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			Foreword

			Nella Larsen’s heroines are emotional nomads, women whose intelligence and genius for rebellion make them ill suited for the proscribed existence ordained by whites for blacks in 1920s and ’30s segregated America. No tragic mulattoes here. These prim, proper colored ladies bristle with discontent and yearning. But, most important, they are driven by the impulse to shape their lives rather than suffer them, even when their grasp is unsure and they are careening full tilt towards disaster.

			In Helga Crane and Clare Kendry, Nella Larsen has created two characters that are rich, complex, and contradictory. Quicksand and Passing launch each woman on a quest for self that predicts the themes of much of the most important writing in American literature of the last twenty years. Inevitably, any writer whose female protagonists resist the expected, the traditional, the “correct,” is dialoguing with the literary legacy of Nella Larsen.

			I initially discovered Nella Larsen as an undergraduate enrolled in a Black American Literature course taught by Charles Larson at American University. Even now I recall quite vividly the breath-snatching shudder that gripped me as I read the final pages of Quicksand. I can’t remember any ending to a novel which frightened or warned me more effectively. I had not even become at that point the apprentice writer I would evolve into a few years later, but was a young woman reading everything I could find, questioning it and struggling to dredge up my own voice—a voice that, luckily for me, was nurtured and encouraged by parents who taught me that honesty and justice were more important than peace and quiet. I shuddered when I closed the final pages of Quicksand in 1970 because the cloistered world of academia allowed me on some level to intellectualize the bleak portrait of female destiny Larsen so deftly painted. And the powerful hold of the book for me sprang largely from the elegant timbre, the poise and remarkable beauty of Larsen’s style.

			In 1990, having weathered the Reagan years, witnessed the feminization of poverty in America, the retrenchment of the nation’s commitment to social equality, having been married, become a mother, divorced, been a single parent, and remarried; having taught university courses disguised, I hope, as an intellectual agent provocateur, and told some of the still untold stories of my people in my own writing, now I shudder when I reach the conclusion of Quicksand for its eternal relevance.

			At more moments in my life than I care to admit, I have been Helga Crane. Any woman who has searched for a metaphorical place in the sun, a job where she could be paid what she deserved (despite her ovaries), or sought to fashion a love, an affair, or a marriage based on respect and honor for self and partner, has been Helga Crane too. The angst, the tension that rivets the lives of Larsen’s heroines makes their dilemmas completely contemporary and timeless.

			The tension between the individual and society, the yoke-like manner in which society encroaches, and the courage Larsen’s women find to resist predict writers as diverse as Ellison, Wright, Shange, and Walker. While the social milieu that Larsen explores is fairly insular, the black bourgeois, a thin sliver of 1920s black America, her vision is broad. The political and social debates of the period, the texture of the Harlem Renaissance, the specific fabric of Negro life, be it urban or rural, are captured with an eye for detail that is nearly surgical. While always delicate and often poetic, Larsen is tough-minded and withering in her critique of black bourgeois manners and obsessions.

			The geography of the soul, the rocky, rich terrain of dreams, is in reality the setting for Quicksand and Passing. Helga Crane and Clare Kendry are women of enormous energy, talent, and sensitivity who find no release for or realization of those gifts in either black or white society. The real tragedy for both women is that there is literally no place for them to be somebody except in the arms of a man. Marriage is their only legitimate option. The worlds that created and confined them were neither large enough nor good enough for them. For these restless, spirited souls were hampered as much by the failure of imagination of those around them as by their own weaknesses. Both women could imagine themselves free from racial prejudice and, by extension, from sexual oppression—unfettered, whole; they just couldn’t make themselves that way.

			I have often thought that Helga Crane could have been, in another time zone/reality/universe, a better painter than Axel Olsen. Her keen eye for observation, her sensuality, idealism, her hunger for life, wedded to the largeness and breadth of her female vision, would have created works to drench the eye and salvage the soul. At other times I have imagined Helga Crane as a dancer or, like Larsen herself, a writer, but one who would find a way to devise a more satisfying ending than the script the world had handed her. That’s what I have dreamed.

			Literature at its best is a prescription. And the best writers imagine us all free. With Nella Larsen, I wait for the world to finally, one day, listen to its scribes, the only conscience it sanctions and steadfastly ignores. And like Nella Larsen, I try to nudge the world closer to beauty and farther away from madness with every word I write.

			Marita Golden

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Until a decade ago, the erroneous “facts” concerning the life and career of Nella Larsen were nothing less than legion. Her brief literary career was said to have come to an abrupt halt because of the charges of plagiarism concerning her only published short story. After that awkward incident in 1930, she was said to have ceased her creative efforts and disappeared not only from the Harlem artistic scene but also from the consciousness of her many friends as well. Some of Larsen’s readers speculated that she passed for white—in the manner of the heroine of her 1929 novel, Passing. At the time of her death, there were no published obituaries. Her childhood, her parentage, and the date of her birth were incorrectly recorded, as were many of the other details of her life. Worse, critics were content to accept hearsay instead of researching the actual facts, thereby perpetuating the distortions that Larsen herself often generated in order to conceal the painful events of her private life. One fact, however, is indisputable: if one classifies Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923) as a collection of his works—which most critics do, though some have argued it is a novel—then Nella Larsen is the major novelist of that coalescence of African American aesthetic expression during the 1920s known as the Harlem Renaissance.

