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		Acclaim for Richard Yates

		
			“[Yates] is an expert.”

			—Time

		

		
			“Every phrase reflects to the highest degree integrity and stylistic mastery.… A genuine artist.”

			—The New Republic

		

		
			“What’s exhilarating about Yates is not his grasp of The Truth, but the purity of his vision and the perfection of his craft.”

			—Newsday

		

		
			“Yates’s own distinctive virtues as a writer—his plain-spoken prose, his feel for contemporary alienation, his ability to make the reader both empathize with his characters and understand the depth of their self-deception—created a potent legacy, providing a bridge from the naturalism of Dreiser to the latter day realism practiced by writers like Raymond Carver.”

			—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times

		

		
			“Richard Yates is a writer of commanding gifts. His prose is urbane yet sensitive, with passion and irony held deftly in balance. And he provides unexpected pleasures in a flood of freshly minted phrases and in the thrust of sudden insight, precise notation of feeling, and mordant unsentimental perceptions.”

			—Saturday Review

		

		
			“To me and to many other writers of my generation, the work of Richard Yates came as a liberating force.… He was one of the most important writers of the second half of the century.”

			—Robert Stone

		

		
			“It is Yates’s relentless, unflinching investigation of our secret hearts, and his speaking to us in language as clear and honest and unadorned and unsentimental and uncompromising as his vision, that makes him such a great writer.”

			—Richard Russo

		

		
			“Mr. Yates’s eye and ear are, I believe, unsurpassed; I know of no writer whose senses are in more admirable condition. It is they that make his characters live, make these stories move and beat—they, and possibly another asset, the sure perfection of his writing.”

			—Dorothy Parker, Esquire

		

		
			“If more is needed to make a masterpiece in modern American fiction [Revolutionary Road], I am sure I don’t know what it is.”

			—Tennessee Williams

		

	
		Richard Yates

		A Special Providence

		Richard Yates was born in 1926. The author of several acclaimed works of fiction, including Revolutionary Road, Eleven Kinds of Loneliness, Disturbing the Peace, and The Easter Parade, he was lauded during his lifetime as the foremost novelist of the postwar “age of anxiety.” He died in 1992.
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				We are lived by powers we pretend to understand.

				– W.H. Auden
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		Prologue: 1944

		On Saturdays, when inspection was over and passes were issued in the Orderly Rooms, there was a stampede of escape down every company street in Camp Pickett, Virginia. You could go to Lynchburg or Richmond or Washington, D.C., and if you were willing to travel for nine hours – five on the bus and four on the train – you could get to New York.

		Private Robert J. Prentice made the long trip alone one windy afternoon in the fall of 1944. He was a rifle trainee, eighteen years old, and this seemed an important thing to do because it might well be the last pass he would get before going overseas.

		In the echoing swarm of Penn Station that night, feeling lost and cramped and lightheaded, he shouldered his way through acres of embracing couples: men whose uniforms looked somehow more authoritative than his own, girls whose ardor was a terrible reproach to his own callowness. Once he found himself walking straight toward a girl who stood facing him in the crowd, a slender, delicate girl with long brown hair, and as he came closer her uplifted face took on the most beautiful look of welcome he had ever seen. She didn’t move, but her eyes filled with tears and her lips parted in a way that stopped his heart – God, to be looked at that way by a girl, just once! – so that he felt as stunned as a jilted lover when a Marine corporal came jostling past him and took her in his arms.

		Prentice didn’t want to stare, but he couldn’t take his eyes off their greeting: their long kiss, the girl nestling to weep in the Marine’s shoulder as her hands gripped his back, the Marine lifting her off her feet to swing her around in an exultant whirl, the two of them laughing and talking and then moving away, scarcely able to walk because of their need to clasp and hold each other.

		He was weak with envy as he turned toward the subway, and he tried to make up for it by squaring his wrinkled overseas cap down into one eyebrow and hoping that the tension in his face and the hurry in his walk might suggest, to other observers, that he was bound for a welcome as romantic as the Marine’s.

		But the subway only swallowed him into the dirty, intricate bowels of a city he would never understand. He was as hesitant as a tourist about getting on the right train; he peered with fascinated distaste at the pallid nighttime faces that hung and swayed around him in the car, and when he came up into the windswept darkness of Columbus Circle he had to walk a few steps one way and a few steps another, craning his head, before he got his bearings.

		He had spent most of his life in New York, or near it, but no section or street of it had ever felt like his neighborhood: he had never lived in one house for more than a year. The address now shown on his service record as his home was a walkup apartment in the West Fifties, on a dark block beyond Eighth Avenue, and as he made his way there he tried to conjure a sense of homecoming among the blown newspapers and the flickering bar signs. He pressed the bell marked “Prentice” and heard the joyous answering bleat of the buzzer that let him in; then he was loping upstairs through smells of vegetables and garbage and perfume, and then he was staggering in the clutch of his mother’s hug.

