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 Introduction

On the opening page of this classic novel of university life, and the life

of the heart and the mind, John Williams states bluntly the mark Stoner left

behind: "Stoner's colleagues, who held him in no particular esteem when he

was alive, speak of him rarely now; to the older ones his name is a reminder

of the end that awaits them all, and to the younger ones it is merely a sound

that  evokes  no  sense  of  the  past  and  no  identity  with  which  they  can

associate themselves or their careers." In plain prose, which seems able to

reflect effortlessly every shade of thought and feeling, Williams proceeds to

subvert that familiar worldly judgment by bringing Stoner, and everything

linked to him--the time, the place, the people--vividly to life, the passion of

the writing masked by coolness and clarity of intelligence. 

Stoner's origins were as humble as the earth his parents worked. In the

beginning they are shown as hardly more animate than their own clay, but

in vivid scenes, such as their attendance at Stoner's wedding to a banker's

daughter, their innate dignity and gentleness contradict that easy judgment, 

and  towards  the  novel's  end  Stoner  himself  seems  to  acquire  their  mute, 

patient strength. 

Stoner  was  an  only  child,  and  though  good  at  school  had  no  other

expectation than to one day take over the fields he was already helping to

work. One evening after the day's toil his father said, "Country agent came

by last week... Says they have a new school at the University of Columbia. 

They call it a college of agriculture. Says he thinks you ought to go." 

At  the  university  he  earns  his  bed  and  board  by  working  on  a  nearby

farm  owned  by  a  first  cousin  of  his  mother.  This  is  bare  board  and  hard, 

brutal  work,  but  he  gets  through  it  stoically,  in  much  the  same  way  as  he

gets  through  the  science  courses  at  the  university.  "The  course  in  soil

chemistry caught his interest in a general way... But the required survey of

English  literature  troubled  and  disquieted  him  in  a  way  nothing  had  ever

done before." 

The instructor Archer Sloane changes his life. He abandons science to

study  literature.  At  the  prompting  of  his  mentor,  he  stays  on  at  the

university, laboring on the cousin's farm while obtaining his Master of Arts. 

At his graduation he tries to tell his parents that he will not be returning to

their farm when they come to attend the degree ceremony. "If you think you

ought to stay here and study your books, then that's what you ought to do," 

his father concludes towards the end of that moving scene. 

The  novel  then  details  the  outwardly  undistinguished  career  of  an

assistant  professor  of  English  within  the  walls  of  the  university:  his

teaching, his reading and his writing, his friendships, his falling in love with

an idealized woman, his slow and bitter discovery of that person once they

marry,  and  how  their  gentle,  pliable  daughter  becomes  the  wife's  chosen

battleground.  Outside  the  marriage,  stoner's  affair  with  a  young  teacher

becomes entwined in bitter, vindictive university politics. 

This love affair between two intelligent people is brought to life with a

rare delicacy. A healthy sensuality is set against their vulnerability as they

discover the glory of the first day of the world. "The life they had together

was one that neither of them had really imagined. They grew from passion

to  lust  to  a  deep  sensuality  that  renewed  itself  from  moment  to  moment." 

They study, they converse, they play. "They learned to be together without

speaking and they got the habit of repose." Not only did they find pleasure

in one another but meaning, which is drawn with playful, affectionate irony. 

"Like all lovers, they spoke much of themselves, as if they might thereby

understand the world which made them possible." 

Integral as it is to the plot, the love affair serves more importantly in the

overall  vision  as  a  source  of  light  in  the  darkness  of  Stoner's  marriage,  a

powerful suggestion of the happiness that might have been. 

Stoner's wife is a type that can be glimpsed in much American writing, 

through  such  different  sensibilities  as  O'Neill,  Tennessee  Williams, 

Faulkner,  Scott  Fitzgerald--beautiful,  unstable,  educated  to  observe  the

surfaces  of  a  privileged  and  protected  society--but  never  can  that  type  of

wife have been revealed as remorselessly as here:

She  was  educated  upon  the  premise  that  she  would  be

protected from the gross events that life might thrust in her way, 

and  upon  the  premise  that  she  had  no  other  duty  than  to  be  a

graceful and accomplished accessory to that protection, since she

belonged to a social and economic class to which protection was

an  almost  sacred  obligation  ...  Her  moral   training  both  at  the

schools  she  attended  and  at  home,  was  negative  in  nature, 

prohibitive  in  intent,  and  almost  entirely  sexual.  The  sexuality, 

however, was indirect and unacknowledged; therefore it suffused

every  other  part  of  her  education,  which  received  most  of  its

energy from that recessive and unspoken moral force. She learned

that  she  would  have  duties  towards  her  husband  and  family  and

that  she  must  fulfill  them...  Her  needlepoint  was  delicate  and

useless, she painted misty landscapes of thin water-color washes, 

and she played the piano with a forceless but precise hand; yet she

was  ignorant  of  her  own  bodily  functions,  she  had  never  been

alone to care for her own self one day of her life, nor could it ever

have  occurred  to  her  that  she  might  become  responsible  for  the

well-being  of  another...  Upon  that  inner  privacy  William  Stoner

now intruded. 

They  marry  without  knowledge  of  one  another  and  with  nothing  in

common but desire. Their sexual incompatibility is described with the same

chasteness as the deep sensuality of the lovers:

When he returned, Edith was in bed with the covers pulled to her chin, 

her face turned upward, her eyes closed, a thin frown creasing her forehead. 

Silently, as if she were asleep, Stoner undressed and got into bed beside her. 

For  several  moments  he  lay  with  his  desire,  which  had  become  an

impersonal  thing,  belonging  to  himself  alone.  He  spoke  to  Edith,  as  if  to

find a haven for what he felt; she did not answer. He put his hand upon her

and felt beneath the thin cloth of her nightgown the flesh he had longed for. 

He moved his hand upon her; she did not stir; her frown deepened. Again

he  spoke,  saying  her  name  to  silence;  then  he  moved  his  body  upon  her, 

gentle  in  his  clumsiness.  When  he  touched  the  softness  of  her  thighs  she

turned  her  head  sharply  away  and  lifted  her  arm  to  cover  her  eyes.  She

made no sound. 

Her sexuality then changes violently when she decides she wants a child

and ceases completely as soon as she is pregnant. Soon after their daughter

is  born,  the  child  becomes  the  focus  of  the  mother's  inner  turmoil,  her

unresolved  hatred  of  Stoner.  If  the  portrait  has  a  flaw,  it  is  in  its

remorselessness, yet such is the clarity of the understanding that we come to

accept it simply as the way things are, in the same way as the love affair

becomes the way things ought to have been. 

In  the  many  minor  portraits  the  touch  is  equally  sure  and

psychologically  astute:  "Like  many  men  who  consider  their  success

incomplete, he was extraordinarily vain and consumed with a sense of his

own  importance.  Every  ten  or  fifteen  minutes  he  removed  a  large  gold

watch from his vest pocket, looked at it, and nodded to himself." There are

Stoner's  friends,  the  brilliant  David  Masters,  who  gives  voice  to  some  of

John  Williams's  own  views  on  the  nature  of  a  university,  goes  to  the  war

and is killed in France; the worldly Gordon Finch who returns from the war

with  military  honors  to  the  university,  where  he  rises  to  be  dean  of  the

faculty.  Finch  remains  Stoner's  loyal  if  sometimes  exasperated  ally  and

protector within the university, and his uncomplicated friendship is there for

the  whole  of  Stoner's  life.  We  witness,  too,  the  slow  decline  of  Stoner's

mentor, Archer Sloane, and the rise of his replacement, Hollis Lomax, who

becomes Stoner's implacable enemy. In a novel of brilliant portraits, that of

Hollis  Lomax  is  the  most  complex.  Some  of  the  scenes  of  conflict  are

almost unbearable in their intensity. 

Stoner  is  also  a  novel  about  work,  the  hard  unyielding  work  of  the

farms; the work of living within a destructive marriage and bringing up a

daughter  with  patient  mutability  in  a  poisoned  household;  the  work  of

teaching literature to mostly unresponsive students. How Williams manages

to dramatize this almost impossible material is itself a small miracle. 

In a rare interview given late in life, John Williams says of Stoner:

I  think  he's  a  real  hero.  A  lot  of  people  who  have  read  the

novel think that Stoner had such a sad and bad life. I think he had

a  very  good  life.  He  had  a  better  life  than  most  people  do, 

certainly. He was doing what he wanted to do, he had some feeling

for what he was doing, he had some sense of the importance of the

job he was doing. He was a witness to values that are important... 

The important thing in the novel to me is Stoner's sense of a job. 

Teaching to him is a job--a job in the good and honorable sense of

the word. His job gave him a particular kind of identity and made

him what he was... It's the love of the thing that's essential. And if

you  love  something,  you're  going  to  understand  it.  And  if  you

understand  it,  you're  going  to  learn  a  lot.  The  lack  of  that  love

defines a bad teacher... You never know all the results of what you

do. I think it all boils down to what I was trying to get at in Stoner. 

You've  got  to  keep  the  faith.  The  important  thing  is  to  keep  the

tradition going, because the tradition is civilization. 

John  Williams  is  best  known  for  his  novels,  Nothing  But  the  Night, 

Stoner,  Butcher's  Crossing,  and  Augustus,  for  which  he  won  the  National

Book Award in 1973. He also published two volumes of verse and edited a

classic  anthology  of  English  Renaissance  poetry.  The  novels  are  not  only

remarkable for their style but also for the diversity of their settings. No two

novels are alike except for the clarity of the prose; they could easily pass for

the work of four different writers. In the course of the long and fascinating

interview that Williams gave to Brian Wooley from which I have quoted his

remarks  about  Stoner,  it  grows  clear  that  of  the  four  novels  Stoner  is  the

most  personal,  in  that  it  is  closely  linked  to  John  Williams's  own  life  and

career, without in any way being autobiographical. The interview was given

in  1985,  the  year  Williams  retired  as  Professor  of  English  from  the

University of Denver where he had taught for thirty years. Pressed towards

the  end  of  the  interview  he  complains  about  the  change  away  from  pure

study  within  the  universities,  the  results  of  which  cannot  be  predicted, 

towards  a  purely  utilitarian,  problem-solving  way  of  doing  things  more

efficiently, both in the arts and sciences, all of which can be predicated and

measured.  Then,  more  specifically,  Williams  complains  about  the  changes

in  the  teaching  of  literature  and  the  attitude  to  the  text  "as  if  a  novel  or

poem is something to be studied and understood rather than experienced. " 

Wooley then suggests playfully, "It's to be exegeted, in other words." "Yes. 

As  if  it  were  a  kind  of  puzzle."  "And  literature  is  written  to  be

entertaining?"  Wooley  suggests  again,  "Absolutely.  My  God,  to  read

without joy is stupid." 

There is entertainment of a very high order to be found in Stoner, what

Williams himself describes as "an escape into reality" as well as pain and

joy. The clarity of the prose is in itself an unadulterated joy. Set a generation

back  from  Williams's  own,  the  novel  is  distanced  not  only  by  this  clarity

and intelligence but by the way the often unpromising material is so coolly

dramatized. The small world of the university opens out to war and politics, 

to the years of the Depression and the millions who "once walked erect in

their own identities," and then to the whole of life. 

If the novel can be said to have one central idea, it is surely that of love, 

the many forms love takes and all the forces that oppose it. "It [love] was a

passion  neither  of  the  mind  nor  of  the  heart,  it  was  a  force  that

comprehended them both, as if they were but the matter of love, its specific

substance." 

---JOHN MCGAHERN

STONER

This  book  is  dedicated  to  my  friends  and  former  colleagues  in  the

Department of English at the University of Missouri. They will recognize at

once that it is a work of fiction--that no character portrayed in it is based

upon any person, living or dead, and that no event has its counterpart in the

reality we knew at the University of Missouri. They will also realize that I

have taken certain liberties, both physical and historical, with the University

of Missouri, so that in effect it, too, is a fictional place. 

 I

William Stoner entered the University of Missouri as a freshman in the

year  1910,  at  the  age  of  nineteen.  Eight  years  later,  during  the  height  of

World War I, he received his Doctor of Philosophy degree and accepted an

instructorship  at  the  same  University,  where  he  taught  until  his  death  in

1956. He did not rise above the rank of assistant professor, and few students

remembered him with any sharpness after they had taken his courses. When

he  died  his  colleagues  made  a  memorial  contribution  of  a  medieval

manuscript to the University library. This manuscript may still be found in

the  Rare  Books  Collection,  bearing  the  inscription:  "Presented  to  the

Library  of  the  University  of  Missouri,  in  memory  of  William  Stoner, 

Department of English. By his colleagues." 

An occasional student who comes upon the name may wonder idly who

William  Stoner  was,  but  he  seldom  pursues  his  curiosity  beyond  a  casual

question. Stoner's colleagues, who held him in no particular esteem when he

was  alive,  speak  of  him  rarely  now;  to  the  older  ones,  his  name  is  a

reminder  of  the  end  that  awaits  them  all,  and  to  the  younger  ones  it  is

merely  a  sound  which  evokes  no  sense  of  the  past  and  no  identity  with

which they can associate themselves or their careers. 

He was born in 1891 on a small farm in central Missouri near the village

of Booneville, some forty miles from Columbia, the home of the University. 

Though his parents were young at the time of his birth--his father twenty-

five, his mother barely twenty--Stoner thought of them, even when he was a

boy,  as  old.  At  thirty  his  father  looked  fifty;  stooped  by  labor,  he  gazed

without  hope  at  the  arid  patch  of  land  that  sustained  the  family  from  one

year to the next. His mother regarded her life patiently, as if it were a long

moment that she had to endure. Her eyes were pale and blurred, and the tiny

wrinkles  around  them  were  enhanced  by  thin  graying  hair  worn  straight

over her head and caught in a bun at the back. 

From  the  earliest  time  he  could  remember,  William  Stoner  had  his

duties. At the age of six he milked the bony cows, slopped the pigs in the

sty  a  few  yards  from  the  house,  and  gathered  small  eggs  from  a  flock  of

spindly chickens. And even when he started attending the rural school eight

miles from the farm, his day, from before dawn until after dark, was filled

with work of one sort or another. At seventeen his shoulders were already

beginning to stoop beneath the weight of his occupation. 

It  was  a  lonely  household,  of  which  he  was  an  only  child,  and  it  was

bound together by the necessity of its toil. In the evenings the three of them

sat in the small kitchen lighted by a single kerosene lamp, staring into the

yellow flame; often during the hour or so between supper and bed, the only

sound that could be heard was the weary movement of a body in a straight

chair  and  the  soft  creak  of  a  timber  giving  a  little  beneath  the  age  of  the

house. 

The house was built in a crude square, and the unpainted timbers sagged

around the porch and doors. It had with the years taken on the colors of the

dry  land--gray  and  brown,  streaked  with  white.  On  one  side  of  the  house

was  a  long  parlor,  sparsely  furnished  with  straight  chairs  and  a  few  hewn

tables, and a kitchen, where the family spent most of its little time together. 

On the other side were two bedrooms, each furnished with an iron bedstead

enameled white, a single straight chair, and a table, with a lamp and a wash

basin  on  it.  The  floors  were  of  unpainted  plank,  unevenly  spaced  and

cracking  with  age,  up  through  which  dust  steadily  seeped  and  was  swept

back each day by Stoner's mother. 

At school he did his lessons as if they were chores only somewhat less

exhausting than those around the farm. When he finished high school in the

spring of 1910, he expected to take over more of the work in the fields; it

seemed to him that his father grew slower and more weary with the passing

months. 

But one evening in late spring, after the two men had spent a full day

hoeing corn, his father spoke to him in the kitchen, after the supper dishes

had been cleared away. 

"County agent come by last week." 

William  looked  up  from  the  red-and-white-checked  oilcloth  spread

smoothly over the round kitchen table. He did not speak. 

"Says they have a new school at the University in Columbia. They call

it  a  College  of  Agriculture.  Says  he  thinks  you  ought  to  go.  It  takes  four

years." 

"Four years," William said. "Does it cost money?" 

"You could work your room and board," his father said. "Your ma has a

first cousin owns a place just outside Columbia. There would be books and

things. I could send you two or three dollars a month." 

William spread his hands on the tablecloth, which gleamed dully under

the  lamplight.  He  had  never  been  farther  from  home  than  Booneville, 

fifteen miles away. He swallowed to steady his voice. 

"Think you could manage the place all by yourself?" he asked. 

"Your  ma  and  me  could  manage.  I'd  plant  the  upper  twenty  in  wheat; 

that would cut down the hand work." 

William looked at his mother. "Ma?" he asked. 

She said tonelessly, "You do what your pa says." 

"You really want me to go?" he asked, as if he half hoped for a denial. 

"You really want me to?" 

His  father  shifted  his  weight  on  the  chair.  He  looked  at  his  thick, 

callused fingers, into the cracks of which soil had penetrated so deeply that

it could not be washed away. He laced his fingers together and held them up

from the table, almost in an attitude of prayer. 

"I never had no schooling to speak of," he said, looking at his hands. "I

started  working  a  farm  when  I  finished  sixth  grade.  Never  held  with

schooling when I was a young 'un. But now I don't know. Seems like the

land gets drier and harder to work every year; it ain't rich like it was when I

was a boy. County agent says they got new ideas, ways of doing things they

teach you at the University. Maybe he's right. Sometimes when I'm working

the  field  I  get  to  thinking."  He  paused.  His  fingers  tightened  upon

themselves, and his clasped hands dropped to the table. "I get to thinking--" 

He scowled at his hands and shook his head. "You go on to the University

come fall. Your ma and me will manage." 

It was the longest speech he had ever heard his father make. That fall he

went  to  Columbia  and  enrolled  in  the  University  as  a  freshman  in  the

College of Agriculture. 

He came to Columbia with a new black broadcloth suit ordered from the

catalogue of Sears & Roebuck and paid for with his mother's egg money, a

worn greatcoat that had belonged to his father, a pair of blue serge trousers

that once a month he had worn to the Methodist church in Booneville, two

white shirts, two changes of work clothing, and twenty-five dollars in cash, 

which his father had borrowed from a neighbor against the fall wheat. He

started walking from Booneville, where in the early morning his father and

mother brought him on the farm's flat-bed, mule-drawn wagon. 

It  was  a  hot  fall  day,  and  the  road  from  Booneville  to  Columbia  was

dusty; he had been walking for nearly an hour before a goods wagon came

up beside him and the driver asked him if he wanted a ride. He nodded and

got up on the wagon seat. His serge trousers were red with dust to his knees, 

and his sunand wind-browned face was caked with dirt, where the road dust

had  mingled  with  his  sweat.  During  the  long  ride  he  kept  brushing  at  his

trousers  with  awkward  hands  and  running  his  fingers  through  his  straight

sandy hair, which would not He flat on his head. 

They got to Columbia in the late afternoon. The driver let Stoner off at

the  outskirts  of  town  and  pointed  to  a  group  of  buildings  shaded  by  tall

elms.  "That's  your  University,"  he  said.  "That's  where  you'll  be  going  to

school." 

For  several  minutes  after  the  man  had  driven  off,  Stoner  stood

unmoving,  staring  at  the  complex  of  buildings.  He  had  never  before  seen

anything  so  imposing.  The  red  brick  buildings  stretched  upward  from  a

broad field of green that was broken by stone walks and small patches of

garden. Beneath his awe, he had a sudden sense of security and serenity he

had  never  felt  before.  Though  it  was  late,  he  walked  for  many  minutes

about the edges of the campus, only looking, as if he had no right to enter. 

It  was  nearly  dark  when  he  asked  a  passer-by  directions  to  Ashland

Gravel, the road that would lead him to the farm owned by Jim Foote, the

first cousin of his mother for whom he was to work; and it was after dark

when he got to the white two-storied frame house where he was to live. He

had not seen the Footes before, and he felt strange going to them so late. 

They greeted him with a nod, inspecting him closely. After a moment, 

during which Stoner stood awkwardly in the doorway, Jim Foote motioned

him into a small dim parlor crowded with overstuffed furniture and bric-a-

brac on dully gleaming tables. He did not sit. 

"Et supper?" Foote asked. 

"No, sir," Stoner answered. 

Mrs.  Foote  crooked  an  index  finger  at  him  and  padded  away.  Stoner

followed her through several rooms into a kitchen, where she motioned him

to  sit  at  a  table.  She  put  a  pitcher  of  milk  and  several  squares  of  cold

cornbread  before  him.  He  sipped  the  milk,  but  his  mouth,  dry  from

excitement, would not take the bread. 

Foote  came  into  the  room  and  stood  beside  his  wife.  He  was  a  small

man, not more than five feet three inches, with a lean face and a sharp nose. 

His wife was four inches taller, and heavy; rimless spectacles hid her eyes, 

and her thin lips were tight. The two of them watched hungrily as he sipped

his milk. 

"Feed and water the livestock, slop the pigs in the morning," Foote said

rapidly. 

Stoner looked at him blankly. "What?" 

"That's what you do in the morning," Foote said, "before you leave for

your school. Then in the evening you feed and slop again, gather the eggs, 

milk the cows. Chop firewood when you find time. Weekends, you help me

with whatever I'm doing." 

"Yes, sir," Stoner said. 

Foote studied him for a moment. "College," he said and shook his head. 

So for nine months' room and board he fed and watered the livestock, 

slopped pigs, gathered eggs, milked cows, and chopped firewood. He also

plowed  and  harrowed  fields,  dug  stumps  (in  the  winter  breaking  through

three  inches  of  frozen  soil),  and  churned  butter  for  Mrs.  Foote,  who

watched him with her head bobbing in grim approval as the wooden churner

splashed up and down through the milk. 

He was quartered on an upper floor that had once been a storeroom; his

only furniture was a black iron bedstead with sagging frames that supported

a thin feather mattress, a broken table that held a kerosene lamp, a straight

chair that sat unevenly on the floor, and a large box that he used as a desk. 

In  the  winter  the  only  heat  he  got  seeped  up  through  the  floor  from  the

rooms below; he wrapped himself in the tattered quilts and blankets allowed

him and blew on his hands so that they could turn the pages of his books

without tearing them. 

He  did  his  work  at  the  University  as  he  did  his  work  on  the  farm--

thoroughly, conscientiously, with neither pleasure nor distress. At the end of

his first year his grade average was slightly below a B; he was pleased that

it was no lower and not concerned that it was no higher. He was aware that

he had learned things that he had not known before, but this meant to him

only that he might do as well in his second year as he had done in his first. 

The  summer  after  his  first  year  of  college  he  returned  to  his  father's

farm  and  helped  with  the  crops.  Once  his  father  asked  him  how  he  liked

school, and he replied that he liked it fine. His father nodded and did not

mention the matter again. 

It  was  not  until  he  returned  for  his  second  year  that  William  Stoner

learned why he had come to college. 

By  his  second  year  he  was  a  familiar  figure  on  the  campus.  In  every

season he wore the same black broadcloth suit, white shirt, and string tie; 

his  wrists  protruded  from  the  sleeves  of  the  jacket,  and  the  trousers  rode

awkwardly about his legs, as if it were a uniform that had once belonged to

someone else. 

His hours of work increased with his employers' growing indolence, and

he  spent  the  long  evenings  in  his  room  methodically  doing  his  class

assignments; he had begun the sequence that would lead him to a Bachelor

of  Science  degree  in  the  College  of  Agriculture,  and  during  this  first

semester  of  his  second  year  he  had  two  basic  sciences,  a  course  from  the

school  of  Agriculture  in  soil  chemistry,  and  a  course  that  was  rather

perfunctorily  required  of  all  University  students--a  semester  survey  of

English literature. 

After  the  first  few  weeks  he  had  little  difficulty  with  the  science

courses;  there  was  so  much  work  to  be  done,  so  many  things  to  be

remembered.  The  course  in  soil  chemistry  caught  his  interest  in  a  general

way; it had not occurred to him that the brownish clods with which he had

worked for most of his life were anything other than what they appeared to

be, and he began vaguely to see that his growing knowledge of them might

be useful when he returned to his father's farm. But the required survey of

English  literature  troubled  and  disquieted  him  in  a  way  nothing  had  ever

done before. 

The  instructor  was  a  man  of  middle  age,  in  his  early  fifties;  his  name

was  Archer  Sloane,  and  he  came  to  his  task  of  teaching  with  a  seeming

disdain and contempt, as if he perceived between his knowledge and what

he could say a gulf so profound that he would make no effort to close it. He

was  feared  and  disliked  by  most  of  his  students,  and  he  responded  with  a

detached, ironic amusement. He was a man of middle height, with a long, 

deeply  lined  face,  cleanly  shaven;  he  had  an  impatient  gesture  of  running

his fingers through the shock of his gray curling hair. His voice was flat and

dry,  and  it  came  through  barely  moving  lips  without  expression  or

intonation; but his long thin fingers moved with grace and persuasion, as if

giving to the words a shape that his voice could not. 

Away from the classroom, doing his chores about the farm or blinking

against the dim lamplight as he studied in his windowless attic room, Stoner

was often aware that the image of this man had risen up before the eye of

his  mind.  He  had  difficulty  summoning  up  the  face  of  any  other  of  his

instructors  or  remembering  anything  very  specific  about  any  other  of  his

classes; but always on the threshold of his awareness waited the figure of

Archer  Sloane,  and  his  dry  voice,  and  his  contemptuously  offhand  words

about some passage from Beowulf, or some couplet of Chaucer's. 

He found that he could not handle the survey as he did his other courses. 

Though he remembered the authors and their works and their dates and their

influences, he nearly failed his first examination; and he did little better on

his second. He read and reread his literature assignments so frequently that

his work in other courses began to suffer; and still the words he read were

words on pages, and he could not see the use of what he did. 

And  he  pondered  the  words  that  Archer  Sloane  spoke  in  class,  as  if

beneath their flat, dry meaning he might discover a clue that would lead him

where  he  was  intended  to  go;  he  hunched  forward  over  the  desk-top  on  a

chair too small to hold him comfortably, grasping the edges of the desk-top

so tightly that his knuckles showed white against his brown hard skin; he

frowned  intently  and  gnawed  at  his  underlip.  But  as  Stoner's  and  his

classmates' attention grew more desperate, Archer Sloane's contempt grew

more  compelling.  And  once  that  contempt  erupted  into  anger  and  was

directed at William Stoner alone. 

The class had read two plays by Shakespeare and was ending the week

with  a  study  of  the  sonnets.  The  students  were  edgy  and  puzzled,  half

frightened  at  the  tension  growing  between  themselves  and  the  slouching

figure that regarded them from behind the lectern. Sloane had read aloud to

them the seventy-third sonnet; his eyes roved about the room and his lips

tightened in a humorless smile. 

"What does the sonnet mean?" he asked abruptly, and paused, his eyes

searching  the  room  with  a  grim  and  almost  pleased  hopelessness.  "Mr. 

Wilbur?" There was no answer. "Mr. Schmidt?" Someone coughed. Sloane

turned his dark bright eyes upon Stoner. "Mr. Stoner, what does the sonnet

mean?" 

Stoner swallowed and tried to open his mouth. 

"It is a sonnet, Mr. Stoner," Sloane said dryly, "a poetical composition

of fourteen lines, with a certain pattern I am sure you have memorized. It is

written in the English language, which I believe you have been speaking for

some years. Its author is William Shakespeare, a poet who is dead, but who

nevertheless occupies a position of some importance in the minds of a few." 

He looked at Stoner for a moment more, and then his eyes went blank as

they  fixed  unseeingly  beyond  the  class.  Without  looking  at  his  book  he

spoke the poem again; and his voice deepened and softened, as if the words

and sounds and rhythms had for a moment become himself:

"That time of year thou mayst in me behold

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, 

Bare ruin'd choirs where late the sweet birds sang. 

In me thou see'st the twilight of such day

As after sunset fadeth in the west; 

Which by and by black night doth take away, 

Death's second self, that seals up all in rest. 

In me thou see'st the glowing of such fire, 

That on the ashes of his youth doth lie, 

As the death-bed whereon it must expire, 

Consumed with that which it was nourisht by. 

This thou perceivest, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well which thou must leave ere long." 

In a moment of silence, someone cleared his throat. Sloane repeated the

lines, his voice becoming flat, his own again. 

"This thou perceivest, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well which thou must leave ere long." 

Sloane's  eyes  came  back  to  William  Stoner,  and  he  said  dryly,  "Mr. 

Shakespeare speaks to you across three hundred years, Mr. Stoner; do you

hear him?" 

William Stoner realized that for several moments he had been holding

his  breath.  He  expelled  it  gently,  minutely  aware  of  his  clothing  moving

upon  his  body  as  his  breath  went  out  of  his  lungs.  He  looked  away  from

Sloane  about  the  room.  Light  slanted  from  the  windows  and  settled  upon

the  faces  of  his  fellow  students,  so  that  the  illumination  seemed  to  come

from  within  them  and  go  out  against  a  dimness;  a  student  blinked,  and  a

thin shadow fell upon a cheek whose down had caught the sunlight. Stoner

became aware that his fingers were unclenching their hard grip on his desk-

top.  He  turned  his  hands  about  under  his  gaze,  marveling  at  their

brownness,  at  the  intricate  way  the  nails  fit  into  his  blunt  finger-ends;  he

thought he could feel the blood flowing invisibly through the tiny veins and

arteries,  throbbing  delicately  and  precariously  from  his  fingertips  through

his body. 

Sloane  was  speaking  again.  "What  does  he  say  to  you,  Mr.  Stoner? 

What does his sonnet mean?" 

Stoner's eyes lifted slowly and reluctantly. "It means," he said, and with

a small movement raised his hands up toward the air; he felt his eyes glaze

over as they sought the figure of Archer Sloane. "It means," he said again, 

and could not finish what he had begun to say. 

Sloane  looked  at  him  curiously.  Then  he  nodded  abruptly  and  said, 

"Class is dismissed." Without looking at anyone he turned and walked out

of the room. 

William  Stoner  was  hardly  aware  of  the  students  about  him  who  rose

grumbling and muttering from their seats and shuffled out of the room. For

several minutes after they left he sat unmoving, staring out before him at the

narrow planked flooring that had been worn bare of varnish by the restless

feet of students he would never see or know. He slid his own feet across the

floor, hearing the dry rasp of wood on his soles, and feeling the roughness

through the leather. Then he too got up and went slowly out of the room. 

The  thin  chill  of  the  late  fall  day  cut  through  his  clothing.  He  looked

around him, at the bare gnarled branches of the trees that curled and twisted

against the pale sky. Students, hurrying across the campus to their classes, 

brushed  against  him;  he  heard  the  mutter  of  their  voices  and  the  click  of

their  heels  upon  the  stone  paths,  and  saw  their  faces,  flushed  by  the  cold, 

bent downward against a slight breeze. He looked at them curiously, as if he

had not seen them before, and felt very distant from them and very close to

them. He held the feeling to him as he hurried to his next class, and held it

through  the  lecture  by  his  professor  in  soil  chemistry,  against  the  droning

voice  that  recited  things  to  be  written  in  notebooks  and  remembered  by  a

process of drudgery that even now was becoming unfamiliar to him. 

In the second semester of that school year William Stoner dropped his

basic  science  courses  and  interrupted  his  Ag  School  sequence;  he  took

introductory courses in philosophy and ancient history and two courses in

English literature. In the summer he returned again to his parents' farm and

helped  his  father  with  the  crops  and  did  not  mention  his  work  at  the

University. 

When  he  was  much  older,  he  was  to  look  back  upon  his  last  two

undergraduate  years  as  if  they  were  an  unreal  time  that  belonged  to

someone else, a time that passed, not in the regular flow to which he was

used, but in fits and starts. One moment was juxtaposed against another, yet

isolated  from  it,  and  he  had  the  feeling  that  he  was  removed  from  time, 

watching as it passed before him like a great unevenly turned diorama. 

He became conscious of himself in a way that he had not done before. 

Sometimes he looked at himself in a mirror, at the long face with its thatch

of dry brown hair, and touched his sharp cheekbones; he saw the thin wrists

that  protruded  inches  out  of  his  coat  sleeves;  and  he  wondered  if  he

appeared as ludicrous to others as he did to himself. 

He  had  no  plans  for  the  future,  and  he  spoke  to  no  one  of  his

uncertainty. He continued to work at the Footes' for his room and board, but

he no longer worked the long hours of his first two years at the University. 

For  three  hours  every  afternoon  and  for  half  a  day  on  the  weekends  he

allowed himself to be used as Jim and Serena Foote desired; the rest of the

time he claimed as his own. 

Some of this time he spent in his little attic room atop the Foote house; 

but  as  often  as  he  could,  after  his  classes  were  over  and  his  work  at  the

Footes' done, he returned to the University. Sometimes, in the evenings, he

wandered  in  the  long  open  quadrangle,  among  couples  who  strolled

together  and  murmured  softly;  though  he  did  not  know  any  of  them,  and

though he did not speak to them, he felt a kinship with them. Sometimes he

stood in the center of the quad, looking at the five huge columns in front of

Jesse  Hall  that  thrust  upward  into  the  night  out  of  the  cool  grass;  he  had

learned that these columns were the remains of the original main building of

the  University,  destroyed  many  years  ago  by  fire.  Grayish  silver  in  the

moonlight, bare and pure, they seemed to him to represent the way of life he

had embraced, as a temple represents a god. 

In  the  University  library  he  wandered  through  the  stacks,  among  the

thousands  of  books,  inhaling  the  musty  odor  of  leather,  cloth,  and  drying

page as if it were an exotic incense. 

Sometimes  he  would  pause,  remove  a  volume  from  the  shelves,  and

hold it for a moment in his large hands, which tingled at the still unfamiliar

feel of spine and board and unresisting page. Then he would leaf through

the book, reading a paragraph here and there, his stiff fingers careful as they

turned the pages, as if in their clumsiness they might tear and destroy what

they took such pains to uncover. 