			In the early part of that fabulous decade, Larsen and her husband, Elmer Imes, were part of the Harlem elite, hobnobbing with some of the most famous people of the era: W. E. B. DuBois, Walter White, Jessie and Arthur Fauset, Charles S. Johnson (the editor of Opportunity), James Weldon Johnson, and Carl Van Vechten. When Nella married Elmer in 1919, she must have been the envy of many of her friends. Elmer had a Ph.D. in physics from the University of Michigan at a time when most black Americans had not graduated from high school. Nella herself, a graduate of the Lincoln Hospital of Nursing, would shortly embark upon a second career. As a librarian at the Harlem branch of the New York City Public Library, she was clearly in the eye of the storm—the explosion in black artistic creativity that created what Alain Locke, in 1925, called the New Negro. Parties, cabarets, literary soirees. Harlem was the place to be, and Nella was very much a part of it. Her letters written during the early part of the 1920s illustrate that she derived a great amount of satisfaction from being one of Harlem’s intellectuals.

			Exactly when and why Larsen decided to become a writer, it is difficult to tell. In an interview she gave to the Amsterdam News (May 23, 1928), she claimed that she had begun writing because of complications with her health. In that interview, Larsen is described as a “modern” woman who

			
				smokes, wears her dresses short, does not believe in religion, churches and the like, and feels that people of the artistic type have a definite chance to help solve the race problem.

				Her hobbies are doing her own housework, and there is much to do to keep a five-room apartment so clean (and from the smell from the kitchen door she must be an excellent cook), sewing and playing bridge.

			

			Nella’s first publications, in 1920, were in The Brownies’ Book, a magazine for black children edited by Jessie Fauset. For those two articles, she used the byline Nella Larsen Imes, and she stated in the introductory remarks to each piece that she had spent her childhood days in Denmark. Thereafter, she worked on fiction for the adult reader, in time publishing two short stories in Young’s Magazine: “The Wrong Man” in January 1926, and “Freedom” in April of the same year. In later years, she would refer to these stones as “hack writing,” as she must have felt in part when she wrote them, since they were published under the pseudonymous anagram: Allen Semi. Most of the stones that appeared in Young’s Magazine would today be called pulp fiction; the writers have become as forgotten as the magazine itself.

			Both of these stories were probably thrown up as warning signs for Elmer, who was a notorious womanizer and, by 1926, well on his way to contributing to the demise of their relationship. Under the surface narrative, both stories tell us that marriage is often a precarious balancing act, especially when spouses have not been honest with each other and have concealed aspects of their former selves. Both stories are free of any racial commentary—no doubt because of the magazine in which they appeared, though Nella herself at this early stage in her artistic career was known to waffle a bit about her racial origins.

			By the time Nella’s first novel, Quicksand, was published in March of 1928, she had stopped working as a librarian. She had also decided to use her maiden name for her work, a decision that was probably interpreted by her friends as a clear indication that her marriage was in trouble. Though the Harlem Renaissance was in full swing, Nella could not have helped but be disappointed that it was not Quicksand that became a bestseller that year but Claude McKay’s much more sensational Home to Harlem. Still, she could take comfort in the fact that her novel received the better reviews, as well as an award from the Harmon Foundation. The enthusiasm for Quicksand has only increased with the passing years.

			Quicksand is the story of an educated black woman’s inability to find her niche in the contemporary world. The scope of Helga Crane’s search is international (spanning America and Europe) and is exacerbated by the fact that she is not only middle-class but biracial. What separates Larsen’s novel from earlier works concerned with the plight of the tragic mulatto (Frances Harper’s Iola Leroy, 1892, or Charles Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedars, 1900, for example) is the depth of her characterization, as well as her superior narrative technique. Helga Crane was the most fully realized and convincing black woman depicted in American fiction to that date. Above all, hers is a portrait of loneliness and pain, despair and sorrow—qualities which bind her to the heroines of any number of later works by African American women writers: Zora Neale Hurston, Ann Petry, Toni Morrison, Gayl Jones, Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor.

			The novel clearly draws upon autobiographical details from Larsen’s own troubled past, converting the raw materials of her life into an often spellbinding psychological portrait of her heroine. As a child, Helga is taught to regard her color with hatred and self-loathing. Like Larsen herself, Helga’s mother is white, her father black. The story describes a number of painful incidents in her adolescence when Helga is separated from the rest of her family. The eventual reality of her mixed heritage and subsequent loneliness follows her all of her life (both in the South and in the North in the United States, as well as in Europe) and destroys most of her relationships with other people once she becomes an adult. The novel’s grim ending implies that educated black women (sophisticated and cultured black women, middle-class black women) are trapped in a life that has few if any satisfactory alternatives. Intellect is a dangerous commodity; thinking leads to unhappiness and misery. The only possible escape is into emotion—abandonment of the mind. Larsen suggests that there can be no other escape from racism, and even a return to one’s roots, for a woman like Helga Crane, may offer only temporary solace.