		“Oh, Bobby,” she said. The top of her frizzled gray head scarcely came up to his breast-pocket flaps and she was as frail as a sparrow, but the force of her love was so great that he had to brace himself in a kind of boxer’s stance to absorb it. “You look wonderful,” she said. “Oh, let me look at you.” And he allowed himself, uneasily, to be held and inspected at arm’s length. “My soldier,” she said. “My big, wonderful soldier.”

		And then came the questions: Had he eaten anything? Was he terribly tired? Was he glad to be home?

		“Oh, I’ve been so happy today, just knowing you were coming. Old Herman said to me this morning – you know, the ugly little foreman I’ve told you about? At my horrible job? I was singing this morning, or kind of humming under my breath, and he said ‘What’ve you got to sing about?’ And oh-ho, I looked him right in the eye – this dreadful, smelly little man, you know, in his awful old undershirt, with all these awful factory noises going on – and I said, ‘I’ve got plenty to sing about.’ I said, ‘My son is coming home tonight on leave.’ ” And she moved away across the room, fragile and awkward in her runover heels and her black rayon dress with its side vent held together by a safety pin, laughing at the memory of her exchange with the foreman. “ ‘My son,’” she said again, “ ‘is coming home tonight on leave.’ ”

		“Well,” he said, “It isn’t really a ‘leave,’ you know; it’s just a pass.”

		“A pass; I know. Oh, it’s so good to see you. Tell you what. How about a hot cup of coffee, and you sit down and rest. Then I’ll get ready and we’ll go out for dinner. How would that be?”

		While she bustled in and out of her bedroom, still talking, he sipped at the bitter, warmed-over coffee she’d brought him and strolled around the carpet. The unkempt coziness of the place, full of cigarette ash and sagging, rickety furniture under weak lamps, was very strange after the scrubbed symmetry of the barracks. So was the privacy of it, and the fact that it held, on one wall, a narrow full-length mirror in which he was surprised to find his own naked-looking face above the brass-buttoned torso of olive drab. He pulled himself dramatically to attention, and then, after glancing away to make sure she was safely in the bedroom, he went through a series of drill turns, whispering the commands to himself. Right face; left face; about face; hand salute; parade rest. In the parade-rest position he discovered that she’d left a smear of lipstick on his uniform.

		“There,” she said. “Now I’m ready. Do I look all right? Do I look nice enough to go out on a date with a handsome soldier?”

		“Fine,” he told her. “You look fine.” And she did look better, despite a sprinkling of face powder down her bodice. She had managed to close the vent in her dress more securely, and she’d carefully fixed her hair.

		When they left the apartment he noticed how she crouched and squinted to make her way downstairs – her eyes were getting worse – and out on the street, where she clung to his arm for walking, she seemed very old and slow. At the first intersection she hunched and hurried in fright, gripping his arm tighter, until they were safely on the opposite curb. She had never understood automobiles and always tended to exaggerate their menace: she seemed to feel that any or all of the waiting, throbbing cars might bolt forward against the light with murder in their hearts.

		They went to the Childs on Columbus Circle. “Isn’t it funny?” she said. “I always used to think Childs restaurants were dreadful, but this really is the only decent place around here – all the others are so horribly expensive – and I think it’s kind of nice, don’t you?”

		They each had a Manhattan to start with, because she insisted it was to be a real celebration; and then, after studying the menu to make sure they could afford it if they held the cost of the dinner down to chicken croquettes, they each had another. He didn’t really want the second one – the heavy sweetness of it threatened to make him sick – but he sipped it anyway and tried to relax in his chair.

		Her voice by now had become a rich and tireless monologue: “… Oh, and guess who I ran into on the bus the other day! Harriet Baker! Remember the year we lived on Charles Street? And you used to play with the Baker boys? They’re both in the Navy now, and Bill’s in the Pacific; just imagine. Remember the winter we were so horribly broke, and Harriet and I had those awful quarrels about money? Anyway, that’s all forgotten now. We had dinner together and had the nicest talk; she wanted to hear all about you. Oh, and guess what she told me about the Engstroms! Remember? Paul and Mary Engstrom, that were such good friends of mine that year? And they came out to see us in Scarsdale, too, remember? And in Riverside? Remember the year we all spent Christmas together and had such a good time? …”

		It went on and on, while he crumbled his chicken croquettes with the side of his fork and made whatever answers she seemed to want, or to need. After a while he stopped listening. His ears took in only the rise and fall of her voice, the elaborate, familiar, endless rhythm of it; but from long experience he was able to say “Oh yes,” or “Of course,” in all the right places.

		The subjects of her talk didn’t matter; he knew what she was really saying. Helpless and gentle, small and tired and anxious to please, she was asking him to agree that her life was not a failure. Did he remember the good times? Did he remember all the nice people they’d known and all the interestingly different places they’d lived in? And whatever mistakes she might have made, however rudely the world might have treated her, did he know how hard she’d always tried? Did he know how terribly much she loved him? And did he realize – in spite of everything – did he realize how remarkable and how gifted and how brave a woman his mother was?