He had no friends, and for the first time in his life he became aware of

loneliness. Sometimes, in his attic room at night, he would look up from a

book he was reading and gaze in the dark corners of his room, where the

lamplight flickered against the shadows. If he stared long and intently, the

darkness gathered into a light, which took the insubstantial shape of what he

had been reading. And he would feel that he was out of time, as he had felt

that day in class when Archer Sloane had spoken to him. The past gathered

out of the darkness where it stayed, and the dead raised themselves to live

before  him;  and  the  past  and  the  dead  flowed  into  the  present  among  the

alive, so that he had for an intense instant a vision of denseness into which

he was compacted and from which he could not escape, and had no wish to

escape.  Tristan,  Iseult  the  fair,  walked  before  him;  Paolo  and  Francesca

whirled in the glowing dark; Helen and bright Paris, their faces bitter with

consequence, rose from the gloom. And he was with them in a way that he

could never be with his fellows who went from class to class, who found a

local  habitation  in  a  large  university  in  Columbia,  Missouri,  and  who

walked unheeding in a midwestern air. 

In a year he learned Greek and Latin well enough to read simple texts; 

often  his  eyes  were  red  and  burning  from  strain  and  lack  of  sleep. 

Sometimes he thought of himself as he had been a few years before and was

astonished by the memory of that strange figure, brown and passive as the

earth from which it had emerged. He thought of his parents, and they were

nearly as strange as the child they had borne; he felt a mixed pity for them

and a distant love. 

Near  the  middle  of  his  fourth  year  at  the  University,  Archer  Sloane

stopped him one day after class and asked him to drop by his office for a

chat. 

It was winter, and a low damp midwestern mist floated over the campus. 

Even at midmorning the thin branches of the dogwood trees glistened with

hoarfrost, and the black vines that trailed up the great columns before Jesse

Hall were rimmed with iridescent crystals that winked against the grayness. 

Stoner's greatcoat was so shabby and worn that he had decided not to wear

it to see Sloane even though the weather was freezing. He was shivering as

he hurried up the walk and up the wide stone steps that led into Jesse Hall. 

After  the  cold,  the  heat  inside  the  building  was  intense.  The  grayness

outside trickled through the windows and glassed doors on either side of the

hall, so that the yellow tiled floors glowed brighter than the gray light upon

them, and the great oaken columns and the rubbed walls gleamed from their

dark.  Shuffling  footsteps  hissed  upon  the  floors,  and  a  murmur  of  voices

was  muted  by  the  great  expanse  of  the  hall;  dim  figures  moved  slowly, 

mingling and parting; and the oppressive air gathered the smell of the oiled

walls  and  the  wet  odor  of  woolen  clothing.  Stoner  went  up  the  smooth

marble  stairs  to  Archer  Sloane's  second-floor  office.  He  knocked  on  the

closed door, heard a voice, and went in. 

The office was long and narrow, lighted by a single window at the far

end. Shelves crowded with books rose to the high ceiling. Near the window

a  desk  was  wedged,  and  before  this  desk,  half  turned  and  outlined  darkly

against the light, sat Archer Sloane. 

"Mr.  Stoner,"  Sloane  said  dryly,  half  rising  and  indicating  a  leather-

covered chair facing him. Stoner sat down. 

"I have been looking through your records." Sloane paused and lifted a

folder from his desk, regarding it with detached irony. "I hope you do not

mind my inquisitiveness." 

Stoner  wet  his  lips  and  shifted  on  the  chair.  He  tried  to  fold  his  large

hands together so that they would be invisible. "No, sir," he said in a husky

voice. 

Sloane nodded. "Good. I note that you began your course of studies here

as  an  agriculture  student  and  that  sometime  during  your  sophomore  year

you switched your program to literature. Is that correct?" 

"Yes, sir," Stoner said. 

Sloane leaned back in his chair and gazed up at the square of light that

came in from the high small window. He tapped his fingertips together and

turned back to the young man who sat stiffly in front of him. 

"The official purpose of this conference is to inform you that you will

have to make a formal change of study program, declaring your intention to

abandon your initial course of study and declare your final one. It's a matter

of  five  minutes  or  so  at  the  registrar's  office.  You  will  take  care  of  that, 

won't you?" 

"Yes, sir," Stoner said. 

"But as you may have guessed, that is not the reason I asked you to drop

by. Do you mind if I inquire a little about your future plans?" 

"No,  sir,"  Stoner  said.  He  looked  at  his  hands,  which  were  twisted

tightly together. 

Sloane touched the folder of papers that he had dropped on his desk. "I

gather  that  you  were  a  bit  older  than  the  ordinary  student  when  you  first

entered the University. Nearly twenty, I believe?" 

"Yes, sir," Stoner said. 

"And at that time your plans were to undertake the sequence offered by

the school of Agriculture?" 

"Yes, sir." 

Sloane leaned back in his chair and regarded the high dim ceiling. He

asked abruptly, "And what are your plans now?" 

Stoner was silent. This was something he had not thought about, had not

wanted to think about. He said at last, with a touch of resentment, "I don't

know. I haven't given it much thought." 

Sloane  said,  "Are  you  looking  forward  to  the  day  when  you  emerge

from these cloistered walls into what some call the world?" 

Stoner grinned through his embarrassment. "No, sir." 

Sloane tapped the folder of papers on his desk. "I am informed by these

records that you come from a farming community. I take it that your parents

are farm people?" 

Stoner nodded. 

"And do you intend to return to the farm after you receive your degree

here?" 

"No, sir," Stoner said, and the decisiveness of his voice surprised him. 

He thought with some wonder of the decision he had suddenly made. 

Sloane nodded. "I should imagine a serious student of literature  might

find his skills not precisely suited to the persuasion of the soil." 

"I  won't  go  back,"  Stoner  said  as  if  Sloane  had  not  spoken.  "I  don't

know what I'll do exactly." He looked at his hands and said to them, "I can't

quite realize that I'll be through so soon, that I'll be leaving the University at

the end of the year." 

Sloane said casually, "There is, of course, no absolute need for you to

leave. I take it that you have no independent means?" 

Stoner shook his head. 

"You  have  an  excellent  undergraduate  record.  Except  for  your"--  he

lifted  his  eyebrows  and  smiled--"except  for  your  sophomore  survey  of

English literature, you have all A's in your English courses; nothing below a

B  elsewhere.  If  you  could  maintain  yourself  for  a  year  or  so  beyond

graduation,  you  could,  I'm  sure,  successfully  complete  the  work  for  your

Master of Arts; after which you would probably be able to teach while you

worked  toward  your  doctorate.  If  that  sort  of  thing  would  interest  you  at

all." 

Stoner drew back. "What do you mean?" he asked and heard something

like fear in his voice. 

Sloane leaned forward until his face was close; Stoner saw the lines on

the long thin face soften, and he heard the dry mocking voice become gentle

and unprotected. 

"But don't you know, Mr. Stoner?" Sloane asked. "Don't you understand

about yourself yet? You're going to be a teacher." 

Suddenly  Sloane  seemed  very  distant,  and  the  walls  of  the  office

receded.  Stoner  felt  himself  suspended  in  the  wide  air,  and  he  heard  his

voice ask, "Are you sure?" 

"I'm sure," Sloane said softly. 

"How can you tell? How can you be sure?" 

"It's love, Mr. Stoner," Sloane said cheerfully. "You are in love. It's as

simple as that." 

It was as simple as that. He was aware that he nodded to Sloane and said

something inconsequential. Then he was walking out of the office. His lips

were tingling and his fingertips were numb; he walked as if he were asleep, 

yet  he  was  intensely  aware  of  his  surroundings.  He  brushed  against  the

polished  wooden  walls  in  the  corridor,  and  he  thought  he  could  feel  the

warmth and age of the wood; he went slowly down the stairs and wondered

at the veined cold marble that seemed to slip a little beneath his feet. In the

halls  the  voices  of  the  students  became  distinct  and  individual  out  of  the

hushed  murmur,  and  their  faces  were  close  and  strange  and  familiar.  He

went out of Jesse Hall into the morning, and the grayness no longer seemed

to  oppress  the  campus;  it  led  his  eyes  outward  and  upward  into  the  sky, 

where he looked as if toward a possibility for which he had no name. 

In the first week of June, in the year 1914, William Stoner, with sixty

other  young  men  and  a  few  young  ladies,  received  his  Bachelor  of  Arts

degree from the University of Missouri. 

To  attend  the  ceremony,  his  parents--in  a  borrowed  buggy  drawn  by

their old dun mare--had started the day before, driving overnight the forty-

odd  miles  from  the  farm,  so  that  they  arrived  at  the  Footes'  shortly  after

dawn, stiff from their sleepless journey. Stoner went down into the yard to

meet them. They stood side by side in the crisp morning light and awaited

his approach. 

Stoner and his father shook hands with a single quick pumping action, 

not looking at each other. 

"How do," his father said. 

His mother nodded. "Your pa and me come down to see you graduate." 

For a moment he did not speak. Then he said, "You'd better come in and

get some breakfast" 

They were alone in the kitchen; since Stoner had come to the farm the

Footes had got in the habit of sleeping late. But neither then nor after his

parents  had  finished  breakfast  could  he  bring  himself  to  tell  them  of  his

change of plans, of his decision not to return to the farm. Once or twice he

started to speak; then he looked at the brown faces that rose nakedly out of

their new clothing, and thought of the long journey they had made and of

the  years  they  had  awaited  his  return.  He  sat  stiffly  with  them  until  they

finished the last of their coffee, and until the Footes roused themselves and

came  into  the  kitchen.  Then  he  told  them  that  he  had  to  go  early  to  the

University  and  that  he  would  see  them  there  later  in  the  day,  at  the

exercises. 

He wandered about the campus, carrying the black robe and cap that he

had hired; they were heavy and troublesome, but he could find no place to

leave them. He thought of what he would have to tell his parents, and for

the first time realized the finality of his decision, and almost wished that he

could  recall  it.  He  felt  his  inadequacy  to  the  goal  he  had  so  recklessly

chosen and felt the attraction of the world he had abandoned. He grieved for

his own loss and for that of his parents, and even in his grief felt himself

drawing away from them. 

He  carried  this  feeling  of  loss  with  him  throughout  the  graduation

exercises; when his name was spoken and he walked across the platform to

receive a scroll from a man faceless behind a soft gray beard, he could not

believe  his  own  presence,  and  the  roll  of  parchment  in  his  hand  had  no

meaning.  He  could  only  think  of  his  mother  and  father  sitting  stiffly  and

uneasily in the great crowd. 

When the ceremonies were over he drove with them back to the Footes', 

where they were to stay overnight and start the journey home the following

dawn. 

They sat late in the Footes' parlor. Jim and Serena Foote stayed up with

them  for  a  while.  Every  now  and  then  Jim  and  Stoner's  mother  would

exchange the name of a relative and lapse into silence. His father sat on a

straight chair, his legs spread apart, leaning a little forward, his broad hands

clasping his kneecaps. Finally the Footes looked at each other and yawned

and announced that it was late. They went to their bedroom, and the three

were left alone. 

There was another silence. His parents, who looked straight ahead in the

shadows cast by their own bodies, every now and then glanced sideways at

their son, as if they did not wish to disturb him in his new estate. 

After  several  minutes  William  Stoner  leaned  forward  and  spoke,  his

voice louder and more forceful than he had intended. "I ought to have told

you sooner. I ought to have told you last summer, or this morning." 

His parents' faces were dull and expressionless in the lamplight. 

"What I'm trying to say is, I'm not coming back with you to the farm." 

No one moved. His father said, "You got some things to finish up here, 

we can go back in the morning and you can come on home in a few days." 

Stoner rubbed his face with his open palm. "That's--not what I meant. 

I'm trying to tell you I won't be coming back to the farm at all." 

His  father's  hands  tightened  on  his  kneecaps  and  he  drew  back  in  the

chair. He said, "You get yourself in some kind of trouble?" 

Stoner smiled. "It's nothing like that. I'm going on to school for another

year, maybe two or three." 

His father shook his head. "I seen you get through this evening. And the

county agent said the farm school took four years." 

Stoner  tried  to  explain  to  his  father  what  he  intended  to  do,  tried  to

evoke in him his own sense of significance and purpose. He listened to his

words  fall  as  if  from  the  mouth  of  another,  and  watched  his  father's  face, 

which received those words as a stone receives the repeated blows of a fist. 

When he had finished he sat with his hands clasped between his knees and

his head bowed. He listened to the silence of the room. 

Finally  his  father  moved  in  his  chair.  Stoner  looked  up.  His  parents' 

faces confronted him; he almost cried out to them. 

"I don't know," his father said. His voice was husky and tired. "I didn't

figure it would tum out like this. I thought I was doing the best for you I

could,  sending  you  here.  Your  ma  and  me  has  always  done  the  best  we

could for you." 

"I know," Stoner said. He could not look at them longer. "Will you be all

right? I could come back for a while this summer and help. I could--" 

"If you think you ought to stay here and study your books, then that's

what you ought to do. Your ma and me can manage." 

His  mother  was  facing  him,  but  she  did  not  see  him.  Her  eyes  were

squeezed shut; she was breathing heavily, her face twisted as if in pain, and

her  closed  fists  were  pressed  against  her  cheeks.  With  wonder  Stoner

realized  that  she  was  crying,  deeply  and  silently,  with  the  shame  and

awkwardness  of  one  who  seldom  weeps.  He  watched  her  for  a  moment

more; then he got heavily to his feet and walked out of the parlor. He found

his way up the narrow stairs that led to his attic room; for a long time he lay

on his bed and stared with open eyes into the darkness above him. 

 II

Two weeks after Stoner received his Bachelor of Arts degree, Archduke

Francis Ferdinand was assassinated at Sarajevo by a Serbian nationalist; and

before autumn war was general all over Europe. It was a topic of continuing

interest  among  the  older  students;  they  wondered  about  the  part  America

would  eventually  play,  and  they  were  pleasantly  unsure  of  their  own

futures. 

But  before  William  Stoner  the  future  lay  bright  and  certain  and

unchanging. He saw it, not as a flux of event and change and potentiality, 

but as a territory ahead that awaited his exploration. He saw it as the great

University library, to which new wings might be built, to which new books

might be added and from which old ones might be withdrawn, while its true

nature remained essentially unchanged. He saw the future in the institution

to  which  he  had  committed  himself  and  which  he  so  imperfectly

understood;  he  conceived  himself  changing  in  that  future,  but  he  saw  the

future itself as the instrument of change rather than its object. 

Near  the  end  of  that  summer,  just  before  the  beginning  of  the  autumn

semester, he visited his parents. He had intended to help with the summer

crop; but he found that his father had hired a Negro field hand who worked

with  a  quiet,  fierce  intensity,  accomplishing  by  himself  in  a  day  nearly  as

much as William and his father together had once done in the same time. 

His  parents  were  happy  to  see  him,  and  they  seemed  not  to  resent  his

decision.  But  he  found  that  he  had  nothing  to  say  to  them;  already,  he

realized, he and his parents were becoming strangers; and he felt his love

increased by its loss. He returned to Columbia a week earlier than he had

intended. 

He began to resent the time he had to spend at work on the Foote farm. 

Having  come  to  his  studies  late,  he  felt  the  urgency  of  study.  Sometimes, 

immersed in his books, there would come to him the awareness of all that

he did not know, of all that he had not read; and the serenity for which he

labored was shattered as he realized the little time he had in life to read so

much, to learn what he had to know. 

He finished his course work for the Master of Arts degree in the spring

of  1915  and  spent  the  summer  completing  his  thesis,  a  prosodie  study  of

one of Chaucer's  Canterbury Tales.  Before the summer was out the Footes

told him that they would not need him any longer on the farm. 

He had expected his dismissal and in some ways he welcomed it; but for

a moment after it happened he had a twinge of panic. It was as if the last tie

between himself and the old life had been cut. He spent the last weeks of

the summer at his father's farm, putting the finishing touches on his thesis. 

By  that  time  Archer  Sloane  had  arranged  for  him  to  teach  two  classes  of

beginning English to incoming freshmen, while he started to work toward

his Ph.D. For this he received four hundred dollars a year. He removed his

belongings from the Footes' tiny attic room, which he had occupied for five

years, and took an even smaller room near the University. 

Though  he  was  to  teach  only  the  fundamentals  of  grammar  and

composition  to  a  group  of  unselected  freshmen,  he  looked  forward  to  his

task with enthusiasm and with a strong sense of its significance. He planned

the course during the week before the opening of the autumn semester, and

saw the kinds of possibility that one sees as one struggles with the materials

and subjects of an endeavor; he felt the logic of grammar, and he thought he

perceived  how  it  spread  out  from  itself,  permeating  the  language  and

supporting human thought. In the simple compositional exercises he made

for  his  students  he  saw  the  potentialities  of  prose  and  its  beauties,  and  he

looked  forward  to  animating  his  students  with  the  sense  of  what  he

perceived. 

But  in  the  first  classes  he  met,  after  the  opening  routines  of  rolls  and

study  plans,  when  he  began  to  address  himself  to  his  subject  and  his

students,  he  found  that  his  sense  of  wonder  remained  hidden  within  him. 

Sometimes, as he spoke to his students, it was as if he stood outside himself

and  observed  a  stranger  speaking  to  a  group  assembled  unwillingly;  he

heard his own flat voice reciting the materials he had prepared, and nothing

of his own excitement came through that recitation. 

He found his release and fulfillment in the classes in which he himself

was a student. There he was able to recapture the sense of discovery he had

felt on that first day, when Archer Sloane had spoken to him in class and he

had,  in  an  instant,  become  someone  other  than  who  he  had  been.  As  his

mind  engaged  itself  with  its  subject,  as  it  grappled  with  the  power  of  the

literature  he  studied  and  tried  to  understand  its  nature,  he  was  aware  of  a

constant  change  within  himself;  and  as  he  was  aware  of  that,  he  moved

outward from himself into the world which contained him, so that he knew

that the poem of Milton 'sthat he read or the essay of Bacon's or the drama

of  Ben  Jonson's  changed  the  world  which  was  its  subject,  and  changed  it

because of its dependence upon it. He seldom spoke in class, and his papers

rarely  satisfied  him.  Like  his  lectures  to  his  young  students,  they  did  not

betray what he most profoundly knew. 

He began to be on familiar terms with a few of his fellow students who

were also acting instructors in the department. Among those were two with

whom he became friendly, David Masters and Gordon Finch. 

Masters  was  a  slight  dark  youth  with  a  sharp  tongue  and  gentle  eyes. 

Like Stoner, he was just beginning his doctoral program, though he was a

year  or  so  younger  than  Stoner.  Among  the  faculty  and  the  graduate

students  he  had  a  reputation  for  arrogance  and  impertinence,  and  it  was

generally conceded that he would have some difficulty in finally obtaining

his  degree.  Stoner  thought  him  the  most  brilliant  man  he  had  ever  known

and deferred to him without envy or resentment. 

Gordon  Finch  was  large  and  blond,  and  already,  at  the  age  of  twenty-

three, beginning to run to fat. He had taken an undergraduate degree from a

commercial  college  in  St.  Louis,  and  at  the  University  had  made  various

stabs  at  advanced  degrees  in  the  departments  of  economics,  history,  and

engineering. He had begun work on his degree in literature largely because

he  had  been  able,  at  the  last  minute,  to  get  a  small  instructing  job  in  the

English  Department.  He  quickly  showed  himself  to  be  the  most  nearly

indifferent student in the department. But he was popular with the freshmen, 

and he got along well with the older faculty members and with the officers

of the administration. 

The  three  of  them--Stoner,  Masters,  and  Finch--got  in  the  habit  of

meeting  on  Friday  afternoons  at  a  small  saloon  in  downtown  Columbia, 

drinking large schooners of beer and talking late into the night. Though he

found  the  only  social  pleasure  he  knew  in  these  evenings,  Stoner  often

wondered at their relationship. Though they got along well enough together, 

they had not become close friends; they had no confidences and seldom saw

each other outside their weekly gatherings. 

None of them ever raised the question of that relationship. Stoner knew

that  it  had  not  occurred  to  Gordon  Finch,  but  he  suspected  that  it  had  to

David Masters. Once, late in the evening, as they sat at a rear table in the

dimness of the saloon, Stoner and Masters talked of their teaching and study

with the awkward facetiousness of the very serious. Masters, holding aloft a

hard-boiled egg from the free lunch as if it were a crystal ball, said, "Have

you  gentlemen  ever  considered  the  question  of  the  true  nature  of  the

University? Mr. Stoner? Mr. Finch?" 

Smiling, they shook their heads. 

"I'll bet you haven't. Stoner, here, I imagine, sees it as a great repository, 

like a library or a whorehouse, where men come of their free will and select

that which will complete them, where all work together like little bees in a

common  hive.  The  True,  the  Good,  the  Beautiful.  They're  just  around  the

corner,  in  the  next  corridor;  they're  in  the  next  book,  the  one  you  haven't

read,  or  in  the  next  stack,  the  one  you  haven't  got  to.  But  you'll  get  to  it

someday.  And  when  you  do--when  you  do--"  He  looked  at  the  egg  for  a

moment  more,  then  took  a  large  bite  of  it  and  turned  to  Stoner,  his  jaws

working and his dark eyes bright. 

Stoner smiled uncomfortably, and Finch laughed aloud and slapped the

table. "He's got you, Bill. He's got you good." 

Masters chewed for a moment more, swallowed, and turned his gaze to

Finch.  "And  you,  Finch.  What's  your  idea?"  He  held  up  his  hand.  "You'll

protest  you  haven't  thought  of  it.  But  you  have.  Beneath  that  bluff  and

hearty  exterior  there  works  a  simple  mind.  To  you,  the  institution  is  an

instrument of good --to the world at large, of course, and just incidentally to

yourself.  You  see  it  as  a  kind  of  spiritual  sulphur-and-molasses  that  you

administer  every  fall  to  get  the  little  bastards  through  another  winter;  and

you're the kindly old doctor who benignly pats their heads and pockets their

fees." 

Finch laughed again and shook his head. "I swear, Dave, when you get

going--" 

Masters put the rest of the egg in his mouth, chewed contentedly for a

moment, and took a long swallow of beer. "But you're both wrong," he said. 

"It  is  an  asylum  or--what  do  they  call  them  now?--a  rest  home,  for  the

infirm, the aged, the discontent, and the otherwise incompetent. Look at the

three  of  us-- we  are  the  University.  The  stranger  would  not  know  that  we

have so much in common, but  we know, don't we? We know well." 

Finch was laughing. "What's that, Dave?" 

Interested now in what he was saying, Masters leaned intently across the

table. "Let's take you first, Finch. Being as kind as I can, I would say that

you  are  the  incompetent.  As  you  yourself  know,  you're  not  really  very

bright--though that doesn't have everything to do with it." 

"Here, now," Finch said, still laughing. 

"But  you're  bright  enough--and   just  bright  enough--to  realize  what

would happen to you in the world. You're cut out for failure, and you know

it. Though you're capable of being a son-of-a-bitch, you're not quite ruthless

enough to be so consistently. Though you're not precisely the most honest

man I've ever known, neither are you heroically dishonest. On the one hand, 

you're capable of work, but you're just lazy enough so that you can't work

as hard as the world would want you to. On the other hand, you're not quite

so  lazy  that  you  can  impress  upon  the  world  a  sense  of  your  importance. 

And you're not lucky--not really. No aura rises from you, and you wear a

puzzled  expression.  In  the  world  you  would  always  be  on  the  fringe  of

success,  and  you  would  be  destroyed  by  your  failure.  So  you  are  chosen, 

elected;  providence,  whose  sense  of  humor  has  always  amused  me,  has

snatched you from the jaws of the world and placed you safely here, among

your brothers." 

Still smiling and ironically malevolent, he turned to Stoner. "Nor do you

escape,  my  friend.  No  indeed.  Who  are  you?  A  simple  son  of  the  soil,  as

you  pretend  to  yourself?  Oh,  no.  You,  too,  are  among  the  infirm--you  are

the  dreamer,  the  madman  in  a  madder  world,  our  own  midwestern  Don

Quixote  without  his  Sancho,  gamboling  under  the  blue  sky.  You're  bright

enough--brighter anyhow than our mutual friend. But you have the taint, the

old infirmity. You think there's something  here,  something to find. Well, in

the world you'd learn soon enough. You, too, are cut out for failure; not that

you'd fight the world. You'd let it chew you up and spit you out, and you'd

lie  there  wondering  what  was  wrong.  Because  you'd  always  expect  the

world to be something it wasn't, something it had no wish to be. The weevil

in the cotton, the worm in the beanstalk, the borer in the corn. You couldn't

face them, and you couldn't fight them; because you're too weak, and you're

too strong. And you have no place to go in the world." 

"What about you?" Finch asked. "What about yourself?" 

"Oh," Masters said, leaning back, "I'm one of you. Worse, in fact. I'm

too  bright  for  the  world,  and  I  won't  keep  my  mouth  shut  about  it;  it's  a

disease for which there is no cure. So I must be locked up, where I can be

safely irresponsible, where I can do no harm." He leaned forward again and

smiled at them. "We're all poor Toms, and we're a-cold." 

"King Lear," Stoner said seriously. 

"Act Three, Scene Four," said Masters. "And so providence, or society, 

or fate, or whatever name you want to give it, has created this hovel for us, 

so that we can go in out of the storm. It's for us that the University exists, 

for the dispossessed of the world; not for the students, not for the selfless

pursuit of knowledge, not for any of the reasons that you hear. We give out

the reasons, and we let a few of the ordinary ones in, those that would do in

the  world;  but  that's  just  protective  coloration.  Like  the  church  in  the

Middle Ages, which didn't give a damn about the laity or even about God, 

we  have  our  pretenses  in  order  to  survive.  And  we  shall  survive--because

we have to." 

Finch shook his head admiringly. "You sure make us sound bad, Dave." 

"Maybe I do," Masters said. "But bad as we are, we're better than those

on the outside, in the muck, the poor bastards of the world. We do no harm, 

we say what we want, and we get paid for it; and that's a triumph of natural

virtue, or pretty damn close to it." 

Masters  leaned  back  from  the  table,  indifferent,  no  longer  concerned

with what he had said. 

Gordon  Finch  cleared  his  throat.  "Well,  now,"  he  said  earnestly.  "You

may have something in what you say, Dave. But I think you go too far. I

really do." 

Stoner and Masters smiled at each other, and they spoke no more of the

question  that  evening.  But  for  years  afterward,  at  odd  moments,  Stoner

remembered what Masters had said; and though it brought him no vision of

the  University  to  which  he  had  committed  himself,  it  did  reveal  to  him

something about his relationship to the two men, and it gave him a glimpse

of the corrosive and unspoiled bitterness of youth. 

On May 7, 1915, a German submarine sank the British liner  Lusitania, 

with a hundred and fourteen American passengers on board; by the end of

1916  submarine  warfare  by  the  Germans  was  unrestricted,  and  relations

between  the  United  States  and  Germany  steadily  worsened.  In  February

1917 President Wilson broke off diplomatic relations. On April 6 a state of

war  was  declared  by  Congress  to  exist  between  Germany  and  the  United

States. 

With that declaration, thousands of young men across the nation, as if

relieved  that  the  tension  of  uncertainty  had  finally  been  broken,  besieged

the  recruiting  stations  that  had  been  hastily  set  up  some  weeks  before. 

Indeed,  hundreds  of  young  men  had  not  been  able  to  wait  for  America's

intervention  and  had  as  early  as  1915  signed  up  for  duty  with  the  Royal

Canadian  forces  or  as  ambulance  drivers  for  one  of  the  European  allied

armies.  A  few  of  the  older  students  at  the  University  had  done  so;  and

although  William  Stoner  had  not  known  any  of  these,  he  heard  their

legendary names with increasing frequency as the months and weeks drew

on to the moment that they all knew must eventually come. 

War was declared on a Friday, and although classes remained scheduled

the following week, few students or professors made a pretense of meeting

them.  They  milled  about  in  the  halls  and  gathered  in  small  groups, 

murmuring in hushed voices. Occasionally the tense quietness erupted into

near  violence;  twice  there  were  general  anti-German  demonstrations,  in

which students shouted incoherently and waved American flags. Once there

was  a  brief-lived  demonstration  against  one  of  the  professors,  an  old  and

bearded teacher of Germanic languages, who had been born in Munich and

who  as  a  youth  had  attended  the  University  of  Berlin.  But  when  the

professor  met  the  angry  and  flushed  little  group  of  students,  blinked  in

bewilderment, and held out his thin, shaking hands to them, they disbanded

in sullen confusion. 

During those first days after the declaration of war Stoner also suffered

a confusion, but it was profoundly different from that which gripped most

of the others on the campus. Though he had talked about the war in Europe

with the older students and instructors, he had never quite believed in it; and

now  that  it  was  upon  him,  upon  them  all,  he  discovered  within  himself  a

vast  reserve  of  indifference.  He  resented  the  disruption  which  the  war

forced  upon  the  University;  but  he  could  find  in  himself  no  very  strong

feelings of patriotism, and he could not bring himself to hate the Germans. 

But  the  Germans  were  there  to  be  hated.  Once  Stoner  came  upon

Gordon Finch talking to a group of older faculty members; Finch's face was

twisted,  and  he  was  speaking  of  the  "Huns"  as  if  he  were  spitting  on  the

floor.  Later,  when  he  approached  Stoner  in  the  large  office  which  half  a

dozen  of  the  younger  instructors  shared,  Finch's  mood  had  shifted; 

feverishly jovial, he clapped Stoner on the shoulder. 

"Can't let them get away with it, Bill," he said rapidly. A film of sweat

like  oil  glistened  on  his  round  face,  and  his  thin  blond  hair  lay  in  lank

strands over his skull. "No, sir. I'm going to join up. I've already talked to

old Sloane about it, and he said to go ahead. I'm going down to St. Louis

tomorrow and sign up." For an instant he managed to compose his features

into a semblance of gravity. "We've all got to do our part." Then he grinned

and clapped Stoner's shoulder again. "You better come along with me." 

"Me?" Stoner said, and said again, incredulously, "Me?" 

Finch  laughed.  "Sure.  Everybody's  signing  up.  I  just  talked  to  Dave--

he's coming with me." 

Stoner shook his head as if dazed. "Dave Masters?" 

"Sure. Old Dave talks kind of funny sometimes, but when the chips are

down he's no different from anybody else; hell do his part. Just like you'll

do yours, Bill." Finch punched him on the arm. "Just like you'll do yours." 

Stoner was silent for a moment. "I hadn't thought about it," he said. 'It

all seems to have happened so quickly. I'll have to talk to Sloane. I'll let you

know." 

"Sure,"  Finch  said.  "You'll  do  your  part."  His  voice  thickened  with

feeling. "We're all in this together now, Bill; we're all in it together." 

Stoner left Finch then, but he did not go to see Archer Sloane. Instead

he  looked  about  the  campus  and  inquired  after  David  Masters.  He  found

him in one of the library carrels, alone, puffing on a pipe and staring at a

shelf of books. 

Stoner sat across from him at the carrel desk. When he questioned him

about his decision to join the Army, Masters said, "Sure. Why not?" 

And when Stoner asked him why, Masters said, "You know me pretty

well, Bill. I don't give a damn about the Germans. When it comes down to

it,  I  don't  really  give  a  damn  about  the  Americans  either,  I  guess."  He

knocked  his  pipe  ashes  out  on  the  floor  and  swept  them  around  with  his

foot. "I suppose I'm doing it because it doesn't matter whether I do it or not. 

And  it  might  be  amusing  to  pass  through  the  world  once  more  before  I

return to the cloistered and slow extinction that awaits us all." 

Though he did not understand, Stoner nodded, accepting what Masters

told him. He said, "Gordon wants me to enlist with you." 

Masters smiled. "Gordon feels the first strength of virtue he's ever been

allowed to feel; and he naturally wants to include the rest of the world in it, 

so that he can keep on believing. Sure. Why not? Join up with us. It might

do you good to see what the world's like." He paused and looked intently at

Stoner. "But if you do, for Christ's sake don't do it for God, country, and the

dear old U. of M. Do it for yourself." 

Stoner waited several moments. Then he said, "I'll talk to Sloane and let

you know." 

He  did  not  know  what  he  expected  Archer  Sloane's  response  to  be; 

nevertheless he was surprised when he confronted him in his narrow book-

lined office and told him of what was not quite yet his decision. 

Sloane, who had always maintained toward him an attitude of detached

and courtly irony, lost his temper. His long thin face went red, and the lines

on either side of his mouth deepened in anger; he half rose from his chair

toward  Stoner,  his  fists  clenched.  Then  he  settled  back  and  deliberately

loosened  his  fists  and  spread  his  hands  upon  his  desk;  the  fingers  were

trembling, but his voice was steady and harsh. 

"I ask you to forgive my sudden display. But in the last few days I have

lost nearly a third of the members of the department, and I see no hope of

replacing  them.  It  is  not  you  at  whom  I  am  angry,  but--"  He  turned  away

from Stoner and looked up at the high window at the far end of his office. 

The light struck his face sharply, accentuating the lines and deepening the

shadows  under  his  eyes,  so  that  for  a  moment  he  seemed  old  and  sick.  "I

was born in 1860, just before the War of the Rebellion. I don't remember it, 

of course; I was too young. I don't remember my father either; he was killed

in the first year of the war, at the Battle of Shiloh." He looked quickly at

Stoner. "But I can see what has ensued. A war doesn't merely kill off a few

thousand or a few hundred thousand young men. It kills off something in a

people that can never be brought back. And if a people goes through enough

wars, pretty soon all that's left is the brute, the creature that we-- you and I

and others like us--have brought up from the slime." He paused for a long

moment;  then  he  smiled  slightly.  "The  scholar  should  not  be  asked  to

destroy what he has aimed his life to build." 

Stoner cleared his throat and said diffidently, "Everything seems to have

happened so quickly. Somehow it had never occurred to me, until I talked to

Finch and Masters. It still doesn't seem quite real." 

"It's  not,  of  course,"  Sloane  said.  Then  he  moved  restlessly,  turning

away from Stoner. "I'm not going to tell you what to do. I'll simply say this:

it's  your  choice  to  make.  There'll  be  a  conscription;  but  you  can  be

excepted, if you want to be. You're not afraid to go, are you?" 