			Passing, published the following year, was equally despairing in its depiction of the lives of middle-class black women. The story has frequently been misconstrued as Clare Kendry’s tragedy, since she is the character who has crossed over the color line, concealed her racial origins, and whose past is eventually discovered by her bigoted white husband. Larsen’s superior craft added new meaning to the subject implied by her title. No passing novel can be regarded as anything other than a strong indictment of American life; people are driven to such drastic measures because of American racism and the need for economic survival. When Irene first muses over Clare’s boldness, Larsen states, “She wished to find out about this hazardous business of ‘passing,’ this breaking away from all that was familiar and friendly to take one’s chance in another environment, not entirely strange, perhaps, but certainly not entirely friendly. What, for example, one did about background, how one accounted for one-self. And how one felt when one came into contact with other Negroes.” Yet the central story—for all of the realities of Clare’s unhappy life—is what happens to her childhood friend, Irene.

			After several encounters between the two women, Irene Redfield’s almost morbid fascination with Clare Kendry’s fate becomes the novel’s main focus. It is Irene who cannot control her curiosity and thrusts her hand into the tar baby (Clare) and thereby finds herself trapped in a situation she never foresaw. Thus, the primary theme is not race (as has usually been interpreted) but marital stability. Passing describes Irene’s attempts to keep her marriage intact in the face of her husband’s possible adultery with Clare. In many ways, Larsen has written an old-fashioned tale of jealousy, infidelity, and marital disintegration. Although at the end Irene may believe that her “sudden moment of action” has released her from the threat of losing her husband, one cannot help pondering Brian’s absence in the final pages of the novel. In a strange transference of conditions, Irene has inherited Clare’s life of duplicity and isolation.

			By the time Passing was published, the fault lines in Nella Larsen’s own marriage were so unstable that it was only a matter of time before the relationship would end. Clearly aware of this, she began making preparations for her future, since her writing had not brought her economic security. She applied for and was awarded a Guggenheim in 1930, distinguishing herself as the first black woman to be so honored. Yet some of the glory was already diminished by charges that her story, “Sanctuary,” published in Forum in January of that year, had been plagiarized. (The accusations, published in a letter to the editor in the April issue, stated that “Sanctuary” bore a “striking resemblance” to Sheila Kaye-Smith’s short story “Mrs. Adis.”)

			The power of Larsen’s story is undeniable. Race is the strongest tie that binds people together. Even though Jim killed her son, Annie will protect him because he is black. Nowhere else in her published work had Nella Larsen made such an emphatic statement about blackness. The story is terse, direct—totally convincing in its use of character and motivation, as well as in its successful employment of dialect (the sole piece of dialect fiction Larsen published during her career). Followers of her work coming upon “Sanctuary” must have been surprised. Did the story herald a shift in her attentions away from middle-class African Americans to that of the folk?

			The Guggenheim year, which was spent mostly in southern Europe, permitted Larsen to gain new perspectives on her writing and her marriage, though not exactly the ones she may have expected. By the time she returned to the United States, early in 1932, both were essentially at a dead end. Still, she made one final attempt to patch up the relationship with Elmer, even to the extent of spending some months with him at Fisk University in Nashville (where Dr. Imes had been installed as a kind of one-man physics department). But the rift was apparently too wide for them to repair. Their divorce, which became official on August 30 of the following year, was described in scandalous headlines in three articles in the Baltimore Afro-American:

			
				FISK PROFESSOR
IS DIVORCED BY
N.Y. NOVELIST
FRIENDS THINK LOVE
COOLED WHILE WIFE
WINTERED IN EUROPE

RECALL “JUMP”
FROM WINDOW

			

			Elmer’s mistress was referred to as “a white member of Fisk University’s administrative staff,” and Nella herself was said to have jumped out of a window and broken her leg.

			Larsen’s withdrawal (her so-called disappearance) can be pinpointed to several of these congruent events in her life. Certainly, the negative publicity about her divorce (front-page headlines) must have been a bitter pill to swallow—even worse because Elmer’s mistress was a white woman. As she said of Imes years later to one of her coworkers, “He broke my heart.” So total was her sense of rejection that she lived for several years in a state of depression. One particularly revealing fact about her later life is that she identified herself as Mrs. Imes and not as Nella Larsen. (This is also the reason why critics failed for so long to locate her death certificate.)

			Nella’s rejection by Elmer came almost simultaneously with the difficulties she was encountering with her writing. The charges of plagiarism after the publication of “Sanctuary” were seconded by intense backbiting by a number of her so-called writer friends, who were jealous of her recent successes. The similarities between the two stories are embarrassing. Yet she was too much of a consummate artist to have attempted such a deliberate borrowing. Furthermore, as a librarian she would have understood the consequences of such an act more clearly than almost anyone else. It seems much more likely that she possessed something akin to a photographic memory, and for that reason “Sanctuary” contains those telling similarities to “Mrs. Adis.” Perhaps, also, “Sanctuary” was written out of a need to prove to herself that she could survive as a writer, support herself between novels. When she submitted it to Forum, it was still months before she would learn the results of her application for a Guggenheim.

