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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 2, 1960
NORTHAMPTON, MASSACHUSETTS

NEWTON ARVIN AWOKE alone, as always. He pulled off his eyeshades, rubbed the exhaustion from his sallow face, reached for his gold wire-rim glasses, and pitched himself, slowly, upright in bed. Arvin fretted the cold, and the heat in his apartment was set so high that even in late summer tall cast-iron radiators, painted silver, clanged on cool mornings. The pings and steam hisses soothed him, like murmurs in a crowded restaurant. When he couldn’t sleep, which was often, he imagined himself on an alien planet, the only soul from horizon to horizon. The radiators recalled him to the world. So did the intermittent clamor of church bells echoing off the wooded hills.

Arvin was weary as usual, though for no good reason, since he’d been sleeping better lately, and not drinking too much. Ten days earlier he had turned sixty, and he was feeling soft-bodied, depressed, edgy, and prey to a familiar seasonal lassitude. In a few weeks the students would be returning to Smith College, where he had taught for thirty-seven years and was the Mary Augusta Jordan Professor of English, the most distinguished professor in his department. The freedom and quiet of summer, his prime consolation for a lifetime of academic servitude, were about to be shattered.

“The thought of the semester beginning again,” he had written two days earlier in his journal, “makes me think of an old plowhorse being hitched up to the plow once more when he ought to be put out to grass, or an old miner after a lifetime in the pits, wearily getting in the car again to descend the shaft.”

Arvin was a writer and, until the benighted 1950s, a radical. For nearly forty years his views on American literature had been highly acclaimed in literary circles, even though Arvin himself was shy, retiring, and exceptionally reclusive. His top-floor apartment under the eaves of a once-grand house a half-block from campus was his carapace, his shell. Cross-shaped, the apartment looked out safely in all directions, but no one could see in. It was like living atop a watchtower, unbreachable save for two narrow sets of steeply twisting stairs, front and back. Though climbing the stairs exhausted him, leaving him struggling for breath as he fumbled with his key and then burst, huffing, heart palpitating, into his foyer, he couldn’t imagine living elsewhere.

He padded to the foyer now, across two-inch oak floorboards stained a dull coffee-brown. On one side, neatly stacked and dusted, stood his Loeb Library leather-bound Greek and Latin classics. Arvin read seven languages, and the books were well-leafed, their spines lightly worn and faded. Behind him, facing the front door, hung a framed Leonard Baskin woodcut called Tormented Man, a gift from the artist. The image reminded the young poet Sylvia Plath, who visited occasionally, of Arvin. “Last night, weary, up the odd Gothic blind stairwell to Arvin’s for drinks,” she had written in her journal in 1957, three years earlier. “Arvin: bald head pink, eyes and mouth dry slits as on some carved rubicund mask.”

Arvin dressed, carefully. Besides books, his other extravagance was clothes. He had two closets filled with $150 suits and nourished a fetish for linen shirts and cashmere sweaters, which he kept in great stacks in his wardrobe. In recent years, his once nimble face frequently wore a capsized expression, his skin wan, features pasty, and eyes heavy and troubled, the residue of a lonely, inward, deeply shadowed life. Alcohol and sleeping pills hadn’t helped. But he never stopped dressing to perfection. This fussiness—he wore rubbers at the least hint of rain and seldom went out without a hat, which he tipped assiduously to passersby—had always made him seem older than he was, but now he felt old, too. The times were a part of it. Both presidential candidates, John Kennedy and Richard Nixon, were more than a decade younger than he. He found the recent political conventions “a ghoulish business,” devoid of any real interest in social progress or the common man. Hoping Congress would push through legislation to improve the lives of—a new term he hated—“senior citizens,” he wished there were a Greenback Party or a Free Soil Party to vote for.

All this made Arvin feel, as an American and a scholar, that his life was overdrawn and that nothing could change it. During the summer, he appeared to resolve, with some relief, no longer to try. He wrote in his journal, “Emerson is right about old age: one of its blessings is the knowledge that there cannot be so very much more of all this.” But Arvin also lived a second life, in his apartment and elsewhere, a surreptitious sexual life less easily tamed.

His faded warren under the eaves sheltered that life, too. In the years after World War II, shortly after he’d moved in, he and young Truman Capote, still all but unknown outside publishing circles, fell headlong in love. Though Arvin was forty-six, staid, balding, scholarly, and nervous, and Capote was twenty-one, glittering, blond, uneducated, and bold, it was the most formative intimacy either would ever have. Twice a month for two years, Capote traveled by train from New York to Northampton, then scurried from the station to Arvin’s apartment, up the steep stairs, and into his arms. “Newton was my Harvard,” he would later say.

Arvin kept a nude bodybuilder photo of Capote on his bedroom bureau, and other keepsakes of their relationship were placed throughout the apartment: folders containing their faded love letters; a colorful wooden box Capote had brought back from the West Indies for the Broadway production of his play House of Flowers; a hidden cache of homoerotic pictures Capote had sent from Greece, including nude photos of Athenian boys and an amusingly illustrated Robinson Crusoe. Arvin’s first great theme as a literary critic and biographer was the secrecy that marks so many public lives. As he got older, much of his own furtive life involved collecting erotica and discreetly inviting others to view it. His apartment was a haven for younger men, including several junior faculty members, with whom he could relax over drinks, talk freely, and, occasionally, have sex.

On this September morning, Arvin thought of venturing out. He’d never learned to drive, but cool, fair weather was forecast, and in this season, and at this point in his life, his errands tended to be small ones. Whatever its privations, this was the other great benefit of perching innocuously at the edge of small-town life—location. Arvin’s apartment was situated at almost the precise geographic center of his world. When he was in his thirties, forties, and early fifties, with his literary career at its zenith, that world stretched far beyond Northampton. But as his “tether,” as he called it, had shortened during the past few years, so had his prospects—literally. He could now see from his four eaves nearly all of the stations of his life: the campus, the town, the barricading hills. Those he couldn’t see receded just beyond view, in memory and imagination. Arvin could head out on his bike, a Roadmaster with head-and taillights and a frog-like little horn that, on rare carefree mornings, he couldn’t resist tooting, and go anywhere he needed to—his office, the library, the bookshop, the post office, the tavern—in less than five minutes.