		Oh yes; oh yes; of course he did – that was the message of his nods and smiles and mumbled replies. It was the message he’d been giving her as long as he could remember, and for most of that time he had wholly believed it.

		Because she was remarkable and gifted and brave. How else could anyone explain the story of her life? At the turn of the century, when all the sleeping little towns of Indiana had lain locked in provincial ignorance, and when in that environment a simple dry-goods merchant named Amos Grumbauer had raised six ordinary daughters, wasn’t it remarkable that his seventh had somehow developed a passion for art, and for elegance, and for the great and distant world of New York? Without finishing high school she had become one of the first female students ever enrolled in the Cincinnati Art Academy; and not very many years after that, all alone, she had made her way to the city of her dreams and found employment as a fashion illustrator, with only occasional help from home. Didn’t that prove she was gifted, and didn’t it prove she was brave?

		Her first great mistake, and she often said afterwards that she would never understand what had possessed her, was to marry a man as ordinary as her Indiana father. Oh, George Prentice might have been handsome in a quiet way; he might even have been a little dashing, with his fine amateur singing voice, his good clothes, and the salesman’s expense account that made him welcome at some of the better speakeasies in town. It was undeniable too that a girl pressing thirty-four wasn’t apt to get many serious proposals; and besides, he was so steady, so devoted, so eager to protect her and provide for her. But how could she have been so blind to the dullness of the man? How could she have failed to see that he thought of her talent as a charming little hobby and nothing more, that he could get tears in his eyes over the poetry of Edgar A. Guest, and that his own highest ambition in life, incessantly discussed, was to be promoted to the job of assistant divisional sales manager in some monstrous and wholly unintelligible organization called Amalgamated Tool and Die?

		And on top of all that, as if that weren’t enough, how could she have foreseen that as a married man he would disappear for three and four days at a time and come home reeking of gin, with lipstick all over his shirt?

		She divorced him three years after the birth of their only child, when she was thirty-eight, and set out to become an artist of distinction – a sculptor. She took her son to Paris for a year of study; but that particular year turned out to be 1929, and the shock of economic necessity brought her home in a little more than six months. From then on, her artistic career became a desperate and ever-thwarted effort played out against the background of the Great Depression, a hysterical odyssey that she always said was made bearable only by the “wonderful companionship” of her little boy. On the slender combination of alimony and child support that was the most George Prentice could spare, they lived at first in rural Connecticut, then in Greenwich Village, and then in the Westchester suburbs, where they were always in trouble with the landlord and the grocer and the coal dealer, never at ease among the oppressively neat families that surrounded them.

		“We’re different, Bobby,” she would explain, but the explanation was never needed. Wherever they lived he seemed always to be the only new boy and the only poor boy, the only boy whose home smelled of mildew and cat droppings and plastilene, with statuary instead of a car in its garage; the only boy who didn’t have a father.

		But he had loved her romantically, with an almost religious belief in her gallantry and goodness. If the landlord and the grocer and the coal dealer and George Prentice were all against her, they would have to be his enemies too: he would serve as her ally and defender against the crass and bullying materialism of the world. He would gladly have thrown down his life for her in any number of ways; the trouble was that other, less dramatic kinds of help were needed, and none came. Pieces of her sculpture were sometimes shown in group exhibitions and very occasionally sold, for small sums, but these isolated triumphs were all but lost under the mounting pressure of hardship.

		“Look, Alice,” George Prentice would say on the rare and dreaded occasions of his visitation rights, plainly forcing his voice to sound calm and reasonable. “Look: I know it’s important to make sacrifices for the boy – I agree with you there – but this just isn’t realistic. You simply have no business living in a place like this, running up all these bills. The point is, people have to live within their means, Alice.”

		“All right. I’ll give up sculpture, then. I’ll move to the Bronx and get some wretched little job in a department store. Is that what you want?”

		“No, of course that’s not what I want. I’m simply asking for a little co-operation, a little consideration – damn it, Alice, a little sense of responsibility.”

		“Responsibility! Oh, don’t talk to me about responsibility …”

		“Alice, will you please keep your voice down? Before you wake the boy?”

		Life in the suburbs came abruptly to an end with a frightening lawsuits for unpayable debts when he was nearly thirteen; and it was three years later, after a series of increasingly cheap city apartments, that Alice made a final plea to her former husband. She would never be a burden on him again, she promised, if he would only agree to finance Bobby’s enrollment in what she called a Good New-England Prep School.

		“A boarding school? Alice, do you have any idea how much those places cost? Look: let’s try to be reasonable. How do you think I’m going to be able to put him through college if I—”

		“Oh, you know perfectly well the whole question of college is three years away. Anything can happen in three years. I could have a one-man show and make a fortune in three years. I could have a one-man show and make a fortune six months from now. Oh, I know you’ve never had any faith in me, but it happens that a good many other people do.”

		“Well, but Alice, listen. Try to control yourself.”

		“Ha! Control myself. Control myself …”

		The school she chose was not exactly a good one, but it was the only one that offered to take him at half tuition, and the victory of his acceptance filled her with pride.