"No, sir," Stoner said. "I don't believe so." 

"Then you do have a choice, and you'll have to make it for yourself. It

goes without saying that if you decide to join you will upon your return be

reinstated in your present position. If you decide not to join you can stay on

here, but of course you will have no particular advantage; it is possible that

you will have a disadvantage, either now or in the future." 

"I understand," Stoner said. 

There  was  a  long  silence,  and  Stoner  decided  at  last  that  Sloane  had

finished  with  him.  But  just  as  he  got  up  to  leave  the  office  Sloane  spoke

again. 

He said slowly, "You must remember what you are and what you have

chosen  to  become,  and  the  significance  of  what  you  are  doing.  There  are

wars and defeats and victories of the human race that are not military and

that are not recorded in the annals of history. Remember that while you're

trying to decide what to do." 

For  two  days  Stoner  did  not  meet  his  classes  and  did  not  speak  to

anyone he knew. He stayed in his small room, struggling with his decision. 

His  books  and  the  quiet  of  his  room  surrounded  him;  only  rarely  was  he

aware  of  the  world  outside  his  room,  of  the  far  murmur  of  shouting

students,  of  the  swift  clatter  of  a  buggy  on  the  brick  streets,  and  the  flat

chug of one of the dozen or so automobiles in town. He had never got in the

habit  of  introspection,  and  he  found  the  task  of  searching  his  motives  a

difficult  and  slightly  distasteful  one;  he  felt  that  he  had  little  to  offer  to

himself and that there was little within him which he could find. 

When  at  last  he  came  to  his  decision,  it  seemed  to  him  that  he  had

known all along what it would be. He met Masters and Finch on Friday and

told them that he would not join them to fight the Germans. 

Gordon  Finch,  sustained  still  by  his  accession  to  virtue,  stiffened  and

allowed  an  expression  of  reproachful  sorrow  to  settle  on  his  features. 

"You're letting us down, Bill," he said thickly. "You're letting us all down." 

"Be  quiet,"  Masters  said.  He  looked  keenly  at  Stoner.  "I  thought  you

might decide not to. You've always had that lean, dedicated look about you. 

It doesn't matter, of course; but what made you finally decide?" 

Stoner did not speak for a moment. He thought of the last two days, of

the silent struggle that seemed toward no end and no meaning; he thought

of his life at the University for the past seven years; he thought of the years

before, the distant years with his parents on the farm, and of the deadness

from which he had been miraculously revived. 

"I don't know," he said at last. "Everything, I guess. I can't say." 

"It's going to be hard," Masters said, "staying here." 

"I know," Stoner said. 

"But it's worth it, you think?" 

Stoner nodded. 

Masters  grinned  and  said  with  his  old  irony,  "You  have  the  lean  and

hungry look, sure enough. You're doomed." 

Finch's sorrowful reproach had turned into a kind of tentative contempt. 

"You'll  live  to  regret  this,  Bill,"  he  said  hoarsely,  and  his  voice  hesitated

between threat and pity. 

Stoner nodded. "It may be," he said. 

He  told  them  good-by  then,  and  turned  away.  They  were  to  go  to  St. 

Louis  the  next  day  to  enlist,  and  Stoner  had  classes  to  prepare  for  the

following week. 

He felt no guilt for his decision, and when conscription became general

he applied for his deferment with no particular feeling of remorse; but he

was aware of the looks that he received from his older colleagues and of the

thin  edge  of  disrespect  that  showed  through  his  students'  conventional

behavior  toward  him.  He  even  suspected  that  Archer  Sloane,  who  had  at

one  time  expressed  a  warm  approval  of  his  decision  to  continue  at  the

University, grew colder and more distant as the months of the war wore on. 

He finished the requirements for his doctorate in the spring of 1918 and

took his degree in June of that year. A month before he received his degree

he got a letter from Gordon Finch, who had gone through Officer's Training

School  and  had  been  assigned  to  a  training  camp  just  outside  New  York

City.  The  letter  informed  him  that  Finch  had  been  allowed,  in  his  spare

time, to attend Columbia University, where he, too, had managed to fulfill

the  requirements  necessary  for  a  doctorate,  which  he  would  take  in  the

summer from Teachers College there. 

It  also  told  him  that  Dave  Masters  had  been  sent  to  France  and  that

almost exactly a year after his enlistment, with the first American troops to

see action, he had been killed at Chateau-Thierry. 

 III

A  week  before  commencement,  at  which  Stoner  was  to  receive  his

doctorate,  Archer  Sloane  offered  him  a  full-time  instructorship  at  the

University. Sloane explained that it was not the policy of the University to

employ  its  own  graduates,  but  because  of  the  wartime  shortage  of  trained

and  experienced  college  teachers  he  had  been  able  to  persuade  the

administration to make an exception. 

Somewhat reluctantly Stoner had written a few letters of application to

universities  and  colleges  in  the  general  area,  abruptly  setting  forth  his

qualifications;  when  nothing  came  from  any  of  them,  he  felt  curiously

relieved.  He  half  understood  his  relief;  he  had  known  at  the  University  at

Columbia the kind of security and warmth that he should have been able to

feel as a child in his home, and had not been able to, and he was unsure of

his  ability  to  find  those  elsewhere.  He  accepted  Sloane's  offer  with

gratitude. 

And as he did so it occurred to him that Sloane had aged greatly during

the  year  of  the  war.  In  his  late  fifties,  he  looked  ten  years  older;  his  hair, 

which had once curled in an unruly iron-gray shock, now was white and lay

flat  and  lifeless  about  his  bony  skull.  His  black  eyes  had  gone  dull,  as  if

filmed  over  with  layers  of  moisture;  his  long,  lined  face,  which  had  once

been  tough  as  thin  leather,  now  had  the  fragility  of  ancient,  drying  paper; 

and his flat, ironical voice had begun to develop a tremor. Looking at him, 

Stoner thought: He is going to die--in a year, or two years, or ten, he will

die. A premature sense of loss gripped him, and he turned away. 

His thoughts were much upon death that summer of 1918. The death of

Masters  had  shocked  him  more  than  he  wished  to  admit;  and  the  first

American casualty lists from Europe were beginning to be released. When

he had thought of death before, he had thought of it either as a literary event

or  as  the  slow,  quiet  attrition  of  time  against  imperfect  flesh.  He  had  not

thought of it as the explosion of violence upon a battlefield, as the gush of

blood from the ruptured throat. He wondered at the difference between the

two kinds of dying, and what the difference meant; and he found growing in

him some of that bitterness he had glimpsed once in the living heart of his

friend David Masters. 

His dissertation topic had been "The Influence of the Classical Tradition

upon  the  Medieval  Lyric."  He  spent  much  of  the  summer  rereading  the

classical and medieval Latin poets, and especially their poems upon death. 

He  wondered  again  at  the  easy,  graceful  manner  in  which  the  Roman

lyricists accepted the fact of death, as if the nothingness they faced were a

tribute to the richness of the years they had enjoyed; and he marveled at the

bitterness,  the  terror,  the  barely  concealed  hatred  he  found  in  some  of  the

later  Christian  poets  of  the  Latin  tradition  when  they  looked  to  that  death

which promised, however vaguely, a rich and ecstatic eternity of life, as if

that death and promise were a mockery that soured the days of their living. 

When  he  thought  of  Masters,  he  thought  of  him  as  a  Catullus  or  a  more

gentle and lyrical Juvenal, an exile in his own country, and thought of his

death as another exile, more strange and lasting than he had known before. 

When  the  semester  opened  in  the  autumn  of  1918  it  was  clear  to

everyone  that  the  war  in  Europe  could  not  go  on  much  longer.  The  last, 

desperate  German  counteroffensive  had  been  stopped  short  of  Paris,  and

Marshal  Foch  had  ordered  a  general  allied  counterattack  that  quickly

pushed the Germans back to their original line. The British advanced to the

north  and  the  Americans  went  through  the  Argonne,  at  a  cost  that  was

widely  ignored  in  the  general  elation.  The  newspapers  were  predicting  a

collapse of the Germans before Christmas. 

So  the  semester  began  in  an  atmosphere  of  tense  geniality  and  well-

being. The students and instructors found themselves smiling at each other

and  nodding  vigorously  in  the  halls;  outbursts  of  exuberance  and  small

violence  among  the  students  were  ignored  by  the  faculty  and

administration;  and  an  unidentified  student,  who  immediately  became  a

kind  of  local  folk  hero,  shinnied  up  one  of  the  huge  columns  in  front  of

Jesse Hall and hung from its top a straw-stuffed effigy of the Kaiser. 

The only person in the University who seemed untouched by the general

excitement was Archer Sloane. Since the day of America's entrance into the

war  he  had  begun  to  withdraw  into  himself,  and  the  withdrawal  became

more  pronounced  as  the  war  neared  its  end.  He  did  not  speak  to  his

colleagues  unless  departmental  business  forced  him  to  do  so,  and  it  was

whispered  that  his  teaching  had  become  so  eccentric  that  his  students

attended  his  classes  in  dread;  he  read  dully  and  mechanically  from  his

notes, never meeting his students' eyes; frequently his voice trailed off as he

stared at his notes, and there would be one, two, and sometimes as many as

five  minutes  of  silence,  during  which  he  neither  moved  nor  responded  to

embarrassed questions from the class. 

William  Stoner  saw  the  last  vestige  of  the  bright,  ironic  man  he  had

known as a student when Archer Sloane gave him his teaching assignment

for  the  academic  year.  Sloane  gave  Stoner  two  sections  of  freshman

composition and an upper division survey of Middle English literature; and

then  he  said,  with  a  flash  of  his  old  irony,  "You,  as  well  as  many  of  our

colleagues and not a few of our students, will be pleased to know that I am

giving  up  a  number  of  my  classes.  Among  these  is  one  that  has  been  my

rather  unfashionable  favorite,  the  sophomore  survey  of  English  literature. 

You may recall the course?" 

Stoner nodded, smiling. 

"Yes," Sloane continued, "I rather thought you would. I am asking you

to take it over for me. Not that it's a great gift; but I thought it might amuse

you to begin your formal career as a teacher where you started as a student." 

Sloane looked at him for a moment, his eyes bright and intent as they had

been before the war. Then the film of indifference settled over them, and he

turned away from Stoner and shuffled some papers on his desk. 

So Stoner began where he had started, a tall, thin, stooped man in the

same room in which he had sat as a tall, thin, stooped boy listening to the

words that had led him to where he had come. He never went into that room

that he did not glance at the seat he had once occupied, and he was always

slightly surprised to discover that he was not there. 

On November 11 of that year, two months after the semester began, the

Armistice was signed. The news came on a class day, and immediately the

classes broke up; students ran aimlessly about the campus and started small

parades that gathered, dispersed, and gathered again, winding through halls, 

classrooms, and offices. Half against his will, Stoner was caught up in one

of  these  which  went  into  Jesse  Hall,  through  corridors,  up  stairs,  and

through  corridors  again.  Swept  along  in  a  small  mass  of  students  and

teachers, he passed the open door of Archer Sloane's office; and he had a

glimpse  of  Sloane  sitting  in  his  chair  before  his  desk,  his  face  uncovered

and twisted, weeping bitterly, the tears streaming down the deep lines of the

flesh. 

For a moment more, as if in shock, Stoner allowed himself to be carried

along  by  the  crowd.  Then  he  broke  away  and  went  to  his  room  near  the

campus. He sat in the dimness of his room and heard outside the shouts of

joy  and  release,  and  thought  of  Archer  Sloane  who  wept  at  a  defeat  that

only he saw, or thought he saw; and he knew that Sloane was a broken man

and would never again be what he had been. 

Late in November many of those who had gone away to war began to

return to Columbia, and the campus at the University was dotted with the

olive drab of army uniforms. Among those who returned on extended leaves

was Gordon Finch. He had put on weight during his year and a half away

from  the  University,  and  the  broad,  open  face  that  had  been  amiably

acquiescent  now  held  an  expression  of  friendly  but  portentous  gravity;  he

wore the bars of a captain and spoke often with a paternal fondness of "my

men." He was distantly friendly to William Stoner, and he took exaggerated

care to behave with deference toward the older members of the department. 

It was too late in the fall semester to assign him any classes, so for the rest

of the academic year he was given what was understood to be a temporary

sinecure  as  administrative  assistant  to  the  dean  of  Arts  and  Sciences.  He

was sensitive enough to be aware of the ambiguity of his new position and

shrewd enough to see its possibilities; his relations with his colleagues were

tentative and courteously noncommittal. 

The dean of Arts and Sciences, Josiah Claremont, was a small bearded

man  of  advanced  age,  several  years  beyond  the  point  of  compulsory

retirement; he had been with the University ever since its transition, in the

early  seventies  of  the  preceding  century,  from  a  normal  college  to  a  full

University,  and  his  father  had  been  one  of  its  early  presidents.  He  was  so

firmly entrenched and so much a part of the history of the University that no

one  quite  had  the  courage  to  insist  upon  his  retirement,  despite  the

increasing  incompetence  with  which  he  managed  his  office.  His  memory

was nearly gone; sometimes he became lost in the corridors of Jesse Hall, 

where his office was located, and had to be led like a child to his desk. 

So  vague  had  he  become  about  University  affairs  that  when  an

announcement  came  from  his  office  that  a  reception  in  honor  of  the

returning veterans on the faculty and administrative staff would be held at

his home, most of those who received invitations felt that an elaborate joke

was being played or that a mistake had been made. But it was not a joke, 

and  it  was  not  a  mistake.  Gordon  Finch  confirmed  the  invitations;  and  it

was widely hinted that it was he who had instigated the reception and who

had carried through the plans. 

Josiah Claremont, widowed many years before, lived alone, with three

colored servants nearly as old as himself, in one of the large pre-Civil War

homes  that  had  once  been  common  around  Columbia  but  were  fast

disappearing  before  the  coming  of  the  small,  independent  farmer  and  the

real-estate  developer.  The  architecture  of  the  place  was  pleasant  but

unidentifiable; though "Southern" in its general shape and expansiveness, it

had none of the neo-classic rigidity of the Virginia home. Its boards were

painted  white,  and  green  trim  framed  the  windows  and  the  balustrades  of

the small balconies that projected here and there from the upper story. The

grounds  extended  into  a  wood  that  surrounded  the  place,  and  tall  poplars, 

leafless in the December afternoon, lined the drive and the walks. It was the

grandest house that William Stoner had ever been near; and on that Friday

afternoon he walked with some dread up the driveway and joined a group of

faculty  whom  he  did  not  know,  who  were  waiting  at  the  front  door  to  be

admitted. 

Gordon  Finch,  still  wearing  his  army  uniform,  opened  the  door  to  let

them in; the group stepped into a small square foyer, at the end of which a

steep staircase with polished oaken banisters led upward to the second story. 

A  small  French  tapestry,  its  blues  and  golds  so  faded  that  the  pattern  was

hardly visible in the dim yellow light given by the small bulbs, hung on the

staircase  wall  directly  in  front  of  the  men  who  had  entered.  Stoner  stood

gazing  up  at  it  while  those  who  had  come  in  with  him  milled  about  the

small foyer. 

"Give me your coat, Bill." The voice, close to his ear, startled him. He

turned.  Finch  was  smiling  and  holding  his  hand  out  to  receive  the  coat

which Stoner had not removed. 

"You  haven't  been  here  before,  have  you?"  Finch  asked  almost  in  a

whisper. Stoner shook his head. 

Finch turned to the other men and without raising his voice managed to

call  out  to  them.  "You  gentlemen  go  on  into  the  main  living  room."  He

pointed to a door at the right of the foyer. "Everybody's in there." 

He  returned  his  attention  to  Stoner.  "It's  a  fine  old  house,"  he  said, 

hanging Stoner's coat in a large closet beneath the staircase. "It's one of the

real showplaces around here." 

"Yes," Stoner said. "I've heard people talk about it." 

"And Dean Claremont's a fine old man. He asked me to kind of look out

for things for him this evening." 

Stoner nodded. 

Finch  took  his  arm  and  guided  him  toward  the  door  to  which  he  had

pointed earlier. "We'll have to get together for a talk later on this evening. 

You go on in now. I'll be there in a minute. There are some people I want

you to meet." 

Stoner  started  to  speak,  but  Finch  had  turned  away  to  greet  another

group that had come in the front door. Stoner took a deep breath and opened

the door to the main living room. 

When  he  came  into  the  room  from  the  cold  foyer  the  warmth  pushed

against him, as if to force him back; the slow murmur of the people inside, 

released  by  his  opening  the  door,  swelled  for  a  moment  before  his  ears

accustomed themselves to it. 

Perhaps two dozen people milled about the room, and for an instant he

recognized  none  of  them;  he  saw  the  sober  black  and  gray  and  brown  of

men's suits, the olive drab of army uniforms, and here and there the delicate

pink or blue of a woman's dress. The people moved sluggishly through the

warmth, and he moved with them, conscious of his height among the seated

figures, nodding to the faces he now recognized. 

At the far end another door led into a sitting parlor, which was adjacent

to  the  long,  narrow  dining  hall.  The  double  doors  of  the  hall  were  open, 

revealing  a  massive  walnut  dining  table  covered  with  yellow  damask  and

laden with white dishes and bowls of gleaming silver. Several people were

gathered  around  the  table,  at  the  head  of  which  a  young  woman,  tall  and

slender and fair, dressed in a gown of blue watered silk, stood pouring tea

into gold-rimmed china cups. Stoner paused in the doorway, caught by his

vision  of  the  young  woman.  Her  long,  delicately  featured  face  smiled  at

those around her, and her slender, almost fragile fingers deftly manipulated

urn and cup; looking at her, Stoner was assailed by a consciousness of his

own heavy clumsiness. 

For several moments he did not move from the doorway; he heard the

girl's  soft,  thin  voice  rise  above  the  murmur  of  the  assembled  guests  she

served. She raised her head, and suddenly he met her eyes; they were pale

and  large  and  seemed  to  shine  with  a  light  within  themselves.  In  some

confusion he backed from the doorway and turned into the sitting room; he

found an empty chair in a space by the wall, and he sat there looking at the

carpet beneath his feet. He did not look in the direction of the dining room, 

but  every  now  and  then  he  thought  he  felt  the  gaze  of  the  young  woman

brush warmly across his face. 

The guests moved around him, exchanged seats, altered their inflections

as  they  found  new  partners  for  conversation.  Stoner  saw  them  through  a

haze, as if he were an audience. After a while Gordon Finch came into the

room, and Stoner got up from his chair and walked across the room to him. 

Almost  rudely  he  interrupted  Finch's  conversation  with  an  older  man. 

Drawing him aside but not lowering his voice, he asked to be introduced to

the young woman pouring tea. 

Finch looked at him for a moment, the annoyed frown that had begun to

pucker  his  forehead  smoothing  as  his  eyes  widened.  "You  what?"  Finch

said. Though he was shorter than Stoner, he seemed to be looking down on

him. 

"I want you to introduce me," Stoner said. He felt his face warm. "Do

you know her?" 

"Sure," Finch said. The start of a grin began to tug at his mouth. "She's

some kind of cousin of the dean's, down from St. Louis, visiting an aunt." 

The grin widened. "Old Bill. What do you know. Sure, I'll introduce you. 

Come on." 

Her name was Edith Elaine Bostwick, and she lived with her parents in

St. Louis, where the previous spring she had finished a two-year course of

study at a private seminary for young ladies; she was visiting her mother's

older  sister  in  Columbia  for  a  few  weeks,  and  in  the  spring  they  were  to

make the Grand Tour of Europe--an event once again possible, now that the

war  was  over.  Her  father,  the  president  of  one  of  the  smaller  St.  Louis

banks,  was  a  transplanted  New  Englander;  he  had  come  west  in  the

seventies and married the oldest daughter of a well-to-do central Missouri

family. Edith had lived all her life in St. Louis; a few years before she had

gone  east  with  her  parents  to  Boston  for  the  season;  she  had  been  to  the

opera in New York and had visited the museums. She was twenty years of

age,  she  played  the  piano,  and  had  artistic  leanings  which  her  mother

encouraged. 

Later, William Stoner could not remember how he learned these things, 

that first afternoon and early evening at Josiah Claremont's house; for the

time of his meeting was blurred and formal, like the figured tapestry on the

stair wall off the foyer. He remembered that he spoke to her that she might

look at him, remain near him, and give him the pleasure of hearing her soft, 

thin  voice  answering  his  questions  and  making  perfunctory  questions  in

return. 

The guests began to leave. Voices called good-bys, doors slammed, and

the rooms emptied. Stoner remained behind after most of the other guests

had departed; and when Edith's carriage came he followed her into the foyer

and helped her with her coat. Just before she started outside he asked her if

he might call on her the following evening. 

As if she had not heard him she opened the door and stood for several

moments  without  moving:  the  cold  air  swept  through  the  doorway  and

touched Stoner's hot face. She turned and looked at him and blinked several

times; her pale eyes were speculative, almost bold. At last she nodded and

said, "Yes. You may call." She did not smile. 

And  so  he  called,  walking  across  town  to  her  aunt's  house  on  an

intensely cold midwestern winter night. No cloud was overhead; the half-

moon shone upon a light snow that had fallen earlier in the afternoon. The

streets were deserted, and the muffled silence was broken by the dry snow

crunching  underfoot  as  he  walked.  He  stood  for  a  long  while  outside  the

large house to which he had come, listening to the silence. The cold numbed

his feet, but he did not move. From the curtained windows a dim light fell

upon  the  blue-white  snow  like  a  yellow  smudge;  he  thought  he  saw

movement inside, but he could not be sure. Deliberately, as if committing

himself to something, he stepped forward and walked down the path to the

porch and knocked on the front door. 

Edith's  aunt  (her  name,  Stoner  had  learned  earlier,  was  Emma  Darley, 

and she had been widowed for a number of years) met him at the door and

asked him to come in. She was a short, plump woman with fine white hair

that floated about her face; her dark eyes twinkled moistly, and she spoke

softly  and  breathlessly  as  if  she  were  telling  secrets.  Stoner  followed  her

into the parlor and sat, facing her, on a long walnut sofa, the seat and back

of which were covered with thick blue velvet. Snow had clung to his shoes; 

he watched it melt and form damp patches on the thick floral rug under his

feet. 

"Edith  tells  me  you  teach  at  the  University,  Mr.  Stoner,"  Mrs.  Darley

said. 

"Yes, ma'am," he said and cleared his throat. 

"It's  so   nice  to  be  able  to  talk  to  one  of  the  young  professors  there

again," Mrs. Darley said brightly. "My late husband, Mr. Darley, was on the

board of trustees at the University for a number of years--but I guess you

know that." 

"No, ma'am," Stoner said. 

"Oh,"  Mrs.  Darley  said.  "Well,  we  used  to  have  some  of  the  younger

professors over for tea in the afternoons. But that was quite a few years ago, 

before the war. You were in the war, Professor Stoner?" 

"No, ma'am," Stoner said. "I was at the University." 

"Yes," Mrs. Darley said. She nodded brightly. "And you teach--?" 

"English," Stoner said. "And I'm not a professor. I'm just an instructor." 

He knew his voice was harsh; he could not control it. He tried to smile. 

"Ah, yes," she said. "Shakespeare . . . Browning . . ." 

A  silence  came  between  them.  Stoner  twisted  his  hands  together  and

looked at the floor. 

Mrs. Darley said, "I'll see if Edith is ready. If you'll excuse me?" 

Stoner  nodded  and  got  to  his  feet  as  she  went  out.  He  heard  fierce

whispers in a back room. He stood for several minutes more. 

Suddenly Edith was standing in the wide doorway, pale and unsmiling. 

They looked at each other without recognition. Edith took a backward step

and then came forward, her lips thin and tense. They shook hands gravely

and sat together on the sofa. They had not spoken. 

She was even taller than he remembered, and more fragile. Her face was

long and slender, and she kept her lips closed over rather strong teeth. Her

skin  had  the  kind  of  transparency  that  shows  a  hint  of  color  and  warmth

upon any provocation. Her hair was a light reddish-brown, and she wore it

piled in thick tresses upon her head. But it was her eyes that caught and held

him, as they had done the day before. They were very large and of the palest

blue that he could imagine. When he looked at them he seemed drawn out

of himself, into a mystery that he could not apprehend. He thought her the

most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he said impulsively, "I--I want

to  know  about  you."  She  drew  back  from  him  a  little.  He  said  hastily,  "I

mean--yesterday, at the reception, we didn't really have a chance to talk. I

wanted to talk to you, but there were so many people. People sometimes get

in your way." 

"It  was  a  very  nice  reception,"  Edith  said  faintly.  "I  thought  everyone

was very nice." 

"Oh, yes, of course," Stoner said. "I meant . . ." He did not go on. Edith

was silent. 

He said, "I understand you and your aunt will be going to Europe in a

little while." 

"Yes," she said. 

"Europe . . ." He shook his head. "You must be very excited." 

She nodded reluctantly. 

"Where will you go? I mean--what places?" 

"England," she said. "France. Italy." 

"And you'll be going--in the spring?" 

"April," she said. 

"Five months," he said. "It isn't very long. I hope that in that time we

can--" 

"I'm only here for three more weeks," she said quickly. "Then I go back

to St. Louis. For Christmas." 

"That  is a short time." He smiled and said awkwardly, "Then I'll have to

see you as often as I can, so that we can get to know each other." 

She  looked  at  him  almost  with  horror.  "I  didn't  mean  that,"  she  said. 

"Please . . ." 

Stoner was silent for a moment. "I'm sorry, I-- But I do want to call on

you again, as often as you'll let me. May I?" 

"Oh," she said. "Well." Her thin fingers were laced together in her lap, 

and  her  knuckles  were  white  where  the  skin  was  stretched.  She  had  very

pale freckles on the backs of her hands. 

Stoner said, "This is going badly, isn't it? You must forgive me. I haven't

known anyone like you before, and I say clumsy things. You must forgive

me if I've embarrassed you." 

"Oh,  no,"  she  said.  She  turned  to  him  and  pulled  her  lips  in  what  he

knew must be a smile. "Not at all. I'm having a lovely time. Really." 

He  did  not  know  what  to  say.  He  mentioned  the  weather  outside  and

apologized  for  having  tracked  snow  upon  the  rug;  she  murmured

something.  He  spoke  of  the  classes  he  had  to  teach  at  the  University,  and

she nodded, puzzled. At last they sat in silence. Stoner got to his feet; he

moved  slowly  and  heavily,  as  if  he  were  tired.  Edith  looked  up  at  him

expressionlessly. 

"Well," he said and cleared his throat. "It's getting late, and I-- Look. I'm

sorry. May I call on you again in a few days? Perhaps . . 

It  was  as  if  he  had  not  spoken  to  her.  He  nodded,  said,  "Good  night," 

and turned to go. 

Edith  Bostwick  said  in  a  high  shrill  voice  without  inflection,  "When  I

was a little girl about six years old I could play the piano and I liked to paint

and I was very shy so my mother sent me to Miss Thorndyke's School for

Girls  in  St.  Louis.  I  was  the  youngest  one  there,  but  that  was  all  right

because Daddy was a member of the board and he arranged it. I didn't like it

at first but finally I just loved it. They were all very nice girls and well-to-

do and I made some lifelong friends there, and--" 

Stoner had turned back when she began to speak, and he looked at her

with  an  amazement  that  did  not  show  on  his  face.  Her  eyes  were  fixed

straight  before  her,  her  face  was  blank,  and  her  lips  moved  as  if,  without

understanding,  she  read  from  an  invisible  book.  He  walked  slowly  across

the room and sat down beside her. She did not seem to notice him; her eyes

remained fixed straight ahead, and she continued to tell him about herself, 

as he had asked her to do. He wanted to tell her to stop, to comfort her, to

touch her. He did not move or speak. 

She continued to talk, and after a while he began to hear what she was

saying. Years later it was to occur to him that in that hour and a half on that

December evening of their first extended time together, she told him more

about herself than she ever told him again. And when it was over, he felt

that they were strangers in a way that he had not thought they would be, and

he knew that he was in love. 

Edith  Elaine  Bostwick  was  probably  not  aware  of  what  she  said  to

William  Stoner  that  evening,  and  if  she  had  been  she  could  not  have

realized  its  significance.  But  Stoner  knew  what  she  said,  and  he  never

forgot it; what he heard was a kind of confession, and what he thought he

understood was a plea for help. 

As he got to know her better, he learned more of her childhood; and he

came  to  realize  that  it  was  typical  of  that  of  most  girls  of  her  time  and

circumstance.  She  was  educated  upon  the  premise  that  she  would  be

protected from the gross events that life might thrust in her way, and upon

the  premise  that  she  had  no  other  duty  than  to  be  a  graceful  and

accomplished  accessory  to  that  protection,  since  she  belonged  to  a  social

and  economic  class  to  which  protection  was  an  almost  sacred  obligation. 

She  attended  private  schools  for  girls  where  she  learned  to  read,  to  write, 

and  to  do  simple  arithmetic;  in  her  leisure  she  was  encouraged  to  do

needlepoint, to play the piano, to paint water colors, and to discuss some of

the  more  gentle  works  of  literature.  She  was  also  instructed  in  matters  of

dress, carriage, ladylike diction, and morality. 

Her moral training, both at the schools she attended and at home, was

negative  in  nature,  prohibitive  in  intent,  and  almost  entirely  sexual.  The

sexuality, however, was indirect and unacknowledged; therefore it suffused

every other part of her education, which received most of its energy from

that recessive and unspoken moral force. She learned that she would have

duties toward her husband and family and that she must fulfill them. 

Her  childhood  was  an  exceedingly  formal  one,  even  in  the  most

ordinary  moments  of  family  life.  Her  parents  behaved  toward  each  other

with a distant courtesy; Edith never saw pass between them the spontaneous

warmth of either anger or love. Anger was days of courteous silence, and

love  was  a  word  of  courteous  endearment.  She  was  an  only  child,  and

loneliness was one of the earliest conditions of her life. 

So  she  grew  up  with  a  frail  talent  in  the  more  genteel  arts,  and  no

knowledge of the necessity of living from day to day. 

Her needlepoint was delicate and useless, she painted misty landscapes

of  thin  water-color  washes,  and  she  played  the  piano  with  a  forceless  but

precise  hand;  yet  she  was  ignorant  of  her  own  bodily  functions,  she  had

never been alone to care for her own self one day of her life, nor could it

ever  have  occurred  to  her  that  she  might  become  responsible  for  the

wellbeing  of  another.  Her  life  was  invariable,  like  a  low  hum;  and  it  was

watched  over  by  her  mother,  who,  when  Edith  was  a  child,  would  sit  for

hours  watching  her  paint  her  pictures  or  play  her  piano,  as  if  no  other

occupation were possible for either of them. 

At  the  age  of  thirteen  Edith  went  through  the  usual  sexual

transformation;  she  also  went  through  a  physical  transformation  that  was

more uncommon. In the space of a few months she grew almost a foot, so

that her height was near that of a grown man. And the association between

the ungainliness of her body and her awkward new sexual estate was one

from which she never fully recovered. These changes intensified a natural

shyness--she was distant from her classmates at school, she had no one at

home to whom she could talk, and she turned more and more inward upon

herself. 

Upon that inner privacy William Stoner now intruded. And something

unsuspected  within  her,  some  instinct,  made  her  call  him  back  when  he

started to go out the door, made her speak quickly and desperately, as she

had never spoken before, and as she would never speak again. 

During the next two weeks he saw her nearly every evening. They went

to a concert sponsored by the new music department at the University; on

evenings when it was not too cold they took slow, solemn walks through the

streets  of  Columbia;  but  more  often  they  sat  in  Mrs.  Darley's  parlor. 

Sometimes  they  talked,  and  Edith  played  for  him,  while  he  listened  and

watched  her  hands  move  lifelessly  over  the  keys.  After  that  first  evening

together  their  conversation  was  curiously  impersonal;  he  was  unable  to

draw  her  out  of  her  reserve,  and  when  he  saw  that  his  efforts  to  do  so

embarrassed  her,  he  stopped  trying.  Yet  there  was  a  kind  of  ease  between

them,  and  he  imagined  that  they  had  an  understanding.  Less  than  a  week

before  she  was  to  return  to  St.  Louis  he  declared  his  love  to  her  and

proposed marriage. 

Though he did not know exactly how she would take the declaration and

proposal, he was surprised at her equanimity. After he spoke she gave him a

long look that was deliberative and curiously bold; and he was reminded of

the first afternoon, after he had asked permission to call on her, when she

had looked at him from the doorway where a cold wind was blowing upon

them.  Then  she  dropped  her  glance;  and  the  surprise  that  came  upon  her

face seemed to him unreal. She said she had never thought of him that way, 

that she had never imagined, that she did not know. 

"You must have known I loved you," he said. "I don't see how I could

have hidden it." 

She said with some hint of animation, "I didn't. I don't know anything

about that." 

"Then I must tell you again," he said gently. "And you must get used to

it. I love you, and I cannot imagine living without you." 

She  shook  her  head,  as  if  confused.  "My  trip  to  Europe,"  she  said

faintly. "Aunt Emma . . ." 

He felt a laugh come up in his throat, and he said in happy confidence, 

"Ah, Europe. I'll take you to Europe. We'll see it together someday." 

She  pulled  away  from  him  and  put  her  fingertips  upon  her  forehead. 

"You must give me time to think. And I would have to talk to Mother and

Daddy before I could even consider . . ." 

And she would not commit herself further than that. She was not to see

him again before she left for St. Louis in a few days, and she would write

him from there after she talked to her parents and had things settled in her

mind. When he left that evening he stooped to kiss her; she turned her head, 

and his lips brushed her cheek. She gave his hand a little squeeze and let

him out the front door without looking at him again. 

Ten days later he got his letter from her. It was a curiously formal note, 

and  it  mentioned  nothing  that  had  passed  between  them;  it  said  that  she

would like him to meet her parents and that they were all looking forward to

seeing him when he came to St. Louis, the following weekend if that was

possible. 