He decided to stay in and try to read a little before his eyes, endlessly strained, gave out and idled him completely. Arvin had all but surrendered hope of producing any large work at this stage, but he still had pending a few small editing projects and book reviews, although he wasn’t optimistic about finishing those, either. Yesterday, after taking some notes at the office and getting a manuscript wrapped by a “very nice boy” at the bookshop, he’d been so fatigued that he went to bed in the afternoon and remained there the rest of the day. Arvin was used to such days and nights. He’d routinely suffered them—and much worse—ever since he was a twelve-year-old boy growing up in Indiana in the years before World War I. With the noise and tumult of the long Labor Day weekend looming—the annual Three-County Fair would start on Saturday, clogging Northampton with cars, people, exhibits, and livestock from throughout western New England—he planned to spend a quiet Friday alone, indoors, which is how, with fewer and fewer exceptions, Arvin now preferred to be.

Sergeant John Regan of the Massachusetts State Police drove the first of the two unmarked squad cars, holding five officers in all. Big, burly, and loquacious, Regan, an Irish Catholic, was a former Marine with a blustery laugh who had been hired off the street after World War II to help meet a shortage of “boots”; he had risen to become a star of the force, the first recipient of the former troopers’ association’s Outstanding Public Service Award. The state, having recently made it a felony to possess obscene pictures with the intent of showing them to others, had created a new unit to enforce the law and had put Regan and his partner, Gerald Crowley, in charge. Since May, Regan and Crowley had made more than forty arrests, placing them in the vanguard of a national crusade that was now cresting with the adoption of broad new federal powers to fight mail-order filth. Troopers in Massachusetts, as elsewhere, thought themselves a special breed, though they lived like conscripts, stationed away from their families, working shifts measured in weeks, not hours. At Troop B Barracks in Northampton, “Dirty Pictures” Regan was already well known as the hard-charging vice investigator from Boston who kept barracks around the state supplied with pornography.

It was around 11 A.M. when the matching Ford coupes pulled up in front of the red brick house at 45 Prospect Street. From the quiet, maple-shaded sidewalk, the century-old residence brooded like a rectory; gloomy, stony, quasi-religious, the color of dried blood. Regan, wearing street clothes, led the four officers up the worn brownstone steps and into the building. He was forty-two, six feet tall, weighed 220 pounds, and exuded toughness—lumbering, bullnecked, bulging under his suit, up on the balls of his overburdened feet. He’d fought at Iwo Jima, and the other officers thought him fearsome.

Regan and Crowley had told the three other officers that the suspect was “a pretty important man on the Smith campus,” a “fag,” but otherwise, as Crowley put it, “just another flyspeck on the wall”—a routine suspect. Contrary to public opinion, they knew most obscenity suspects to be meek, educated, guilt-stricken loners. They anticipated no resistance now.

The air inside the stairwell was cool and still. The narrow stairs coiled tightly to the left, and the men had to file up singly, seventeen steps to the first landing, twelve to the next. The floors became shorter the higher they rose. Regan, who had flat feet and bad ankles, was out of breath by the time they reached the tiny third-floor landing, where, stopping, then climbing two more steps to the right, he stood and knocked. The door, with recessed panels and brass fixtures, was scarcely wider and higher than he was.

[image: ]

Arvin answered tentatively. He wasn’t expecting anyone. His most intimate friend and frequent guest, the young classicist Ned Spofford, was out of town. After opening the door, Arvin saw on the landing only Regan and, positioned behind him, Crowley. The appearance of two large men in inexpensive suits could have meant anything or nothing. Perhaps they were door-to-door salesmen, missionaries, supervisors from the gas and light departments. When Regan introduced himself and asked whether they could come in, Arvin said they could.

Jammed in the foyer, the officers towered over Arvin, who was five feet seven inches, physically unventuresome, and slight. At least three of the police could touch the ceiling flatfooted. It was Regan who spoke. He told Arvin that his name had come to their attention as a result of a postal investigation and that police had evidence linking him to organized pornography traffic. Regan, looming over suspects, had a way of making them feel he knew everything about them. It was unclear whether he had a warrant, but he asked whether the police could search Arvin’s apartment, and Arvin said yes to that request, too.

The officers fanned out, brusquely. In Arvin’s study, near the neatly shelved copies of the celebrated biographies he had written of American classical writers, lay several issues of One, the Mattachine Society publication, which Arvin had picked up at a newsstand in New York and dismissed, disappointedly, in a letter to a friend as “pretty tame.” There were muscle magazines, with titles like Adonis, Tomorrow’s Man, and Physique Pictorial, that had black-and-white pictures of seminude male models, their genitals covered by posing straps. Arvin could hear the officers ransacking his furniture, turning over his mattress, couch, chair cushions; opening books and mail; rifling his drawers, closets, briefcase, even his wallet. He knew they would soon find harder evidence.

For Arvin, it was hellish, all of it. He had always known that something like this could happen, yet as four of the men penetrated his rooms, leaving him with Regan, he was paralyzed, beyond fear. What would they do with him? He had retreated to the far margin of life, and still they had found him out. He felt helpless, a mollusk without its shell. And yet he had been through so much unreality before this, ages of it. His panic was nothing new. And so although he was terrified, he maintained a certain well-developed detachment and resignation. His attitude, one of the arresting officers would recall, was “I’m caught.” He answered quietly, cooperating with each of Regan’s requests.

As the police kept searching, Regan told Arvin he was under arrest. Massachusetts’s harsh new obscenity law, which made possession of pornography a felony punishable by up to five years in prison, distinguished between merely owning erotica and sharing it, but Regan was unlikely to have clarified the difference, nor would Arvin have been calmed by it. His whole life had been against the law. So whatever happened now would not, he felt, be a product of his possessing sexual pictures, but of what had led up to it, his entire history, starting with his “uniquely misbegotten” childhood and scrolling through his tumultuous adulthood in town and at Smith. Indeed, Arvin had forecast such a reckoning more than thirty years earlier, not long after moving to Northampton. Writing about Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, he observed that in America, particularly the Calvinist America in which Hester Prynne was branded with an embroidered A on her bosom, people were punished most severely not for their crimes but for their secrets. “It is not for the intrinsic flagrance of the sin she has committed, but for the waywardness and irregularity of all wrongdoing that she is punished,” Arvin wrote, “and the penalty is made to suit the offense.”

