flyte, or even like Passing’s Claire Kendry. Phineas is careless, but only about himself. He cares deeply about other people; he harbors a profound, true affection for mankind. Yes, he is handsome, and upper class, and popular, and brilliant at sports; but the thing that drives Gene crazy with envy is the pure, animal generosity of Phineas’s spirit. His conviction, for instance, that we should only bomb the daylights out of people if we can do it without hurting anyone at all.

    A Separate Peace is a novel that belongs wholly to its reader. It refuses to be analyzed definitively. That is its beauty and its genius, and that is why it is still being read nearly seventy years on.
    
    Alice Winn is the author of In Memoriam, a novel about two young men who meet at a boarding school in England and fall in love during World War I.
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I went back to the Devon School not long ago, and found it looking oddly newer than when I was a student there fifteen years before. It seemed more sedate than I remembered it, more perpendicular and strait-laced, with narrower windows and shinier woodwork, as though a coat of varnish had been put over everything for better preservation. But, of course, fifteen years before there had been a war going on. Perhaps the school wasn’t as well kept up in those days; perhaps varnish, along with everything else, had gone to war.

I didn’t entirely like this glossy new surface, because it made the school look like a museum, and that’s exactly what it was to me, and what I did not want it to be. In the deep, tacit way in which feeling becomes stronger than thought, I had always felt that the Devon School came into existence the day I entered it, was vibrantly real while I was a student there, and then blinked out like a candle the day I left.

Now here it was after all, preserved by some considerate hand with varnish and wax. Preserved along with it, like stale air in an unopened room, was the well known fear which had surrounded and filled those days, so much of it that I hadn’t even known it was there. Because, unfamiliar with the absence of fear and what that was like, I had not been able to identify its presence.

Looking back now across fifteen years, I could see with great clarity the fear I had lived in, which must mean that in the interval I had succeeded in a very important undertaking: I must have made my escape from it.

I felt fear’s echo, and along with that I felt the unhinged, uncontrollable joy which had been its accompaniment and opposite face, joy which had broken out sometimes in those days like Northern Lights across black sky.

There were a couple of places now which I wanted to see. Both were fearful sites, and that was why I wanted to see them. So after lunch at the Devon Inn I walked back toward the school. It was a raw, nondescript time of year, toward the end of November, the kind of wet, self-pitying November day when every speck of dirt stands out clearly. Devon luckily had very little of such weather—the icy clamp of winter, or the radiant New Hampshire summers, were more characteristic of it—but this day it blew wet, moody gusts all around me.

I walked along Gilman Street, the best street in town. The houses were as handsome and as unusual as I remembered. Clever modernizations of old Colonial manses, extensions in Victorian wood, capacious Greek Revival temples lined the street, as impressive and just as forbidding as ever. I had rarely seen anyone go into one of them, or anyone playing on a lawn, or even an open window. Today with their failing ivy and stripped, moaning trees the houses looked both more elegant and more lifeless than ever.

Like all old, good schools, Devon did not stand isolated behind walls and gates but emerged naturally from the town which had produced it. So there was no sudden moment of encounter as I approached it; the houses along Gilman Street began to look more defensive, which meant that I was near the school, and then more exhausted, which meant that I was in it.

It was early afternoon and the grounds and buildings were deserted, since everyone was at sports. There was nothing to distract me as I made my way across a wide yard, called the Far Common, and up to a building as red brick and balanced as the other major buildings, but with a large cupola and a bell and a clock and Latin over the doorway—the First Academy Building.

In through swinging doors I reached a marble foyer, and stopped at the foot of a long white marble flight of stairs. Although they were old stairs, the worn moons in the middle of each step were not very deep. The marble must be unusually hard. That seemed very likely, only too likely, although with all my thought about these stairs this exceptional hardness had not occurred to me. It was surprising that I had overlooked that, that crucial fact.

There was nothing else to notice; they of course were the same stairs I had walked up and down at least once every day of my Devon life. They were the same as ever. And I? Well, I naturally felt older—I began at that point the emotional examination to note how far my convalescence had gone—I was taller, bigger generally in relation to these stairs. I had more money and success and “security” than in the days when specters seemed to go up and down them with me.

I turned away and went back outside. The Far Common was still empty, and I walked alone down the wide gravel paths among those most Republican, bankerish of trees, New England elms, toward the far side of the school.