Edith's  parents  met  him  with  the  cool  formality  he  had  expected,  and

they  tried  at  once  to  destroy  any  sense  of  ease  he  might  have  had.  Mrs. 

Bostwick would ask him a question, and upon his answer would say, "Y-e-

es,"  in  a  most  doubtful  manner,  and  look  at  him  curiously,  as  if  his  face

were smudged or his nose were bleeding. She was tall and thin like Edith, 

and at first Stoner was startled by a resemblance he had not anticipated; but

Mrs.  Bostwick's  face  was  heavy  and  lethargic,  without  any  strength  or

delicacy,  and  it  bore  the  deep  marks  of  what  must  have  been  a  habitual

dissatisfaction. 

Horace Bostwick was also tall, but he was curiously and unsubstantially

heavy,  almost  corpulent;  a  fringe  of  gray  hair  curled  about  an  otherwise

bald skull, and folds of skin hung loosely around his jaws. When he spoke

to Stoner he looked directly above his head as if he saw something behind

him,  and  when  Stoner  answered  he  drummed  his  thick  fingers  upon  the

center piping of his vest. 

Edith greeted Stoner as if he were a casual visitor and then drifted away

unconcernedly,  busying  herself  with  inconsequential  tasks.  His  eyes

followed her, but he could not make her look at him. 

It was the largest and most elegant house that Stoner had ever been in. 

The rooms were very high and dark, and they were crowded with vases of

all sizes and shapes, dully gleaming silverwork upon marble-topped tables

and commodes and chests, and richly tapestried furniture with most delicate

lines.  They  drifted  through  several  rooms  to  a  large  parlor,  where,  Mrs. 

Bostwick murmured, she and her husband were in the habit of sitting and

chatting informally with friends. Stoner sat in a chair so fragile that he was

afraid to move upon it; he felt it shift beneath his weight. 

Edith had disappeared; Stoner looked around for her almost frantically. 

But she did not come back down to the parlor for nearly two hours, until

after Stoner and her parents had had their "talk." 

The  "talk"  was  indirect  and  allusive  and  slow,  interrupted  by  long

silences.  Horace  Bostwick  talked  about  himself  in  brief  speeches  directed

several  inches  over  Stoner's  head.  Stoner  learned  that  Bostwick  was  a

Bostonian whose father, late in his life, had ruined his banking career and

his son's future in New England by a series of unwise investments that had

closed his bank. ("Betrayed," Bostwick announced to the ceiling, "by false

friends")  Thus  the  son  had  come  to  Missouri  shortly  after  the  Civil  War, 

intending  to  move  west;  but  he  had  never  got  farther  than  Kansas  City, 

where  he  went  occasionally  on  business  trips.  Remembering  his  father's

failure, or betrayal, he stayed with his first job in a small St. Louis bank; 

and in his late thirties, secure in a minor vice-presidency, he married a local

girl  of  good  family.  From  the  marriage  had  come  only  one  child;  he  had

wanted  a  son  and  had  got  a  girl,  and  that  was  another  disappointment  he

hardly  bothered  to  conceal.  Like  many  men  who  consider  their  success

incomplete, he was extraordinarily vain and consumed with a sense of his

own  importance.  Every  ten  or  fifteen  minutes  he  removed  a  large  gold

watch from his vest pocket, looked at it, and nodded to himself. 

Mrs.  Bostwick  spoke  less  frequently  and  less  directly  of  herself,  but

Stoner quickly had an understanding of her. She was a Southern lady of a

certain type. Of an old and discreetly impoverished family, she had grown

up  with  the  presumption  that  the  circumstances  of  need  under  which  the

family existed were inappropriate to its quality. She had been taught to look

forward to some betterment of that condition, but the betterment had never

been  very  precisely  specified.  She  had  gone  into  her  marriage  to  Horace

Bostwick with that dissatisfaction so habitual within her that it was a part of

her  person;  and  as  the  years  went  on,  the  dissatisfaction  and  bitterness

increased, so general and pervasive that no specific remedy might assuage

them. Her voice was thin and high, and it held a note of hopelessness that

gave a special value to every word she said. 

It was late in the afternoon before either of them mentioned the matter

that had brought them together. 

They told him how dear Edith was to them, how concerned they were

for  her  future  happiness,  of  the  advantages  she  had  had.  Stoner  sat  in  an

agony  of  embarrassment  and  tried  to  make  responses  he  hoped  were

appropriate. 

"An extraordinary girl," Mrs. Bostwick said. "So sensitive." The lines in

her face deepened, and she said with old bitterness, "No man--no one can

fully understand the delicacy of-- of--" 

"Yes," Horace Bostwick said shortly. And he began to inquire into what

he  called  Stoner's  "prospects."  Stoner  answered  as  best  he  could;  he  had

never  thought  of  his  "prospects"  before,  and  he  was  surprised  at  how

meager they sounded. 

Bostwick said, "And you have no--means--beyond your profession?" 

"No, sir," Stoner said. 

Mr.  Bostwick  shook  his  head  unhappily.  "Edith  has  had--advantages--

you  know.  A  fine  home,  servants,  the  best  schools.  I'm  wondering--I  find

myself  afraid,  with  the  reduced  standard  which  would  be  inevitable  with

your--ah, condition --that . . ." His voice trailed away. 

Stoner  felt  a  sickness  rise  within  him,  and  an  anger.  He  waited  a  few

moments before he replied, and he made his voice as flat and expressionless

as he could. 

"I  must  tell  you,  sir,  that  I  had  not  considered  these  material  matters

before. Edith's happiness is, of course, my-- If you believe that Edith would

be unhappy, then I must . . ." He paused, searching for words. He wanted to

tell  Edith's  father  of  his  love  for  his  daughter,  of  his  certainty  of  their

happiness together, of the kind of life they could have. But he did not go on. 

He  caught  on  Horace  Bostwick's  face  such  an  expression  of  concern, 

dismay, and something like fear that he was surprised into silence. 

"No,"  Horace  Bostwick  said  hastily,  and  his  expression  cleared.  "You

misunderstand  me.  I  was  merely  attempting  to  lay  before  you  certain--

difficulties--that might arise in the future. I'm sure you young people have

talked these things over, and I'm sure you know your own minds. I respect

your judgment and . . ." 

And  it  was  settled.  A  few  more  words  were  said,  and  Mrs.  Bostwick

wondered aloud where Edith could have been keeping herself all this time. 

She called out the name in her high, thin voice, and in a few moments Edith

came into the room where they all waited. She did not look at Stoner. 

Horace Bostwick told her that he and her "young man" had had a nice

talk and that they had his blessing. Edith nodded. 

"Well," her mother said, "we must make plans. A spring wedding. June, 

perhaps." 

"No," Edith said. 

"What, my dear?" her mother asked pleasantly. 

"If it's to be done," Edith said, "I want it done quickly." 

"The  impatience  of  youth,"  Mr.  Bostwick  said  and  cleared  his  throat. 

"But  perhaps  your  mother  is  right,  my  dear.  There  are  plans  to  be  made; 

time is required." 

"No," Edith said again, and there was a firmness in her voice that made

them all look at her. "It must be soon." 

There was a silence. Then her father said in a surprisingly mild voice, 

"Very well, my dear. As you say. You young people make your plans." 

Edith  nodded,  murmured  something  about  a  task  she  had  to  do,  and

slipped out of the room. Stoner did not see her again until dinner that night, 

which was presided over in regal silence by Horace Bostwick. After dinner

Edith played the piano for them, but she played stiffly and badly, with many

mistakes. She announced that she was feeling unwell and went to her room. 

In the guest room that night, William Stoner could not sleep. He stared

up  into  the  dark  and  wondered  at  the  strangeness  that  had  come  over  his

life, and for the first time questioned the wisdom of what he was about to

do.  He  thought  of  Edith  and  felt  some  reassurance.  He  supposed  that  all

men  were  as  uncertain  as  he  suddenly  had  become,  and  had  the  same

doubts. 

He  had  to  catch  an  early  train  back  to  Columbia  the  next  morning,  so

that  he  had  little  time  after  breakfast.  He  wanted  to  take  a  trolley  to  the

station, but Mr. Bostwick insisted that one of the servants drive him in the

landau. Edith was to write him in a few days about the wedding plans. He

thanked the Bostwicks and bade them good-by; they walked with him and

Edith to the front door. He had almost reached the front gate when he heard

footsteps running behind him. He turned. It was Edith. She stood very stiff

and tall, her face was pale, and she was looking straight at him. 

"I'll try to be a good wife to you, William," she said. "I'll try." 

He realized that it was the first time anyone had spoken his name since

he had come there. 


IV

For reasons she would not explain, Edith did not want to be married in

St. Louis, so the wedding was held in Columbia, in the large drawing room

of Emma Darley, where they had spent their first hours together. It was the

first  week  in  February,  just  after  classes  were  dismissed  for  the  semester

break. The Bostwicks took the train from St. Louis, and William's parents, 

who  had  not  met  Edith,  drove  down  from  the  farm,  arriving  on  Saturday

afternoon, the day before the wedding. 

Stoner wanted to put them up at a hotel, but they preferred to stay with

the  Footes,  even  though  the  Footes  had  grown  cold  and  distant  since

William had left their employ. 

"Wouldn't  know  how  to  do  in  a  hotel,"  his  father  said  seriously.  "And

the Footes can put up with us for one night." 

That  evening  William  rented  a  gig  and  drove  his  parents  into  town  to

Emma Darley's house so that they could meet Edith. 

They were met at the door by Mrs. Darley, who gave William's parents a

brief,  embarrassed  glance  and  asked  them  into  the  parlor.  His  mother  and

father sat carefully, as if afraid to move in their stiff new clothes. 

"I don't know what can be keeping Edith," Mrs. Darley murmured after

a while. "If you'll excuse me." She went out of the room to get her niece. 

After  a  long  time  Edith  came  down;  she  entered  the  parlor  slowly, 

reluctantly, with a kind of frightened defiance. 

They rose to their feet, and for several moments the four of them stood

awkwardly, not knowing what to say. Then Edith came forward stiffly and

gave her hand first to William's mother and then to his father. 

"How do," his father said formally and released her hand, as if afraid it

would break. 

Edith glanced at him, tried to smile, and backed away. "Sit down," she

said. "Please sit down." 

They sat. William said something. His voice sounded strained to him. 

In  a  silence,  quietly  and  wonderingly,  as  if  she  spoke  her  thoughts

aloud, his mother said, "My, she's a pretty thing, isn't she?" 

William laughed a little and said gently, "Yes, ma'am, she is." 

They were able to speak more easily then, though they darted glances at

each  other  and  then  looked  away  into  the  distances  of  the  room.  Edith

murmured  that  she  was  glad  to  meet  them,  that  she  was  sorry  they  hadn't

met before. 

"And when we get settled--" She paused, and William wondered if she

was going to continue. "When we get settled you must come to visit us." 

"Thank you kindly," his mother said. 

The  talk  went  on,  but  it  was  interrupted  by  long  silences.  Edith's

nervousness  increased,  became  more  apparent,  and  once  or  twice  she  did

not respond to a question someone asked her. William got to his feet, and

his mother, with a nervous look around her, stood also. But his father did

not move. He looked directly at Edith and kept his eyes on her for a long

time. 

Finally he said, "William was always a good boy. I'm glad he's getting

himself a fine woman. A man needs himself a woman, to do for him and

give him comfort. Now you be good to William. He ought to have someone

who can be good to him." 

Edith's head came back in a kind of reflex of shock; her eyes were wide, 

and  for  a  moment  William  thought  she  was  angry.  But  she  was  not.  His

father and Edith looked at each other for a long time, and their eyes did not

waver. 

"I'll try, Mr. Stoner," Edith said. "I'll try." 

Then his father got to his feet and bowed clumsily and said, "It's getting

late.  We'd  best  be  getting  along."  And  he  walked  with  his  wife,  shapeless

and  dark  and  small  beside  him,  to  the  door,  leaving  Edith  and  his  son

together. 

Edith did not speak to him. But when he turned to bid her good night

William saw that tears were swimming in her eyes. He bent to kiss her, and

he felt the frail strength of her slender fingers on his arms. 

The  cold  clear  sunlight  of  the  February  afternoon  slanted  through  the

front  windows  of  the  Darley  house  and  was  broken  by  the  figures  that

moved  about  in  the  large  parlor.  His  parents  stood  curiously  alone  in  a

corner of the room; the Bostwicks, who had come in only an hour before on

the  morning  train,  stood  near  them,  not  looking  at  them;  Gordon  Finch

walked heavily and anxiously around, as if he were in charge of something; 

there were a few people, friends of Edith or her parents, whom he did not

know. He heard himself speaking to those about him, felt his lips smiling, 

and heard voices come to him as if muffled by layers of thick cloth. 

Gordon Finch was beside him; his face was sweaty, and it glowed above

his dark suit. He grinned nervously. "You about ready, Bill?" 

Stoner felt his head nod. 

Finch said, "Does the doomed man have any last requests?" 

Stoner smiled and shook his head. 

Finch clapped him on the shoulder. "You just stick by me; do what I tell

you; everything's under control. Edith will be down in a few minutes." 

He  wondered  if  he  would  remember  this  after  it  was  over;  everything

seemed  a  blur,  as  if  he  saw  through  a  haze.  He  heard  himself  ask  Finch, 

"The minister--I haven't seen him. Is he here?" 

Finch laughed and shook his head and said something. Then a murmur

came over the room. Edith was walking down the stairs. 

In her white dress she was like a cold light coming into the room. Stoner

started involuntarily toward her and felt Finch's hand on his arm, restraining

him. Edith was pale, but she gave him a small smile. Then she was beside

him, and they were walking together. A stranger with a round collar stood

before  them;  he  was  short  and  fat  and  he  had  a  vague  face.  He  was

mumbling words and looking at a white book in his hands. William heard

himself responding to silences. He felt Edith trembling beside him. 

Then  there  was  a  long  silence,  and  another  murmur,  and  the  sound  of

laughter. Someone said, "Kiss the bride!" He felt himself turned; Finch was

grinning  at  him.  He  smiled  down  at  Edith,  whose  face  swam  before  him, 

and kissed her; her lips were as dry as his own. 

He felt his hand being pumped; people were clapping him on the back

and laughing; the room was milling. New people came in the door. A large

cut-glass bowl of punch seemed to have appeared on a long table at one end

of  the  parlor.  There  was  a  cake.  Someone  held  his  and  Edith's  hands

together; there was a knife; he understood that he was supposed to guide her

hand as she cut the cake. 

Then he was separated from Edith and couldn't see her in the throng of

people. He was talking and laughing, nodding, and looking around the room

to see if he could find Edith. He saw his mother and father standing in the

same corner of the room, from which they had not moved. His mother was

smiling, and his father had his hand awkwardly on her shoulder. He started

to  go  to  them,  but  he  could  not  break  away  from  whoever  was  talking  to

him. 

Then he saw Edith. She was with her father and mother and her aunt; 

her  father,  with  a  slight  frown  on  his  face,  was  surveying  the  room  as  if

impatient  with  it;  and  her  mother  was  weeping,  her  eyes  red  and  puffed

above her heavy cheekbones and her mouth pursed downward like a child's. 

Mrs. Darley and Edith had their arms about her; Mrs. Darley was talking to

her,  rapidly,  as  if  trying  to  explain  something.  But  even  across  the  room

William  could  see  that  Edith  was  silent;  her  face  was  like  a  mask, 

expressionless and white. After a moment they led Mrs. Bostwick from the

room,  and  William  did  not  see  Edith  again  until  the  reception  was  over, 

until Gordon Finch whispered something in his ear, led him to a side door

that opened onto a little garden, and pushed him outside. Edith was waiting

there, bundled against the cold, her collar turned up about her face so that

he could not see it. Gordon Finch, laughing and saying words that William

could  not  understand,  hustled  them  down  a  path  to  the  street,  where  a

covered buggy was waiting to carry them to the station. It was not until they

were  on  the  train,  which  would  take  them  to  St.  Louis  for  their  week's

honeymoon, that William Stoner realized that it was all over and that he had

a wife. 

They went into marriage innocent, but innocent in profoundly different

ways.  They  were  both  virginal,  and  they  were  conscious  of  their

inexperience; but whereas William, having been raised on a farm, took as

unremarkable  the  natural  processes  of  life,  they  were  to  Edith  profoundly

mysterious  and  unexpected.  She  knew  nothing  of  them,  and  there  was

something within her which did not wish to know of them. 

And  so,  like  many  others,  their  honeymoon  was  a  failure;  yet  they

would not admit this to themselves, and they did not realize the significance

of the failure until long afterward. 

They arrived in St. Louis late Sunday night. On the train, surrounded by

strangers  who  looked  curiously  and  approvingly  at  them,  Edith  had  been

animated  and  almost  gay.  They  laughed  and  held  hands  and  spoke  of  the

days  to  come.  Once  in  the  city,  and  by  the  time  William  had  found  a

carriage  to  take  them  to  their  hotel,  Ediths  gaiety  had  become  faintly

hysterical. 

He half carried her, laughing, through the entrance of the Ambassador

Hotel,  a  massive  structure  of  brown  cut  stone.  The  lobby  was  nearly

deserted, dark and heavy like a cavern; when they got inside, Edith abruptly

quieted  and  swayed  uncertainly  beside  him  as  they  walked  across  the

immense  floor  to  the  desk.  By  the  time  they  got  to  their  room  she  was

nearly  physically  ill;  she  trembled  as  if  in  a  fever,  and  her  lips  were  blue

against  her  chalk-like  skin.  William  wanted  to  find  her  a  doctor,  but  she

insisted that she was only tired, that she needed rest. They spoke gravely of

the  strain  of  the  day,  and  Edith  hinted  at  some  delicacy  that  troubled  her

from time to time. She murmured, but without looking at him and without

intonation  in  her  voice,  that  she  wanted  their  first  horns  together  to  be

perfect. 

And William said, "They are--they will be. You must rest. Our marriage

will begin tomorrow." 

And  like  other  new  husbands  of  whom  he  had  heard  and  at  whose

expense  he  had  at  one  time  or  another  made  jokes,  he  spent  his  wedding

night apart from his wife, his long body curled stiffly and sleeplessly on a

small sofa, his eyes open to the passing night. 

He awoke early. Their suite, arranged and paid for by Edith's parents, as

a wedding gift, was on the tenth floor, and it commanded a view of the city. 

He  called  softly  to  Edith,  and  in  a  few  minutes  she  came  out  of  the

bedroom, tying the sash of her dressing gown, yawning sleepily, smiling a

little. William felt his love for her grip his throat; he took her by the hand, 

and  they  stood  before  the  window  in  their  sitting  room,  looking  down. 

Automobiles,  pedestrians,  and  carriages  crept  on  the  narrow  streets  below

them; they seemed to themselves far removed from the run of humanity and

its pursuits. In the distance, visible beyond the square buildings of red brick

and  stone,  the  Mississippi  River  wound  its  bluish-brown  length  in  the

morning  sun;  the  riverboats  and  tugs  that  crawled  up  and  down  its  stiff

bends were like toys, though their stacks gave off great quantities of gray

smoke  to  the  winter  air.  A  sense  of  calm  came  over  him;  he  put  his  arm

around  his  wife  and  held  her  lightly,  and  they  both  gazed  down  upon  a

world that seemed full of promise and quiet adventure. 

They  breakfasted  early.  Edith  seemed  refreshed,  fully  recovered  from

her  indisposition  of  the  night  before;  she  was  almost  gay  again,  and  she

looked at William with an intimacy and warmth that he thought were from

gratitude and love. They did not speak of the night before; every now and

then Edith looked at her new ring and adjusted it on her finger. 

They  wrapped  themselves  against  the  cold  and  walked  the  St.  Louis

streets,  which  were  just  beginning  to  crowd  with  people;  they  looked  at

goods in windows, they spoke of the future and gravely thought of how they

would  fill  it.  William  began  to  regain  the  ease  and  fluency  he  had

discovered  during  his  early  courtship  of  this  woman  who  had  become  his

wife; 

Edith clung to his arm and seemed to attend to what he said as she had

never done before. They had midmorning coffee in a small warm shop and

watched the passers-by scurry through the cold. They found a carriage and

drove to the Art Museum. Arm in arm they walked through the high rooms, 

through the rich glow of light reflected from the paintings. In the quietness, 

in the warmth, in the air that took on a timelessness from the old paintings

and statuary, William Stoner felt an outrush of affection for the tall, delicate

girl  who  walked  beside  him,  and  he  felt  a  quiet  passion  rise  within  him, 

warm and formally sensuous, like the colors that came out from the walls

around him. 

When they left there late in the afternoon the sky had clouded and a thin

drizzle  had  started;  but  William  Stoner  carried  within  him  the  warmth  he

had gathered in the museum. They got back to the hotel shortly after sunset; 

Edith went into the bedroom to rest, and William called downstairs to have

a  light  dinner  sent  to  their  rooms;  and  on  a  sudden  inspiration,  he  went

downstairs himself into the saloon and asked for a bottle of champagne to

be iced and sent up within the hour. The bartender nodded glumly and told

him that it would not be a good champagne. By the first of July, Prohibition

would be national; already it was illegal to brew or distill liquors; and there

were no more than fifty bottles of champagne of any sort in the cellars of

the  hotel.  And  he  would  have  to  charge  more  than  the  champagne  was

worth. Stoner smiled and told him that would be all right. 

Although on special occasions of celebration in her parents' home Edith

had taken a little wine, she had never before tasted champagne. As they ate

their dinner, set up on a small square table in their sitting room, she glanced

nervously at the strange bottle in its bucket of ice. Two white candles in dull

brass holders glowed unevenly against the darkness; William had turned out

the other lights. The candles flickered between them as they talked, and the

light caught the curves of the smooth dark bottle and glittered upon the ice

that surrounded it. They were nervous and cautiously gay. 

Inexpertly he withdrew the cork from the champagne; Edith jumped at

the loud report; white froth spurted from the bottle neck and drenched his

hand. They laughed at his clumsiness. They drank a glass of the wine, and

Edith  pretended  tipsiness.  They  drank  another  glass.  William  thought  he

saw a languor come over her, a quietness fall upon her face, a pensiveness

darken  her  eyes.  He  rose  and  went  behind  her,  where  she  sat  at  the  little

table; he put his hands upon her shoulders, marveling at the thickness and

heaviness  of  his  fingers  upon  the  delicacy  of  her  flesh  and  bone.  She

stiffened beneath his touch, and he made his hands go gently to the sides of

her  thin  neck  and  let  them  brush  into  the  fine  reddish  hair;  her  neck  was

rigid,  the  cords  vibrant  in  their  tensity.  He  put  his  hands  on  her  arms  and

lifted gently, so that she rose from the chair; he turned her to face him. Her

eyes, wide and pale and nearly transparent in the candlelight, looked upon

him  blankly.  He  felt  a  distant  closeness  to  her,  and  a  pity  for  her

helplessness; desire thickened in his throat so that he could not speak. He

pulled her a little toward the bedroom, feeling a quick hard resistance in her

body,  and  feeling  at  the  same  moment  a  willed  putting  away  of  the

resistance. 

He left the door to the unlighted bedroom open; the candlelight glowed

feebly in the darkness. He murmured as if to comfort and assure her, but his

words  were  smothered  and  she  could  not  hear  what  he  said.  He  put  his

hands  upon  her  body  and  fumbled  for  the  buttons  that  would  open  her  to

him.  She  pushed  him  away  impersonally;  in  the  dimness  her  eyes  were

closed  and  her  lips  tight.  She  turned  away  from  him  and  with  a  quick

movement  loosened  her  dress  so  that  it  fell  crumpled  about  her  feet.  Her

arms and shoulders were bare; she shuddered as if from cold and said in a

flat voice, "Go in the other room. I'll be ready in a minute." He touched her

arms and put his lips to her shoulder, but she would not turn to him. 

In  the  sitting  room  he  stared  at  the  candles  that  flickered  over  the

remains  of  their  dinner,  in  the  midst  of  which  rested  the  bottle  of

champagne, still more than half full. He poured a little of the wine into a

glass and tasted it; it had grown warm and sweetish. 

When he returned, Edith was in bed with the covers pulled to her chin, 

her face turned upward, her eyes closed, a thin frown creasing her forehead. 

Silently, as if she were asleep, Stoner undressed and got into bed beside her. 

For  several  moments  he  lay  with  his  desire,  which  had  become  an

impersonal  thing,  belonging  to  himself  alone.  He  spoke  to  Edith,  as  if  to

find a haven for what he felt; she did not answer. He put his hand upon her

and felt beneath the thin cloth of her nightgown the flesh he had longed for. 

He moved his hand upon her; she did not stir; her frown deepened. Again

he  spoke,  saying  her  name  to  silence;  then  he  moved  his  body  upon  her, 

gentle  in  his  clumsiness.  When  he  touched  the  softness  of  her  thighs  she

turned  her  head  sharply  away  and  lifted  her  arm  to  cover  her  eyes.  She

made no sound. 

Afterward  he  lay  beside  her  and  spoke  to  her  in  the  quietness  of  his

love. Her eyes were open then, and they stared at him out of the shadow; 

there was no expression on her face. Suddenly she flung the covers from her

and crossed swiftly to the bathroom. He saw the light go on and heard her

retch loudly and agonizingly. He called to her and went across the room; the

door  to  the  bathroom  was  locked.  He  called  to  her  again;  she  did  not

answer. He went back to the bed and waited for her. After several minutes

of  silence  the  light  in  the  bathroom  went  off  and  the  door  opened.  Edith

came out and walked stiffly to the bed. 

"It  was  the  champagne,"  she  said.  "I  shouldn't  have  had  the  second

glass." 

She  pulled  the  covers  over  her  and  turned  away  from  him;  in  a  few

moments her breathing was regular and heavy in sleep. 

 V

They  returned  to  Columbia  two  days  earlier  than  they  had  planned; 

restless and strained by their isolation, it was as if they walked together in a

prison.  Edith  said  that  they  really  ought  to  get  back  to  Columbia  so  that

William  could  prepare  for  his  classes  and  so  that  she  could  begin  to  get

them settled in their new apartment. Stoner agreed at once--and told himself

that things would be better once they were in a place of their own, among

people they knew and in surroundings that were familiar. They packed their

belongings  that  afternoon  and  were  on  the  train  to  Columbia  the  same

evening. 

In  the  hurried,  vague  days  before  their  marriage  Stoner  had  found  a

vacant second-floor apartment in an old barnlike house five blocks from the

University. It was dark and bare, with a small bedroom, a tiny kitchen, and a

huge living room with high windows; it had at one time been occupied by

an artist, a teacher at the University, who had been none too tidy; the dark, 

wide-planked  floors  were  splotched  with  brilliant  yellows  and  blues  and

reds,  and  the  walls  were  smudged  with  paint  and  dirt.  Stoner  thought  the

place romantic and commodious, and he judged it to be a good place to start

a new life. 

Edith moved into the apartment as if it were an enemy to be conquered. 

Though unused to physical labor, she scraped away most of the paint from

the  floors  and  walls  and  scrubbed  at  the  dirt  she  imagined  secreted

everywhere;  her  hands  blistered  and  her  face  became  strained,  with  dark

hollows  beneath  the  eyes.  When  Stoner  tried  to  help  her  she  became

stubborn, her lips tightened, and she shook her head; he needed the time for

his studies, she said; this was  her job. When he forced his help upon her, 

she  became  almost  sullen,  thinking  herself  to  be  humiliated.  Puzzled  and

helpless,  he  withdrew  his  aid  and  watched  as,  grimly,  Edith  continued

awkwardly to scrub the gleaming floors and walls, to sew curtains and hang

them unevenly from the high windows, to repair and paint and repaint the

used  furniture  they  had  begun  to  accumulate.  Though  inept,  she  worked

with a silent and intense ferocity, so that by the time William got home from

the University in the afternoon she was exhausted. She would drag herself

to prepare the evening meal, eat a few bites, and then with a murmur vanish

into the bedroom to sleep like one drugged until after William had left for

his classes the next morning. 

Within a month he knew that his marriage was a failure; within a year

he  stopped  hoping  that  it  would  improve.  He  learned  silence  and  did  not

insist  upon  his  love.  If  he  spoke  to  her  or  touched  her  in  tenderness,  she

turned away from him within herself and became wordless, enduring, and

for  days  afterward  drove  herself  to  new  limits  of  exhaustion.  Out  of  an

unspoken stubbornness they both had, they shared the same bed; sometimes

at night, in her sleep, she unknowingly moved against him. And sometimes, 

then,  his  resolve  and  knowledge  crumbled  before  his  love,  and  he  moved

upon  her.  If  she  was  sufficiently  roused  from  her  sleep  she  tensed  and

stiffened, turning her head sideways in a familiar gesture and burying it in

her pillow, enduring violation; at such times Stoner performed his love as

quickly as he could, hating himself for his haste and regretting his passion. 

Less frequently she remained half numbed by sleep; then she was passive, 

and she murmured drowsily, whether in protest or surprise he did not know. 

He  came  to  look  forward  to  these  rare  and  unpredictable  moments,  for  in

that sleep-drugged acquiescence he could pretend to himself that he found a

kind of response. 

And he could not speak to her of what he took to be her unhappiness. 

When he attempted to do so, she accepted what he said as a reflection upon

her  adequacy  and  her  self,  and  she  became  as  morosely  withdrawn  from

him as she did when he made love to her. He blamed his clumsiness for her

withdrawal and took upon himself the responsibility for what she felt. 

With  a  quiet  ruthlessness  that  came  from  his  desperation,  he

experimented with small ways of pleasing her. He brought her gifts, which

she  accepted  indifferently,  sometimes  commenting  mildly  upon  their

expense;  he  took  her  on  walks  and  picnics  in  the  wooded  countryside

around Columbia, but she tired easily and sometimes became ill; he talked

to  her  of  his  work,  as  he  had  done  in  their  courtship,  but  her  interest  had

become perfunctory and indulgent. 

At last, though he knew her to be shy, he insisted as gently as he could

that they begin to entertain. They had an informal tea to which a few of the

younger instructors and assistant professors in the department were invited, 

and  they  gave  several  small  dinner  parties.  In  no  way  did  Edith  show

whether she was pleased or displeased; but her preparations for the events

were so frenzied and obsessive that by the time the guests arrived she was

half  hysterical  from  strain  and  weariness,  though  no  one  except  William

was really aware of this. 

She was a good hostess. She talked to her guests with an animation and

ease that made her seem a stranger to William and she spoke to him in their

presence  with  an  intimacy  and  fondness  that  always  surprised  him.  She

called him Willy, which touched him oddly, and sometimes she laid a soft

hand upon his shoulder. 

But  when  the  guests  left,  the  facade  fell  upon  itself  and  revealed  her

collapse.  She  spoke  bitterly  of  the  departed  guests,  imagining  obscure

insults and slights; she quietly and desperately recounted what she thought

to be unforgivable failures of her own; she sat still and brooding in the litter

the guests had left and would not be roused by William and would answer

him briefly and distraughtly in a flat, monotonous voice. 

Only once had the facade cracked when guests were present. 

Several  months  after  Stoner's  and  Edith's  marriage,  Gordon  Finch  had

become engaged to a girl whom he had met casually while he was stationed

in New York and whose parents lived in Columbia. Finch had been given a

permanent  post  as  assistant  dean,  and  it  was  tacitly  understood  that  when

Josiah Claremont died Finch would be among the first to be considered for

the  deanship  of  the  College.  Somewhat  belatedly,  in  celebration  of  both

Finch's  new  position  and  the  announcement  of  his  engagement,  Stoner

asked him and his fiancee to dinner. 

They came just before dusk on a warm evening in late May, in a shining

black  new  touring  car  which  gave  off  a  series  of  explosions  as  Finch

expertly brought it to a halt on the brick road in front of Stoner's house. He

honked the horn and waved gaily until William and Edith came downstairs. 

A small dark girl with a round, smiling face sat beside him. 

He introduced her as Caroline Wingate, and the four of them talked for

a moment while Finch helped her descend from the car. 

"Well, how do you like it?" Finch asked, thumping the front fender of

the car with his closed fist. "A beauty, isn't it? Belongs to Caroline's father. 

I'm thinking of getting one just like it, so . . ." His voice trailed away and his

eyes narrowed; he regarded the automobile speculatively and coolly, as if it

were the future. 

Then he became lively and jocular again. With mock secrecy he put his

forefinger to his lips, looked furtively around, and took a large brown paper

bag from the front seat of the car. "Hooch," he whispered. "Just off the boat. 

Cover me, pal; maybe we can make it to the house." 

The dinner went well. Finch was more affable than Stoner had seen him

in  years;  Stoner  thought  of  himself  and  Finch  and  Dave  Masters  sitting

together  on  those  distant  Friday  afternoons  after  class,  drinking  beer  and

talking. The fiancee, Caroline, said little; she smiled happily as Finch joked

and  winked.  It  came  to  Stoner  as  an  almost  envious  shock  to  realize  that

Finch was genuinely fond of this dark pretty girl, and that her silence came

from a rapt affection for him. 

Even Edith lost some of her strain and tenseness; she smiled easily, and

her laughter was spontaneous. Finch was playful and familiar with Edith in

a way, Stoner realized, that he, her own husband, could never be; and Edith

seemed happier than she had been in months. 

After  dinner  Finch  removed  the  brown  paper  bag  from  the  icebox, 

where he had placed it earlier to cool, and took from it a number of dark

brown  bottles.  It  was  a  home  brew  that  he  made  with  great  secrecy  and

ceremony in the closet of his bachelor apartment. 

"No room for my clothes," he said, "but a man's got to keep his sense of

values." 

Carefully, with his eyes squinted, with the light glistening upon his fair

skin and thinning blond hair, like a chemist measuring a rare substance, he

poured the beer from the bottles into glasses. 

"Got to be careful with this stuff," he said. "You get a lot of sediment at

the bottom, and if you pour it off too quick, you get it in the glass." 

They each drank a glass of the beer, complimenting Finch upon its taste. 