			She could probably have lived with the public humiliation if her subsequent work had not met with such total rejection. Mirage, the novel that she wrote on her Guggenheim, was quickly rejected by Alfred A. Knopf, the publisher of her first two books. All that we know of that novel is what is revealed on the reader’s report, rejecting the novel:

			
				A novel about a woman whose second husband turns out to be still in love with his first wife by whom he has a child (who arrived after their divorce unknown to him). To get even with him and his sister, who has her nose into all their marital troubles she goes to the first wife to try to take her husband back. Rebuffed by the divorced wife, she has an affair with a man who turns out to be a cad. She is so baffled in her quest for love that she kills the latter by veronal in a moment of sudden inspiration and opportunity. They [sic] she goes to his funeral.

				The end of the book is very well done, but the rest of it is pretty ordinary. The woman is very impulsive, jealous and stupid, and the husband is a perfectly awful character, but drawn in an obscure way so that it is difficult to see why two women are so crazy over him.

				The sister and other characters are well done, and the woman is a vivid, even if unlikable person.

				The scene is laid in a New Jersey suburb.

				I don’t think this book approaches Passing. It is, after all, a conventional triangle story, except for the ending. The husband is the chief defect of the novel because of the passive and shadowy characterization—a lay figure.

				The book ought to be rewritten to bring him out and perhaps to excite some sympathy for the sex-mad wife who deserves nothing but derision as she exists here.

			

			Two other novels that she wrote after her return to the United States met with similar disapproval. Thus, there was a series of rejections that thwarted her career (both as artist and as wife) in the early 1930s at the same time that the Depression had slammed a door on the Harlem Renaissance and the New Negro was no longer in fashion.

			The alimony that Elmer paid her ($150 a month) until his death in 1941 was apparently adequate for Nella’s well-being and may possibly have been her only source of livelihood during the 1930s. About the time of his death, however, she returned to her earlier profession: nursing. By February 14, 1944, she had worked herself up to Chief Nurse at Gouverneur Hospital, in New York City. She lived nearby on Second Avenue, more at a geographical distance from Harlem than an emotional one. Beginning with the Manhattan telephone directory for 1955/1956, she is listed as “Imes, Nella L. Mrs.” In all of her nursing positions, she was known as Nella Imes. In September of 1954, her position at Gouverneur was changed to Night Supervisor. Then in 1962, some months after she was mugged, she transferred to Metropolitan Hospital, as a Supervisor of Nurses, a position she held until her retirement. She was found dead in her apartment the following year: March 30, 1964.

			The mysteries of Nella Larsen’s life after the Harlem Renaissance—a series of responses to repeated rejection—are all the more revealing when juxtaposed with a number of events of her childhood. Yet many of these details are difficult to access because she rewrote her early life as if it were one of her novels. The dust jacket for Passing, for example, informed readers that

			
				Nella Larsen’s mother was Danish, her father a Negro from the Virgin Islands, formerly the Danish West Indies. When she was two years old her father died and shortly afterwards her mother married a man of her own race and nationality. At eight she and her half-sister attended a small private school whose pupils were mostly the children of German or Scandinavian parents. When she was sixteen she went to Denmark to visit relatives of her mother and remained there for three years.

			

			Much of this information is true, some is possible fabrication. Although she always claimed that April 13, 1893, was the date of her birth, the year in fact was 1891, in Chicago. A close friend of the Larsen family for nearly fifty years claimed that Nella’s mother told her on several occasions that Nella was born in New York and that her father was an African American chauffeur for the family for whom she (Marie Hansen) worked.

			When Nella’s mother married Peter Larsen, February 7, 1894, their child (Anna) was already a year and a half old. Census documents and the death certificates of these three people help establish some of the details concerning the Larsen household. The most revealing fact (from the 1910 census) helps us speculate about what had already happened. In the category listing family information (“Mother of How Many Children;” “Number Here”), a “1” has been written. “Number Now Living” also indicates only one. Thus, not only was Nella no longer living with them (she would have been nineteen) but she may have been written out of their lives.

			Something traumatic may have happened to Nella between the years 1894 (when her mother married Peter Larsen) and the time of the 1910 census. Exactly what that event was we may never know, but there are certainly clues in Quicksand. Early in the novel, Helga is described as a “solitary girl with no family connections.” When Helga declines her Danish suitor’s proposal, she informs him, “‘If we were married, you might come to be ashamed of me, to hate me, to hate all dark people. My mother did that.’” Other comments (such as “her unloved, unloving, and unhappy childhood”) scattered throughout the narrative support the thesis that Helga Crane is a thinly disguised portrait of Larsen herself. Perhaps the most revealing support of this conjecture, however, comes from Anna, who not only inherited all of her half-sister’s estate when Nella died, but remarked to a family friend, “‘Why, I didn’t know that I had a sister.’”