Devon is sometimes considered the most beautiful school in New England, and even on this dismal afternoon its power was asserted. It is the beauty of small areas of order—a large yard, a group of trees, three similar dormitories, a circle of old houses—living together in contentious harmony. You felt that an argument might begin again any time; in fact it had: out of the Dean’s Residence, a pure and authentic Colonial house, there now sprouted an ell with a big bare picture window. Some day the Dean would probably live entirely encased in a house of glass and be happy as a sandpiper. Everything at Devon slowly changed and slowly harmonized with what had gone before. So it was logical to hope that since the buildings and the Deans and the curriculum could achieve this, I could achieve, perhaps unknowingly already had achieved, this growth and harmony myself.

I would know more about that when I had seen the second place I had come to see. So I roamed on past the balanced red brick dormitories with webs of leafless ivy clinging to them, through a ramshackle salient of the town which invaded the school for a hundred yards, past the solid gymnasium, full of students at this hour but silent as a monument on the outside, past the Field House, called The Cage—I remembered now what a mystery references to “The Cage” had been during my first weeks at Devon, I had thought it must be a place of severe punishment—and I reached the huge open sweep of ground known as the Playing Fields.

Devon was both scholarly and very athletic, so the playing fields were vast and, except at such a time of year, constantly in use. Now they reached soggily and emptily away from me, forlorn tennis courts on the left, enormous football and soccer and lacrosse fields in the center, woods on the right, and at the far end a small river detectable from this distance by the few bare trees along its banks. It was such a gray and misty day that I could not see the other side of the river, where there was a small stadium.

I started the long trudge across the fields and had gone some distance before I paid any attention to the soft and muddy ground, which was dooming my city shoes. I didn’t stop. Near the center of the fields there were thin lakes of muddy water which I had to make my way around, my unrecognizable shoes making obscene noises as I lifted them out of the mire. With nothing to block it the wind flung wet gusts at me; at any other time I would have felt like a fool slogging through mud and rain, only to look at a tree.

A little fog hung over the river so that as I neared it I felt myself becoming isolated from everything except the river and the few trees beside it. The wind was blowing more steadily here, and I was beginning to feel cold. I never wore a hat, and had forgotten gloves. There were several trees bleakly reaching into the fog. Any one of them might have been the one I was looking for. Unbelievable that there were other trees which looked like it here. It had loomed in my memory as a huge lone spike dominating the riverbank, forbidding as an artillery piece, high as the beanstalk. Yet here was a scattered grove of trees, none of them of any particular grandeur.

Moving through the soaked, coarse grass I began to examine each one closely, and finally identified the tree I was looking for by means of certain small scars rising along its trunk, and by a limb extending over the river, and another thinner limb growing near it. This was the tree, and it seemed to me standing there to resemble those men, the giants of your childhood, whom you encounter years later and find that they are not merely smaller in relation to your growth, but that they are absolutely smaller, shrunken by age. In this double demotion the old giants have become pigmies while you were looking the other way.

The tree was not only stripped by the cold season, it seemed weary from age, enfeebled, dry. I was thankful, very thankful that I had seen it. So the more things remain the same, the more they change after all—plus c’est la même chose, plus ça change. Nothing endures, not a tree, not love, not even a death by violence.

Changed, I headed back through the mud. I was drenched; anybody could see it was time to come in out of the rain.

•  •  •

The tree was tremendous, an irate, steely black steeple beside the river. I was damned if I’d climb it. The hell with it. No one but Phineas could think up such a crazy idea.

He of course saw nothing the slightest bit intimidating about it. He wouldn’t, or wouldn’t admit it if he did. Not Phineas.

“What I like best about this tree,” he said in that voice of his, the equivalent in sound of a hypnotist’s eyes, “what I like is that it’s such a cinch!” He opened his green eyes wider and gave us his maniac look, and only the smirk on his wide mouth with its droll, slightly protruding upper lip reassured us that he wasn’t completely goofy.

“Is that what you like best?” I said sarcastically. I said a lot of things sarcastically that summer; that was my sarcastic summer, 1942.

“Aey-uh,” he said. This weird New England affirmative—maybe it is spelled “aie-huh”—always made me laugh, as Finny knew, so I had to laugh, which made me feel less sarcastic and less scared.

There were three others with us—Phineas in those days almost always moved in groups the size of a hockey team—and they stood with me looking with masked apprehension from him to the tree. Its soaring black trunk was set with rough wooden pegs leading up to a substantial limb which extended farther toward the water. Standing on this limb, you could by a prodigious effort jump far enough out into the river for safety. So we had heard. At least the seventeen-year-old bunch could do it; but they had a crucial year’s advantage over us. No Upper Middler, which was the name for our class in the Devon School, had ever tried. Naturally Finny was going to be the first to try, and just as naturally he was going to inveigle others, us, into trying it with him.