It was, indeed, surprisingly good, dry and light and of a good color. Even

Edith finished her glass and took another. 

They  became  a  little  drunk;  they  laughed  vaguely  and  sentimentally; 

they saw each other anew. 

Holding  his  glass  up  to  the  light,  Stoner  said,  "I  wonder  how  Dave

would have liked this beer." 

"Dave?" Finch asked. 

"Dave Masters. Remember how he used to love beer?" 

"Dave Masters," Finch said. "Good old Dave. It's a damned shame." 

"Masters," Edith said. She was smiling fuzzily. "Wasn't he that friend of

yours that was killed in the war?" 

"Yes," Stoner said. "That's the one." The old sadness came over him, but

he smiled at Edith. 

"Good old Dave," Finch said. "Edie, your husband and I and Dave used

to really lap it up--long before he knew of you, of course. Good old Dave . . 

." 

They smiled at the memory of David Masters. 

"He was a good friend of yours?" Edith asked. 

Stoner nodded. "He was a good friend." 

"Chateau-Thierry." Finch drained his glass. "War's a hell of a thing." He

shook  his  head.  "But  old  Dave.  He's  probably  somewhere  laughing  at  us

right  now.  He  wouldn't  be  feeling  sorry  for  himself.  I  wonder  if  he  ever

really got to see any of France?" 

"I don't know," Stoner said. "He was killed so soon after he got over." 

"Be  a  shame  if  he  didn't.  I  always  thought  that  was  one  of  the  main

reasons he joined up. To see some of Europe." 

"Europe," Edith said distinctly. 

"Yeah," Finch said. "Old Dave didn't want too many things, but he did

want to see Europe before he died." 

"I was going to Europe once," Edith said. She was smiling, and her eyes

glittered helplessly. "Do you remember, Willy? I was going with my Aunt

Emma just before we got married. Do you remember?" 

"I remember," Stoner said. 

Edith laughed gratingly and shook her head as if she were puzzled. "It

seems like a long time ago, but it wasn't. How long has it been, Willy?" 

"Edith--" Stoner said. 

"Let's see, we were going in April. And then a year. And now it's May. I

would have been . . ." Suddenly her eyes filled with tears, though she was

still smiling with a fixed brightness. "I'll never get there now, I guess. Aunt

Emma is going to die pretty soon, and I'll never have a chance to . . 

Then, with the smile still tightening her lips and her eyes streaming with

tears, she began to sob. Stoner and Finch rose from their chairs. 

"Edith," Stoner said helplessly. 

"Oh,  leave  me  alone!"  With  a  curious  twisting  motion  she  stood  erect

before them, her eyes shut tight and her hands clenched at her sides. "All of

you! Just leave me alone!" And she turned and stumbled into the bedroom, 

slamming the door behind her. 

For  a  moment  no  one  spoke;  they  listened  to  the  muffled  sound  of

Edith's sobbing. Then Stoner said, "You'll have to excuse her. She has been

tired and not too well. The strain--" 

"Sure, I know how it is, Bill." Finch laughed hollowly. "Women and all. 

Guess I'll be getting used to it pretty soon myself." He looked at Caroline, 

laughed  again,  and  lowered  his  voice.  "Well,  we  won't  disturb  Edie  right

now. You just thank her for us, tell her it was a fine meal, and you folks'll

have to come over to our place after we get settled in." 

"Thanks, Gordon," Stoner said. "I'll tell her." 

"And don't  worry,"  Finch said. He punched Stoner on the arm. "These

things happen." 

After Gordon and Caroline had left, after he heard the new car roar and

sputter away into the night, William Stoner stood in the middle of the living

room  and  listened  to  Edith's  dry  and  regular  sobbing.  It  was  a  sound

curiously flat and without emotion, and it went on as if it would never stop. 

He  wanted  to  comfort  her;  he  wanted  to  soothe  her;  but  he  did  not  know

what to say. So he stood and listened; and after a while he realized that he

had never before heard Edith cry. 

After  the  disastrous  party  with  Gordon  Finch  and  Caroline  Wingate, 

Edith  seemed  almost  contented,  calmer  than  she  had  been  at  any  time

during  their  marriage.  But  she  did  not  want  to  have  anyone  in,  and  she

showed a reluctance to go outside the apartment. Stoner did most of their

shopping  from  lists  that  Edith  made  for  him  in  a  curiously  laborious  and

childlike  handwriting  on  little  sheets  of  blue  notepaper.  She  seemed

happiest when she was alone; she would sit for hours working needlepoint

or embroidering tablecloths and napkins, with a tiny indrawn smile on her

lips. Her aunt Emma Darley began more and more frequently to visit her; 

when William came from the University in the afternoon he often found the

two of them together, drinking tea and conversing in tones so low that they

might have been whispers. They always greeted him politely, but William

knew  that  they  saw  him  with  regret;  Mrs.  Darley  seldom  stayed  for  more

than a few minutes after he arrived. He learned to maintain an unobtrusive

and delicate regard for the world in which Edith had begun to live. 

In  the  summer  of  1920  he  spent  a  week  with  his  parents  while  Edith

visited her relatives in St. Louis; he had not seen his mother and father since

the wedding. 

He  worked  in  the  fields  for  a  day  or  two,  helping  his  father  and  the

Negro hired hand; but the give of the warm moist clods beneath his feet and

the smell of the new-turned earth in his nostrils evoked in him no feeling of

return  or  familiarity.  He  came  back  to  Columbia  and  spent  the  rest  of  the

summer  preparing  for  a  new  class  that  he  was  to  teach  the  following

academic  year.  He  spent  most  of  each  day  in  the  library,  sometimes

returning to Edith and the apartment late in the evening, through the heavy

sweet  scent  of  honeysuckle  that  moved  in  the  warm  air  and  among  the

delicate  leaves  of  dogwood  trees  that  rustled  and  turned,  ghost-like  in  the

darkness.  His  eyes  burned  from  their  concentration  upon  dim  texts,  his

mind was heavy with what it observed, and his fingers tingled numbly from

the retained feel of old leather and board and paper; but he was open to the

world through which for a moment he walked, and he found some joy in it. 

A few new faces appeared at departmental meetings; some familiar ones

were not there; and Archer Sloane continued the slow decline which Stoner

had begun to notice during the war. His hands shook, and he was unable to

keep  his  attention  upon  what  he  said.  The  department  went  on  with  the

momentum  it  had  gathered  through  its  tradition  and  the  mere  fact  of  its

being. 

Stoner went about his teaching with an intensity and ferocity that awed

some  of  the  newer  members  of  the  department  and  that  caused  a  small

concern among the colleagues who had known him for a longer time. His

face grew haggard, he lost weight, and the stoop of his shoulders increased. 

In  the  second  semester  of  that  year  he  had  a  chance  to  take  a  teaching

overload for extra pay, and he took it; also for extra pay, he taught in the

new  summer  school  that  year.  He  had  a  vague  notion  of  saving  enough

money to go abroad, so that he could show Edith the Europe she had given

up for his sake. 

In the summer of 1921, searching for a reference to a Latin poem that he

had forgotten, he glanced at his dissertation for the first time since he had

submitted it for approval three years earlier; he read it through and judged it

to be sound. A little frightened at his presumption, he considered reworking

it into a book. Though he was again teaching the full summer session, he

reread most of the texts he had used and began to extend his research. Late

in January he decided that a book was possible; by early spring he was far

enough along to be able to write the first tentative pages. 

It  was  in  the  spring  of  the  same  year  that,  calmly  and  almost

indifferently, Edith told him that she had decided she wanted a child. 

The decision came suddenly and without apparent source, so that when

she made the announcement one morning at breakfast, only a few minutes

before  William  had  to  leave  for  his  first  class,  she  spoke  almost  with

surprise, as if she had made a discovery. 

"What?" William said. "What did you say?" 

"I want a baby," Edith said. "I think I want to have a baby." 

She was nibbling a piece of toast. She wiped her lips with the corner of

a napkin and smiled fixedly. 

"Don't  you  think  we  ought  to  have  one?"  she  asked.  "We've  been

married for nearly three years." 

"Of course," William said. He set his cup down in its saucer with great

care. He did not look at her. "Are you sure? We've never talked about it. I

wouldn't want you to--" 

"Oh, yes," she said. "I'm quite sure. I think we ought to have a child." 

William looked at his watch. "I'm late. I wish we had more time to talk. 

I want you to be sure." 

A small frown came between her eyes. "I told you I was sure. Don't  you

want one? Why do you keep asking me? I don't want to talk about it any

more." 

"All right," William said. He sat looking at her for a moment. "I've got

to go." But he did not move. Then awkwardly he put his hand over her long

fingers  that  rested  on  the  tablecloth  and  kept  it  there  until  she  moved  her

hand away. He got up from the table and edged around her, almost shyly, 

and gathered his books and papers. As she always did, Edith came into the

living room to wait for him to leave. He kissed her on the cheek--something

he had not done for a long while. 

At the door he turned and said, "I'm--I'm glad you want a child, Edith. I

know that in some ways our marriage has been a disappointment to you. I

hope this will make a difference between us." 

"Yes," Edith said. "You'll be late for your class. You'd better hurry." 

After he had gone Edith remained for some minutes in the center of the

room, staring at the closed door, as if trying to remember something. Then

she  moved  restlessly  across  the  floor,  walking  from  one  place  to  another, 

moving  within  her  clothing  as  if  she  could  not  endure  its  rustling  and

shifting upon her flesh. She unbuttoned her stiff gray taffeta morning robe

and  let  it  drop  to  the  floor.  She  crossed  her  arms  over  her  breasts  and

hugged  herself,  kneading  the  flesh  of  her  upper  arms  through  her  thin

flannel  nightgown.  Again  she  paused  in  her  moving  and  walked

purposefully  into  the  tiny  bedroom  and  opened  a  closet  door,  upon  the

inside  of  which  hung  a  full-length  mirror.  She  adjusted  the  mirror  to  the

light and stood back from it, inspecting the long thin figure in the straight

blue nightgown that it reflected. Without removing her eyes from the mirror

she unbuttoned the top of her gown and pulled it up from her body and over

her  head,  so  that  she  stood  naked  in  the  morning  light.  She  wadded  the

nightgown  and  threw  it  in  the  closet.  Then  she  turned  about  before  the

mirror,  inspecting  the  body  as  if  it  belonged  to  someone  else.  She  passed

her hands over her small drooping breasts and let her hands go lightly down

her long waist and over her flat belly. 

She moved away from the mirror and went to the bed, which was still

unmade. She pulled the covers off, folded them carelessly, and put them in

the closet. She smoothed the sheet on the bed and lay there on her back, her

legs straight and her arms at her side. Unblinking and motionless, she stared

up at the ceiling and waited through the morning and the long afternoon. 

When William Stoner got home that evening it was nearly dark, but no

light came from the second-floor windows. Vaguely apprehensive, he went

up the stairs and flipped the living-room light on. The room was empty. He

called, "Edith?" 

There was no reply. He called again. 

He looked in the kitchen; the dishes from breakfast were still on the tiny

table.  He  went  swiftly  across  the  living  room  and  opened  the  door  to  the

bedroom. 

Edith  lay  naked  on  the  bare  bed.  When  the  door  opened  and  the  light

from the living room fell upon her, she turned her head to him; but she did

not get up. Her eyes were wide and staring, and little sounds came from her

parted mouth. 

"Edith!"  he  said  and  went  to  where  she  lay,  kneeling  beside  her.  "Are

you all right? What's the matter?" 

She did not answer, but the sounds she had been making became louder

and her body moved beside him. Suddenly her hands came out at him like

claws, and he almost jerked away; but they went to his clothing, clutching

and tearing at it, pulling him upon the bed beside her. Her mouth came up to

him, gaping and hot; her hands were going over him, pulling at his clothes, 

seeking  him;  and  all  the  time  her  eyes  were  wide  and  staring  and

untroubled, as if they belonged to somebody else and saw nothing. 

It  was  a  new  knowledge  he  had  of  Edith,  this  desire  that  was  like  a

hunger so intense that it seemed to have nothing to do with her self; and no

sooner was it sated than it began at once to grow again within her, so that

they both lived in the tense expectation of its presence. 

Although  the  next  two  months  were  the  only  time  of  passion  William

and Edith Stoner ever had together, their relationship did not really change. 

Very  soon  Stoner  realized  that  the  force  which  drew  their  bodies  together

had  little  to  do  with  love;  they  coupled  with  a  fierce  yet  detached

determination, drew apart, and coupled again, without the strength to surfeit

their need. 

Sometimes  during  the  day,  while  William  was  at  the  University,  the

need came so strongly upon Edith that she could not remain still; she would

leave  the  apartment  and  walk  swiftly  up  and  down  the  streets,  going

aimlessly  from  one  place  to  another.  And  then  she  would  return,  draw

closed the curtains of the windows, undress herself, and wait, crouched in

the semidarkness, for William to get home. And when he opened the door

she was upon him, her hands wild and demanding, as if they had a life of

their  own,  pulling  him  toward  the  bedroom,  upon  the  bed  which  was  still

rumpled from their use of it the night or the morning before. 

Edith became pregnant in June and immediately fell into an illness from

which she did not wholly recover during the full time of her waiting. Nearly

at the moment she became pregnant, even before the fact was confirmed by

her  calendar  and  her  physician,  the  hunger  for  William  that  had  raged

within her for the better part of two months ceased. She made it clear to her

husband  that  she  could  not  endure  the  touch  of  his  hand  upon  her,  and  it

began to seem to him that even his looking at her was a kind of violation. 

The  hunger  of  their  passion  became  a  memory,  and  at  last  Stoner  looked

upon it as if it were a dream that had nothing to do with either of them. 

So the bed that had been the arena of their passion became the support

of  her  illness.  She  kept  to  it  most  of  the  day,  rising  only  to  relieve  her

nausea in the morning and to walk unsteadily about the living room for a

few  minutes  in  the  afternoon.  In  the  afternoon  and  evening,  after  he  had

hurried from his work at the University, William cleaned the rooms, washed

the dishes, and made the evening meal; he carried Ediths dinner to her on a

tray. Though she did not want him to eat with her, she did seem to enjoy

sharing a cup of weak tea with him after dinner. For a few moments in the

evening, then, they talked quietly and casually, as if they were old friends or

exhausted  enemies.  Edith  would  fall  asleep  soon  afterward;  and  William

would return to the kitchen, complete the housework, and then set up a table

before  the  living-room  sofa,  where  he  would  grade  papers  or  prepare

lectures.  Then,  past  midnight,  he  would  cover  himself  with  a  blanket  he

kept neatly folded behind the couch; and with his length curled up on the

couch he would sleep fitfully until morning. 

The child, a girl, was born after a three-day period of labor in the middle

of March in the year 1923. They named her Grace, after one of Edith's aunts

who had died many years before. 

Even  at  birth  Grace  was  a  beautiful  child,  with  distinct  features  and  a

light down of golden hair. Within a few days the first redness of her skin

turned  into  a  glowing  golden  pink.  She  seldom  cried,  and  she  seemed

almost  aware  of  her  surroundings.  William  fell  instantly  in  love  with  her; 

the affection he could not show to Edith he could show to his daughter, and

he found a pleasure in caring for her that he had not anticipated. 

For  nearly  a  year  after  the  birth  of  Grace,  Edith  remained  partly

bedridden; there was some fear that she might become a permanent invalid, 

though the doctor could find no specific trouble. William hired a woman to

come in during the morning to care for Edith, and he arranged his classes so

that he would be at home early in the afternoon. 

Thus  for  more  than  a  year  William  kept  the  house  and  cared  for  two

helpless  people.  He  was  up  before  dawn,  grading  papers  and  preparing

lectures; before going to the University he fed Grace, prepared breakfast for

himself and Edith, and fixed a lunch for himself, which he took to school in

his  briefcase.  After  his  classes  he  came  back  to  the  apartment,  which  he

swept, dusted, and cleaned. 

And  he  was  more  nearly  a  mother  than  a  father  to  his  daughter.  He

changed her diapers and washed them; he chose her clothing and mended it

when it was torn; he fed her and bathed her and rocked her in his arms when

she  was  distressed.  Every  now  and  then  Edith  would  call  querulously  for

her baby; William would bring Grace to her, and Edith, propped up in bed, 

would  hold  her  for  a  few  moments,  silently  and  uncomfortably,  as  if  the

child  belonged  to  someone  else  who  was  a  stranger.  Then  she  would  tire

and  with  a  sigh  hand  the  baby  back  to  William.  Moved  by  some  obscure

emotion, she would weep a little, dab at her eyes, and turn away from him. 

So  for  the  first  year  of  her  life,  Grace  Stoner  knew  only  her  father's

touch, and his voice, and his love. 

 VI

Early in the summer of 1924, on a Friday afternoon, Archer Sloane was

seen  by  several  students  going  into  his  office.  He  was  discovered  shortly

after dawn the following Monday by a janitor who made the rounds of the

offices in Jesse Hall to empty the wastebaskets. Sloane was sitting rigidly

slumped in his chair before his desk, his head at an odd angle, his eyes open

and fixed in a terrible stare. The janitor spoke to him and then ran shouting

through the empty halls. There was some delay in the removal of the body

from the office, and a few early students were milling in the corridors when

the  curiously  humped  and  sheeted  figure  was  carried  on  a  stretcher  down

the steps to the waiting ambulance. It was later determined that Sloane had

died sometime late Friday night or early Saturday morning, of causes that

were  obviously  natural  but  never  precisely  determined,  and  had  remained

the  whole  weekend  at  the  desk  staring  endlessly  before  him.  The  coroner

announced  heart  failure  as  the  cause  of  death,  but  William  Stoner  always

felt  that  in  a  moment  of  anger  and  despair  Sloane  had  willed  his  heart  to

cease, as if in a last mute gesture of love and contempt for a world that had

betrayed him so profoundly that he could not endure in it. 

Stoner was one of the pallbearers at the funeral. At the services he could

not  keep  his  mind  on  the  words  the  minister  said,  but  he  knew  that  they

were  empty.  He  remembered  Sloane  as  he  had  first  seen  him  in  the

classroom; he remembered their first talks together; and he thought of the

slow  decline  of  this  man  who  had  been  his  distant  friend.  Later,  after  the

services were over, when he lifted his handle of the gray casket and helped

to carry it out to the hearse, what he carried seemed so light that he could

not believe there was anything inside the narrow box. 

Sloane had no family; only his colleagues and a few people from town

gathered  around  the  narrow  pit  and  listened  in  awe,  embarrassment,  and

respect  as  the  minister  said  his  words.  And  because  he  had  no  family  or

loved ones to mourn his passing, it was Stoner who wept when the casket

was  lowered,  as  if  that  weeping  might  reduce  the  loneliness  of  the  last

descent. Whether he wept for himself, for the part of his history and youth

that went down to the earth, or whether for the poor thin figure that once

kept the man he had loved, he did not know. 

Gordon Finch drove him back to town, and for most of the ride they did

not  speak.  Then,  when  they  neared  town,  Gordon  asked  about  Edith; 

William  said  something  and  inquired  after  Caroline.  Gordon  replied,  and

there was a long silence. Just before they drove up to William's apartment

Gordon Finch spoke again. 

"I  don't  know.  All  during  the  service  I  kept  thinking  about  Dave

Masters. About Dave dying in France, and about old Sloane sitting there at

his  desk,  dead  two  days;  like  they  were  the  same  kinds  of  dying.  I  never

knew Sloane very well, but I guess he was a good man; at least I hear he

used to be. And now we'll have to bring somebody else in and find a new

chairman for the department. It's like it all just goes around and around and

keeps on going. It makes you wonder." 

"Yes," William said and did not speak further. But he was for a moment

very  fond  of  Gordon  Finch;  and  when  he  got  out  of  the  car  and  watched

Gordon drive away, he felt the keen knowledge that another part of himself, 

of his past, was drawing slowly, almost imperceptibly away from him, into

the darkness. 

In addition to his duties as assistant dean, Gordon Finch was given the

interim  chairmanship  of  the  English  Department;  and  it  became  his

immediate duty to find a replacement for Archer Sloane. 

It  was  July  before  the  matter  was  settled.  Then  Finch  called  those

members  of  the  department  who  had  remained  in  Columbia  over  the

summer and announced the replacement. It was, Finch told the little group, 

a nineteenth-century specialist, Hollis N. Lomax, who had recently received

his  Ph.D.  from  Harvard  University  but  who  had  nevertheless  taught  for

several years at a small downstate New York liberal-arts college. He came

with high recommendations, he had already started publishing, and he was

being hired at the assistant professor level. There were, Finch emphasized, 

no present plans about the departmental chairmanship; Finch was to remain

interim chairman for at least one more year. 

For the rest of the summer Lomax remained a figure of mystery and the

object of speculation by the permanent members of the faculty. The essays

that he had published in the journals were dug out, read, and passed around

with  judicious  nods.  Lomax  did  not  make  his  appearance  during  New

Student  Week,  nor  was  he  present  at  the  general  faculty  meeting  on  the

Friday before Monday student registration. And at registration the members

of the department, sitting in a line behind the long desks, wearily helping

students  choose  their  classes  and  assisting  them  in  the  deadly  routine  of

filling out forms, looked surreptitiously around for a new face. Still Lomax

did not make an appearance. 

He was not seen until the departmental meeting late Tuesday afternoon, 

after  registration  had  been  completed.  By  that  time,  numbed  by  the

monotony of the last two days and yet tense with the excitement that begins

a new school year, the English faculty had nearly forgotten about Lomax. 

They sprawled in desk-top chairs in a large lecture room in the east wing of

Jesse  Hall  and  looked  up  with  contemptuous  yet  eager  expectancy  at  the

podium  where  Gordon  Finch  stood  surveying  them  with  massive

benevolence.  A  low  hum  of  voices  filled  the  room;  chairs  scraped  on  the

floor; now and then someone laughed deliberately, raucously. Gordon Finch

raised  his  right  hand  and  held  it  palm  outward  to  his  audience;  the  hum

quieted a little. 

It quieted enough for everyone in the room to hear the door at the rear

of the hall creak open and to hear a distinctive, slow shuffle of feet on the

bare  wood  floor.  They  turned;  and  the  hum  of  their  conversation  died. 

Someone  whispered,  "It's  Lomax,"  and  the  sound  was  sharp  and  audible

through the room. 

He had come through the door, closed it, and had advanced a few steps

beyond the threshold, where he now stood. He was a man barely over five

feet  in  height,  and  his  body  was  grotesquely  misshapen.  A  small  hump

raised his left shoulder to his neck, and his left arm hung laxly at his side. 

His  upper  body  was  heavy  and  curved,  so  that  he  appeared  to  be  always

struggling for balance; his legs were thin, and he walked with a hitch in his

stiff  right  leg.  For  several  moments  he  stood  with  his  blond  head  bent

downward, as if he were inspecting his highly polished black shoes and the

sharp crease of his black trousers. Then he lifted his head and shot his right

arm out, exposing a stiff white length of cuff with gold links; there was a

cigarette in his long pale fingers. He took a deep drag, inhaled, and expelled

the smoke in a thin stream. And then they could see his face. 

It  was  the  face  of  a  matinee  idol.  Long  and  thin  and  mobile,  it  was

nevertheless  strongly  featured;  his  forehead  was  high  and  narrow,  with

heavy veins, and his thick waving hair, the color of ripe wheat, swept back

from it in a somewhat theatrical pompadour. He dropped his cigarette on the

floor, ground it beneath his sole, and spoke. 

"I  am  Lomax."  He  paused;  his  voice,  rich  and  deep,  articulated  his

words  precisely,  with  a  dramatic  resonance.  "I  hope  I  have  not  disrupted

your meeting." 

The meeting went on, but no one paid much attention to what Gordon

Finch said. Lomax sat alone in the back of the room, smoking and looking

at  the  high  ceiling,  apparently  oblivious  of  the  heads  that  turned  now  and

then to look at him. After the meeting was over he remained in his chair and

let his colleagues come up to him, introduce themselves, and say what they

had to say. He greeted each of them briefly, with a courtesy that was oddly

mocking. 

During the next few weeks it became evident that Lomax did not intend

to  fit  himself  into  the  social,  cultural,  and  academic  routine  of  Columbia, 

Missouri.  Though  he  was  ironically  pleasant  to  his  colleagues,  he  neither

accepted  nor  extended  any  social  invitations;  he  did  not  even  attend  the

annual open house at Dean Claremont's, though the event was so traditional

that  attendance  was  almost  obligatory;  he  was  seen  at  none  of  the

University concerts or lectures; it was said that his classes were lively and

that  his  classroom  behavior  was  eccentric.  He  was  a  popular  teacher; 

students clustered around his desk during his off-hours, and they followed

him  in  the  halls.  It  was  known  that  he  occasionally  invited  groups  of

students  to  his  rooms,  where  he  entertained  them  with  conversation  and

recordings of string quartets. 

William Stoner wished to know him better, but he did not know how to

do so. He spoke to him when he had something to say, and he invited him to

dinner.  When  Lomax  answered  him  as  he  did  everyone  else--ironically

polite and impersonal --and when he refused the invitation to dinner, Stoner

could think of nothing else to do. 

It was some time before Stoner recognized the source of his attraction to

Hollis  Lomax.  In  Lomax's  arrogance,  his  fluency,  and  his  cheerful

bitterness,  Stoner  saw,  distorted  but  recognizable,  an  image  of  his  friend

David Masters. He wished to talk to him as he had talked to Dave; but he

could not, even after he admitted his wish to himself. The awkwardness of

his  youth  had  not  left  him,  but  the  eagerness  and  straightforwardness  that

might have made the friendship possible had. He knew what he wished was

impossible, and the knowledge saddened him. 

In the evenings, after he had cleaned the apartment, washed the dinner

dishes, and put Grace to bed in a crib set in a corner of the living room, he

worked on the revision of his book. By the end of the year it was finished; 

and though he was not altogether pleased with it he sent it to a publisher. To

his surprise the study was accepted and scheduled for publication in the fall

of  1925.  On  the  strength  of  the  unpublished  book  he  was  promoted  to

assistant professor and granted permanent tenure. 

The assurance of his promotion came a few weeks after his book was

accepted;  upon  that  assurance,  Edith  announced  that  she  and  the  baby

would spend a week in St. Louis visiting her parents. 

She  returned  to  Columbia  in  less  than  a  week,  harried  and  tired  but

quietly triumphant. She had cut her visit short because the strain of caring

for an infant had been too much for her mother, and the trip had so tired her

that  she  was  unable  to  care  for  Grace  herself.  But  she  had  accomplished

something. She drew from her bag a sheaf of papers and handed a small slip

to William. 

It  was  a  check  for  six  thousand  dollars,  made  out  to  Mr.  and  Mrs. 

William Stoner and signed with the bold, nearly illegible scrawl of Horace

Bostwick. "What's this?" Stoner asked. 

She handed him the other papers. "It's a loan," she said. "All you have to

do is sign these. I already have." 

"But six thousand dollars! What's it for?" 

"A house," Edith said. "A  real house of our own." 

William  Stoner  looked  again  at  the  papers,  shuffled  through  them

quickly, and said, "Edith, we can't. I'm sorry, but--look, I'll only be making

sixteen  hundred  next  year.  The  payments  on  this  will  be  more  than  sixty

dollars a month--that's almost half my salary. And there will be taxes and

insurance and--I just don't see how we can do it. I wish you had talked to

me." 

Her  face  became  sorrowful;  she  turned  away  from  him.  "I  wanted  to

surprise you. I'm able to do so little. And I  could do this." 

He protested that he was grateful, but Edith would not be consoled. 

"I was thinking of you and the baby," she said. "You could have a study, 

and Grace could have a yard to play in." 

"I know," William said. "Maybe in a few years." 

"In  a  few  years,"  Edith  repeated.  There  was  a  silence.  Then  she  said

dully,  "I  can't  live  like  this.  Not  any  longer.  In  an  apartment.  No  matter

where I go I can hear you, and hear the baby, and--the smell. I--can't--stand-

-the--smell! Day after day, the smell of diapers, and--I can't stand it, and I

can't get away from it. Don't you know? Don't you  know?"' 

In the end they accepted the money. Stoner decided that he could give

up to teaching the summers he had promised himself for study and writing, 

at least for a few years. 

Edith  took  it  upon  herself  to  look  for  the  house.  Throughout  the  late

spring  and  early  summer  she  was  tireless  in  her  search,  which  seemed  to

work an immediate cure of her illness. As soon as William came home from

his classes she went out and often did not return until dusk. Sometimes she

walked and sometimes she drove around with Caroline Finch, with whom

she had become casually friendly. Late in June she discovered the house she

wanted; she signed an option to buy and agreed to take possession by the

middle of August. 

It was an old two-storied house only a few blocks from the campus; its

previous  owners  had  allowed  it  to  run  down,  the  dark  green  paint  was

peeling from the boards, and the lawn was brown and infested with weeds. 

But  the  yard  was  large  and  the  house  was  roomy;  it  had  a  bedraggled

grandeur that Edith could imagine renewed. 

She borrowed another five hundred dollars from her father for furniture, 

and in the time between the summer session and the beginning of the fall

semester William repainted the house; Edith wanted it white, and he had to

put three coats on so that the dark green would not show through. Suddenly, 

in  the  first  week  of  September,  Edith  decided  that  she  wanted  a  party--a

housewarming,  she  called  it.  She  made  the  announcement  with  some

resolution, as if it were a new beginning. 

They  invited  all  those  members  of  the  department  who  had  returned

from their summer vacations as well as a few town acquaintances of Edith; 

Hollis  Lomax  surprised  everyone  by  accepting  the  invitation,  the  first  he

had  accepted  since  his  arrival  in  Columbia  a  year  earlier.  Stoner  found  a

bootlegger  and  bought  several  bottles  of  gin;  Gordon  Finch  promised  to

bring  some  beer;  and  Edith's  Aunt  Emma  contributed  two  bottles  of  old

sherry  for  those  who  would  not  drink  hard  liquor.  Edith  was  reluctant  to

serve  liquor  at  all;  it  was  technically  illegal  to  do  so.  But  Caroline  Finch

intimated that no one at the University would think it really improper, and

so she was persuaded. 

Fall came early that year. A light snow fell on the tenth of September, 

the day before registration; during the night a hard freeze gripped the land. 

By the end of the week, the time of the party, the cold weather had lifted, so

that there was only a chill in the air; but the trees were leafless, the grass

was beginning to brown, and there was a general bareness that presaged a

hard winter. By the chill weather outside, by the stripped poplars and elms

that  stood  starkly  in  their  yard,  and  by  the  warmth  and  the  ranked

implements of the impending party inside, William Stoner was reminded of

another  day.  For  some  time  he  could  not  decide  what  he  was  trying  to

remember--then  he  realized  that  it  was  on  such  a  day,  almost  seven  years

before, that he had gone to Josiah Claremont's house and had seen Edith for

the first time. It seemed far away to him, and long ago; he could not reckon

the changes that these few years had wrought. 

For nearly the whole week before the party Edith lost herself in a frenzy

of  preparation;  she  hired  a  Negro  girl  for  a  week  to  help  with  the

preparations and to serve, and the two of them scrubbed the floors and the

walls,  waxed  the  wood,  dusted  and  cleaned  the  furniture,  arranged  it  and

rearranged it--so that on the night of the party Edith was in a state of near

exhaustion. There were dark hollows under her eyes, and her voice was on

the quiet edge of hysteria. At six o'clock--the guests were supposed to arrive

at seven--she counted the glasses once again and discovered that she did not

have enough for the guests expected. She broke into tears, rushed upstairs, 

sobbing that she didn't care what happened, she wasn't coming back down. 

Stoner tried to reassure her, but she would not answer him. He told her not

to  worry,  that  he  would  get  the  glasses.  He  told  the  maid  that  he  would

return soon and hurried out of the house. For nearly an hour he searched for

a  store  still  open  where  he  could  purchase  glasses;  by  the  time  he  found

one, selected the glasses, and returned to the house it was well after seven, 

and the first guests had arrived. Edith was among them in the living room, 

smiling  and  chatting  as  if  she  had  no  care  or  apprehension;  she  greeted

William casually and told him to take the package into the kitchen. 

The  party  was  like  many  another.  Conversation  began  desultorily, 

gathered  a  swift  but  feeble  energy,  and  trailed  irrelevantly  into  other

conversations;  laughter  was  quick  and  nervous,  and  it  burst  like  tiny

explosives in a continuous but unrelated barrage all over the room; and the

members  of  the  party  flowed  casually  from  one  place  to  another,  as  if

quietly occupying shifting positions of strategy. A few of them, like spies, 

wandered  through  the  house,  led  by  either  Edith  or  William,  and

commented upon the superiority of such older houses as this over the new, 

flimsier structures going up here and there on the outskirts of town. 

By ten o'clock most of the guests had taken plates piled with sliced cold

ham and turkey, pickled apricots, and the varied garniture of tiny tomatoes, 

celery stalks, olives, pickles, crisp radishes, and little raw cauliflower ears; 

a few were drunk and would not eat. By eleven most of the guests had gone; 

among  those  who  remained  were  Gordon  and  Caroline  Finch,  a  few

members of the department whom Stoner had known for several years, and

Hollis  Lomax.  Lomax  was  quite  drunk,  though  not  ostentatiously  so;  he

walked carefully, as if he carried a burden over uneven terrain, and his thin

pale  face  shone  through  a  film  of  sweat.  The  liquor  loosened  his  tongue; 

and  though  he  spoke  precisely,  his  voice  lost  its  edge  of  irony,  and  he

appeared without defenses. 