			For years, those of us who probed into the realities of Larsen’s childhood concluded that her claim that she had spent part of her childhood in Denmark was erroneous. On her 1929 passport application for her Guggenheim year, she wrote “never” in the space provided for an indication of earlier applications. George Hutchinson, however, has demonstrated that Americans did not need passports to visit Scandinavia in the early part of this century. From ship manifests of the time, Hutchinson also has shown that Larsen made at least two trips to Denmark—one as a child, the second as a teenager, possibly in the latter instance staying overseas for several years. In Quicksand, Copenhagen becomes for Helga Crane neutral territory, free of racial prejudice, quite possibly the opposite of what Larsen herself had encountered in the States.

			After the Harlem Renaissance, some of Larsen’s friends speculated that she herself was passing, like her heroine Clare Kendry. Such a radical move would have been totally inconsistent with her sense of pride and justice. She was proud of her race and her own accomplishments.

			The fact is that after returning to her earlier nursing profession—which should be looked at as a positive act—she excelled. In the eyes of her peers at Gouverneur Hospital, Nella became an exemplary worker, who instilled in others a sense of respect and admiration. “She really loved people,” one of them told me, “especially the sick. She would see that anything could be done to help them.” She was dedicated to her career and frequently rewarded for her superior efforts. Though reclusive and lonely when away from the hospital, at work she accepted the mandate of her profession. That there was no obituary to record her death hardly mattered. Her funeral was attended by forty or fifty of her coworkers.

			Nella Larsen Imes was a sad, beautiful, lonely woman—elegant (as her pictures show us), sophisticated, witty, cultured, urbane. Tragedy and disappointment were constants in her life, yet she ultimately worked out a pattern of survival that permitted her to administer to the sick and the downcast, as she inched along her own lonely pathway toward obscurity and oblivion. As she effaced herself and became more reclusive, her professional life soared. She knew, even if she was not rewarded in kind, that the pain of the inner soul can be mitigated by others and that invisibility is often one’s only guarantee of survival.

			—Charles R. Larson

			Note:

			This is the only complete edition of Nella Larsen’s fiction, including her three published stones and the correct ending for Passing. Deborah E. McDowell argues erroneously for omitting the final paragraph of Passing because the second printing of the 1929 Knopf edition inadvertently omitted it. McDowell argues that Larsen was a perfectionist and decided to change the ending of her novel. Perfectionist she may have been, but there is no evidence for this conjecture. Rather, the missing final paragraph of the second printing would appear to be the result of a dropped printer’s plate.
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			A Note on the Texts

			To make these texts from the 1920s more accessible to the contemporary reader, minor changes have been made with spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and spacing. British spellings (“colour” instead of “color”) have been altered throughout. Obvious typographical errors in the original texts have been corrected.
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		The room blazed with color. It seemed that the gorgeous things which the women were wearing had for this once managed to subdue the strident tones of the inevitable black and white of the men’s costumes. Tonight they lent just enough of preciseness to add interest to the riotously hued scene. The place was crowded but cool, for a gentle breeze blew from the Sound through the large open windows and doors, now and then stirring some group of flowers.

		Julia Romley, in spite of the smoke-colored chiffon gown (ordered specially for the occasion) which she was wearing, seemed even more flamingly clad than the rest. The pale in definite gray but increased the flaring mop of her hair; scarlet, a poet had called it. The satiny texture of her skin seemed also to reflect in her cheeks a cozy tinge of that red mass.

		Julia, however, was not happy tonight. A close observer would have said that she was actively disturbed. Faint abstraction, trite remarks nervously offered, and uncontrolled restlessness marred her customary perfect composure. Her dreamy gray eyes stole frequently in the direction of Myra Redmon’s party. Myra always had a lion in tow, but why that particular man? She shook a little as she wondered.

		Suddenly, the orchestra blared into something wild and impressionistic, with a primitive staccato understrain of jazz. The buzz of conversation died, strangled by the savage strains of the music. The crowd stirred, broke, coalesced into twos, and became a whirling mass. A partner claimed Julia and they became part of the swaying mob.

		“Some show, what?” George Hill’s drawling voice was saying, while he secretly wondered what had got into Julia; she was so quiet, not like herself at all.

		Julia let her eyes wander over the moving crowd. Young men, old men, young women, older women, slim girls, fat women, thin men, stout men, glided by. The old nursery rhyme came into her mind. She repeated it to George in a singsong tone:

		
			“Rich man, poor man,
Beggar man, thief,
Doctor, lawyer,
Indian chief.”

		

		George nodded. “Yes, that’s it. Everybody’s here and a few more. And look, look! There’s the ‘Indian chief.’ Wonder who he is? He certainly looks the part.”

		Julia didn’t look; she knew what she would see. A tall, thin man, his lean face yellowed and hardened as if by years in the tropics; a man, perhaps, a bit unused to scenes of this kind, purposely a little aloof and, one suspected, more than a little contemptuous.

		She felt a flash of resentful anger against Myra. Why was she always carting about impossible people? It was disgusting. It was worse—it was dangerous. Certainly it was about to become dangerous to her, Julia Romley, erstwhile … She let the thought die unfinished, it was too unpleasant.