But what was the punishment when the sin was being oneself?

Just as he had come to accept that his life was all but spent and that nothing else could hurt him, Newton Arvin was about to learn.



Part One
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A writer is, at very least, two persons. He is the prosing man at his desk and a sort of valet who dogs him and does the living.

—V. S. PRITCHETT




I have often thought that the best mode of life for me would be to sit in the innermost room of a spacious locked cellar with my writing things and a lamp. Food would be brought and always put down far away from my room, outside the cellar’s outermost door. The walk to my food, in my dressing gown, through the vaulted cellars, would be my only exercise. I would then return to my table, eat slowly and with deliberation, then start writing again at once. And how I would write! From what depths I would drag it up!

—FRANZ KAFKA, TO HIS FIANCÉE






Chapter One
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SEPTEMBER 17, 1924
NORTHAMPTON

IT WAS NEAR dusk when Arvin entered the narrow, ill-lit walk-up next to Lambie’s dry goods store on Main Street. Though he was still new in town, a shy, frail twenty-four-year-old Smith instructor, he affected a jaunty contempt as he hastened past the second-floor doorway of Dr. John C. Allen, President Calvin Coolidge’s dentist and closest friend. As Arvin knew, Coolidge had started his political career as Northampton’s mayor, and his homestead was a wood-frame duplex a few blocks from Arvin’s six-dollar-a-week room in a boarding house. Anyone with an atom of love for Dear Old Hamp proudly supported Coolidge’s re-election effort. Not Arvin. Like most members of his famously Lost Generation, he reviled Cool Cal and small towns. In August, he’d offered to lead the local campaign for seventy-four-year-old “Fighting Bob” La Follette, Coolidge’s third-party opponent. Now, in the lingering heat, he continued upstairs to the International Order of Hibernians’ hall to preside over the opening of Northampton’s La Follette Boom Club.

Privately, Arvin leaned toward Bolshevism and dismissed La Follette as a relic of the trust-busting, pro-farm spirit that had exhausted itself before the Great War. Arvin’s generation, F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote, had emerged from that war to “find all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken.” His peers were busy thronging to the profane cities, disdaining Great Causes, and baying after pleasure and art. Yet Arvin relished the subversiveness of becoming, as he would boast in his next Harvard Class Report, “president of the La Follette Club in the President’s hometown.” Haunted by wanting other men, doubting his ability ever to fit in, he embraced the role of political outcast. He could champion progress but not his real self.

He took the podium and, with surprising vehemence—glee, even—flayed the two major political parties. The Democrats, he said in a high-toned, punctilious Midwestern voice—a voice the critic Alfred Kazin would call “larger than the man”—stood for “sectionalism, bossism, and watchful wobbling.” He reserved harsher words for Coolidge and the Republicans, whom he called “incurably identified with economic privilege of the darkest kind.”

As a radical with no local roots—and no desire for any—Arvin ably proved his impertinence. But as a political organizer trying to enlist a conservative, nostalgic citizenry, his instincts were—and would be—less keen.

Paddle fans beat indolently overhead as seventy-five men and women fanned themselves in the hard wooden folding chairs. With his slight build, Arvin was scarcely the picture of a rabble-rouser. He had a gentle, inviting face, pale as milk. His gray-green eyes glinted anxiously behind gold wire-rim spectacles, his prim lips hid several teeth in need of removal, and, receding above a domish, lightly pocked forehead, his soft brown hair, already thinning, lay flat. Only his clothes—a sturdy three-piece suit, soft-collared shirt, and silk tie—announced greater temerity than would have been expected of the mild young clerk who inhabited them. He raised his voice and his rhetoric. Only through the independent candidacy of La Follette, he told the crowd, could the left “lay the basis for a Progressive Party with a kick in it, and put the fear of God in the hearts of the politicians.”

Afterward, as he returned home, Arvin was reminded how much the darkened town belonged to Coolidge and the past, not to him. Directly across Main Street, past the trolley tracks and overhead wires, stood the pinnacled, rock-faced county courthouse, the fifth on the site, where Coolidge had begun his law career. Just to its left rose the stolid beaux arts façade of the Northampton Institution for Savings, where, as a young man, Coolidge, who preached hard thrift and frugality, had served as vice-president. Beyond the bank soared the ninety-foot soot-blackened brownstone spire of the First Congregational Church, on the ground where, two centuries earlier, the fiery Protestant divine Jonathan Edwards had launched the apocalyptic frontier revival known as the Great Awakening, in which the mass fervor for combating Satan rose to such a pitch that Edwards’s cousin slit his own throat in an anguished attempt to cleanse an impure conscience and appease an angry God.

Indeed, Northampton, a lovely if fading county seat and farm center of twenty thousand, cupped against the foothills of the Berkshires, could not have stood more proudly for the catchpenny puritanism that Coolidge promised to the country and that Arvin’s generation reviled—what the Massachusetts-bred writer Robert Benchley called that “old time New England streak … that atavistic yearning for a bad time if a bad time is possible.” To the right of the courthouse, across King Street, glittered the town’s grand new vaudeville house, originally to be named the Mayflower but earlier in the year—with no intended irony for a town that, until seventy-five years earlier, banned stage plays because they fostered “immorality, impiety, and a contempt for religion”—renamed the Calvin.

And yet Arvin, who came from Valparaiso, Indiana, felt flushed with a sense of purpose, of belonging. He was intoxicated by the challenge of living in the enclosed, forbidding social world around him, something that as recently as a year ago he doubted he would be able to do. All he wanted was to be a literary critic. But even the most bookish scholar had to be a man of action, a citizen. In the new world, passivity was the gravest crime, and it was necessary for those who saw the truth about America to tell it, in word and deed.

Far from being discouraged by the weak turnout, Arvin relished his status as leader of the town’s anti-Coolidge renegades. Not only had he got himself in the trenches; he was in back of enemy lines, pinned down by barrages, his position hopeless. A few days earlier he had written to his best boyhood friend, a young Chicago labor lawyer named David Lilienthal, about his decision to stump for La Follette: “I think it will possibly save me from the kindnesses of a lot of respectable (and very dull) people who rather enjoy a literary radical but gag at a political one.” Now, the day after the rally, he wrote to Lilienthal again, boasting—and joking—about his newest success.