He  spoke  of  the  loneliness  of  his  childhood  in  Ohio,  where  his  father

had  been  a  fairly  successful  small  businessman;  he  told,  as  if  of  another

person, of the isolation that his deformity had forced upon him, of the early

shame which had no source that he could understand and no defense that he

could muster. And when he told of the long days and evenings he had spent

alone  in  his  room,  reading  to  escape  the  limitations  that  his  twisted  body

imposed upon him and finding gradually a sense of freedom that grew more

intense as he came to understand the nature of that freedom--when he told

of this, William Stoner felt a kinship that he had not suspected; he knew that

Lomax  had  gone  through  a  kind  of  conversion,  an  epiphany  of  knowing

something through words that could not be put in words, as Stoner himself

had once done, in the class taught by Archer Sloane. Lomax had come to it

early, and alone, so that the knowledge was more nearly a part of himself

than it was a part of Stoner; but in the way that was finally most important, 

the two men were alike, though neither of them might wish to admit it to the

other, or even to himself. 

They talked till nearly four in the morning; and though they drank more, 

their talk grew quieter and quieter, until at last no one spoke at all. They sat

close  together  amid  the  debris  of  the  party,  as  if  on  an  island,  huddling

together  for  warmth  and  assurance.  After  a  while  Gordon  and  Caroline

Finch  got  up  and  offered  to  drive  Lomax  to  his  rooms.  Lomax  shook

Stoner's hand, asked him about his book, and wished him success with it; he

walked over to Edith, who was sitting erect on a straight chair, and took her

hand; he thanked her for the party. Then, as if on a quiet impulse, he bent a

little and touched his lips to hers; Edith's hand came up lightly to his hair, 

and  they  remained  so  for  several  moments  while  the  others  looked  on.  It

was the chastest kiss Stoner had ever seen, and it seemed perfectly natural. 

Stoner  saw  his  guests  out  the  front  door  and  lingered  a  few  moments, 

watching them descend the steps and walk out of the light from the porch. 

The cold air settled around him and clung; he breathed deeply, and the sharp

coldness  invigorated  him.  He  closed  the  door  reluctantly  and  turned;  the

living  room  was  empty;  Edith  had  already  gone  upstairs.  He  turned  the

lights off and made his way across the cluttered room to the stairs. Already

the house was becoming familiar to him; he grasped a balustrade he could

not  see  and  let  himself  be  guided  upward.  When  he  got  to  the  top  of  the

stairs he could see his way, for the hall was illumined by the light from the

half-opened door of the bedroom. The boards creaked as he walked down

the hall and went into the bedroom. 

Edith's  clothes  were  flung  in  disarray  on  the  floor  beside  the  bed,  the

covers  of  which  had  been  thrown  back  carelessly;  she  lay  naked  and

glistening under the light on the white unwrinkled sheet. Her body was lax

and wanton in its naked sprawl, and it shone like pale gold. William came

nearer the bed. She was fast asleep, but in a trick of the light her slightly

opened mouth seemed to shape the soundless words of passion and love. He

stood  looking  at  her  for  a  long  time.  He  felt  a  distant  pity  and  reluctant

friendship  and  familiar  respect;  and  he  felt  also  a  weary  sadness,  for  he

knew  that  no  longer  could  the  sight  of  her  bring  upon  him  the  agony  of

desire  that  he  had  once  known,  and  knew  that  he  would  never  again  be

moved as he had once been moved by her presence. The sadness lessened, 

and he covered her gently, turned out the light, and got in bed beside her. 

The next morning Edith was ill and tired, and she spent the day in her

room. William cleaned the house and attended to his daughter. On Monday

he saw Lomax and spoke to him with a warmth that trailed from the night

of the party; Lomax answered him with an irony that was like cold anger, 

and  did  not  speak  of  the  party  that  day  or  thereafter.  It  was  as  if  he  had

discovered an enmity to hold him apart from Stoner, and he would not let it

go. 

As  William  had  feared,  the  house  soon  proved  to  be  an  almost

destructive financial burden. Though he allocated his salary with some care, 

the end of the month found him always without funds, and each month he

reduced the steadily dwindling reserve made by his summer teaching. The

first year they owned the house he missed two payments to Edith's father, 

and he received a frosty and principled letter of advice upon sound financial

planning. 

Nevertheless he began to feel a joy in property and to know a comfort

that  he  had  not  anticipated.  His  study  was  on  the  first  floor  off  the  living

room,  with  a  high  north  window;  in  the  daytime  the  room  was  softly

illumined,  and  the  wood  paneling  glowed  with  the  richness  of  age.  He

found in the cellar a quantity of boards which, beneath the ravages of dirt

and mold, matched the paneling of the room. He refinished these boards and

constructed  bookcases,  so  that  he  might  be  surrounded  by  his  books;  at  a

used  furniture  store  he  found  some  dilapidated  chairs,  a  couch,  and  an

ancient  desk  for  which  he  paid  a  few  dollars  and  which  he  spent  many

weeks repairing. 

As he worked on the room, and as it began slowly to take a shape, he

realized  that  for  many  years,  unknown  to  himself,  he  had  had  an  image

locked  somewhere  within  him  like  a  shamed  secret,  an  image  that  was

ostensibly of a place but which was actually of himself. So it was himself

that he was attempting to define as he worked on his study. As he sanded

the  old  boards  for  his  bookcases,  and  saw  the  surface  roughnesses

disappear, the gray weathering flake away to the essential wood and finally

to  a  rich  purity  of  grain  and  texture--as  he  repaired  his  furniture  and

arranged it in the room, it was himself that he was slowly shaping, it was

himself that he was putting into a kind of order, it was himself that he was

making possible. 

Thus,  despite  the  regularly  recurring  pressures  of  debt  and  need,  the

next few years were happy, and he lived much as he had dreamed that he

might  live  when  he  was  a  young  student  in  graduate  school  and  when  he

had first married. Edith did not partake of so large a part of his life as he

had once hoped; indeed, it seemed that they had entered into a long truce

that  was  like  a  stalemate.  They  spent  most  of  their  lives  apart;  Edith  kept

the house, which seldom had visitors, in spotless condition. When she was

not sweeping or dusting or washing or polishing, she stayed in her room and

seemed content to do so. She never entered William's study; it was as if it

did not exist to her. 

William  still  had  most  of  the  care  of  their  daughter.  In  the  afternoons

when he came home from the University, he took Grace from the upstairs

bedroom that he had converted into a nursery and let her play in the study

while he worked. She played quietly and contentedly on the floor, satisfied

to be alone. Every now and then William spoke to her, and she paused to

look at him in solemn and slow delight. 

Sometimes he asked students to drop by for conferences and chats. He

brewed tea for them on a little hotplate that he kept beside his desk, and felt

an  awkward  fondness  for  them  as  they  sat  self-consciously  on  the  chairs, 

remarked  upon  his  library,  and  complimented  him  on  the  beauty  of  his

daughter.  He  apologized  for  the  absence  of  his  wife  and  explained  her

illness, until at last he realized that his repetitions of apology were stressing

her absence rather than accounting for it; he said no more and hoped that his

silence was less compromising than were his explanations. 

Except for Edith's absence from it, his life was nearly what he wanted it

to be. He studied and wrote when he was not preparing for class, or grading

papers, or reading theses. He hoped in time to make a reputation for himself

as both a scholar and a teacher. His expectations for his first book had been

both cautious and modest, and they had been appropriate; one reviewer had

called  it  "pedestrian"  and  another  had  called  it  "a  competent  survey."  At

first  he  had  been  very  proud  of  the  book;  he  had  held  it  in  his  hands  and

caressed its plain wrapper and turned its pages. It seemed delicate and alive, 

like  a  child.  He  had  reread  it  in  print,  mildly  surprised  that  it  was  neither

better nor worse than he had thought it would be. After a while he tired of

seeing it; but he never thought of it, and his authorship, without a sense of

wonder  and  disbelief  at  his  own  temerity  and  at  the  responsibility  he  had

assumed. 

 VII

One evening in the spring of 1927 William Stoner came home late. The

scent of budding flowers mingled and hung in the moist warm air; crickets

hummed in the shadows; in the distance a lone automobile raised dust and

sent into the stillness a loud, defiant clatter. He walked slowly, caught in the

somnolence of a new season, bemused by the tiny green buds that glowed

out of the shade of bush and tree. 

When  he  went  into  the  house  Edith  was  at  the  far  end  of  the  living

room, holding the telephone receiver to her ear and looking at him. 

"You're late," she said. 

"Yes," he said pleasantly. "We had doctor's orals." 

She  handed  him  the  receiver.  "It's  for  you,  long  distance.  Someone's

been trying to get you all afternoon. I told them you were at the University, 

but they've been calling back here every hour." 

William  took  the  receiver  and  spoke  into  the  mouthpiece.  No  one

answered. "Hello," he said again. 

The thin strange voice of a man answered him. 

"This Bill Stoner?" 

"Yes, who is this?" 

"You don't know me. I was passing by, and your ma asked me to call. I

been trying all afternoon." 

"Yes,"  Stoner  said.  His  hand  holding  the  mouthpiece  was  shaking. 

"What's wrong?" 

"It's your pa," the voice said. "I don't rightly know how to start." 

The dry, laconic, frightened voice went on, and William Stoner listened

to it dully, as if it had no existence beyond the receiver that he held to his

ear.  What  he  heard  concerned  his  father.  He  had  been  (the  voice  said)

feeling poorly for nearly a week; and because his field hand by himself had

not been able to keep up with the furrowing and planting, and even though

he  had  a  high  fever,  he  had  started  out  early  in  the  morning  to  get  some

planting  done.  His  field  hand  had  found  him  at  midmorning,  lying  face

down on the broken field, unconscious. He had carried him to the house, put

him in bed, and gone to fetch a doctor; but by noon he was dead. 

'Thank you for calling," Stoner said mechanically. "Tell my mother that

I'll be there tomorrow." 

He put the receiver back on its hook and stared for a long time at the

bell-shaped  mouthpiece  attached  to  the  narrow  black  cylinder.  He  turned

around and looked at the room. Edith was regarding him expectantly. 

"Well? What is it?" she asked. 

"It's my father," Stoner said. "He's dead." 

"Oh, Willy!" Edith said. Then she nodded. "You'll probably be gone for

the rest of the week then." 

"Yes," Stoner said. 

"Then I'll get Aunt Emma to come over and help with Grace." 

"Yes," Stoner said mechanically. "Yes." 

He got someone to take his classes for the rest of the week and early the

next morning caught the bus for Booneville. The highway from Columbia

to  Kansas  City,  which  cut  through  Booneville,  was  the  one  that  he  had

traveled seventeen years before, when he had first come to the University; 

now  it  was  wide  and  paved,  and  neat  straight  fences  enclosed  fields  of

wheat and corn that flashed by him outside the bus window. 

Booneville had changed little during the years he had not seen it. A few

new  buildings  had  gone  up,  a  few  old  ones  had  been  torn  down;  but  the

town retained its bareness and flimsiness, and looked still as if it were only

a  temporary  arrangement  that  could  be  dispensed  with  at  any  moment. 

Though most of the streets had been paved in the last few years, a thin haze

of  dust  hung  about  the  town,  and  a  few  horse-drawn,  steel-tired  wagons

were still around, the wheels sometimes giving off sparks as they scraped

against the concrete paving of street and curb. 

Nor had the house changed substantially. It was perhaps drier and grayer

than it had been; not even a fleck of paint remained on the clapboards, and

the unpainted timber of the porch sagged a bit nearer to the bare earth. 

There were some people in the house--neighbors--whom Stoner did not

remember; a tall gaunt man in a black suit, white shirt, and string tie was

bending  over  his  mother,  who  sat  in  a  straight  chair  beside  the  narrow

wooden box that held the body of his father. Stoner started across the room. 

The tall man saw him and walked to meet him; the man's eyes were gray

and flat like pieces of glazed crockery. A deep and unctuous baritone voice, 

hushed and thick, uttered some words; the man called Stoner "brother" and

spoke of "bereavement," and "God, who hath taken away," and wanted to

know if Stoner wished to pray with him. Stoner brushed past the man and

stood in front of his mother; her face swam before him. 

Through a blur he saw her nod to him and get up from the chair. She

took his arm and said, "You'll want to see your pa." 

With a touch that was so frail that he could hardly feel it, she led him

beside the open coffin. He looked down. He looked until his eyes cleared, 

and then he started back in shock. The body that he saw seemed that of a

stranger; it was shrunken and tiny, and its face was like a thin brown-paper

mask,  with  black  deep  depressions  where  the  eyes  should  have  been.  The

dark blue suit which enfolded the body was grotesquely large, and the hands

that folded out of the sleeves over the chest were like the dried claws of an

animal. Stoner turned to his mother, and he knew that the horror he felt was

in his eyes. 

"Your pa lost a lot of weight the last week or two," she said. "I asked

him not to go out in the field, but he got up before I was awake and was

gone. He was out of his head. He was just so sick he was out of his head

and didn't know what he was doing. The doctor said he must have been, or

he couldn't have managed it." 

As she spoke Stoner saw her clearly; it was as if she too were dead as

she spoke, a part of her gone irretrievably into that box with her husband, 

not to emerge again. He saw her now; her face was thin and shrunken; even

in repose it was so drawn that the tips of her teeth were disclosed beneath

her thin lips. She walked as if she had no weight or strength. He muttered a

word and left the parlor; he went to the room in which he had grown up and

stood in its bareness. His eyes were hot and dry, and he could not weep. 

He  made  the  arrangements  that  had  to  be  made  for  the  funeral  and

signed the papers that needed to be signed. Like all country folk, his parents

had burial policies, toward which for most of their lives they had set aside a

few  pennies  each  week,  even  during  the  times  of  most  desperate  need. 

There was something pitiful about the policies that his mother got from an

old trunk in her bedroom; the gilt from the elaborate printing was beginning

to  fleck  away,  and  the  cheap  paper  was  brittle  with  age.  He  talked  to  his

mother  about  the  future;  he  wanted  her  to  return  with  him  to  Columbia. 

There was plenty of room, he said, and (he twinged at the lie) Edith would

welcome her company. 

But his mother would not return with him. "I wouldn't feel right," she

said. "Your pa and I--I've lived here nearly all my life. I just don't think I

could  settle  anywhere  else  and  feel  right  about  it.  And  besides,  Tobe"--

Stoner remembered that Tobe was the Negro field hand his father had hired

many  years  ago--"Tobe  has  said  he'd  stay  on  here  as  long  as  I  need  him. 

He's got him a nice room fixed up in the cellar. We'll be all right." 

Stoner argued with her, but she would not be moved. At last he realized

that she wished only to die, and wished to do so where she had lived; and he

knew  that  she  deserved  the  little  dignity  she  could  find  in  doing  as  she

wanted to do. 

They buried his father in a small plot on the outskirts of Booneville, and

William returned to the farm with his mother. That night he could not sleep. 

He dressed and walked into the field that his father had worked year after

year, to the end that he now had found. He tried to remember his father, but

the face that he had known in his youth would not come to him. He knelt in

the field and took a dry clod of earth in his hand. He broke it and watched

the grains, dark in the moonlight, crumble and flow through his fingers. He

brushed his hand on his trouser leg and got up and went back to the house. 

He did not sleep; he lay on the bed and looked out the single window until

the dawn came, until there were no shadows upon the land, until it stretched

gray and barren and infinite before him. 

After the death of his father Stoner made weekend trips to the farm as

often  as  he  could;  and  each  time  he  saw  his  mother,  he  saw  her  grown

thinner  and  paler  and  stiller,  until  at  last  it  seemed  that  only  her  sunken, 

bright eyes were alive. During her last days she did not speak to him at all; 

her eyes flickered faintly as she stared up from her bed, and occasionally a

small sigh came from her lips. 

He buried her beside her husband. After the services were over and the

few  mourners  had  gone,  he  stood  alone  in  a  cold  November  wind  and

looked at the two graves, one open to its burden and the other mounded and

covered  by  a  thin  fuzz  of  grass.  He  turned  on  the  bare,  treeless  little  plot

that held others like his mother and father and looked across the flat land in

the  direction  of  the  farm  where  he  had  been  born,  where  his  mother  and

father had spent their years. He thought of the cost exacted, year after year, 

by the soil; and it remained as it had been--a little more barren, perhaps, a

little  more  frugal  of  increase.  Nothing  had  changed.  Their  lives  had  been

expended in cheerless labor, their wills broken, their intelligences numbed. 

Now they were in the earth to which they had given their lives; and slowly, 

year  by  year,  the  earth  would  take  them.  Slowly  the  damp  and  rot  would

infest  the  pine  boxes  which  held  their  bodies,  and  slowly  it  would  touch

their  flesh,  and  finally  it  would  consume  the  last  vestiges  of  their

substances.  And  they  would  become  a  meaningless  part  of  that  stubborn

earth to which they had long ago given themselves. 

He let Tobe stay on at the farm through the winter; in the spring of 1928

he put the farm up for sale. The understanding was that Tobe was to remain

on the farm until it was sold, and whatever he raised would belong to him. 

Tobe fixed the place up as best he could, repairing the house and repainting

the  small  barn.  Even  so,  it  was  not  until  early  in  the  spring  of  1929  that

Stoner found a suitable buyer. He accepted the first offer he received, of a

little over two thousand dollars; he gave Tobe a few hundred dollars, and in

late  August  sent  the  rest  of  it  to  his  father-in-law,  to  reduce  the  amount

owed on the house in Columbia. 

In  October  of  that  year  the  stock  market  failed,  and  local  newspapers

carried  stories  about  Wall  Street,  about  fortunes  ruined  and  great  lives

altered.  Few  people  in  Columbia  were;  touched;  it  was  a  conservative

community,  and  almost  none  of  the  townspeople  had  money  in  stocks  or

bonds. But news began to come in of bank failures across the country, and

the  beginnings  of  uncertainty  touched  some  of  the  townspeople;  a  few

farmers withdrew their savings, and a few more (urged by the local bankers)

increased  their  deposits.  But  no  one  was  really  apprehensive  until  word

came  of  the  failure  of  a  small  private  bank,  the  Merchant's  Trust,  in  St. 

Louis. 

Stoner was at lunch in the University cafeteria when the news came, and

he immediately went home to tell Edith. The Merchant's Trust was the bank

that held the mortgage on their home, and the bank of which Edith's father

was  president.  Edith  called  St.  Louis  that  afternoon  and  talked  to  her

mother; her mother was cheerful, and she told Edith that Mr. Bostwick had

assured her that there was nothing to worry about, that everything would be

all right in a few weeks. 

Three days after that Horace Bostwick was dead, a suicide. He went to

his  office  at  the  bank  one  morning  in  an  unusually  cheerful  mood;  he

greeted several of the bank employees who still worked behind the closed

doors  of  the  bank,  went  into  his  office  after  telling  his  secretary  that  he

would  receive  no  calls,  and  locked  his  door.  At  about  ten  o'clock  in  the

morning he shot himself in the head with a revolver he had purchased the

day  before  and  brought  with  him  in  his  briefcase.  He  left  no  note  behind

him; but the papers neatly arranged on his desk told all that he had to tell. 

And  what  he  had  to  tell  was  simply  financial  ruin.  Like  his  Bostonian

father,  he  had  invested  unwisely,  not  only  his  own  money  but  also  the

bank's; and his ruin was so complete that he could imagine no relief. As it

turned out, the ruin was not so nearly total as he thought at the moment of

his suicide. After the estate was settled, the family house remained intact, 

and  some  minor  real  estate  on  the  outskirts  of  St.  Louis  was  sufficient  to

furnish his wife with a small income for the rest of her life. 

But  this  was  not  known  immediately.  William  Stoner  received  the

telephone call that informed him of Horace Bostwick's ruin and suicide, and

he  broke  the  news  to  Edith  as  gently  as  his  estrangement  from  her  would

allow him. 

Edith took the news calmly, almost as if she had been expecting it. She

looked at Stoner for several moments without speaking; then she shook her

head and said absently, "Poor mother. What will she do? There has always

been someone to take care of her. How will she live?" 

Stoner  said,  "Tell  her"--he  paused  awkwardly--"tell  her  that,  if  she

wants to, she can come live with us. She will be welcome." 

Edith smiled at him with a curious mixture of fondness and contempt. 

"Oh, Willy. She'd rather die herself. Don't you know that?" 

Stoner nodded. "I suppose I do," he said. 

So  on  the  evening  of  the  day  that  Stoner  received  the  call,  Edith  left

Columbia to go to St. Louis for the funeral and to stay there as long as she

was needed. When she had been gone a week Stoner received a brief note

informing  him  that  she  would  remain  with  her  mother  for  another  two

weeks, perhaps longer. She was gone for nearly two months, and William

was alone in the big house with his daughter. 

For  the  first  few  days  the  emptiness  of  the  house  was  strangely  and

unexpectedly  disquieting.  But  he  got  used  to  the  emptiness  and  began  to

enjoy it; within a week he knew himself to be as happy as he had been in

years, and when he thought of Edith 'sinevitable return, it was with a quiet

regret that he no longer needed to hide from himself. 

Grace  had  had  her  sixth  birthday  in  the  spring  of  that  year,  and  she

started her first year of school that fall. Every morning Stoner got her ready

for school, and he was back from the University in the afternoon in time to

greet her when she came home. 

At the age of six Grace was a tall, slender child with hair that was more

blond  than  red;  her  skin  was  perfectly  fair,  and  her  eyes  were  dark  blue, 

almost violet. She was quiet and cheerful, and she had a delight in things

that gave her father a feeling that was like nostalgic reverence. 

Sometimes Grace played with neighbor children, but more often she sat

with her father in his large study and watched him as he graded papers, or

read,  or  wrote.  She  spoke  to  him,  and  they  conversed--so  quietly  and

seriously  that  William  Stoner  was  moved  by  a  tenderness  that  he  never

foresaw.  Grace  drew  awkward  and  charming  pictures  on  sheets  of  yellow

paper and presented them solemnly to her father, or she read aloud to him

from  her  first-grade  reader.  At  night,  when  Stoner  put  her  to  bed  and

returned to his study, he was aware of her absence from his room and was

comforted by the knowledge that she slept securely above him. In ways of

which  he  was  barely  conscious  he  started  her  education,  and  he  watched

with amazement and love as she grew before him and as her face began to

show the intelligence that worked within her. 

Edith  did  not  return  to  Columbia  until  after  the  first  of  the  year,  so

William  Stoner  and  his  daughter  spent  Christmas  by  themselves.  On

Christmas morning they exchanged gifts; for her father, who did not smoke, 

Grace  had  modeled,  at  the  cautiously  progressive  school  attached  to  the

University,  a  crude  ashtray.  William  gave  her  a  new  dress  that  he  had

selected  himself  at  a  downtown  store,  several  books,  and  a  coloring  set. 

They  sat  most  of  the  day  before  the  small  tree,  talked,  and  watched  the

lights twinkle on the ornaments and the tinsel wink from the dark green fir

like buried fire. 

During  the  Christmas  holiday,  that  curious,  suspended  pause  in  the

rushing semester, William Stoner began to realize two things: he began to

know how centrally important Grace had become to his existence, and he

began  to  understand  that  it  might  be  possible  for  him  to  become  a  good

teacher. 

He was ready to admit to himself that he had not been a good teacher. 

Always, from the time he had fumbled through his first classes of freshman

English, he had been aware of the gulf that lay between what he felt for his

subject and what he delivered in the classroom. He had hoped that time and

experience  would  repair  the  gulf;  but  they  had  not  done  so.  Those  things

that he held most deeply were most profoundly betrayed when he spoke of

them to his classes; what was most alive withered in his words; and what

moved him most became cold in its utterance. And the consciousness of his

inadequacy distressed him so greatly that the sense of it grew habitual, as

much a part of him as the stoop of his shoulders. 

But during the weeks that Edith was in St. Louis, when he lectured, he

now and then found himself so lost in his subject that he became forgetful

of his inadequacy, of himself, and even of the students before him. Now and

then he became so caught by his enthusiasm that he stuttered, gesticulated, 

and ignored the lecture notes that usually guided his talks. At first he was

disturbed by his outbursts, as if he presumed too familiarly upon his subject, 

and he apologized to his students; but when they began coming up to him

after  class,  and  when  in  their  papers  they  began  to  show  hints  of

imagination and the revelation of a tentative love, he was encouraged to do

what he had never been taught to do. The love of literature, of language, of

the  mystery  of  the  mind  and  heart  showing  themselves  in  the  minute, 

strange, and unexpected combinations of letters and words, in the blackest

and  coldest  print--the  love  which  he  had  hidden  as  if  it  were  illicit  and

dangerous, he began to display, tentatively at first, and then boldly, and then

proudly. 

He was both saddened and heartened by his discovery of what he might

do;  beyond  his  intention,  he  felt  he  had  cheated  both  his  students  and

himself.  The  students  who  had  been  able  theretofore  to  plod  through  his

courses  by  the  repetition  of  mechanical  steps  began  to  look  at  him  with

puzzlement  and  resentment;  those  who  had  not  taken  courses  from  him

began to sit in on his lectures and nod to him in the halls. He spoke more

confidently and felt a warm hard severity gather within him. He suspected

that he was beginning, ten years late, to discover who he was; and the figure

he saw was both more and less than he had once imagined it to be. He felt

himself at last beginning to be a teacher, which was simply a man to whom

his book is true, to whom is given a dignity of art that has little to do with

his foolishness or weakness or inadequacy as a man. It was a knowledge of

which he could not speak, but one which changed him, once he had it, so

that no one could mistake its presence. 

Thus, when Edith came back from St. Louis, she found him changed in

a way that she could not understand but of which she was instantly aware. 

She returned without warning on an afternoon train and walked through the

living room into the study where her husband and her daughter quietly sat. 

She  had  meant  to  shock  them  both  by  her  sudden  presence  and  by  her

changed appearance; but when William looked up at her, and she saw the

surprise in his eyes, she knew at once that the real change had come over

him, and that it was so deep that the effect of her appearance was lost; and

she thought to herself, a little distantly and yet with some surprise, I know

him better than I ever realized. 

William was surprised at her presence and her altered appearance, but

neither could move him now as they might once have done. He looked at

her  for  several  moments  and  then  got  up  from  his  desk,  went  across  the

room, and greeted her gravely. 

Edith  had  bobbed  her  hair  and  wore  over  it  one  of  those  hats  that

hugged her head so tightly that the cropped hair lay close to her face like an

irregular  frame;  her  lips  were  painted  a  bright  orange-red,  and  two  small

spots  of  rouge  sharpened  her  cheekbones.  She  wore  one  of  those  short

dresses that had become fashionable among the younger women during the

past  few  years;  it  hung  straight  down  from  her  shoulders  and  ended  just

above  her  knees.  She  smiled  self-consciously  at  her  husband  and  walked

across the room to her daughter, who sat on the floor and looked up at her

quietly and studiously. She knelt awkwardly, her new dress tight around her

legs. 

"Gracie,  honey,"  she  said  in  a  voice  that  seemed  to  William  to  be

strained  and  brittle,  "did  you  miss  your  mommy?  Did  you  think  she  was

never coming back?" 

Grace kissed her mother on the cheek and looked at her solemnly. "You

look different," she said. 

Edith  laughed  and  got  up  from  the  floor;  she  whirled  around,  holding

her  hands  above  her  head.  "I  have  a  new  dress  and  new  shoes  and  a  new

hair-do. Do you like them?" 

Grace nodded dubiously. "You look different," she said again. 

Edith's smile widened; there was a pale smear of lipstick on one of her

teeth. She turned to William and asked, "Do I look different?" 

"Yes," William said. "Very charming. Very pretty." 

She  laughed  at  him  and  shook  her  head.  "Poor  Willy,"  she  said.  Then

she turned again to her daughter. "I am different, I believe," she said to her. 

"I really believe I am." 

But  William  Stoner  knew  that  she  was  speaking  to  him.  And  at  that

moment,  somehow,  he  also  knew  that  beyond  her  intention  or

understanding, unknown to herself, Edith was trying to announce to him a

new declaration of war. 
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The declaration was a part of the change that Edith had started bringing

about  during  the  weeks  she  had  spent  at  "home"  in  St.  Louis  after  her

father's death. And it was intensified, and finally given point and savagery, 

by that other change that came and slowly grew upon William Stoner after

he discovered that he might become a good teacher. 

Edith  had  been  curiously  unmoved  at  her  father's  funeral.  During  the

elaborate  ceremonies  she  sat  erect  and  hard-faced,  and  her  expression  did

not alter when she had to go past her father's body, resplendent and plump, 

in the ornate coffin. But at the cemetery, when the coffin was lowered into

the  narrow  hole  masked  by  mats  of  artificial  grass,  she  lowered  her

expressionless  face  into  her  hands  and  did  not  raise  it  until  someone

touched her shoulder. 

After  the  funeral  she  spent  several  days  in  her  old  room,  the  room  in

which  she  had  grown  up;  she  saw  her  mother  only  at  breakfast  and  at

dinner. It was thought by callers that she was secluded in her grief. "They

were very close," Edith's mother said mysteriously. "Much closer than they

seemed." 

But  in  that  room  Edith  walked  about  as  if  for  the  first  time,  freely, 

touching the walls and windows, testing their solidity. She had a trunk full

of her childhood belongings brought down from the attic; she went through

her  bureau  drawers,  which  had  remained  undisturbed  for  more  than  a

decade.  With  a  bemused  air  of  leisure,  as  if  she  had  all  the  time  in  the

world, she went through her things, fondling them, turning them this way

and  that,  examining  them  with  an  almost  ritualistic  care.  When  she  came

upon a letter she had received as a child, she read it through from beginning

to  end  as  if  for  the  first  time;  when  she  came  upon  a  forgotten  doll,  she

smiled  at  it  and  caressed  the  painted  bisque  of  its  cheek  as  if  she  were  a

child again who had received a gift. 

Finally she arranged all of her childhood belongings neatly in two piles. 

One of these consisted of toys and trinkets she had acquired for herself, of

secret photographs and letters from school friends, of gifts she had at one

time received from distant relatives; the other pile consisted of those things

that her father had given her and of things with which he had been directly

or  indirectly  connected.  It  was  to  this  pile  that  she  gave  her  attention. 

Methodically,  expressionlessly,  with  neither  anger  nor  joy,  she  took  the

objects there, one by one, and destroyed them. The letters and clothes, the

stuffing  from  the  dolls,  the  pincushions  and  pictures,  she  burned  in  the

fireplace; the clay and porcelain heads, the hands and arms and feet of the

dolls she pounded to a fine powder on the hearth; and what remained after

the burning and pounding she swept into a small pile and flushed down the

toilet in the bathroom that adjoined her room. 

When the job was done--the room cleared of smoke, the hearth swept, 

the  few  remaining  belongings  returned  to  the  chest  of  drawers--Edith

Bostwick Stoner sat at her small dressing table and looked at herself in the

mirror, the silver backing of which was thinning and flecking away, so that

here and there her image was imperfectly reflected, or not reflected at all, 

giving her face a curiously incomplete look. She was thirty years old. The

youthful gloss was beginning to fall from her hair, tiny lines were starting

out from around her eyes, and the skin of her face was beginning to tighten

around her sharp cheekbones. She nodded to the image in the mirror, got up

abruptly,  and  went  downstairs,  where  for  the  first  time  in  days  she  talked

cheerfully and almost intimately to her mother. 

She wanted (she said) a change in herself. She had too long been what

she was; she spoke of her childhood, of her marriage. And from sources that

she could speak of but vaguely and uncertainly, she fixed an image that she

wished to fulfill; and for nearly the whole of the two months that she stayed

in St. Louis with her mother, she devoted herself to that fulfillment. 

She asked to borrow a sum of money from her mother, who made her an

impetuous gift of it. She bought a new wardrobe, burning all the clothes she


had  brought  with  her  from  Columbia;  she  had  her  hair  cut  short  and

fashioned in the mode of the day; she bought cosmetics and perfumes, the

use of which she practiced daily in her room. She learned to smoke, and she

cultivated a new way of speaking which was brittle, vaguely English, and a

little shrill. She returned to Columbia with this outward change well under

control, and with another change secret and potential within her. 

During  the  first  few  months  after  her  return  to  Columbia,  she  was

furious with activity; no longer did it seem necessary to pretend to herself

that  she  was  ill  or  weak.  She  joined  a  little  theater  group  and  devoted

herself to the work that was given her; she designed and painted sets, raised

money  for  the  group,  and  even  had  a  few  small  parts  in  the  productions. 

When Stoner came home in the afternoons he found the living room filled

with her friends, strangers who looked at him as if he were an intruder, to

whom  he  nodded  politely  and  retreated  to  his  study,  where  he  could  hear

their voices, muted and declamatory, beyond his walls. 

Edith purchased a used upright piano and had it put in the living room, 

against the wall which separated that room from William's study; she had

given  up  the  practice  of  music  shortly  before  her  marriage,  and  she  now

started almost anew, practicing scales, laboring through exercises that were

too difficult for her, playing sometimes two or three hours a day, often in

the evening, after Grace had been put to bed. 

The  groups  of  students  whom  Stoner  invited  to  his  study  for

conversation  grew  larger  and  the  meetings  more  frequent;  and  no  longer

was  Edith  content  to  remain  upstairs,  away  from  the  gatherings.  She

insisted  upon  serving  them  tea  or  coffee;  and  when  she  did  she  seated

herself  in  the  room.  She  talked  loudly  and  gaily,  managing  to  turn  the

conversation  toward  her  work  in  the  little  theater,  or  her  music,  or  her

painting and sculpture, which (she announced) she was planning to take up

again, as soon as she found time. The students, mystified and embarrassed, 

gradually stopped coming, and Stoner began meeting them for coffee in the

University  cafeteria  or  in  one  of  the  small  cafes  scattered  around  the

campus. 

He did not speak to Edith about her new behavior; her activities caused

him  only  minor  annoyance,  and  she  seemed  happy,  though  perhaps  a  bit

desperately so. It was, finally, himself that he held responsible for the new

direction  her  life  had  taken;  he  had  been  unable  to  discover  for  her  any

meaning in their life together, in their marriage. Thus it was right for her to

take what meaning she could find in areas that had nothing to do with him

and go ways he could not follow. 

Emboldened  by  his  new  success  as  a  teacher  and  by  his  growing

popularity among the better graduate students, he started a new book in the

summer of 1930. He now spent nearly all of his free time in his study. He

and  Edith  kept  up  between  themselves  the  pretense  of  sharing  the  same

bedroom, but he seldom entered that room, and never at night. He slept on

his studio couch and even kept his clothes in a small closet he constructed

in one corner of the room. 