		His first year there – the year of Pearl Harbor – was almost unalloyed in its misery. Missing his mother and ashamed of missing her, wholly out of place with his ineptness at sports, his cheap, mismatched clothes and his total lack of spending money, he felt he could survive only by becoming a minor campus clown. The second year was better – he gained a certain prestige as a campus eccentric and was even beginning to win recognition as a kind of campus intellectual – but in the middle of that second year George Prentice dropped dead in his office.

		It was a stunning event. Riding home on the train for the funeral, he couldn’t get over the surprise of hearing his mother weep uncontrollably into the telephone. She had sounded as bereaved as a real widow, and he’d almost wanted to say, “What the hell, Mother – you mean we’re supposed to cry when he dies?”

		And he was appalled at her behavior in the funeral parlor. Moaning, she collapsed into the heaped flowers and planted a long and passionate kiss on the dead man’s waxen face. Recorded organ music was droning somewhere in the background, and there was a long solemn line of men from Amalgamated Tool and Die waiting to pay their respects (he had an awful suspicion that her histrionics were being conducted for their benefit). And although his first impulse was to get the hell out of there as fast as possible, he lingered at the coffin for a little while after the conclusion of her scene. He stared down into the plain, still face of George Prentice and tried to study every detail of it, to atone for all the times he had never quite looked the man in the eye. He dredged his memory for the slightest trace of real affection for this man (birthday presents? trips to the circus?), and for the faintest glimmer of a time when the man might have known anything but uneasiness and disappointment in the presence of his only child; but it was no use. Turning away from the corpse at last and taking her arm, he looked down at her weeping head with revulsion. It was her fault. She had robbed him of a father and robbed his father of a son, and now it was too late.

		But he began to wonder, darkly, if it mightn’t be his own fault too, even more than hers. He almost felt as if he’d killed the man himself with his terrible inhuman indifference all these years. All he wanted then was to get away from this sobbing, shuddering old woman and get back to school, where he could think things out.

		And his father’s death brought another, more practical kind of loss: there was no more money. This was something he wasn’t fully aware of until he came home the following summer, not long after he’d turned seventeen, to find her living in a cheap hotel room for which the rent was already in arrears. She had put all her sculpture and what was left of her furniture into storage, and the storage payments were in arrears too. For months, with a total lack of success, she had been trying to re-establish herself as a fashion illustrator after a twenty-year absence from the field. Even he could see how stiff and labored and hopelessly unsaleable-looking her drawings were, though she explained that it was all a question of making the right contacts; and he’d been with her for less than a day before discovering that she didn’t have enough to eat. She had been living for weeks on canned soup and sardines.

		“Look,” he said, only dimly aware of sounding like a ghost of George Prentice. “This isn’t very sensible. Hell, I’ll get some kind of a job.”

		And he went to work in an automobile-parts warehouse. On the strength of that they moved into the furnished apartment in the West Fifties, and the “wonderful companionship” entered a strange new phase.

		Feeling manly and pleasurably proletarian as he clumped home every night in his work clothes, he saw himself as the hero of some inspiring movie about the struggles of the poor. “Hell, I started out as a warehouseman,” he would be able to say for the rest of his life. “Had to quit school and support my mother, after my dad died. Those were pretty tough times.”

		The trouble was that his mother refused to play her role in the movie. It couldn’t be denied that he was supporting her – she sometimes had to meet him outside the warehouse at noon on payday, in fact, in order to buy her lunch – but nobody would ever have guessed it. He kept hoping to come home and find her acting the way he thought she ought to act: a humble widow, gratefully cooking meat and potatoes for her tired son, sitting down with a sewing basket as soon as she’d washed the dishes, darning his socks in the lamplight and perhaps looking up to inquire, shyly, if he wouldn’t like to call up some nice girl.

		And he was always disappointed. Night after night was given over to her talk about the contacts she was certain to establish soon in the fashion world, and about the fortunes still to be made out of one-man shows if only she could get her sculpture out of storage, while the canned food burned on the stove.

		Once he found her posing for his admiration in a stylish new dress, for which she’d spent more than half the week’s grocery money, and when he failed to be enthusiastic about it she explained, as if she were talking to a retarded child, that no one could possibly expect to get ahead in the fashion world wearing last year’s clothes.

		“Oh, yes, Bobby’s fine,” he heard her telling someone on the telephone, another time. “He’s taken a summer job. Oh, just a little laboring job, in some dreadful warehouse – you know the kind of thing boys do in the summertime – but he seems to enjoy it, and I think the experience will do him a world of good …”

		He had assumed, with mixed emotions, that he wouldn’t be going back to school for his senior year; but when September came around she told him not to be ridiculous. He had to graduate; it would break her heart if he didn’t.

		“Well, but look: what’re you going to do?”

		“Dear, I’ve explained all that. Something’s bound to happen soon with this fashion work; you know how hard I’m trying. And then just as soon as I can get my sculpture out of storage there’s no telling what good things are going to come our way. Don’t you see?”