Coolidge, famously parsimonious, was known, even during Prohibition, to like bourbon, pouring shots for himself and visitors from a bottle he kept in the lower compartment of his washstand. There was a famous story about him, which Arvin must have known, that on the night in 1918 when he was elected governor of Massachusetts, a guest noticed an old friend sitting on the bed in Coolidge’s dollar-and-a-half room in a boarding house—without a drink. “Bill’s already had hisn,” Coolidge had snapped at the visitor.

Writing to Lilienthal, Arvin reported; “The movement is promising well here in the seats of the sot.” Whatever his intentions, they excluded staying in Northampton long enough to care whether its patriotic citizens disliked his lampooning their favorite son as a cheap drunkard.

Everything in Arvin’s recent past pointed to his being here, despite himself.

He had been a sickly Harvard junior when Coolidge became an overnight hero to an anxious, pent-up nation in the fall of 1919. All that summer America had seemed on the brink of class warfare. Strikes, lockouts, bombings, the Palmer Raids, deportations, violent nativism, Red scares, and calls for a proletarian revolt were everywhere, especially in Massachusetts, the most urban state in the country. Then, on September 9, the Boston police went on strike, the city’s Central Labor Union threatened a general walkout, and fear succumbed to terror. Coolidge, in his first year as governor, stepped in after three nights of rioting and looting, and committed armed guard detachments to the city, as well as mobilizing forty thousand reserves. The effect was galvanic. A week before, few people beyond Massachusetts knew Coolidge’s name. Now, as order returned and labor retreated, he burst on the national consciousness as the flinty, no-nonsense Republican who had “defied Bolshevism and more.”

Arvin was back in Valparaiso that fall with his parents, recuperating from severe anemia. A shy, solitary English major, he dreamed only of becoming a writer, a man of letters. He was desperate to get back to Cambridge, but years of reading up to ten hours a day had so strained his eyes that his mother had to read to him. Jessie, a parched Midwestern housewife of fifty-five, had long seemed to her son a bitter and distant woman. The fourth of six children and second and younger son, Arvin blamed his father for his mother’s straitened emotions. Frederic Arvin was a stern, demanding businessman who had made something of himself as vice-president of a farm loan association in Indianapolis. Family life was distasteful to him, and he was seldom at home. When he did grudgingly return for a weekend once a month or so, he was short tempered and truculent, a remote figure but a daunting one.

Arvin’s return home after two years on his own in the East had unsettled him. “Walking through a mausoleum,” he called it. Valparaiso, where Arvin was born in 1900, was a town of fifteen thousand in the flat, featureless northern tier of the state, the sort of insular Midwestern farm town soon to be harshly memorialized in Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio and Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street. The presence of Valparaiso College, promoted by generations of Midwesterners as “the poor man’s Harvard,” elevated the town’s cultural quotient, but not by much. Arvin had concluded years earlier that anyone who was sensitive or imaginative would be crippled and thwarted there. He also believed that his father, for whom he’d been named (he would drop his first name soon after college), thought him effeminate and weak and despised him for it.

The situation deteriorated sharply in November, when young Arvin wrote a letter to the editor of the local paper, the Vidette, protesting the library board’s decision to remove all copies of The New Republic, a prickly, five-year-old left-leaning opinion magazine, from its shelves and burn them. Arvin’s father, whom Arvin felt “capable of emotional brutality,” reacted hostilely. The last time Fred Arvin’s namesake had been featured in the Vidette was when he was sixteen and had had two poems published in the Indianapolis Star, the state’s leading newspaper; the headline read VALPO BOY SHOWS RARE POETIC SKILL. That article concluded, “Young Arvin’s rhythm is said to be perfect and his rhyming unusual. Friends predict a brilliant future for him.” Now, having been drummed out of Harvard’s Student Army Training Corps the previous fall for failing his physical, he suffered from vaguely feminine maladies and bleak prospects. Worse, he had become, as Fred Arvin would later say, “tinctured with Sovietism.”

Arvin returned to Harvard in January 1920 at a low ebb. Although he regarded himself as dull and unattractive, he yearned for affection; he’d expressed the fierce longing even at thirteen, when he wrote in his diary, “I feel so lonesome for an intimate friend.” Before then, his only real friend had been Lilienthal, one of the few other aspiring intellectuals in a town where most boys preferred games to books and normal boyish cruelty to sensitive discourse. The two put together political scrapbooks, cutting out articles and pictures of great events from magazines. They formed a political club and a magazine of their own in a clubhouse they built from packing crates in the Lilienthals’ barn.

Until then, Arvin had felt “uniquely misbegotten,” alone, unaccepted, derided, with an “insuperable chasm” between himself and other boys—surely the only boy of his kind in the world. “I was certainly a girlish small boy, not a virile one, even in promise,” he would write. “I was timid, shrinking, weak, and unventuresome. I had no skill in boyish games and sports, and no interest in them, and I was quickly penalized as a result—by taunts, jeers, and sometimes, though rarely blows.” Lilienthal, by comparison, was an excessively “normal” boy, outgoing, spontaneous, and unaffected. Arvin, gleeful to have such a gifted friend, credited Lilienthal with keeping him “in line with at least something like normality” at an age when he might well have withdrawn altogether from the world of boys.

But suddenly, a few months before Arvin’s thirteenth birthday, Lilienthal’s father, a Jewish dry goods dealer, failed in business, and the family moved to Missouri. Arvin and Lilienthal corresponded faithfully and swore allegiance to each other throughout high school and college. But now they were young men, and Lilienthal, a senior at DePauw College in Greencastle, Indiana, had plans to marry, which prompted Arvin to write jealously that his friend “need have no apprehensions” that he himself would ever wed. He would always be, Arvin wrote on his return to Cambridge, “the bachelor friend of the family, consoling himself for his loneliness by dropping in for tea every Monday.”