We were not even Upper Middler exactly. For this was the Summer Session, just established to keep up with the pace of the war. We were in shaky transit that summer from the groveling status of Lower Middlers to the near-respectability of Upper Middlers. The class above, seniors, draft-bait, practically soldiers, rushed ahead of us toward the war. They were caught up in accelerated courses and first-aid programs and a physical hardening regimen, which included jumping from this tree. We were still calmly, numbly reading Virgil and playing tag in the river farther downstream. Until Finny thought of the tree.

We stood looking up at it, four looks of consternation, one of excitement. “Do you want to go first?” Finny asked us, rhetorically. We just looked quietly back at him, and so he began taking off his clothes, stripping down to his underpants. For such an extraordinary athlete—even as a Lower Middler Phineas had been the best athlete in the school—he was not spectacularly built. He was my height—five feet eight and a half inches (I had been claiming five feet nine inches before he became my roommate, but he had said in public with that simple, shocking self-acceptance of his, “No, you’re the same height I am, five-eight and a half. We’re on the short side”). He weighed a hundred and fifty pounds, a galling ten pounds more than I did, which flowed from his legs to torso around shoulders to arms and full strong neck in an uninterrupted, unemphatic unity of strength.

He began scrambling up the wooden pegs nailed to the side of the tree, his back muscles working like a panther’s. The pegs didn’t seem strong enough to hold his weight. At last he stepped onto the branch which reached a little farther toward the water. “Is this the one they jump from?” None of us knew. “If I do it, you’re all going to do it, aren’t you?” We didn’t say anything very clearly. “Well,” he cried out, “here’s my contribution to the war effort!” and he sprang out, fell through the tops of some lower branches, and smashed into the water.

“Great!” he said, bobbing instantly to the surface again, his wet hair plastered in droll bangs on his forehead. “That’s the most fun I’ve had this week. Who’s next?”

I was. This tree flooded me with a sensation of alarm all the way to my tingling fingers. My head began to feel unnaturally light, and the vague rustling sounds from the nearby woods came to me as though muffled and filtered. I must have been entering a mild state of shock. Insulated by this, I took off my clothes and started to climb the pegs. I don’t remember saying anything. The branch he had jumped from was slenderer than it looked from the ground and much higher. It was impossible to walk out on it far enough to be well over the river. I would have to spring far out or risk falling into the shallow water next to the bank. “Come on,” drawled Finny from below, “stop standing there showing off.” I recognized with automatic tenseness that the view was very impressive from here. “When they torpedo the troopship,” he shouted, “you can’t stand around admiring the view. Jump!”

What was I doing up here anyway? Why did I let Finny talk me into stupid things like this? Was he getting some kind of hold over me?

“Jump!”

With the sensation that I was throwing my life away, I jumped into space. Some tips of branches snapped past me and then I crashed into the water. My legs hit the soft mud of the bottom, and immediately I was on the surface being congratulated. I felt fine.

“I think that was better than Finny’s,” said Elwin—better known as Leper—Lepellier, who was bidding for an ally in the dispute he foresaw.

“All right, pal,” Finny spoke in his cordial, penetrating voice, that reverberant instrument in his chest, “don’t start awarding prizes until you’ve passed the course. The tree is waiting.”

Leper closed his mouth as though forever. He didn’t argue or refuse. He didn’t back away. He became inanimate. But the other two, Chet Douglass and Bobby Zane, were vocal enough, complaining shrilly about school regulations, the danger of stomach cramps, physical disabilities they had never mentioned before.

“It’s you, pal,” Finny said to me at last, “just you and me.” He and I started back across the fields, preceding the others like two seigneurs.

We were the best of friends at that moment.

“You were very good,” said Finny good-humoredly, “once I shamed you into it.”

“You didn’t shame anybody into anything.”

“Oh yes I did. I’m good for you that way. You have a tendency to back away from things otherwise.”

“I never backed away from anything in my life!” I cried, my indignation at this charge naturally stronger because it was so true. “You’re goofy!”

Phineas just walked serenely on, or rather flowed on, rolling forward in his white sneakers with such unthinking unity of movement that “walk” didn’t describe it.

I went along beside him across the enormous playing fields toward the gym. Underfoot the healthy green turf was brushed with dew, and ahead of us we could see a faint green haze hanging above the grass, shot through with the twilight sun. Phineas stopped talking for once, so that now I could hear cricket noises and bird cries of dusk, a gymnasium truck gunning along an empty athletic road a quarter of a mile away, a burst of faint, isolated laughter carried to us from the back door of the gym, and then over all, cool and matriarchal, the six o’clock bell from the Academy Building cupola, the calmest, most carrying bell toll in the world, civilized, calm, invincible, and final.

The toll sailed over the expansive tops of all the elms, the great slanting roofs and formidable chimneys of the dormitories
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