		“Well, sure, but I’m not talking about ‘soon.’ I’m talking about now. How are you going to pay the rent? How the hell are you going to eat?”

		“Oh, I’ll always manage; that’s not important. I’ll borrow some money if I have to. That’s nothing to—”

		“Who from? And anyway, you can’t go on borrowing forever, can you?”

		She looked at him incredulously, slowly shaking her head with a world-weary smile, and then she said it: “You sound just like your father.”

		The argument went on for hours, in ever-rising spirals of unreasoning shrillness, until at last, after hearing one more time and at great length about the invaluable contacts that were certain to be hers, he turned on her and said, “Oh, bullshit!”

		And she burst into tears. As if shot, she then clutched her left breast and collapsed full length on the floor, splitting an armpit seam of the dress that was supposed to be her means of advancement in the fashion world. She lay face down, quivering all over and making spastic little kicks with her feet, while he stood and watched.

		It was a thing he had often seen her do before. The first time, long ago, had been when one of their landlords in Westchester had threatened to evict them, after she had called George Prentice to plead for whatever sum it was they needed to settle the debt. “All right!” she had cried into the telephone. “All right! But I’m warning you, I’ll kill myself tonight!” And rising from the slammed-down phone she had grabbed her breast and fallen to the carpet, and her little boy had tried to put both fists in his mouth to stifle his panic until she roused herself at last and took him sobbing into her arms. It had happened often enough since then, in various crises, that he knew she wasn’t really having a heart attack; all he had to do was wait until she began to feel foolish lying there. Before long she turned over and pulled herself up into a tragic sitting position in the nearest chair, hiding her face in her hands.

		“Oh, God,” she said with a convulsive shudder. “Oh, God. My son calls me ‘Bull Shit.’ ”

		“No, now wait a minute. I didn’t ‘call’ you – you don’t ‘call’ people – look, it’s just an expression. Don’t you see? I just said – look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry.”

		“Oh, oh, oh, God,” she said, rocking from side to side in her chair. “My son calls me ‘Bull Shit.’ ”

		“No, look. Wait a minute. Please …”

		In the end, a week before school started, she took a job – not the “wretched little job in a department store” she had so often threatened George Prentice with, but something more wretched even than that: she went to work in a factory that made department-store mannequins.

		The surprising thing was that his senior year turned out to be a kind of success. Through whatever subtle process it is that turns school outcasts into offbeat school leaders, he became one; not until the triumphant year was nearly over did he come to grips with the knowledge that his tuition had gone unpaid for a year and a half.

		There were many telephone calls between his mother and the headmaster, during which she probably wept and pleaded and promised, and there were sober talks between the headmaster and himself (“It’s a very difficult situation for all of us, Bob”) until at last, on the very eve of Commencement Day, the headmaster explained tactfully and with some embarrassment that his diploma would have to be withheld until the account was paid.

		By that time his mother had been laid off from the mannequin factory and gone to work in a small, nonunion defense plant that made precision lenses. She described it solemnly, to everyone she knew, as “War work.”

		A month later he was in the Army, with his mother listed as a Class “A” dependent; and now, sitting across from her in the ample cleanliness of Childs, he was letting her words flow past his hearing. With a grim, tender patience, he had begun to watch for the first signs of her drunkenness to show: the thickening and slurring of her speech, the tendency of her upper lip to loosen and bloat, the slowing clumsiness of her gesturing hands.

		“… and then suddenly,” she was saying, corning to the climax of a long story about some people she’d recently met, “suddenly his eyes went very big and he said, ‘You mean you’re Alice Prentice? Alice Prentice the sculptor?’” She had always taken a child’s delight in telling anecdotes that allowed her to speak her own name, and those that allowed her to add “the sculptor” were much the best. “And it turned out they’d been admirers of mine for years. So they asked me in for coffee and we had – oh, we just had the most wonderful time.”

		He knew he was supposed to join in her pleasure at this, but he abruptly decided he wasn’t up to it tonight. “Oh yeah?” he said. “Well, that’s interesting. Where’d they heard of you?” And he was fully aware that the question was cruel, but aware too that he had to ask it just that way.

		“What? Oh—” Hurt feelings flickered in her face, but she recovered. “Oh, well, friends of theirs had bought a garden piece from one of my exhibitions years ago, or something of the kind. I don’t remember exactly. Anyway, they—”

		“Your exhibitions?” He couldn’t let it go; he was bearing down on her like a prosecuting attorney. He knew damned well that for all her lifelong talk about one-man shows she’d never had one. (And did they really call it a “one-man show” when the artist was a woman? What kind of nonsense was that?) He knew too that the number of pieces she’d sold from group exhibitions could be counted on pitifully few fingers; most of her sales had been made through a garden-sculpture gallery that carried her work on consignment, and even at that they had nearly always been bought by friends, or by friends of friends.

		“Well, I think they said an exhibition,” she said impatiently. “It may have been a gallery sale; anyway that’s not important.”

		He conceded the point, but only to draw back to a new line of attack: “And how did you say you’d met these people?”