Then, two weeks later, he wrote:


The past four or five days have been indescribably wonderful for me, and in point of fact I am not yet walking on common earth. To say it is one grand and glorious feeling to be back in Cambridge is to put it very mildly. After what I have gone through it is almost too good to be true … I wish I could express to you in words what I have to say, to give you an idea of the very beautiful, very fine, and very precious thing that has come into my life, and very nearly changed the whole seeming of existence to me … In one sense I am no longer quite the same person. (I could be concrete instead of so beautifully vague, but somehow I dislike to be. You will understand.)



Arvin ended by apologizing for his evasiveness; “Take it from me,” he wrote, “ ‘there’s a reason.’ ” What he dared not say was that he was in the thrall of his first adult crush, and that the object of his passion was his roommate in Thayer Hall, a tall, dark-haired, studious-looking drama major from Chicago with a full, sensual mouth and cleft chin named Harold Ehrensperger. Arvin joked in another letter about the possibility of “nuptial ties” between him and “Bud,” but he seemed to be suggesting nothing more than that the two of them had become companionable. Even in the eroticized cities, homosexuality remained the forbidden province of pansies and fairies, and Lilienthal knew Arvin to be, if unmanly in appearance, a bold thinker with a masculine mind—epicene, yes, but if anything, asexual. In other words he hadn’t yet found the right woman to arouse his manhood. Lilienthal misconstrued Arvin’s vagueness; his relief at his friend’s euphoria let him overlook its significance.

Arvin’s ebullience had other factors: his returning health and his studies. In March he wrote to Lilienthal that his weight was up to 113½ pounds, an “appreciable gain,” and that he was taking gym work daily, going for long walks, and sleeping eight or nine hours a night. To avoid overexertion, he’d taken a light course load, which left him plenty of time for “desultory reading of one sort or another … Freud’s Leonardo da Vinci, Aberrations of Sex, Sexology of Childhood; Gamaliel Bradford’s Portraits of American Women; Emily Dickinson’s Letters and Poems; Wm. James’s Talks to Students; William’s Lenin, the Man and His Work; Conrad Aiken’s Scepticisms; Philip Littell’s Books and Things; Paul Elmer More’s Platonism; etc.” Arvin had always read expansively, quenchlessly, but now, a nineteen-year-old junior, he glimpsed within his obsession for books not only a prescription for a career but for a moral life.

“I want you to read a little book by Van Wyck Brooks, entitled Letters and Leadership,” he wrote to Lilienthal in May. Little known outside literary circles, Brooks was by then the oracle for the younger generation of artists and writers starting to make history in the cities. A stiff, slight, formal man of thirty-four, with searing eyes, a sharp nose, and a bottle-brush mustache, he had graduated from Harvard in 1907 and traveled widely in Europe. On his return to America, he wrote scathingly about the plight of its native artists, especially writers. Brooks, a socialist, believed that puritan materialism had crushed American culture. American writers, he observed, were forced either to compromise their art, as Mark Twain did, by becoming irredeemably commercial and “lowbrow”; or, like Henry James, to flee the country for a more civilized exile in Europe, rupturing their ties with American life. Brooks’s call to arms for a new American literature that defied puritan commercialism while rising triumphantly out of native soil had ignited the left-leaning literary world of New York and, especially, Greenwich Village, which since the war had become the epicenter of American freethinking.

Brooks’s manifesto was hotly debated in garrets, coffeehouses, and the offices of the lively new magazines. Was it possible? Could America, godhead of business culture, produce great books and writers? The answer was by no means clear. As irrepressibly modern as it was, the country was forever falling back upon the root contradictions of the past: freedom belied by conformity, liberty bound by suspicion and blame, talent yoked to utility. Like Arvin, countless young men and women dreamed of overturning the Babbittry of their parents’ generation and writing great novels, poems, and plays. But even if they had the talent, most agreed the culture wouldn’t let them. It would devour them first.

Arvin found in Brooks a “spiritual forebear,” a hero. He explained to Lilienthal that although he still regarded creative writing as a “much more glorious aim” than criticism, “perhaps in a period like ours the man who does really first-rate criticism in the service of American letters will prove to be of more value in the long run than the men who content themselves with mediocre creative work … American art,” he wrote,


needs someone to formulate ideals, to erect standards that shall be living and valid and not just dug out of the tombs of French and English literature, to study critically the American mind and American society and try to bring out the most valuable features in it.



Here was Arvin’s credo: literary criticism was social criticism, a nobler calling. Two months shy of his twentieth birthday, he forswore the last of his family’s hopes that he would straighten up after graduation and pursue a manly career; instead, he set his sights on an uncertain future as a standard-bearer, conscience, and champion of American literature, a neophyte in Brooks’s priesthood.

Few career choices were less promising. There was no academic industry in American studies, as there is today, and little reason to expect one to emerge. Most of the classic writers of the nineteenth century—Hawthorne, Melville, Emerson—went unappreciated by critics and disregarded by the public. Melville’s Moby-Dick, for example, had languished out of print for more than six decades, as neglected as its author, whose death in a tenement on East Twenty-fourth Street in New York, six years after he retired as a customs clerk, was, Arvin would write, “all but unregarded by the world,” and whose books had only lately been rediscovered because of a vogue for stories about the South Seas. What’s more, if Brooks was right, the sum of America’s literary enterprise was a failure, inadequate to the needs of the great global power that the country was becoming. How could dedicating oneself to a devalued, superficial, inferior culture hold any promise? Brooks himself was tormented by doubts and frustration and worried endlessly how to make ends meet. Having recently moved east from a temporary teaching post at Stanford to take over as literary editor of The Freeman, one of a number of progressive journals to grow out of New York’s postwar literary and political ferment, he was earning extra money editing a book of Harry Houdini’s tricks.

Arvin stayed in Cambridge during the summer of 1920 to make up for the term he had lost, “obsessed (literally) with the desire to be psychoanalized,” he wrote to Lilienthal. He returned to Valparaiso only in late August. The nation, tilting on the cusp of the Jazz Age, teemed with new crosscurrents. National Prohibition was in effect. The somber Republican ticket of Ohio senator Warren Harding and Coolidge was advancing toward the White House after eight years of discredited Democratic idealism. After The Little Review, an avant-garde literary magazine, published, in its July-August number, an excerpt of James Joyce’s Ulysses in which Leopold Bloom tamely fantasizes about a young girl’s uncovered legs, its owners were arrested and convicted on obscenity charges, ensuring that no American publisher would bring out the book for another eleven years. Fitzgerald’s first novel, This Side of Paradise, published before he was twenty-three, heralded the new era of youthful hedonism, sex, and drinking. In Massachusetts, two Italian-born anarchists, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, were convicted for the murder of a payroll clerk and sentenced to die.