He  was  able  to  be  with  Grace.  As  had  become  her  habit  during  her

mother's first long absence, she spent much of her time with her father in

his study; Stoner even found a small desk and chair for her, so that she had

a place to read and do her homework. They had their meals more often than

not alone; Edith was away from the house a great deal, and when she was

not away she frequently entertained her theater friends at little parties which

did not admit the presence of a child. 

Then,  abruptly,  Edith  began  staying  home.  The  three  of  them  started

taking their meals together again, and Edith even made a few movements

toward  caring  for  the  house.  The  house  was  quiet;  even  the  piano  was

unused, so that dust gathered on the keyboard. 

They  had  come  to  that  point  in  their  life  together  when  they  seldom

spoke of themselves or each other, lest the delicate balance that made their

living together possible be broken. So it was only after long hesitation and

deliberation  about  consequences  that  Stoner  finally  asked  her  if  anything

was wrong. 

They were at the dinner table; Grace had been excused and had taken a

book into Stoner's study. 

"What do you mean?" Edith asked. 

"Your friends," William said. "They haven't been around for some time, 

and you don't seem to be so involved with your theater work any more. I

was just wondering if there was anything wrong." 

With  an  almost  masculine  gesture,  Edith  shook  a  cigarette  from  the

package beside her plate, stuck it between her lips, and lighted it with the

stub of another that she had half finished. She inhaled deeply without taking

the cigarette from her lips and tilted her head back, so that when she looked

at William her eyes were narrowed and quizzical and calculating. 

"Nothing's wrong," she said. "I just got bored with them and the work. 

Does there always have to be something wrong?" 

"No,"  William  said.  "I  just  thought  maybe  you  weren't  feeling  well  or

something." 

He thought no more about the conversation and shortly thereafter he left

the  table  and  went  into  the  study,  where  Grace  was  sitting  at  her  desk, 

immersed  in  her  book.  The  desk  light  gleamed  in  her  hair  and  threw  her

small, serious face into sharp outline. She has grown during the past year, 

William thought; and a small, not unpleasant sadness caught briefly at his

throat. He smiled and went quietly to his desk. 

Within  a  few  moments  he  was  immersed  in  his  work.  The  evening

before, he had caught up with the routine of his classwork; papers had been

graded and lectures prepared for the whole week that was to follow. He saw

the evening before him, and several evenings more, in which he would be

free to work on his book. What he wanted to do in this new book was not

yet precisely clear to him; in general, he wished to extend himself beyond

his first study, in both time and scope. He wanted to work in the period of

the English Renaissance and to extend his study of classical and medieval

Latin  influences  into  that  area.  He  was  in  the  stage  of  planning  his  study, 

and  it  was  that  stage  which  gave  him  the  most  pleasure--the  selection

among  alternative  approaches,  the  rejection  of  certain  strategies,  the

mysteries  and  uncertainties  that  lay  in  unexplored  possibilities,  the

consequences  of  choice.  .  .  .  The  possibilities  he  could  see  so  exhilarated

him that he could not keep still. He got up from his desk, paced a little, and

in a kind of frustrated joy spoke to his daughter, who looked up from her

book and answered him. 

She caught his mood, and something he said caused her to laugh. Then

the  two  of  them  were  laughing  together,  senselessly,  as  if  they  both  were

children. Suddenly the door to the study came open, and the hard light from

the  living  room  streamed  into  the  shadowed  recesses  of  the  study.  Edith

stood outlined in that light. 

"Grace," she said distinctly and slowly, "your father is trying to work. 

You mustn't disturb him." 

For several moments William and his daughter were so stunned by this

sudden  intrusion  that  neither  of  them  moved  or  spoke.  Then  William

managed to say, "It's all right, Edith. She doesn't bother me." 

As if he had not spoken, Edith said, "Grace, did you hear me? Come out

of there this instant." 

Bewildered,  Grace  got  down  from  her  chair  and  walked  across  the

room.  In  the  center  she  paused,  looking  first  at  her  father  and  then  at  her

mother. Edith started to speak again, but William managed to cut her off. 

"It's  all  right,  Grace,"  he  said  as  gently  as  he  could.  "It's  all  right.  Go

with your mother." 

As Grace went through the study door to the living room, Edith said to

her husband, "The child has had entirely too much freedom. It isn't natural

for her to be so quiet, so withdrawn. She's been too much alone. She should

be  more  active,  play  with  children  her  own  age.  Don't  you  realize  how

unhappy she has been?" 

And she shut the door before he could answer. 

He did not move for a long while. He looked at his desk, littered with

notes  and  open  books;  he  walked  slowly  across  the  room  and  aimlessly

rearranged  the  sheets  of  paper,  the  books.  He  stood  there,  frowning,  for

several minutes more, as if he were trying to remember something. Then he

turned  again  and  walked  to  Grace's  small  desk;  he  stood  there  for  some

time, as he had stood at his own desk. He turned off the lamp there, so that

the desk top was gray and lifeless, and went across to the couch, where he

lay with his eyes open, staring at the ceiling. 

The  enormity  came  upon  him  gradually,  so  that  it  was  several  weeks

before he could admit to himself what Edith was doing; and when he was

able  at  last  to  make  that  admission,  he  made  it  almost  without  surprise. 

Edith's was a campaign waged with such cleverness and skill that he could

find no rational grounds for complaint. After her abrupt and almost brutal

entrance into his study that night, an entrance which in retrospect seemed to

him a surprise attack, Edith's strategy became more indirect, more quiet and

contained.  It  was  a  strategy  that  disguised  itself  as  love  and  concern,  and

thus one against which he was helpless. 

Edith  was  at  home  nearly  all  the  time  now.  During  the  morning  and

early  afternoon,  while  Grace  was  at  school,  she  occupied  herself  with

redecorating  Grace's  bedroom.  She  removed  the  small  desk  from  Stoner's

study,  refinished  and  repainted  it  a  pale  pink,  attaching  around  the  top  a

broad ribbon of matching ruffled satin, so that it bore no resemblance to the

desk Grace had grown used to; one afternoon, with Grace standing mutely

beside  her,  she  went  through  all  the  clothing  William  had  bought  for  her, 

discarded most of it, and promised Grace that they would, this weekend, go

downtown  and  replace  the  discarded  items  with  things  more  fitting, 

something  "girlish."  And  they  did.  Late  in  the  afternoon,  weary  but

triumphant,  Edith  returned  with  a  load  of  packages  and  an  exhausted

daughter  desperately  uncomfortable  in  a  new  dress  stiff  with  starch  and  a

myriad of ruffles, from beneath the ballooning hem of which her thin legs

stuck out like pathetic sticks. 

Edith bought her daughter dolls and toys and hovered about her while

she played with them, as if it were a duty; she started her on piano lessons

and sat beside her on the bench as she practiced; upon the slightest occasion

she  gave  little  parties  for  her,  which  neighborhood  children  attended, 

vindictive  and  sullen  in  their  stiff,  formal  clothing;  and  she  strictly

supervised her daughter's reading and homework, not allowing her to work

beyond the time she had allotted. 

Now  Edith's  visitors  were  neighborhood  mothers.  They  came  in  the

mornings and drank coffee and talked while their children were in school; 

in the afternoons they brought their children with them and watched them

playing games in the large living room and talked aimlessly above the noise

of games and running. 

On these afternoons Stoner was usually in his study and could hear what

the  mothers  said  as  they  spoke  loudly  across  the  room,  above  their

children's voices. 

Once,  when  there  was  a  lull  in  the  noise,  he  heard  Edith  say,  "Poor

Grace. She's so fond of her father, but he has so little time to devote to her. 

His work, you know; and he has started a new book ..." 

Curiously,  almost  detachedly,  he  watched  his  hands,  which  had  been

holding a book, begin to shake. They shook for several moments before he

brought them under control by jamming them deep in his pockets, clenching

them, and holding them there. 

He  saw  his  daughter  seldom  now.  The  three  of  them  took  their  meals

together, but on these occasions he hardly dared to speak to her, for when he

did, and when Grace answered him, Edith soon found something wanting in

Grace's table manners, or in the way she sat in her chair, and she spoke so

sharply that her daughter remained silent and downcast through the rest of

the meal. 

Grace's  already  slender  body  was  becoming  thinner;  Edith  laughed

gently  about  her  "growing  up  but  not  out."  Her  eyes  were  becoming

watchful, almost wary; the expression that had once been quietly serene was

now either faintly sullen at one extreme or gleeful and animated on the thin

edge  of  hysteria  at  the  other;  she  seldom  smiled  any  more,  although  she

laughed  a  great  deal.  And  when  she  did  smile,  it  was  as  if  a  ghost  flitted

across her face. Once, while Edith was upstairs, William and his daughter

passed  each  other  in  the  living  room.  Grace  smiled  shyly  at  him,  and

involuntarily  he  knelt  on  the  floor  and  embraced  her.  He  felt  her  body

stiffen,  and  he  saw  her  face  go  bewildered  and  afraid.  He  raised  himself

gently away from her, said something inconsequential, and retreated to his

study. 

The morning after this he stayed at the breakfast table until Grace left

for school, even though he knew he would be late for his nine o'clock class. 

After  seeing  Grace  out  the  front  door,  Edith  did  not  return  to  the  dining

room,  and  he  knew  that  she  was  avoiding  him.  He  went  into  the  living

room, where his wife sat at one end of the sofa with a cup of coffee and a

cigarette. 

Without  preliminaries  he  said,  "Edith,  I  don't  like  what's  happening  to

Grace." 

Instantly,  as  if  she  were  picking  up  a  cue,  she  said,  "What  do  you

mean?" 

He let himself down on the other end of the sofa, away from Edith. A

feeling  of  helplessness  came  over  him.  "You  know  what  I  mean,"  he  said

wearily. "Let up on her. Don't drive her so hard." 

Edith  ground  her  cigarette  out  in  her  saucer.  "Grace  has  never  been

happier. She has friends now, things to occupy her. I know you're too busy

to  notice  these  things,  but--surely  you  must  realize  how  much  more

outgoing  she's  been  recently.  And  she  laughs.  She  never  used  to  laugh. 

Almost never." 

William  looked  at  her  in  quiet  amazement.  "You  believe  that,  don't

you?" 

"Of course I do," Edith said. "I'm her mother." 

And she did believe it, Stoner realized. He shook his head. 

"I've never wanted to admit it to myself," he said with something like

tranquillity, "but you really do hate me, don't you, Edith?" 

"What?"  The  amazement  in  her  voice  was  genuine.  "Oh,  Willy!"  She

laughed clearly and unrestrainedly. "Don't be foolish. Of course not. You're

my husband." 

"Don't use the child." He could not keep his voice from trembling. "You

don't have to any longer; you know that. Anything else. But if you keep on

using Grace, I'll--" He did not finish. 

After  a  moment  Edith  said,  "You'll  what?"  She  spoke  quietly  and

without challenge. "All you could do is leave me, and you'd never do that. 

We both know it." 

He nodded. "I suppose you're right." He got up blindly and went into his

study.  He  got  his  coat  from  the  closet  and  picked  up  his  briefcase  from

beside his desk. As he crossed the living room Edith spoke to him again. 

"Willy, I wouldn't hurt Grace. You ought to know that. I love her. She's

my very own daughter." 

And  he  knew  that  it  was  true;  she  did  love  her.  The  truth  of  the

knowledge almost made him cry out. He shook his head and went out into

the weather. 

When he got home that evening he found that during the day Edith had, 

with the help of a local handyman, moved all of his belongings out of his

study. Jammed together in one corner of the living room were his desk and

couch,  and  surrounding  them  in  a  careless  jumble  were  his  clothes,  his

papers, and all of his books. 

Since she would be home more now, she had (she told him) decided to

take  up  her  painting  and  her  sculpting  again;  and  his  study,  with  its  north

light, would give her the only really decent illumination the house had. She

knew he wouldn't mind a move; he could use the glassed-in sun porch at the

back of the house; it was farther away from the living room than his study

had been, and he would have more quiet in which to do his work. 

But the sun porch was so small that he could not keep his books in any

order, and there was no room for either the desk or the couch that he had

had in the study, so he stored both of them in the cellar. It was difficult to

warm  the  sun  porch  in  the  winter,  and  in  the  summer,  he  knew,  the  sun

would beat through the glass panes that enclosed the porch, so that it would

be nearly uninhabitable. Yet he worked there for several months. He got a

small table and used it as a desk, and he purchased a portable radiant heater

to  mitigate  a  little  the  cold  that  in  the  evenings  seeped  through  the  thin

clapboard sidings. At night he slept wrapped in a blanket on the sofa in the

living room. 

After  a  few  months  of  relative  though  uncomfortable  peace,  he  began

finding,  when  he  returned  in  the  afternoon  from  the  University,  odds  and

ends  of  discarded  household  goods--  broken  lamps,  scatter  rugs,  small

chests, and boxes of bric-a-brac--left carelessly in the room that now served

as his study. 

"It's so damp in the cellar," Edith said, "they'd be ruined. You don't mind

if I keep them in here for a while, do you?" 

One spring afternoon he returned home during a driving rainstorm and

discovered that somehow one of the panes had got broken and that the rain

had  damaged  several  of  his  books  and  had  rendered  many  of  his  notes

illegible; a few weeks later he came in to find that Grace and a few of her

friends had been allowed to play in the room and that more of his notes and

the  first  pages  of  the  manuscript  of  his  new  book  had  been  torn  and

mutilated.  "I  only  let  them  go  in  there  a  few  minutes,"  Edith  said.  "They

have to have someplace to play. But I had no idea. You ought to speak to

Grace. I've told her how important your work is to you." 

He  gave  up  then.  He  moved  as  many  of  his  books  as  he  could  to  his

office  at  the  University,  which  he  shared  with  three  younger  instructors; 

thereafter he spent much of the time that he had formerly spent at home at

the  University,  coming  home  early  only  when  his  loneliness  for  a  brief

glimpse of his daughter, or a word with her, made it impossible for him to

stay away. 

But he had room in his office for only a few of his books, and his work

on  his  manuscript  was  often  interrupted  because  he  did  not  have  the

necessary  texts;  moreover  one  of  his  office  mates,  an  earnest  young  man, 

had  the  habit  of  scheduling  student  conferences  in  the  evenings,  and  the

sibilant, labored conversations carried on across the room distracted him, so

that  he  found  it  difficult  to  concentrate.  He  lost  interest  in  his  book;  his

work  slowed  and  came  to  a  halt.  Finally  he  realized  that  it  had  become  a

refuge,  a  haven,  an  excuse  to  come  to  the  office  at  night.  He  read  and

studied, and at last came to find some comfort, some pleasure, and even a

ghost  of  the  old  joy  in  that  which  he  did,  a  learning  toward  no  particular

end. 

And Edith had relaxed her pursuit and obsessive concern for Grace, so

that the child was beginning occasionally to smile and even to speak to him

with  some  ease.  Thus  he  found  it  possible  to  live,  and  even  to  be  happy, 

now and then. 

 IX

The  interim  chairmanship  of  the  English  Department,  which  Gordon

Finch had assumed after the death of Archer Sloane, was renewed year after

year, until all the members of the department grew used to a casual anarchy

in  which  somehow  classes  got  scheduled  and  taught,  in  which  new

appointments  to  the  staff  were  made,  in  which  the  trivial  departmental

details somehow got taken care of, and in which year somehow succeeded

year.  It  was  generally  understood  that  a  permanent  chairman  would  be

appointed as soon as it became possible to make Finch the dean of Arts and

Sciences,  a  position  that  he  held  in  fact  if  not  in  office;  Josiah  Claremont

threatened never to die, though he was seldom seen any longer wandering

through the halls. 

The members of the department went their ways, taught the classes they

had  taught  the  year  before,  and  visited  one  another's  offices  in  the  hours

between classes. They met together formally only at the beginning of each

semester  when  Gordon  Finch  called  a  perfunctory  departmental  meeting, 

and  on  those  occasions  when  the  dean  of  the  Graduate  College  sent  them

memos  requesting  that  they  give  oral  and  thesis  examinations  to  graduate

students who were nearing completion of their work. 

Such  examinations  took  up  an  increasing  amount  of  Stoner's  time.  To

his surprise he began to enjoy a modest popularity as a teacher; he had to

turn away students who wanted to get into his graduate seminar on the Latin

Tradition and Renaissance Literature, and his undergraduate survey classes

were  always  filled.  Several  graduate  students  asked  him  to  direct  their

theses, and several more asked him to be on their thesis committees. 

In the fall of 1931 the seminar was nearly filled even before registration; 

many  students  had  made  arrangements  with  Stoner  at  the  end  of  the

preceding year or during the summer. A week after the semester started, and

after  the  seminar  had  held  one  meeting,  a  student  came  to  Stoner's  office

and asked to be let in the class. 

Stoner was at his desk with a list of the seminar students before him; he

was  attempting  to  decide  upon  seminar  tasks  for  them,  and  it  was

particularly  difficult  since  many  were  new  to  him.  It  was  a  September

afternoon,  and  he  had  the  window  next  to  his  desk  open;  the  front  of  the

great  building  lay  in  shadow,  so  that  the  green  lawn  before  it  showed  the

precise  shape  of  the  building,  with  its  semicircular  dome  and  irregular

roofline darkening the green and creeping imperceptibly outward over the

campus  and  beyond.  A  cool  breeze  flowed  through  the  window,  bringing

the crisp redolence of fall. 

A knock came; he turned to his opened doorway and said, "Come in." 

A  figure  shuffled  out  of  the  darkness  of  the  hall  into  the  light  of  the

room.  Stoner  blinked  sleepily  against  the  dimness,  recognizing  a  student

whom he had noticed in the halls but did not know. The young man's left

arm hung stiffly at his side, and his left foot dragged as he walked. His face

was pale and round, his horn-rimmed eyeglasses were round, and his black

thin hair was parted precisely on the side and lay close to the round skull. 

"Dr. Stoner?" he asked; his voice was reedy and clipped, and he spoke

distinctly. 

"Yes," Stoner said. "Won't you have a chair?" 

The young man lowered himself into the straight wooden chair beside

Stoner's  desk;  his  leg  was  extended  in  a  straight  line,  and  his  left  hand, 

which  was  permanently  twisted  into  a  half-closed  fist,  rested  upon  it.  He

smiled,  bobbed  his  head,  and  said  with  a  curious  air  of  self-depreciation, 

"You may not know me, sir; I'm Charles Walker. I'm a second-year Ph.D. 

candidate; I assist Dr. Lomax." 

"Yes, Mr. Walker," Stoner said. "What can I do for you?" 

"Well, I'm here to ask a favor, sir." Walker smiled again. "I know your

seminar  is  filled,  but  I  want  very  much  to  get  in  it."  He  paused  and  said

pointedly, "Dr. Lomax suggested that I talk to you." 

"I see," Stoner said. "What's your specialty, Mr. Walker?" 

"The Romantic poets," Walker said. "Dr. Lomax will be the director of

my dissertation." 

Stoner nodded. "How far along are you in your course work?" 

"I hope to finish within two years," Walker said. 

"Well, that makes it easier," Stoner said. "I offer the seminar every year. 

It's  really  so  full  now  that  it's  hardly  a  seminar  any  longer,  and  one  more

person would just about finish the job. Why can't you wait until next year if

you really want the course?" 

Walker's  eyes  shifted  away  from  him.  "Well,  frankly,"  he  said  and

flashed his smile again, "I'm the victim of a misunderstanding. All my own

fault, of course. I didn't realize that each Ph.D. Student has to have at least

four  graduate  seminars  to  get  his  degree,  and  I  didn't  take  any  at  all  last

year.  And  as  you  know,  they  don't  allow  you  to  take  more  than  one  each

semester.  So  if  I'm  to  graduate  in  two  years,  I  have  to  have  one  this

semester." 

Stoner sighed. "I see. So you don't really have a very special interest in

the influence of the Latin tradition?" 

"Oh,  indeed  I  do,  sir.  Indeed  I  do.  It  will  be  most  helpful  in  my

dissertation." 

"Mr.  Walker,  you  should  know  this  is  a  rather  specialized  class,  and  I

don't encourage people to enter it unless they have a particular interest." 

"Yes, sir," Walker said. "I assure you that I  do have a particular interest." 

Stoner nodded. "How is your Latin?" 

Walker  bobbed  his  head.  "Oh,  it's  fine,  sir.  I  haven't  taken  my  Latin

exam yet, but I read it very well." 

"Do you have French or German?" 

"Oh,  yes,  sir.  Again,  I  haven't  taken  the  exams  yet;  I  thought  I'd  get

them all out of the way at the same time, at the end of this year. But I read

them  both  very  well."  Walker  paused,  then  added,  "Dr.  Lomax  said  he

thought I would surely be able to do the work in the seminar." 

Stoner  sighed.  "Very  well,"  he  said.  "Much  of  the  reading  will  be  in

Latin,  a  little  in  French  and  German,  though  you  might  be  able  to  get  by

without those. I'll give you a reading list, and we'll talk about your seminar

topic next Wednesday afternoon." 

Walker  thanked  him  effusively  and  arose  from  his  chair  with  some

difficulty.  "I'll  get  right  on  to  the  reading,"  he  said.  "I'm  sure  you  won't

regret letting me in your class, sir." 

Stoner looked at him with faint surprise. "The question had not occurred

to me, Mr. Walker," he said dryly. "I'll see you on Wednesday." 

The  seminar  was  held  in  a  small  basement  room  in  the  south  wing  of

Jesse Hall. A dank but not unpleasant odor seeped from the cement walls, 

and feet shuffled in hollow whispers upon the bare cement floor. A single

light hung from the ceiling in the center of the room and shone downward, 

so that those seated at desk-top chairs in the center of the room rested in a

splash  of  brightness;  but  the  walls  were  a  dim  gray  and  the  corners  were

almost  black,  as  if  the  smooth  unpainted  cement  sucked  in  the  light  that

streamed from the ceiling. 

On that second Wednesday of the seminar William Stoner came into the

room a few minutes late; he spoke to the students and began to arrange his

books  and  papers  on  the  small  stained-oak  desk  that  stood  squatiy  before

the  center  of  a  blackboard  wall.  He  glanced  at  the  small  group  scattered

about  the  room.  Some  of  them  he  knew;  two  of  the  men  were  Ph.D. 

candidates whose work he was directing; four others were M.A. students in

the  department  who  had  done  undergraduate  work  with  him;  of  the

remaining students, three were candidates for advanced degrees in modern

language,  one  was  a  philosophy  student  doing  his  dissertation  on  the

Scholastics,  one  was  a  woman  of  advanced  middle  age,  a  high-school

teacher trying to get an M.A. during her sabbatical, and the last was a dark-

haired young woman, a new instructor in the department, who had taken a

job  for  two  years  while  she  completed  a  dissertation  she  had  begun  after

finishing her course work at an eastern university. She had asked Stoner if

she  might  audit  the  seminar,  and  he  had  agreed  that  she  might.  Charles

Walker  was  not  among  the  group.  Stoner  waited  a  few  moments  more, 

shuffling his papers; then he cleared his throat and began the class. 

"During  our  first  meeting  we  discussed  the  scope  of  this  seminar,  and

we decided that we should limit our study of the medieval Latin tradition to

the  first  three  of  the  seven  liberal  arts--that  is,  to  grammar,  rhetoric,  and

dialectic."  He  paused  and  watched  the  faces--tentative,  curious,  and

masklike-- focus upon him and what he said. 

"Such a limiting may seem foolishly rigorous to some of you; but I have

no  doubt  that  we  shall  find  enough  to  keep  us  occupied  even  if  we  trace

only  superficially  the  course  of  the  trivium  upward  into  the  sixteenth

century. It is important that we realize that these arts of rhetoric, grammar, 

and  dialectic  meant  something  to  a  late  medieval  and  early  Renaissance

man  that  we,  today,  can  only  dimly  sense  without  an  exercise  of  the

historical imagination. To such a scholar, the art of grammar, for example, 

was not merely a mechanical disposition of the parts of speech. From late

Hellenistic  times  through  the  Middle  Ages,  the  study  and  practice  of

grammar  included  not  only  the  'skill  of  letters'  mentioned  by  Plato  and

Aristotle; it included also, and this became very important, a study of poetry

in its technical felicities, an exegesis of poetry both in form and substance, 

and nicety of style, insofar as that can be distinguished from rhetoric." 

He felt himself warming to his subject, and he was aware that several of

the  students  had  leaned  forward  and  had  stopped  taking  notes.  He

continued:  "Moreover,  if  we  in  the  twentieth  century  are  asked  which  of

these  three  arts  is  the  most  important,  we  might  choose  dialectic,  or

rhetoric--but we would be most unlikely to choose grammar. Yet the Roman

and medieval scholar--and poet--would almost certainly consider grammar

the most significant. We must remember--" 

A loud noise interrupted him. The door had opened and Charles Walker

entered  the  room;  as  he  closed  the  door  the  books  he  carried  under  his

crippled arm slipped and crashed to the floor. He bent awkwardly, his bad

leg extended behind him, and slowly gathered his books and papers. Then

he drew himself erect and shuffled across the room, the scrape of his foot

across  the  bare  cement  raising  a  loud  and  grating  hiss  that  sounded

sibilantly  hollow  in  the  room.  He  found  a  chair  in  the  front  row  and  sat

down. 

After Walker had settled himself and got his papers and books in order

around  his  desk  chair,  Stoner  continued:  "We  must  remember  that  the

medieval  conception  of  grammar  was  even  more  general  than  the  late

Hellenistic or Roman. Not only did it include the science of correct speech

and  the  art  of  exegesis,  it  included  as  well  the  modern  conceptions  of

analogy, etymology, methods of presentation, construction, the condition of

poetic license and the exceptions to that condition--and even metaphorical

language or figures of speech." 

As  he  continued,  elaborating  upon  the  categories  of  grammar  he  had

named, Stoner's eyes flitted over the class; he realized that he had lost them

during  Walker's  entrance  and  knew  that  it  would  be  some  time  before  he

could  once  more  persuade  them  out  of  themselves.  Again  and  again  his

glance fell curiously upon Walker, who, after having taken notes furiously

for a few moments, gradually let his pencil rest on his notebook, while he

gazed at Stoner with a puzzled frown. Finally Walker's hand shot up; Stoner

finished the sentence he had begun and nodded to him. 

"Sir,"  Walker  said,  "pardon  me,  but  I  don't  understand.  What  can"--he

paused and let his mouth curl around the word-- "grammar have to do with

poetry? Fundamentally I mean.  Real poetry." 

Stoner  said  gently,  "As  I  was  explaining  before  you  came  in,  Mr. 

Walker,  the  term  'grammar'  to  both  the  Roman  and  medieval  rhetoricians

was a great deal more comprehensive than it is today. To them, it meant--" 

He paused, realizing that he was about to repeat the early part of his lecture; 

he  sensed  the  students  stirring  restlessly.  "I  think  this  relationship  will

become clearer to you as we go on, as we see the extent to which the poets

and dramatists even of the middle and late Renaissance were indebted to the

Latin rhetoricians." 

"All of them, sir?" Walker smiled and leaned back in his chair. "Wasn't

it Samuel Johnson who said of Shakespeare himself that he had little Latin

and less Greek?" 

As the repressed laughter stirred in the room Stoner felt a kind of pity

come over him. "You mean Ben Jonson, of course." 

Walker took off his glasses and polished them, blinking helplessly. "Of

course," he said. "A slip of the tongue." 

Though  Walker  interrupted  him  several  times,  Stoner  managed  to  get

through  his  lecture  without  serious  difficulty,  and  he  was  able  to  make

assignments for the first reports. He let the seminar out nearly half an hour

early, and hurried away from the classroom when he saw Walker shuffling

toward him with a fixed grin on his face. He clattered up the wooden stairs

from the basement and took two at a time the smooth marble stairs that led

to  the  second  floor;  he  had  the  curious  feeling  that  Walker  was  doggedly

shuffling behind him, trying to overtake him in his flight. A hasty wash of

shame and guilt came over him. 

On  the  third  floor  he  went  directly  to  Lomax's  office.  Lomax  was  in

conference  with  a  student.  Stoner  stuck  his  head  in  the  door  and  said, 

"Holly, can I see you for a minute after you're through?" 

Lomax waved genially. "Come on in. We're just breaking up." 

Stoner  came  in  and  pretended  to  examine  the  rows  of  books  in  their

cases as Lomax and the student said their last words. When the student left, 

Stoner  sat  in  the  chair  that  he  had  vacated.  Lomax  looked  at  him

inquiringly. 

"It's  about  a  student,"  Stoner  said.  "Charles  Walker.  He  said  you  sent

him around to me." 

Lomax placed the tips of his fingers together and contemplated them as

he  nodded.  "Yes.  I  believe  I  did  suggest  that  he  might  profit  from  your

seminar--what is it?--in the Latin tradition." 

"Can you tell me something about him?" 

Lomax looked up from his hands and gazed at the ceiling, his lower lip

thrust out judiciously. "A good student. A superior student, I might say. He

is doing his dissertation on Shelley and the Hellenistic Ideal. It promises to

be  brilliant,  really  brilliant.  It  will  not  be  what  some  would  call"--he

hestitated delicately over the word-- "sound,  but it is most imaginative. Did

you have a particular reason for asking?" 

"Yes," Stoner said. "He behaved rather foolishly in the seminar today. I

was just wondering if I should attach any special significance to it." 

Lomax's early geniality had disappeared, and the more familiar mask of

irony  had  slipped  over  him.  "Ah,  yes,"  he  said  with  a  frosty  smile.  "The

gaucherie  and  foolishness  of  the  young.  Walker  is,  for  reasons  you  may

understand,  rather  awkwardly  shy  and  therefore  at  times  defensive  and

rather too assertive. As do we all, he has his problems; but his scholarly and

critical  abilities  are  not,  I  hope,  to  be  judged  in  the  light  of  his  rather

understandable psychic disturbances." He looked directly at Stoner and said

with cheerful malevolence, "As you may have noticed, he is a cripple." 

"It  may  be  that,"  Stoner  said  thoughtfully.  He  sighed  and  got  up  from

the  chair.  "I  suppose  it's  really  too  soon  for  me  to  be  concerned.  I  just

wanted to check with you." 

Suddenly Lomax's voice was tight and near trembling with suppressed

anger.  "You  will  find  him  to  be  a  superior  student.  I  assure  you,  you  will

find him to be an  excellent student." 

Stoner  looked  at  him  for  a  moment,  frowning  perplexedly.  Then  he

nodded and went out of the room. 

The  seminar  met  weekly.  For  the  first  several  meetings  Walker

interrupted  the  class  with  questions  and  comments  that  were  so

bewilderingly far off the mark that Stoner was at a  loss as to how to meet

them. Soon Walker's questions and statements were greeted with laughter or

pointedly disregarded by the students themselves; and after a few weeks he

spoke  not  at  all  but  sat  with  a  stony  indignation  and  an  air  of  outraged

integrity as the seminar surged around him. It would, Stoner thought, have

been  amusing  had  there  not  been  something  so  naked  in  Walker's  outrage

and resentment. 

But despite Walker it was a successful seminar, one of the best classes

Stoner had ever taught. Almost from the first, the implications of the subject

caught  the  students,  and  they  all  had  that  sense  of  discovery  that  comes

when one feels that the subject at hand lies at the center of a much larger

subject, and when one feels intensely that a pursuit of the subject is likely to

lead--where,  one  does  not  know.  The  seminar  organized  itself,  and  the

students so involved themselves that Stoner himself became simply one of

them, searching as diligently as they. Even the auditor--the young instructor

who was stopping over at Columbia while finishing her dissertation--asked

if she might report on a seminar topic; she thought that she had come upon

something  that  might  be  of  value  to  the  others.  Her  name  was  Katherine

Driscoll, and she was in her late twenties. Stoner had never really noticed

her until she talked to him after class about the report and asked him if he

would be willing to read her dissertation when she got it finished. He told

her  that  he  welcomed  the  report  and  that  he  would  be  glad  to  read  her

dissertation. 

The seminar reports were scheduled for the second half of the semester, 

after  the  Christmas  vacation.  Walker's  report  on  "Hellenism  and  the

Medieval Latin Tradition" was due early in the term, but he kept delaying it, 

explaining  to  Stoner  his  difficulty  in  obtaining  books  he  needed,  which

were not available in the University library. 

It had been understood that Miss Driscoll, being an auditor, would give

her  report  after  the  credit  students  had  given  theirs;  but  on  the  last  day

Stoner had allowed for the seminar reports, two weeks before the end of the

semester, Walker again begged that he be allowed one more week; he had

been ill, his eyes had been troubling him, and a crucial book had not arrived

from inter-library loan. So Miss Driscoll gave her paper on the day vacated

by Walker's defection. 

Her  paper  was  entitled  "Donatus  and  Renaissance  Tragedy."  Her

concentration  was  upon  Shakespeare's  use  of  the  Donatan  tradition,  a

tradition that had persisted in the grammars and handbooks of the Middle

Ages. A few moments after she began, Stoner knew that the paper would be

good, and he listened with an excitement that he had not felt for a long time. 

After she had finished the paper, and the class had discussed it, he detained

her for a few moments while the other students went out of the room. 

"Miss  Driscoll,  I  just  want  to  say--"  He  paused,  and  for  an  instant  a

wave  of  awkwardness  and  self-consciousness  came  over  him.  She  was

looking  at  him  inquiringly  with  large  dark  eyes;  her  face  was  very  white

against the severe black frame of her hair, drawn tight and caught in a small

bun at the back. He continued, "I just want to say that your paper was the

best discussion I know of the subject, and I'm grateful that you volunteered

to give it." 

She did not reply. Her expression did not change, but Stoner thought for

a  moment  that  she  was  angry;  something  fierce  glinted  behind  her  eyes. 

Then  she  blushed  furiously  and  ducked  her  head,  whether  in  anger  or

acknowledgment Stoner did not know, and hurried away from him. Stoner

walked slowly out of the room, disquieted and puzzled, fearful that in his

clumsiness he might somehow have offended her. 