		“Through the Stewarts, dear; I explained all that.”

		“Oh, I see. And the Stewarts were probably friends of the other people too, the people who bought the sculpture. Right?”

		“Well, I suppose so, yes. I suppose that must’ve been the way it happened.” She fell silent for a little while, looking daunted, poking her fork around in the ruins of her chicken croquettes. Then, bravely, her voice went to work again and brought the story around to what had evidently been its point from the start. “Anyway, they’re awfully nice, and of course I’ve told them all about you. They’re dying to meet you. I told them we might drop by tomorrow after church, if you feel like it. Would you mind doing that, dear? Just to please me? I know you’ll like them, and they’ll be terribly disappointed if we don’t come.”

		It was the last thing in the world he wanted to do, but he said yes. And by implication he’d said yes to church, too, which he would also much rather have avoided. He was ready to say yes to anything she wanted now, to atone for the harshness of his questioning. Why had he grilled her like that? She was fifty-three years old and lonely and oppressed; why couldn’t he let her have her illusions? That was what her wounded, half-drunken eyes had seemed to be saying throughout his interrogation: Why can’t I have my illusions?

		Because they’re lies, he told her silently in his mind as he champed his jaws and swallowed the cheap food. Everything you say is a lie. You’re not Alice Prentice the Sculptor and you never were, any more than I’m Robert Prentice the Prep-School Graduate. You’re a liar and a fake, that’s what you are.

		He was shocked by the force of his own secret invective but carried helplessly along with it, holding his mouth shut tight and allowing his fingers to twist and tear a raddled paper napkin in his lap.

		You’re Alice Grumbauer, his soundless voice went on. You’re Alice Grumbauer from Plainville, Indiana, and you’re ignorant and foolish in spite of all the “art” crap you’ve been spouting all these years, while my poor slob of a father was breaking his back for us. And maybe he was “dull” and “insensitive” and all that, but I wish to Christ I’d had a chance to know him because whatever kind of a fool he was I know damn well he didn’t live by lies. And you do. Everything you live by is a lie, and do you want to know what the truth is?

		He watched her with murderous distaste as she fumbled with her spoon. They had ordered ice cream, and some of it clung to her lips as she rolled a cold mouthful on her tongue.

		Do you want to know what the truth is? The truth is that your fingernails are all broken and black because you’re working as a laborer and God knows how we’re ever going to get you out of that lens-grinding shop. The truth is that I’m a private in the infantry and I’m probably going to get my head blown off. The truth is, I don’t really want to be sitting here at all, eating this goddam ice cream and letting you talk yourself drunk while all my time runs out. The truth is, I wish I’d taken my pass to Lynchburg today and gone to a whorehouse. That’s the truth.

		But it wasn’t, exactly. He knew it wasn’t, even while taking deep breaths to fight back the words that, wanted so urgently to burst from him. The real, the whole truth was something far more complicated. Because it couldn’t be denied that he’d come to New York of his own free will, and even with a certain heartfelt eagerness. He had come for sanctuary in the very comfort of her “lies” – her groundless optimism, her insistent belief that a special providence would always shine on brave Alice Prentice and her Bobby, her conviction, held against all possible odds, that both of them were somehow unique and important and could never die. He had wanted to be with her tonight: he hadn’t even minded her calling him her “big, wonderful soldier.” And as for the whorehouse in Lynchburg, he knew deep down that he couldn’t blame his mother for his own lack of guts.

		“Isn’t this good?” said Alice Prentice of her ice cream.

		“Mm,” said her son, and they finished their meal in silence.

		On their way back to the apartment she kept swaying against him – her grip on his arm at each street crossing was a little spasm of terror – and as soon as they were upstairs she poured herself a hefty drink from the bottle of whiskey she had probably been working on all afternoon.

		“Would you like a drink, dear?”

		“No, thanks. I’m fine.”

		“Your bed’s all made up, whenever you’re ready. I’m so – tired” – she brushed a loose strand of hair away from her brow – “so tired, I think I’ll just go to bed now, if you don’t mind. You’re sure you don’t mind?”

		“No, of course not. You go ahead.”

		“All right. And tomorrow we’ll have a lovely long Sunday together.” She came up close, smelling of food and whiskey, and raised her arms to give him a kiss. “Oh, it’s so good to have you here.” She clung to him for a moment, and then, swaying, steadying herself against the wall, she blundered into her bedroom and closed the door, which had to be closed several times before it clicked shut in its warped frame.

		Strolling alone with his hands in his pockets, he went over to the black window and looked out. Far down the block, where the lights of a bar and grill spilled out across the sidewalk, a couple of soldiers were standing with their arms around a couple of girls. One of the girls was laughing, making high, lewd little sounds that floated up the street. Then one of the soldiers shouted something that made them all join in her laughter, and they walked away and were lost in the darkness.