Arvin, roiled with the times, felt his oats. “I don’t think I ever hated this burg so as I have since I got back this time,” he wrote to Lilienthal on August 21. “I can’t imagine any atmosphere more oppressive than a small town like this.”

He could scarcely face his parents. His father, learning of his ambition to become a critic, lambasted him as a dreamer and a Red and told him he would do better washing dishes at Abbe’s restaurant or windows at Szold’s dry goods store, both in downtown Valparaiso. Frederic Arvin, born during the Civil War, could not have fathomed his son’s homosexuality. But he was appalled nonetheless by what he considered Newton’s deviancy and fecklessness. A man of staunch opinions and old-fashioned propriety, he’d once written the suitor of one of his four daughters, “Take the best care of her and for her. If a man does that and never wavers, he has done much.” For Fred Arvin, manliness was duty and honor, life a struggle for constancy. Newton’s heretical ideas about the world and his role in it simply disgusted him.

Only perhaps because Arvin had a letter of introduction to Brooks and hoped to meet with Brooks in New York on his return to Cambridge was he saved from being utterly shaken by the visit. As it was, he boarded the train in Chicago with a “dark-brown taste” in his mouth, once again grim and doubtful about his future.

It was Brooks who rescued Arvin and put him on the course that would take him to Northampton and the campaign against Coolidge. Now that Brooks was at The Freeman, barricaded behind stacks of books in the magazine’s hot, shabby, smoke-filled offices in a townhouse on West Twelfth Street, he intended to use his patronage power to develop a cadre of muscular young native critics. Arvin, who awkwardly delivered some student essays before racing up to Penn Station for the five o’clock train to Boston, seemed surprisingly well-suited to the task. Brooks was impressed by Arvin’s learnedness, impeccable prose, and sure, firm style. What struck him most was the young man’s literary fire and “most unusual craft and maturity,” the sense of a full-blown talent ready to emerge. “You are a critic by nature,” Brooks wrote to Arvin after reading three of his small pieces. “If you persist in your line you are certain to be what you wish to be.”

Coming on the heels of Arvin’s break with his father, Brooks’s encouragement inspired Arvin with the confidence he so recently feared would always elude him. Going out for highest honors in his senior year, he achieved both Phi Beta Kappa and summa cum laude, one of only six in his class of 442. Harvard had taken him just three and a half years. Meantime, he began deluging The Freeman’s offices with near-flawless reviews, which Brooks, who complained often about having to rewrite the work of even seasoned critics, published without editing.

Brooks had advised Arvin after their first meeting to try his hand at a book, and Arvin had given the project much thought. But Brooks had also told him that he needed experience, and that his real life as a writer wouldn’t begin until he was “thirty or so.” Approaching graduation, Arvin mulled over his choices. He wanted nothing more than to move to New York and “do literary work.” Brooks had told him there might be a job for him at The Freeman, but it fell through. Meanwhile, he received an offer to teach English at the Detroit Country Day School, a boys’ school, for $1,600 for the 1921–1922 term. Arvin had no desire to teach, but he thought that the classroom job might enable him to save $500 to $600 and move to New York the next fall. Assuring him that he could continue to write for The Freeman if he took the job, Brooks urged him, “Take that position … If you have a little capital you can choose your own time, your own subjects, etc. and you will not have to write too much … Do it, by all means, however distasteful it may seem to you.”

There was nothing in Arvin’s world so desperate as a young man with a literary conscience forced to suspend a writing career in order to feed himself, especially in the early 1920s, when precocious novelists like Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway were becoming famous before they were twenty-four. Arvin resolved to make the best of it. He first went home, but he soon exploded at his father, and wrote the older man a series of letters so vitriolic that Lilienthal had to travel to Valparaiso to calm Arvin’s mother, who was distraught over the episode. Then, when he met Lilienthal’s fiancée, Arvin unaccountably broke down sobbing for the first time in years. He confessed shamefully to Lilienthal, “I am becoming, as to character, quite disgustingly flabby and flatchested. I’ve got to get myself better in hand.”

Living on his own in Detroit only made matters worse. Lilienthal was in Cambridge, attending Harvard Law School, and Ehrensperger had moved to Evanston, Illinois, to teach drama at Northwestern University. Alone after four years of making a place for himself in Cambridge, and rejecting the only other hometown he’d known—that “accursed dump,” he called Valparaiso—Arvin became sick and confused. “The boys are all right,” he reassured Lilienthal about teaching. But nothing else was.

In fact, the strain of working with boys just a few years younger than he while concealing his ambiguous sexual longings unnerved him. Arvin worried incessantly about a mistaken gesture, a misunderstood word, his own undefinable and uncontainable feelings. He was agitated, verging on panic, unable to sleep, beset with dread, and without access to sedatives. He read the manuscripts Brooks sent from The Freeman but couldn’t review them. All this took its toll on his health. When he had his lower left molars X-rayed in November, revealing an infected tooth, he wrote to Lilienthal, “It seems our worst fears are always more than justified.” With winter arriving cold and bleak over the frozen Great Lakes, Arvin doubted he would make it through the semester.

He rallied, briefly, during winter break. “I finally realized how essentially cowardly a thing it would be to run away from anything just because it was hard and distasteful …,” he wrote to Lilienthal from Detroit on January 12, 1922, “how it would dog me all my life if I didn’t live it down, in my own eyes, by going through many other things much harder; and how much good it might do me in some respects, to see something through, for once, even though I hated it like hell.” Finding himself a “morbidly egocentric person,” Arvin chided himself, “Well, I really hope that sometime I shall get on my feet nervously, for I believe I have a fund of healthiness in me someplace if I can only get hold of it. It is a cinch that I shall have to accomplish this before very long, or I shall go to pieces entirely.”