		She had been so happy, so secure, and now this: Ralph Tyler, risen from the past to shatter the happiness which she had grasped for herself. Must she begin all over again? She made a hasty review of her life since San Francisco days: Chicago and the art school where she had studied interior decorating with the money that Ralph Tyler had given her; New York, her studio and success; Boston, and marriage to Jim Romley. And now this envied gay life in one of Long Island’s most exclusive sets. Yes, life had been good to her at last, better than she had ever dreamed. Was she about to lose everything—love, wealth, and position? She shivered.

		“Cold?” Again George’s drawling voice dragging her back to the uncertain present.

		“No, not cold. Just someone walking over my grave,” she answered laughingly. “I’m rotten company tonight, George. I’m sorry; I’ll do better. It’s the crowd, I guess.”

		Her husband claimed her for the next dance. A happy married pair, their obvious joy in each other after five wedded years was the subject of amused comment and mild jokes among their friends. “The everlasting lovers,” they were dubbed, and the name suited them as perfectly as they suited each other.

		“What’s wrong, Julie, old girl?” asked Jim after a few minutes’ baffled scrutiny. “Tired?”

		“Nothing, nothing. I just feel small, so futile in this crush; sort of trapped, you know. Why do the Arnolds have so many people to their things?” Quickly regretting her display of irritation, she added: “It’s wonderful, though—the people, the music, the color, and these lovely rooms, like a princess’s ball in a fairy tale.”

		“Yes, great,” he agreed. “Lots of strangers here, too; most of them distinguished people from town.”

		“Who’s the tall browned man with Myra, who looks like—well, like an Indian chief?” She laughed a little at her own pleasantry, just to show Jim that there was nothing troubling her.

		“Doesn’t he, though? Sort of self-sufficient and superior and a bit indifferent, as if he owned us all and despised the whole tribe of us. I guess you can’t blame him much. He probably thinks we’re a soft, lazy, self-pampering lot. He’s Ralph Tyler, an explorer, just back from some godforsaken place on the edge of nowhere. Been head of some expedition lost somewhere in Asia for years, given up for dead. Discovered a buried city or something; great contribution to civilization and all that, you know. They say he brought back some emeralds worth a king’s ransom.”

		“Do you know him, Jim?”

		“Yes; knew him years ago in college. Didn’t think he’d remember me after such a long time and all those thrilling adventures, but he did. Honestly, you could have knocked me over with a feather when he came over to me and put out his hand and said, ‘Hello there, Jim Romley.’ Nice, wasn’t it?” Jim’s handsome face glowed. He was undoubtedly flattered by the great man’s remembrance. He went on enthusiastically: “I’m going to have him out to the house, Julie; that is, if I can get him. Small, handpicked dinner party. What say?”

		She shivered again.

		“Cold?”

		“No, not cold. Just someone walking over my grave.” She laughed, amused at the double duty of the superstition in one evening, and glad too that Jim had not noticed that his question had passed unanswered.

		Dance followed dance. She wasn’t being a success tonight. She knew it, but somehow she couldn’t make small talk. Her thoughts kept wandering to that tall browned man who had just come back from the world’s end. One or two of her partners, after trying in vain to draw her out, looked at her quizzically, wondering if the impossible had happened. Had Julia and old Jim quarreled?

		At last she escaped to a small deserted room on an upper floor, where she could be alone to think. She groped about in her mind for some way to avoid that dinner party. It spelled disaster. She must find some way to keep Ralph Tyler from finding out that she was the wife of his old schoolmate. But if he were going to be here for any length of time, and Jim seemed to think that he would, she would have to meet him. Perhaps she could go away? … No, she dared not; anything might happen. Better to be on hand to ward off the blow when it fell. She sighed, suddenly weary and beaten. It was hopeless. And she had been so happy! Just a faint shadow of uneasiness, at first, which had gradually faded as the years slipped away.

		She sat for a long time in deep thought. Her face settled into determined lines; she made up her mind. She would ask, plead if necessary, for his silence. It was the only way. It would be hard, humiliating even, but it must be done if she were to continue to be happy in Jim’s love. She couldn’t bear to look ahead to years without him.

		She crossed the room and wrote a note to Ralph Tyler, asking him to meet her in the summerhouse in one of the gardens. She hesitated a moment over the signature, finally writing Julia Hammond, in order to prepare him a little for the meeting.

		After she had given the note into the hand of a servant for delivery “to Mr. Tyler, the man with Mrs. Redmon,” she experienced a slight feeling of relief. “At least I can try,” she thought as she made her way to the summerhouse to wait. “Surely, if I tell him about myself and Jim, he’ll be merciful.”

		The man looked curiously at the woman sitting so motionless in the summerhouse in the rock garden. Even in the darkness she felt his gaze upon her, though she lacked the courage to raise her eyes to look at him. She waited expectantly for him to speak.