		He loosened his collar and tie and sat heavily on his bed, which also served as the living-room couch and which exhaled a fine cloud of dust. From the cluttered coffee table he picked up the only thing in the room that looked expensive and new: his school yearbook. Leafing through its heavy, creamy pages, he found a pleasurable little shock in discovering one familiar face after another, slicked-up and posing for the school photographer, each looking very young and vulnerable compared to Army faces. And there were the autographs: “Good luck in the service, Bob. It’s been great knowing you – Dave.”

		“Bob, I know you’ll go far in whatever you do. I’ll always value your friendship – Ken.”

		By the time he’d finished with the yearbook it was hard to remember that he’d waked before dawn this morning to scrub his cartridge belt for inspection, jostled in the stinking latrine by men who told him to get the lead out of his ass. It was hard to remember his nine hours on the bus and the train, and he was only dimly and guiltily aware of the cruel silent rage that had poisoned his dinner at Childs. The deep, slow, sibilant rhythm of his mother’s snoring came in from the bedroom now, and he listened to it with a sense of great tenderness as he undressed and carefully arranged his uniform on a wire hanger. Getting into bed he found that the sheets were surprisingly fresh and clean: he could picture her scurrying to the laundry with them during her lunch hour, in preparation for his coming – or possibly even going to Macy’s and buying new ones.

		Tomorrow she would wake him late and gently. They would have some kind of messy, inadequate breakfast together, and then they would go to church. The Episcopal service, which she’d discovered only a few years ago after a lifetime of paganism, would make her weep (“I always cry in church, dear; I can’t help it. I don’t mean to embarrass you”), and then, spiritually restored, they would take a subway or a bus somewhere to visit the people who were supposed to be dying to meet him – the people who’d said “Alice Prentice the sculptor?” and who would probably turn out to be as mild and bewildered and pathetically pleasant as she herself.

		The deadly realities would be there to reclaim them both soon enough, on Monday morning – the infantry and the lens-grinding shop – but in the meantime …

		In the meantime he could drift off to sleep feeling privileged and safe, cradled in peace. He was home.

	
		PART ONE

	
		Chapter One

		“Com-mence – fire!”

		The blast of rifles shocked his ears, right and left; he squeezed the trigger and felt the stock of his own rifle drive hard into his shoulder and cheek, and then he fired again.

		They were lying prone on a damp Virginia ridge, firing down across a dismal slope of weeds at a simulated enemy position several hundred yards away – a group of crude wooden house fronts flanked by clumps of trees. Gray silhouette targets darted in and out of view at the windows and came irregularly up from foxholes among the trees, and at first Prentice didn’t aim at them very precisely: the main thing seemed to be to keep firing, to get off as many rounds as the men on either side of him. But after a few seconds the tension eased off and he became both careful and fast. It was exhilarating.

		“Cease fire! Cease fire! All right, fall back. Everybody back. Second squad, let’s go. Second squad up on the line.”

		Prentice locked his rifle, got up, and stumbled back down the ridge with the others to where a small, painstakingly built campfire was struggling for survival. He made his way into the huddle of men surrounding it and found a place to stand beside John Quint.

		“Think you hit anything, Deadeye?” Quint asked him.

		“A couple, I think. I’m pretty sure I got a couple, anyway. You?”

		“Hell, I don’t know.”

		It was the last afternoon of the week’s bivouac that was the climax of their training. Any day now they would be shipped out for overseas processing, and the company’s morale could not have been lower, but Prentice had begun to feel an unreasonable elation. It pleased him to know that he hadn’t bathed or changed his clothes for six days, that he was learning to handle his rifle as an extension of himself, and that he’d taken part in elaborate field problems without doing anything noticeably absurd. A pleasant little spasm of shuddering seized him; he squared his shoulders, set his feet wider apart, and briskly rubbed his hands together in the woodsmoke.

		“Hey Prentice,” said Novak, who had been watching him from the other side of the fire. “You feeling pretty sharp today? You feeling like a real fighting man?”

		This caused a chuckle around the group, and Cameron, a big Southerner who was Novak’s friend, did his best to keep it going. “Old Prentice gunna be a regular tiger, ain’t he? Jesus, I’m glad he’s on our side.”

		He tried to ignore them, continuing to rub his hands and stare down into the weak flames, but the sound of their bored, easy laughter had spoiled his mood.

		Hardly any of the men in his platoon were less than five years older than Prentice; some were thirty and a few were nearly forty, and a more surly, less amiable crowd he could never have imagined. Like him, they had all come to Camp Pickett from other branches of the service – this whole training regiment, in fact, was what the Army called an Infantry Re-Tread Center – but there was a considerable difference between his case and theirs. He was a veteran of nothing more than six weeks of mild and pampered training as an Air Force recruit, followed by a shapeless month of work details in something called a Casual Company; the others were all old-timers. Some were from recently dissolved Anti-Aircraft units, in which they had idled for years at the gun emplacements around West Coast defense plants; some were from Ordnance or Quartermaster depots; there were ex-cooks and ex-clerks and ex-orderlies, and there were washouts from various officer-candidate schools. Many of them were noncoms in line or technical grades and continued to wear their impotent chevrons, but all of them – every foul-mouthed, hard-drinking, complaining one of them – had in common the miserable fact that their good deals, their months or years of military safety were over. They were replacement riflemen.