But Arvin by now was sinking, and his family and friends knew it. His older brother, Neil, believed that he should make peace with their father, and insisted that Arvin write home and apologize for his earlier letters. When he did, Fred Arvin took a train to Detroit and checked into the Hotel Statler, where he and his son spent the weekend awkwardly making amends while avoiding any mention of their past troubles. In the end, it was too late. Arvin lasted less than five more weeks before going to the school’s headmaster and resigning.


It is [he wrote to Lilienthal] a definite, immitigable defeat, and I am sorry for it—especially because it supplies hot water for so many other people—but the damage is done, and I think the part of wisdom now is to cover my retreat as strategically as possible. It is an unauspicious way to begin life, as you must concede, but if there is such a thing as making crutches out of one’s defeats, I will try to do so with this one … the question is really, this time, to be or not to be, and also, where to be.



This was the Arvin—feeling himself a failure, lonely, flirting with thoughts of suicide, but also struggling to right himself and calculating how to avoid further collapses—who came to Smith the following September, at the age of twenty-two, to teach privileged young women to write term papers.

Smith was a bustling, nervous place, an island of youthful excitement grafted onto Northampton’s rolling western ledge. It had been founded fifty years earlier by Amherst men, patriarchal Yankee evangelists like Coolidge, with money from Sophia Smith and sited illustriously on a knoll at the upper end of Main Street so that it would become part of the town. But as an all-female community, Smith was not assimilable and, as it attracted more and more young women of wealth, was beyond easy control, even by its own reform-minded administrators.

The college had two thousand students, whose parents were drawn to its mission of providing a protected, feminizing classical Christian education but who themselves were increasingly compelled by college “life” and one another. This had been the fear about women’s colleges from the start—“The system is unnatural,” an early opponent argued, “and not one young woman in ten can be subjected to it without injury”—and it had produced, even before the war, a daring expansion of sexual roles.

At Smith’s all-female dances, sophomores squired freshmen like eager swains, sending them flowers, calling for them, filling out their dance cards, introducing their partners, and fetching them ices and frappes between dances. Smith pioneered the game of women’s basketball, which taught the traditionally nonfeminine virtues of aggression and camaraderie, and the games were raucously attended. Since the war, armies of college men in automobiles and raccoon coats, bearing flasks and cigarettes and full sexual intentions, invaded the campus on weekends, transforming Smith and nearby Mount Holyoke into training schools for marriageable young society women. Smith’s student newspaper now advertised fashion shows by Fifth Avenue retailers like Saks and Bonwit Teller at the Plymouth Inn, a privately owned five-story Romanesque off-campus dormitory with white marble floors and an indoor swimming pool.

Smith, to Arvin’s surprise, delighted him. “I am very happy here …,” he wrote to Lilienthal in late September, “very cozily fixed and very eager to see what dents I can make in the skulls of Smith Freshmen.” Back in his beloved New England, breathing Smith’s liberal, high-minded, sensuous air, he felt free of the familial and sexual strains that had dogged him in Detroit. He liked the students—“a damn fine lot”—and although his teaching load of nine hours of classes, nine hours of conferences, and correcting seventy-three themes per week left him little time to read and write, he felt he was finally making progress. “I am willing to be reconciled to any way of life, for the time being, that gives me a chance to repair some of the defects of a very imperfect education,” he wrote to Brooks, “and I’m not sure that the easy tempo of small-town life isn’t very attractive to me.”

He quickly met several other young faculty members whom he liked and who liked him; he even hinted to Lilienthal that he enjoyed going for walks and having lunch with a young assistant professor of economics, Miss Geraldine Jebb. After seeming prematurely old even to himself, Arvin experienced, probably for the first time, what it was like to be young, almost carefree.

He took up tennis. Then dancing. His wit, always sharp, became wicked and self-mocking. “These are things that, as a mere lawyer, you ought to know,” he wrote to Lilienthal after quoting from an especially puerile student paper. “They will give you some idea why the ranks of suicides are filled chiefly with composition teachers—why every third nut in an asylum is an ex-composition teacher—why all the lurid and grotesque vices of our modern Babylons are committed by composition teachers—why composition teachers commit 20% of the murders in any given year.” Mysteriously, he began to write aching, perfectly metered sonnets to nameless lovers, and he sent them to Lilienthal for review:


Hiding the stubborn path my feet must take,
My heart half sings, for it was I who kissed
Your lips in inattentive sleep, and I
Who once spent all my portion for your sake.



On Memorial Day 1923, Arvin attended his first Smith graduation, at which Coolidge, then the vice-president, delivered “a long, nasal and nasty oration about patriotism, prosperity, McKinley, and democracy,” he reported to Lilienthal. On the subject of Cal Coolidge Arvin’s blood was boiling. Two years earlier, less than six months after the inauguration, Coolidge had published three articles in The Delineator, a women’s magazine, in which he characterized Arvin’s ilk—faculty radicals at women’s colleges—as predatory traitors. Entitled “Enemies of the Republic,” and posing the question “Are the ‘Reds’ stalking our college women?” the series most likely was ghost-written by a public relations man named Bruce Barton, booster of a vulgarized Christianity and Coolidge’s chief image-maker. But it was clear to Arvin that Coolidge somehow considered left-leaning “academic wage slaves” like him to be implacable foes in the war for America, and Arvin was only too happy to take him on. “Really, you know,” he wrote to Lilienthal in disgust, “worms are all right, but vermin—”

Arvin continued to write for The Freeman until January 1924, when the magazine, losing money and torn by editorial disputes, ceased publication. “It has indeed gone to pieces,” he wrote to Lilienthal, “and I am one of them.” Fearful that the time was wrong “to make the break for New York next year,” as he had hoped to do, he decided reluctantly to teach at Smith for another year, although he swore it would be his last.

Thus was Arvin living in Northampton for the fall election and Coolidge’s ascension.

NOVEMBER 4, 1924 NORTHAMPTON

The Coolidge electoral landslide came as no surprise. Barton, Coolidge’s chief handler, had revived the rhetoric of the Red scare early in the campaign, fanning fears that the country was again headed for chaos, perhaps even Bolshevik terror, if Coolidge lost. With the Democrats deeply divided, he coached Republicans to raise the specter of an election thrown to the House of Representatives, where La Follette and his forces might seize a share of power. It was the first election covered nationally on radio, and anxiety over domestic communism ensured that the message hit home. Though more voters now lived in cities than in small towns, nostalgia for a safer, less complex, more orderly America won out. Coolidge, the “most noble creation of God,” as one local placard put it, was awarded the greatest plurality in the nation’s history.