		After what seemed hours but was, she knew, only seconds, she understood that he was waiting for her to break the silence. So she began to speak in a low hesitating voice:

		“I suppose you think it strange, this request of mine to meet me here alone; but I had to see you, to talk to you. I wanted to tell you about my marriage to Jim Romley. You know him?”

		“Yes, I know him.”

		“Well,” she went on, eagerly now, “you see, we’re so happy! Jim’s so splendid, and I’ve tried to be such a good wife. And I thought—I thought—you see, I thought—” The eager voice trailed off on a note of entreaty.

		“Yes, you thought?” prompted the man in a noncommittal tone.

		“Well, you see, I thought that if you knew how happy we were, and how much I love him, and that since you know Jim, that you—you—”

		She stopped. She couldn’t go on, she simply couldn’t. But she must. There he stood like a long, menacing shadow between her and the future. She began again, this time with insinuating flattery:

		“You have so much yourself now—honor, fame, and money—and you’ve done such splendid things! You’ve suffered too. How you must have suffered! Oh, I’m glad of your success; you deserve it. You’re a hero, a great man. A little thing like that can’t matter to you now and it means everything to me, everything. Please spare me my little happiness. Please be kind!”

		“But I don’t understand.” The man’s voice was puzzled. “How ‘kind’? What is it you’re asking?”

		Reading masked denial in the question, Julia began to sob softly.

		“Don’t tell Jim! Please, don’t tell Jim! I’ll do anything to keep him from knowing, anything.”

		“But aren’t you making a mistake? I—”

		“Mistake?” She laughed bitterly. “I see; you think I should have told him. You think that even now I should tell him that I was your mistress once. You don’t know Jim. He’d never forgive that. He wouldn’t understand that, when a girl has been sick and starving on the streets, anything can happen to her; that she’s grateful for food and shelter at any price. You won’t tell him, will you?”

		“But I’m sure,” stammered the tall figure, fumbling for cigarettes, “I’m sure you’ve made a mistake. I’m sorry. I’ve been trying to—”

		Julia cut him off. She couldn’t bear to hear him speak the refusing words, his voice seemed so grimly final. She knew it was useless, but she made a last desperate effort:

		“I was so young, so foolish, and so hungry; but Jim wouldn’t understand.” She choked over the last words.

		He shook his head—impatiently, it seemed to the agonized woman.

		“Mrs. Romley, I’ve been trying to tell you that you’ve made a mistake. I’m sorry. However, I can assure you that your secret is safe with me. It will never be from my lips that Jim Romley hears you have been—er—what you say you have been.”

		Only the woman’s sharply drawn quivering breath indicated that she had heard. A match blazed for a moment as he lighted his cigarette with shaking hands. Julia’s frightened eyes picked out his face in the flickering light. She uttered a faint dismayed cry.

		She had told the wrong man.
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		He wondered, as he walked deftly through the impassioned traffic on the Avenue, how she would adjust her life if he were to withdraw from it…. How peaceful it would be to have no woman in one’s life! These months away took on the appearance of a liberation, a temporary recess from a hateful existence in which he lived in intimacy with someone he did not know and would not now have chosen…. He began, again, to speculate on the pattern her life would take without him. Abruptly, it flashed upon him that the vague irritation of many weeks was a feeling of smoldering resentment against her.

		The displeasure that this realization caused him increased his ill humor and distaste. He began to dissect her with an acrimomy that astonished himself. Her unanimated beauty seemed now only a thin disguise for an inert mind, and not for the serene beauty of soul which he had attributed to her. He suspected, too, a touch of depravity, perhaps only physical, but more likely mental as well. Reflection convinced him that her appeal for him was bounded by the senses, for witness his disgust and clarity of vision, now that they were separated. How could he have been so blinded? Why, for him she had been the universe; a universe personal and unheedful of outside persons or things. He had adored her in a slavish fashion. He groaned inwardly at his own mental caricature of himself, sitting dumb, staring at her in fatuous worship. What an ass he had been!

		His work here was done, but what was there to prevent him from staying away for six months—a year—forever? … Never to see her again! … He stopped, irresolute. What would she do? He tried to construct a representation of her future without him. In his present new hatred, she became a creature irresistibly given to pleasure at no matter what cost. A sybarite! A parasite too!

		He was prayerfully thankful that appreciation of his danger had come before she had sapped from him all physical and spiritual vitality. But her future troubled him even while he assured himself that he knew its road, and laughed ruefully at the picture of her flitting from mate to mate.

		A feverish impatience gripped him. Somehow, he must contrive to get himself out of the slough into which his amorous folly had precipitated him…. Three years. Good God! At the moment, those three years seemed the most precious of his life. And he had foolishly thrown them away. He had drifted pleasantly, peacefully, without landmarks; would be drifting yet but for the death of a friend whose final affairs had brought him away….

		He started. Death! Perhaps she would die. How that would simplify matters for him. But no; she would not die. He laughed without amusement. She would not die; she would outlast him, damn her! … An angry resentment, sharp and painful as a whiplash, struck him. Its passing left him calm and determined….