		And if Prentice had entertained any notion of being called “Bob” or “Slim” or “Stretch” by these men, of relaxing with them in the easy camaraderie of his Air Force days, it was a hope he’d had to abandon at once. They called him “Kid” or “Junior” or “Prentice” or nothing at all, and their general indifference had soon turned into a contemptuous amusement.

		On the very first morning, late for Reveille and sleepily fumbling with his unfamiliar infantry leggings, he had put the damned things on backwards, with the hook lacings on the inside rather than the outside of his calves; he had taken four running steps across the barracks floor before the lacing hooks of one legging caught the lace of the other, and down he came – all gangling, flailing six-foot-three of him – in a spectacular lock-legged fall that left his audience weak with laughter for the rest of the day.

		And thereafter he had gone from bad to worse. He was incurably clumsy at close-order drill; he couldn’t perform the manual of arms without an unsightly dipping of his head when he wrenched open the rifle’s chamber; in the field his spindly, ill-coordinated body was put to tests of reflex and endurance that seemed wholly beyond its powers, and he repeatedly floundered and failed.

		Worse still, he found himself unable to accept his defeats with any kind of grace. He would rise from each humiliation with a mouthful of shrill obscenities, trying by sheer verbal unpleasantness to beat these laughing bastards at their own game, and the result of this was to lower him still further in their esteem. An all-around incompetent was bad enough, and a wet-behind-the-ears young twerp of an incompetent was worse; but when he turned out to be a little wise guy too – when he swore not only in bad temper but in what sounded like the clipped, snotty accents of a spoiled rich kid – that was too much.

		And then one morning after bayonet drill, when the company was marched into a stifling clapboard building for its weekly I. and E. lecture, he found a way in which his luck might possibly begin to change. The lecture was as tedious as ever: first a documentary film, thunderously identified on the screen as one of the Why We Fight series, which explained the evils of Nazi Germany in simple-minded words and pictures; then a droning talk by a bored-looking second lieutenant who explained it all over again, and then the question period.

		A man several seats away from Prentice got up to raise a question – a quiet ex-Ordnance man from Idaho whom he’d sometimes noticed smoking a pipe in the post library, a man named John Quint – and from the moment he began to talk Prentice sat spellbound.

		“I’d like to take issue, sir, with one or two of the points made in the movie just now. Actually, they’re things I’ve noticed cropping up time and again in the Army’s indoctrination program, and I think we might do well to examine them a little more closely …”

		It wasn’t what he said that mattered, though all of it was interesting and thoughtful; it was the remarkable ease and confidence of his delivery. Here was a man who couldn’t have been more than twenty-four or five – and a bespectacled, almost prissy-looking man at that, a man whose vocabulary and enunciation clearly marked him as “cultivated” – and without the slightest compromise, without any hint of talking down to them, he was holding the respectful attention of every muscle-headed slob in the room. He even got a few laughs – not by any clumsy descent into G.I. humor, but by urbane and witty turns of phrase that Prentice would have thought to be miles over their heads. Hooking his thumbs in his cartridge belt, courteously turning from one section of his audience to another as his glasses gleamed in the lights, he was using words like “ludicrous” and “corruptible” with the dark sweat of the day’s bayonet drill still staining his back: he was proving that you didn’t have to be a lout to be a soldier.

		When he finished and sat down, there was a spatter of applause.

		“Yes,” the lieutenant said. “Thank you. I think that was very well put. Are there any other questions?”

		That was all, but it was enough to give Prentice a sharp new focus for his yearnings. He knew what he wanted in the Army now. The hell with this childish nonsense of being “liked” or “disliked,” of being “accepted” or not. All he wanted now, beyond a certain basic competence, was to be as intelligent and articulate as Quint, as independent as Quint, as aloof from the Army’s indignities as Quint. He very nearly wanted to be Quint, and at the very least he wanted to get to know him.

		But the fool of the platoon could hardly buddy up with its one and only intellectual – not, at least, right off the bat. It was a thing that would have to be pursued very cautiously, and with no visible effort at pursuit.

		It began that very evening, when he strolled over to Quint’s bunk for a desultory chat and was careful to walk away again before there could be any hint of his imposing. Several nights later he saw Quint reading in the library but thought better of going over to start another conversation, though he was careful to display the title of the rather highbrow book he was carrying, in case Quint happened to look up as he passed by on his way to the charge-out desk. Then, luckily, the company began its week of training on the rifle range, marching out there before dawn each morning for a nine-hour session with the targets, and this routine left long conversational openings in the middle of the working day. There were whole half-hours with nothing to do but sit around and wait for your turn on the firing line, and there was even more leisure during the noon meal, which was served in mess kits from a mobile field kitchen. Prentice made the most of those chances; it wasn’t long before he and Quint were pairing off at each break, almost as a matter of course. Then when the company went out on bivouac they pitched their shelter halves together and
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