Northampton, draped in silk flags and butterfly-shaped bunting, celebrated with the grandest parade in its history. “Red fire, sky rockets and the glare of the myriads of automobile lights tooting their way down the streets of this sedate old town lit its Puritan gloom with a typical Cleveland glare,” reported the Daily Hampshire Gazette, the local newspaper. At Smith, the student body snake-danced its way to the 2,100-seat John M. Greene Hall to hear the election returns on radio. As President William Allan Neilson announced returns state by state over a microphone, the crowd exploded with whistles, kazoos, rattles, cowbells, and waves of song. Ten o’clock curfew was happily overlooked.

Arvin spent the next few days too miserable with a flu-like reaction to a smallpox vaccination to care about the election results. When he recovered, he was calm and cerebral, appreciating the “overwhelming strength” of the Coolidge mandate and the extreme obstacles to launching a third party. “Yet I refuse to be soured by it all,” he informed Lilienthal. “Four million votes throughout the country—and 713 votes in Hamp (about 10 percent)—do not seem to me a contemptible showing—especially in light of the money spent and the arguments used by the Republicans.” He was more troubled by news from Bud Ehrensperger that he was studying for the ministry. “His trip to Europe seems to have made an extreme radical out of him, and he is taking this way of utilizing his impulse to reconstruction,” he wrote in the same letter. “I confess to a certain dismay at the prospect.”

The country had spoken, resoundingly, in more ways than one. Mainstream America had shown, by embracing Coolidge, that it wanted little to do with radical politics or freethinking; it gagged at political radicals and literary ones. The young metropolitans, most of whom had no interest in politics, moved on, hungover, to the next party. Hemingway and Fitzgerald decamped famously for Paris. Others, like Brooks, sought to rediscover a semblance of nineteenth-century New England in the ghost country beyond the New York suburbs, fleeing Greenwich Village to form leafy enclaves in places like Westport, Connecticut. Those few still concerned with Great Causes sought other channels; Lilienthal, for example, in regulating public utilities, the great engine of America’s growth. But as the hedonism of the Jazz Age spread to the financial markets, the gay society of the early twenties veered, more and more recklessly, into mere excess.

Throughout a cold, lightless New England winter, Arvin again worked to gather his strength. His eyes were worse than ever, and he felt himself falling further behind in his reading. “I don’t know what is really the matter with me,” he complained grimly to Lilienthal in February 1925, three months after the election. “It is probably nothing physical and probably some psychic kink that after all these years I have not straightened out.” He continued ominously:


What the end is I don’t know. I have hopes of reaching shore sometime, and certainly have no idea of giving up the attempt to. Meanwhile, I have no spiritual luxuries. I can’t, for instance, allow myself to play with my immediate future as otherwise I should be wanting to. I accept a three-year appointment simply as the only solution for a practically insoluble problem. Graduate work is no longer even a possibility—and Brooks warns me away from New York … What an inglorious end for a promising “summa” man and an ex-member of the Freeman group!



Lilienthal normally was patient with Arvin’s complaints. Now, he lashed back, inviting pity of his own. “I imagine if I had a visit with you there,” he wrote, “I’d find you with a great lot of friends, interesting people; find you living in New England, in lovely country, with a fine background, with excellent library facilities, etc.” By comparison, he wrote,


if you came out to see me you’d find me boarding a reeking train with hundreds of louts, riding … for 35 minutes every working morning past the most hideous sights in the world … then find me sitting in an office, at a desk, without contact with people most all the time, reading the outpourings of one of the most pompous class of men in the world, the judges.



Arvin was chastened, but only slightly. Though he knew Lilienthal was right, and said so in his return letter, there was much that he could not say. He couldn’t discuss his confusion about wanting other men sexually, or the fact that he’d grown jealous of his best friend. Lilienthal, who had been a protégé of Felix Frankfurter at Harvard, was rapidly assembling credentials for an important career in public life. In the past year alone, he’d drafted two U.S. Supreme Court briefs while working on a series of public-interest suits against the most powerful man in Chicago, the utility baron Samuel Insull. Assigned by La Follette headquarters to dig up dirt on Charles G. Dawes, Coolidge’s running mate, he’d written a raucous exposé in The Nation that got wide attention. With Arvin’s help, he’d also begun writing for The New Republic and was fast becoming known in liberal circles for his views on labor, law, and public policy.

Lean and strutting and angular and not yet twenty-six, prodigiously energetic and ambitious, Lilienthal lived life, as someone later said, at a “high trot.” An amateur boxer in college, with a hawklike profile and casual good looks, he had a loving, supportive wife, Helen, a baby daughter, and, though still earning only a little more than Arvin, admiring friends and obvious prospects. Arvin, meanwhile, was bogged down in anguished excuse-making and brooding self-contempt. He apologized to Lilienthal for complaining, but his resentments were not easily let go. Replying contritely to Lilienthal’s counter-complaints, he was philosophical, quoting Emerson: “Every obstacle to which we do not succumb is a benefactor.”

If Lilienthal’s progress failed to comfort him, neither, had Arvin fully known about it, would Van Wyck Brooks’s. Approaching middle age, the fastidious Brooks was cracking up. The Freeman’s closing had allowed him more time to write, but had also compounded his worries about money and the fear that he had reached the limit of what he had to say, a crueler reckoning. He had finished a biography of Henry James so scathing that he had asked his brother, a lawyer, whether it was possible to libel the dead, and was now searching for a new subject, one that would show that it was possible to have a successful literary life in America after all. He considered writing about Walt Whitman, but was apparently so upset by Whitman’s homosexuality that when the subject came up casually over lunch at the Harvard Club in New York, he turned deathly pale and fled the room. Finally, he decided on the transcendental philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson.

Brooks had hoped that Emerson would end his despair over the plight of the American writer—a plight that Brooks, more than any other critic, had internalized. He now felt it doomed him, just as it had
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