		He braced himself and continued to walk. He had decided; he would stay. With this decision, he seemed to be reborn. He felt cool, refreshed, as if he had stepped out from a warm, scented place into a cold, brisk breeze. He was happy. The world had turned to silver and gold, and life again became a magical adventure. Even the placards in the shops shone with the light of paradise upon them. One caught and held his eye. Travel… Yes, he would travel; lose himself in India, China, the South Seas … Radiance from the most battered vehicle and the meanest pedestrian. Gladness flooded him. He was free.

		A year, thick with various adventures, had slid by since that spring day on which he had wrenched himself free. He had lived, been happy, and with no woman in his life. The break had been simple: a telegram hinting at prolonged business and indefinite return. There had been no reply. This had annoyed him, but he told himself it was what he had expected. He would not admit that, perhaps, he had missed her letter in his wanderings. He had persuaded himself to believe what he wanted to believe—that she had not cared. Actually, there had been confusion in his mind, a complex of thoughts which made it difficult to know what he really had thought. He had imagined that he shuddered at the idea that she had accepted the most generous offer. He pitied her. There was, too, a touch of sadness, a sense of something lost, which he irritably explained on the score of her beauty. Beauty of any kind always stirred him…. Too bad a woman like that couldn’t be decent. He was well rid of her.

		But what had she done? How had he taken it? His contemptuous mood visualized her at times, laughing merrily at some jest made by his successor, or again sitting silent, staring into the fire. He would be conscious of every detail of her appearance: her hair simply arranged, her soft dark eyes, her delicate chin propped on hands rivaling the perfection of La Gioconda’s. Sometimes there would be a reversion to the emotions which had ensnared him, when he ached with yearning, when he longed for her again. Such moments were rare.

		•  •  •

		Another year passed, during which his life had widened, risen, and then crashed….

		Dead? How could she be dead? Dead in childbirth, they had told him, both his mistress and the child she had borne him. She had been dead on that spring day when, resentful and angry at her influence in his life, he had reached out toward freedom—to find only a mirage; for he saw quite plainly that now he would never be free. It was she who had escaped him. Each time he had cursed and wondered, it had been a dead woman whom he had cursed and about whom he had wondered…. He shivered; he seemed always to be cold now….

		Well rid of her! How well he had not known, nor how easily. She was dead. And he had cursed her. But one didn’t curse the dead…. Didn’t one? Damn her! Why couldn’t she have lived, or why hadn’t she died sooner? For long months he had wondered how she had arranged her life, and all the while she had done nothing but to complete it by dying.

		The futility of all his speculations exasperated him. His old resentment returned. She had spoiled his life; first by living and then by dying. He hated the fact that she had finished with him, rather than he with her. He could not forgive her…. Forgive her? She was dead. He felt somehow that, after all, the dead did not care if you forgave them or not.

		Gradually, his mind became puppet to a disturbing tension which drove it back and forth between two thoughts: he had left her; she was dead. These two facts became lodged in his mind like burrs pricking at his breaking faculties. As he recalled the manner of his leaving her, it seemed increasingly brutal. She had died loving him, bearing him a child, and he had left her. He tried to shake off the heavy mental dejection which weighed him down, but his former will and determination deserted him. The vitality of the past, forever dragging him down into black depression, frightened him. The mental fog, thick as soot, into which the news of her death had trapped him, appalled him. He must get himself out. A wild anger seized him. He began to think of his own death, self-inflicted, with feeling that defied analysis. His zest for life became swallowed up in the rising tide of sorrow and mental chaos which was engulfing him.

		As autumn approached, with faint notice on his part, his anger and resentment retreated, leaving in their wake a gentle stir of regret and remorse. Imperceptibly, he grew physically weary; a strange sensation of loneliness and isolation enveloped him. A species of timidity came upon him; he felt an unhappy remoteness from people, and began to edge away from life.

		His deepening sense of isolation drove him more and more back upon his memories. Sunk in his armchair before the fire, he passed the days and sometimes the nights, for he had lost count of these, merged as they were into one another.

		His increasing mental haziness had rejected the fact of her death; often she was there with him, just beyond the firelight or the candlelight. She talked and laughed with him. Sometimes, at night, he woke to see her standing over him or sitting in his chair before the dying fire. By some mysterious process, the glory of first love flamed again in him. He forgot that they had ever parted. His twisted memories visioned her with him in places where she had never been. He had forgotten all but the past, and that was brightly distorted.

		He sat waiting for her. He seemed to remember that she had promised to come. Outside, the street was quiet. She was late. Why didn’t she come? Childish tears fell over his cold cheeks. He sat weeping in front of the sinking fire.

		A nameless dread seized him; she would not come! In the agony of his disappointment, he did not see that the fire had died and the candles had sputtered out. He sat wrapped in immeasurable sadness. He knew that she would not come.

		Something in this thought fired his disintegrating brain. She would not come; then he must go to her.

		He rose, shaking with cold, and groped toward the door. Yes, he would go to her.

		The gleam of a streetlight through a French window caught his attention. He stumbled toward it. His cold fingers fumbled a moment with the catch, but he tore it open with a spark of his old determination and power, and stepped out—and down to the pavement a hundred feet below.
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