He had warned Walker as gently as he could that it would be necessary

for him to deliver his paper the next Wednesday if he was to receive credit

for the course; as he half expected, Walker became coldly and respectfully

angry  at  the  warning,  repeated  the  various  conditions  and  difficulties  that

had delayed him, and assured Stoner that there was no need to worry, that

his paper was nearly completed. 

On  that  last  Wednesday,  Stoner  was  delayed  several  minutes  in  his

office by a desperate undergraduate who wished to be assured that he would

receive a C in the sophomore survey course, so that he would not be kicked

out  of  his  fraternity.  Stoner  hurried  downstairs  and  entered  the  basement

seminar room a little out of breath; he found Charles Walker seated at his

desk,  looking  imperiously  and  somberly  at  the  small  group  of  students.  It

was  apparent  that  he  was  engaged  in  some  private  fantasy.  He  turned  to

Stoner and gazed at him haughtily, as if he were a professor putting down a

rowdy  freshman.  Then  Walker's  expression  broke  and  he  said,  "We  were

just  about  to  start  without  you"--he  paused  at  the  last  minute,  let  a  smile

through his lips, bobbed his head, and added, so that Stoner would know a

joke was being made-- "sir." 

Stoner  looked  at  him  for  a  moment  and  then  turned  to  the  class.  "I'm

sorry  I'm  late.  As  you  know,  Mr.  Walker  is  to  deliver  his  seminar  paper

today upon the topic of 'Hellenism and the Medieval Latin Tradition.'" And

he found a seat in the first row, next to Katherine Driscoll. 

Charles  Walker  fiddled  for  a  moment  with  the  sheaf  of  papers  on  the

desk before him and allowed the remoteness to creep back into his face. He

tapped the forefinger of his right hand on his manuscript and looked toward

the corner of the room away from where Stoner and Katherine Driscoll sat, 

as if he were waiting for something. Then, glancing every now and then at

the sheaf of papers on the desk, he began. 

"Confronted  as  we  are  by  the  mystery  of  literature,  and  by  its

inenarrable power, we are behooved to discover the source of the power and

mystery.  And  yet,  finally,  what  can  avail?  The  work  of  literature  throws

before us a profound veil which we cannot plumb. And we are but votaries

before it, helpless in its sway. Who would have the temerity to lift that veil

aside,  to  discover  the  undiscoverable,  to  reach  the  unreachable?  The

strongest of us are but the puniest weaklings, are but tinkling cymbals and

sounding brass, before the eternal mystery." 

His voice rose and fell, his right hand went out with its fingers curled

supplicatingly upward, and his body swayed to the rhythm of his words; his

eyes rolled slightly upward, as if he were making an invocation. There was

something  grotesquely  familiar  in  what  he  said  and  did.  And  suddenly

Stoner  knew  what  it  was.  This  was  Hollis  Lomax--or,  rather,  a  broad

caricature of him, which came unsuspected from the caricaturer, a  gesture

not of contempt or dislike, but of respect and love. 

Walker's voice dropped to a conversational level, and he addressed the

back  wall  of  the  room  in  a  tone  that  was  calm  and  equable  with  reason. 

"Recently  we  have  heard  a  paper  that,  to  the  mind  of  academe,  must  be

accounted  most  excellent.  These  remarks  that  follow  are  remarks  that  are

not personal. I wish to exemplify a point. We have heard, in this paper, an

account  that  purports  to  be  an  explanation  of  the  mystery  and  soaring

lyricism of Shakespeare's art. Well, I say to you"--and he thrust a forefinger

at his audience as if he would impale them--"I say to you, it is not true." He

leaned  back  in  his  chair  and  consulted  the  papers  on  the  desk.  "We  are

asked  to  believe  that  one Donatus--an  obscure  Roman  grammarian of  the

fourth century a.d.--we are asked to believe that such a man, a pedant, had

sufficient power to determine the work of one of the greatest geniuses in all

of the history of art. May we not suspect, on the face of it, such a theory? 

 Must we not suspect it?" 

Anger,  simple  and  dull,  rose  within  Stoner,  overwhelming  the

complexity  of  feeling  he  had  had  at  the  beginning  of  the  paper.  His

immediate impulse was to rise, to cut short the farce that was developing; 

he knew that if he did not stop Walker at once he would have to let him go

on for as long as he wanted to talk. His head turned slightly so that he could

see  Katherine  Driscoll's  face;  it  was  serene  and  without  any  expression, 

save one of polite and detached interest; the dark eyes regarded Walker with

an  unconcern  that  was  like  boredom.  Covertly,  Stoner  looked  at  her  for

several  moments;  he  found  himself  wondering  what  she  was  feeling  and

what she wished him to do. When he finally shifted his gaze away from her

he  had  to  realize  that  his  decision  was  made.  He  had  waited  too  long  to

interrupt, and Walker was rushing impetuously through what he had to say. 

"...  the  monumental  edifice  that  is  Renaissance  literature,  that  edifice

which is the cornerstone of the great poetry of the nineteenth century. The

question of proof, endemic to the dull course of scholarship as distinguished

from criticism, is also sadly at lack. What  proof is offered that Shakespeare

even read this obscure Roman grammarian? We must remember it was Ben

Jonson"--he  hesitated  for  a  brief  moment--"it  was  Ben  Jonson  himself, 

Shakespeare's friend and contemporary, who said he had little Latin and less

Greek.  And  certainly  Jonson,  who  idolized  Shakespeare  this  side  of

idolatry,  did  not  impute  to  his  great  friend  any  lack.  On  the  contrary,  he

wished to suggest, as do I, that the soaring lyricism of Shakespeare was not

attributable to the burning of the midnight oil, but to a genius natural and

supreme to rule and mundane law. Unlike lesser poets, Shakespeare was not

born to blush unseen and waste his sweetness on the desert air; partaking of

that  mysterious  source  to  whence  all  poets  go  for  their  sustenance,  what

need had the immortal bard of such stultifying rules as are to be found in a

mere grammar? What would Donatus be to him, even if he had read him? 

Genius,  unique  and  a  law  unto  itself,  needs  not  the  support  of  such  a

tradition  as  has  been  described  to  us,  whether  it  be  generically  Latin  or

Donatan or whatever. Genius, soaring and free, must . . ." 

After he became used to his anger Stoner found a reluctant and perverse

admiration  stealing  over  him.  However  florid  and  imprecise,  the  man's

powers  of  rhetoric  and  invention  were  dismayingly  impressive;  and

however  grotesque,  his  presence  was  real.  There  was  something  cold  and

calculating and watchful in his eyes, something needlessly reckless and yet

desperately cautious. Stoner became aware that he was in the presence of a

bluff so colossal and bold that he had no ready means of dealing with it. 

For  it  was  clear  even  to  the  most  inattentive  students  in  the  class  that

Walker was engaged in a performance that was entirely impromptu. Stoner

doubted  that  he  had  had  any  very  clear  idea  of  what  he  was  going  to  say

until he had sat at the desk before the class and looked at the students in his

cold,  imperious  way.  It  became  clear  that  the  sheaf  of  papers  on  the  desk

before him was only a sheaf of papers; as he became heated, he did not even

glance at them in pretense, and toward the end of his talk, in his excitement

and urgency he shoved them away from him. 

He talked for nearly an hour. Toward the end the other students in the

seminar were glancing worriedly at one another, almost as if they were in

some danger, as if they were contemplating escape; they carefully avoided

looking  at  either  Stoner  or  the  young  woman  who  sat  impassively  beside

him. Abruptly, as if sensing the unrest, Walker brought his talk to a close, 

leaned back in the chair behind the desk, and smiled triumphantly. 

The moment Walker stopped talking Stoner got to his feet and dismissed

the class; though he did not realize it at the time, he did so out of a vague

consideration  for  Walker,  so  that  none  of  them  might  have  the  chance  to

discuss  what  he  had  said.  Then  Stoner  went  to  the  desk  where  Walker

remained and asked him if he would stay for a few moments. As if his mind

were  somewhere  else,  Walker  nodded  distantly.  Stoner  then  turned  and

followed  a  few  straggling  students  out  of  the  room  into  the  hall.  He  saw

Katherine Driscoll  starting  away,  walking  alone  down  the  hall.  He  called

her  name,  and  when  she  stopped  he  walked  up  and  stood  in  front  of  her. 

And as he spoke to her he felt again the awkwardness that had come over

him when, last week, he had complimented her on her paper. 

"Miss  Driscoll,  I--I'm  sorry.  It  was  really  most  unfair.  I  feel  that

somehow I am responsible. Perhaps I should have stopped it." 

Still  she  did  not  reply,  nor  did  any  expression  come  on  her  face;  she

looked up at him as she had looked across the room at Walker. 

"Anyhow,"  he  continued,  still  more  awkwardly,  "I'm  sorry  he  attacked

you." 

And  then  she  smiled.  It  was  a  slow  smile  that  started  in  her  eyes  and

pulled at her lips until her face was wreathed in radiant, secret, and intimate

delight. Stoner almost pulled back from the sudden and involuntary warmth. 

"Oh, it wasn't me," she said, a tiny tremor of suppressed laughter giving

timbre to her low voice. "It wasn't me at all. It was  you he was attacking. I

was hardly even involved." 

Stoner felt lifted from him a burden of regret and worry that he had not

known  he  carried;  the  relief  was  almost  physical,  and  he  felt  light  on  his

feet and a little giddy. He laughed. 

"Of course," he said. "Of course that's true." 

The smile eased itself off her face, and she looked at him gravely for a

moment  more.  Then  she  bobbed  her  head,  turned  away  from  him,  and

walked  swiftly  down  the  hall.  Her  body  was  slim  and  straight,  and  she

carried herself unobtrusively. Stoner stood looking down the hall for several

moments  after  she  disappeared.  Then  he  sighed  and  went  back  into  the

room where Walker waited. 

Walker had not moved from the desk. He gazed at Stoner and smiled, 

upon his face an odd mixture of obsequiousness and arrogance. Stoner sat

in  the  chair  he  had  vacated  a  few  minutes  before  and  looked  curiously  at

Walker. 

"Yes, sir?" Walker said. 

"Do you have an explanation?" Stoner asked quietly. 

A look of hurt surprise came upon Walker's round face. "What do you

mean, sir?" 

"Mr. Walker, please," Stoner said wearily. "It has been a long day, and

we're  both  tired.  Do  you  have  an  explanation  for  your  performance  this

afternoon?" 

"I'm  sure,  sir,  I  intended  no  offense."  He  removed  his  glasses  and

polished them rapidly; again Stoner was struck by the naked vulnerability

of  his  face.  "I  said  my  remarks  were  not  intended  personally.  If  feelings

have been hurt, I shall be most happy to explain to the young lady--" 

"Mr. Walker," Stoner said. "You know that isn't the point." 

"Has  the  young  lady  been  complaining  to  you?"  Walker  asked.  His

fingers were trembling as he put his glasses back on. With them on, his face

managed a frown of anger. "Really, sir, the complaints of a student whose

feelings have been hurt should not--" 

"Mr. Walker!" Stoner heard his voice go a little out of control. He took a

deep breath. "This has nothing to do with the young lady, or with myself, or

with  anything  except  your  performance.  And  I  still  await  any  explanation

you have to offer." 

"Then I'm afraid I don't understand at all, sir. Unless ..." 

"Unless what, Mr. Walker?" 

"Unless  it  is  simply  a  matter  of  disagreement,"  Walker  said.  "I  realize

that  my  ideas  do  not  coincide  with  yours,  but  I  have  always  thought  that

disagreement was healthy. I assumed that you were big enough to--

"I  will  not  allow  you  to  evade  the  issue,"  Stoner  said.  His  voice  was

cold and level. "Now. What was the seminar topic assigned to you?" 

"You're angry," Walker said. 

"Yes, I am angry. What was the seminar topic assigned to you?" 

Walker became stiffly formal and polite. "My topic was 'Hellenism and

the Medieval Latin Tradition,' sir." 

"And when did you complete that paper, Mr. Walker?" 

"Two days ago. As I told you, it was nearly complete a couple of weeks

ago, but a book I had to get through inter- library loan didn't come in until--

" 

"Mr.  Walker,  if  your  paper  was   nearly  finished  two  weeks  ago,  how

could you have based it, in its entirety, upon Miss Driscoll's report, which

was given only last week?" 

"I made a number of changes, sir, at the last minute." His voice became

heavy  with  irony.  "I  assumed  that  that  was  permissible.  And  I  did  depart

from the text now and then. I noticed that other students did the same, and I

thought the privilege would be allowed me also." 

Stoner  fought  down  a  near-hysterical  impulse  to  laugh.  "Mr.  Walker, 

will you explain to me what your attack on Miss Driscoll's paper has to do

with the survival of Hellenism in the medieval Latin tradition?" 

"I  approached  my  subject  indirectly,  sir,"  Walker  said.  "I  thought  we

were allowed a certain latitude in developing our concepts." 

Stoner  was  silent  for  a  moment.  Then  he  said  wearily,  "Mr.  Walker,  I

dislike  having  to  flunk  a  graduate  student.  Especially  I  dislike  having  to

flunk one who simply has got in over his head." 

"Sir!" Walker said indignantly. 

"But you're making it very difficult for me not to. Now, it seems to me

that there are only a few alternatives. I can give you an incomplete in the

course, with the understanding that you will do a satisfactory paper on the

assigned topic within the next three weeks." "But, sir," Walker said. "I have

already done my paper. If I agree to do another one I will be admitting--I

will admit--" 

"All right," Stoner said. "Then if you will give me the manuscript from

which  you--deviated  this  afternoon,  I  shall  see  if  something  can  be

salvaged." 

"Sir," Walker cried. "I would hesitate to let it out of my possession just

now. The draft is  very rough." 

With  a  grim  and  restless  shame,  Stoner  continued,  "That's  all  right.  I

shall be able to find out what I want to know." 

Walker looked at him craftily. "Tell me, sir, have you asked anyone else

to hand his manuscript in to you?" 

"I have not," Stoner said. 

"Then," Walker said triumphantly, almost happily, "I must refuse also to

hand   my  manuscript  in  to  you  on  principle.  Unless  you  require  everyone

else to hand theirs in." 

Stoner  looked  at  him  steadily  for  a  moment.  "Very  well,  Mr.  Walker. 

You have made your decision. That will be all." 

Walker  said,  "What  am  I  to  understand  then,  sir?  What  may  I  expect

from this course?" 

Stoner laughed shortly. "Mr. Walker, you amaze me. You will, of course, 

receive an F." 

Walker tried to make his round face long. With the patient bitterness of

a martyr he said, "I see. Very well, sir. One must be prepared to suffer for

one's beliefs." 

"And for one's laziness and dishonesty and ignorance," Stoner said. "Mr. 

Walker, it seems almost superfluous to say this, but I would most strongly

advise you to re-examine your position here. I seriously question whether

you have a place in a graduate program." 

For  the  first  time  Walker's  emotion  appeared  genuine;  his  anger  gave

him something that was close to dignity. "Mr. Stoner, you're going too far! 

You can't mean that." 

"I most certainly mean it," Stoner said. 

For a moment Walker was quiet; he looked thoughtfully at Stoner. Then

he  said,  "I  was  willing  to  accept  the  grade  you  gave  me.  But  you  must

realize that I cannot accept this. You are questioning my competence!" 

"Yes,  Mr.  Walker,"  Stoner  said  wearily.  He  raised  himself  from  the

chair. "Now, if you will excuse me . . ." He started for the door. 

But the sound of his shouted name halted him. He turned. Walker's face

was  a  deep  red;  the  skin  was  puffed  so  that  the  eyes  behind  their  thick

glasses were like tiny dots. "Mr. Stoner!" he shouted again. "You have not

heard the last of this. Believe me, you have not heard the last of this!" 

Stoner looked at him dully, incuriously. He nodded distractedly, turned, 

and  went  out  into  the  hall.  His  feet  were  heavy,  and  they  dragged  on  the

bare cement floor. He was drained of feeling, and he felt very old and tired. 

 X

And he had not heard the last of it. 

He turned his grades in on the Monday following the Friday closing of

the semester. It was the part of teaching he most disliked, and he always got

it out of the way as soon as he could. He gave Walker his F and thought no

more  about  the  matter.  He  spent  most  of  the  week  between  semesters

reading the first drafts of two theses due for final presentation in the spring. 

They  were  awkwardly  done,  and  they  needed  much  of  his  attention.  The

Walker incident was crowded from his mind. 

But two weeks after the second semester started he was again reminded

of  it.  He  found  one  morning  in  his  mailbox  a  note  from  Gordon  Finch

asking him to drop by the office at his convenience for a chat. 

The friendship between Gordon Finch and William Stoner had reached

a point that all such relationships, carried on long enough, come to; it was

casual, deep, and so guardedly intimate that it was almost impersonal. They

seldom saw each other socially, although occasionally Caroline Finch made

a perfunctory call on Edith. While they talked they remembered the years of

their youth, and each thought of the other as he had been at another time. 

In his early middle age Finch had the erect soft bearing of one who tries

vigorously to keep his weight under control; his face was heavy and as yet

unlined, though his jowls were beginning to sag and the flesh was gathering

in rolls on the back of his neck. His hair was very thin, and he had begun to

comb it so that the baldness would not be readily apparent. 

On the afternoon that Stoner stopped by his office, they spoke for a few

moments  casually  about  their  families;  Finch  maintained  the  easy

convention  of  pretending  that  Stoner's  marriage  was  a  normal  one,  and

Stoner professed his conventional disbelief that Gordon and Caroline could

be  the  parents  of  two  children,  the  younger  of  which  was  already  in

kindergarten. 

After  they  had  made  their  automatic  gestures  toward  their  casual

intimacy,  Finch  looked  out  his  window  distractedly  and  said,  "Now,  what

was  it  I  wanted  to  talk  to  you  about?  Oh,  yes.  The  dean  of  the  Graduate

College--he  thought,  since  we  were  friends,  I  ought  to  mention  it  to  you. 

Nothing of any importance." He looked at a note on his memo book. "Just

an irate graduate student who thinks he got screwed in one of your classes

last semester." 

"Walker," Stoner said. "Charles Walker." 

Finch nodded. "That's the one. What's the story on him?" 

Stoner shrugged. "As far as I could tell, he didn't do any of the reading

assigned--it  was  my  seminar  in  the  Latin  Tradition.  He  tried  to  fake  his

seminar report, and when I gave him the chance either to do another one or

produce  a  copy  of  his  paper,  he  refused.  I  had  no  alternative  but  to  flunk

him." 

Finch nodded again. "I figured it was something like that. God knows, I

wish  they  wouldn't  waste  my  time  with  stuff  like  this;  but  it  has  to  be

checked out, as much for your protection as anything else." 

Stoner asked, "Is there some--special difficulty here?" 

"No, no," Finch said. "Not at all. Just a complaint. You know how these

things  go.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  Walker  received  a  C  in  the  first  course  he

took here as a graduate student; he could be kicked out of the program right

now if we wanted to do it. But I think we've about decided to let him take

his preliminary orals next month, and let that tell the story. I'm sorry I even

had to bother you about it." 

They talked for a few moments about other things. Then, just as Stoner

was about to leave, Finch detained him casually. 

"Oh,  there  was  something  else  I  wanted  to  mention  to  you.  The

president and the board have finally decided that something's going to have

to be done about Claremont. So I guess, beginning next year, I'll be dean of

Arts and Sciences-- officially." 

"I'm glad, Gordon," Stoner said. "It's about time." 

"So  that  means  we're  going  to  have  to  get  a  new  chairman  of  the

department. Do you have any thoughts on it?" 

"No," Stoner said, "I really haven't thought of it at all." 

"We can either go outside the department and bring in somebody new, 

or we can make one of the present men chairman. What I'm trying to find

out is, if we  did choose someone from the department-- Well, do  you have

your eyes on the job?" 

Stoner thought for a moment. "I hadn't thought about it, but--no. No, I

don't think I'd want it." 

Finch's relief was so obvious that Stoner smiled. "Good. I didn't think

you would. It means a lot of horse-shit. Entertaining and socializing and--" 

He looked away from Stoner. "I know you don't go in for that sort of thing. 

But since old Sloane died, and since Huggins and what's-his-name, Cooper, 

retired  last  year,  you're  the  senior  member  of  the  department.  But  if  you

haven't been casting covetous eyes, then--" 

"No," Stoner said definitely. "I'd probably be a rotten chairman. I neither

expect nor want the appointment." 

"Good," Finch said. "Good. That simplifies things a great deal." 

They said their good-bys, and Stoner did not think of the conversation

again for some time. 

Charles  Walker's  preliminary  oral  comprehensives  were  scheduled  for

the  middle  of  March;  somewhat  to  Stoner's  surprise,  he  received  a  note

from  Finch  informing  him  that  he  would  be  a  member  of  the  three-man

committee who would examine him. He reminded Finch that he had flunked

Walker,  that  Walker  had  taken  the  flunk  personally,  and  he  asked  to  be

relieved of this particular duty. 

"Regulations,"  Finch  answered  with  a  sigh.  "You  know  how  it  is.  The

committee is made up of the candidate's adviser, one professor who has had

him  in  a  graduate  seminar,  and  one  outside  his  field  of  specialization. 

Lomax is the adviser, you're the only one he's had a graduate seminar from, 

and I've picked the new man, Jim Holland, for the one outside his specialty. 

Dean Rutherford of the Graduate College and I will be sitting in ex-officio. 

I'll try to make it as painless as possible." 

But  it  was  an  ordeal  that  could  not  be  made  painless.  Though  Stoner

wished  to  ask  as  few  questions  as  possible,  the  rules  that  governed  the

preliminary  oral  were  inflexible;  each  professor  was  allowed  forty-five

minutes  to  ask  the  candidate  any  questions  that  he  wished,  though  other

professors habitually joined in. 

On the afternoon set for the examination Stoner came deliberately late

to the seminar room on the third floor of Jesse Hall. Walker was seated at

the end of a long, highly polished table; the four examiners already present-

-Finch, Lomax, the new man, Holland, and Henry Rutherford--were ranged

down the table from him. Stoner slipped in the door and took a chair at the

end of the table opposite Walker. Finch and Holland nodded to him; Lomax, 

slumped in his chair, stared straight ahead, tapping his long white fingers on

the  mirrorlike  surface  of  the  table.  Walker  stared  down  the  length  of  the

table, his head held stiff and high in cold disdain. 

Rutherford cleared his throat. "Ah, Mr." --he consulted a sheet of paper

in front of him--"Mr.  Stoner."  Rutherford  was  a  slight  thin  gray  man  with

round shoulders; his eyes and brows dropped at the outer corners, so that his

expression was always one of gentle hopelessness. Though he had known

Stoner  for  many  years,  he  never  remembered  his  name.  He  cleared  his

throat again. "We were just about to begin." 

Stoner nodded, rested his forearms on the table, clasped his fingers, and

contemplated  them  as  Rutherford's  voice  droned  through  the  formal

preliminaries of the oral examination. 

Mr.  Walker  was  being  examined  (Rutherford's  voice  dropped  to  a

steady, uninflected hum) to determine his ability to continue in the doctoral

program in the Department of English at the University of Missouri. This

was  an  examination  which  all  doctoral  candidates  underwent,  and  it  was

designed  not  only  to  judge  the  candidate's  general  fitness,  but  also  to

determine strengths and weaknesses, so that his future course of study could

be profitably guided. Three results were possible: a pass, a conditional pass, 

and  a  failure.  Rutherford  described  the  terms  of  these  eventualities,  and

without looking up performed the ritualistic introduction of the examiners

and the candidate. Then he pushed the sheet of paper away from him and

looked hopelessly at those around him. 

"The  custom  is,"  he  said  softly,  "for  the  candidate's  thesis  adviser  to

begin  the  questioning.  Mr."--he  glanced  at  the  paper--"Mr.  Lomax  is,  I

believe, Wr. Walker's adviser. So ..." 

Lomax's head jerked back as if he had been suddenly awakened from a

doze. He glanced around the table, blinking, a little smile on his lips; but his

eyes were shrewd and alert. 

"Mr.  Walker,  you  are  planning  a  dissertation  on  Shelley  and  the

Hellenistic Ideal. It is unlikely that you have thought through your subject

yet, but would you begin by giving us some of the background, your reason

for choosing it, and so forth." 

Walker nodded and began swiftly to speak. "I intend to trace Shelley's

first  rejection  of  Godwinian  necessitarianism  for  a  more  or  less  Platonic

ideal,  in  the  'Hymn  to  Intellectual  Beauty,'  through  the  mature  use  of  that

ideal, in  Prometheus Unbound,  as a comprehensive synthesis of his earlier

atheism,  radicalism,  Christianity,  and  scientific  necessitarianism,  and

ultimately  to  account  for  the  decay  of  the  ideal  in  such  a  late  work  as

 Hellas.  It is to my mind an important topic for three reasons: First, it shows

the quality of Shelley's mind, and hence leads us into a better understanding

of his poetry. Second, it demonstrates the leading philosophical and literary

conflicts  of  the  early  nineteenth  century,  and  hence  enlarges  our

understanding  and  appreciation  of  Romantic  poetry.  And  third,  it  is  a

subject  that  might  have  a  peculiar  relevance  to  our  own  time,  a  time  in

which we face many of the same conflicts that confronted Shelley and his

contemporaries." 

Stoner listened, and as he listened his astonishment grew. He could not

believe  that  this  was  the  same  man  who  had  taken  his  seminar,  whom  he

thought  he  knew.  Walker's  presentation  was  lucid,  forthright,  and

intelligent;  at  times  it  was  almost  brilliant.  Lomax  was  right;  if  the

dissertation  fulfilled  its  promise,  it  would  be  brilliant.  Hope,  warm  and

exhilarating, rushed upon him, and he leaned forward attentively. 

Walker  talked  upon  the  subject  of  his  dissertation  for  perhaps  ten

minutes and then abruptly stopped. Quickly Lomax asked another question, 

and Walker responded at once. 

Gordon Finch caught Stoner's eye and gave him a look of mild inquiry; 

Stoner  smiled  slightly,  self-deprecatingly,  and  gave  a  small  shrug  of  his

shoulders. 

When Walker stopped again, Jim Holland spoke immediately. He was a

thin  young  man,  intense  and  pale,  with  slightly  protuberant  blue  eyes;  he

spoke  with  a  deliberate  slowness,  with  a  voice  that  seemed  always  to

tremble before a forced restraint. "Mr. Walker, you mentioned a bit earlier

Godwin's  necessitarianism.  I  wonder  if  you  could  make  a  connection

between that and the phenomenalism of John Locke?" Stoner remembered

that Holland was an eighteenth-century man. 

There was a moment of silence. Walker turned to Holland, removed the

round glasses, and polished them; his eyes blinked and stared, at random. 

He  put  them  back  on  and  blinked  again.  "Would  you  repeat  the  question, 

please." 

Holland started to speak, but Lomax interrupted. "Jim," he said affably, 

"do you mind if I extend the question a bit?" He turned quickly to Walker

before  Holland  could  answer.  "Mr.  Walker,  proceeding  from  the

implications of Professor Holland's question--namely, that Godwin accepted

Locke's theory of the sensational nature of knowledge--the  tabula rasa, and

all  that--and  that  Godwin  believed  with  Locke  that  judgment  and

knowledge  falsified  by  the  accidents  of  passion  and  the  inevitability  of

ignorance could be rectified by education-- given these implications, would

you  comment  on  Shelley's  principle  of  knowledge--specifically,  the

principle of beauty --enunciated in the final stanzas of 'Adonais?'" 

Holland leaned back in his chair, a puzzled frown on his face. Walker

nodded  and  said  rapidly,  "Though  the  opening  stanzas  of  'Adonais,' 

Shelley's  tribute  to  his  friend  and  peer,  John  Keats,  are  conventionally

classical, what with their allusions to the Mother, the Hours, to Urania and

so forth, and with their repetitive invocations--the  really  classical  moment

does not appear until the final stanzas, which are, in effect, a sublime hymn

to  the  eternal  Principle  of  Beauty.  If,  for  a  moment,  we  may  focus  our

attention upon these famous lines:

Life, like a dome of many-colored glass, 

Stains the white radiance of eternity, 

Until Death tramples it to fragments. 

"The  symbolism  implicit  in  these  lines  is  not  clear  until  we  take  the

lines in their context. The One remains,' Shelley writes a few lines earlier, 

'the many change and pass.' And we are reminded of Keat's equally famous

lines, 

'Beauty is truth, truth Beauty,'--that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 

The principle, then, is Beauty; but beauty is also knowledge. And it is a

conception that has its roots . . 

Walker's voice continued, fluent and sure of itself, the words emerging

from his rapidly moving mouth almost as if-- Stoner started, and the hope

that had begun in him died as abruptly as it had been born. For a moment he

felt almost physically ill. He looked down at the table and saw between his

arms  the  image  of  his  face  reflected  in  the  high  polish  of  the  walnut  top. 

The image was dark, and he could not make out its features; it was as if he

saw a ghost glimmering unsubstantially out of a hardness, coming to meet

him. 

Lomax  finished  his  questioning,  and  Holland  began.  It  was,  Stoner

admitted,  a  masterful  performance;  unobtrusively,  with  great  charm  and

good  humor,  Lomax  managed  it  all.  Sometimes,  when  Holland  asked  a

question,  Lomax  pretended  a  good-natured  puzzlement  and  asked  for  a

clarification.  At  other  times,  apologizing  for  his  own  enthusiasm,  he

followed  up  one  of  Holland's  questions  with  a  speculation  of  his  own, 

drawing Walker into the discussion, so that it seemed that he was an actual

participant. He rephrased questions (always apologetically), changing them

so that the original intent was lost in the elucidation. He engaged Walker in

what seemed to be elaborately theoretical arguments, although he did most

of the talking. And finally, still apologizing, he cut into Holland's questions

with questions of his own that led Walker where he wanted him to go. 

Dining  this  time  Stoner  did  not  speak.  He  listened  to  the  talk  that

swirled  around  him;  he  gazed  at  Finch's  face,  which  had  become  a  heavy

mask;  he  looked  at  Rutherford,  who  sat  with  his  eyes  closed,  his  head

nodding;  and  he  looked  at  Holland's  bewilderment,  at  Walker's  courteous

disdain, and at Lomax's feverish animation. He was waiting to do what he

knew  he  had  to  do,  and  he  was  waiting  with  a  dread  and  an  anger  and  a

sorrow that grew more intense with every minute that passed. He was glad

that none of their eyes met his own as he gazed at them. 

Finally  Holland's  period  of  questioning  was  over.  As  if  he  somehow

participated  in  the  dread  that  Stoner  felt,  Finch  glanced  at  his  watch  and

nodded. He did not speak. 

Stoner took a deep breath. Still looking at the ghost of his face in the

mirrorlike finish of the tabletop, he said expressionlessly, "Mr. Walker, I'm

going  to  ask  you  a  few  questions  about  English  literature.  They  will  be

simple questions, and they will not require elaborate answers. I shall start

early and I shall proceed chronologically, so far as time will allow me. Will

you  begin  by  describing  to  me  the  principles  of  Anglo-Saxon

versification?" 

"Yes, sir," Walker said. His face was frozen. "To begin with, the Anglo-

Saxon  poets,  existing  as  they  did  in  the  Dark  Ages,  did  not  have  the

advantages of sensibility as did later poets in the English tradition. Indeed, I

should say that their poetry was characterized by primitivism. Nevertheless, 

within  this  primitivism  there  is  potential,  though  perhaps  hidden  to  some

eyes, there is potential that subtlety of feeling that is to characterize--" 

"Mr.  Walker,"  Stoner  said,  "I  asked  for  the  principles  of  versification. 

Can you give them to me?" 

"Well,  sir,"  Walker  said,  "it  is  very  rough  and  irregular.  The

versification, I mean." 

"Is that all you can tell me about it?" 

"Mr. Walker," Lomax said quickly--a little wildly, Stoner thought--"this

roughness you speak of--could you account for this, give the--" 

"No,"  Stoner  said  firmly,  looking  at  no  one.  "I  want  my  question

answered. Is that all you can tell me about Anglo- Saxon versification?" 

"Well,  sir,"  Walker  said;  he  smiled,  and  the  smile  became  a  nervous

giggle. "Frankly, I haven't had my required course in Anglo-Saxon yet, and

I hesitate to discuss such matters without that authority." 

"Very  well,"  Stoner  said.  "Let's  skip  Anglo-Saxon  literature.  Can  you

name for me a medieval drama that had any influence in the development of

Renaissance drama?" 

Walker nodded. "Of course, all medieval dramas, in their own way, led

into  the  high  accomplishment  of  the  Renaissance.  It  is  difficult  to  realize

that  out  of  the  barren  soil  of  the  Middle  Ages  the  drama  of  Shakespeare

was, only a few years later, to flower and--" 

"Mr.  Walker,  I  am  asking  simple  questions.  I  must  insist  upon  simple

answers.  I  shall  make  the  question  even  simpler.  Name  three  medieval

dramas." 

"Early or late, sir?" He had taken his glasses off and was polishing them

furiously. 

 "Any three, Mr. Walker." 

"There are so many," Walker said. "It's difficult to-- There's  Everyman

 ..." 

"Can you name any more?" 

"No, sir," Walker said. "I must confess to a weakness in the areas that

you--" 

"Can  you  name  any  other  titles--just  the  titles--of  any  of  the  literary

works of the Middle Ages?" 

Walker's hands were trembling. "As I have said, sir, I must confess to a

weakness in--" 

"Then we shall go on to the Renaissance. What genre do you feel most

confident of in this period, Mr. Walker?" 

"The"--Walker  hesitated  and  despite  himself  looked  supplicatingly  at

Lomax--"the poem, sir. Or--the drama. The drama, perhaps." 

"The drama then. What is the first blank verse tragedy in English, Mr. 

Walker?" 

'"The  first?"  Walker  licked  his  lips.  "Scholarship  is  divided  on  the

question, sir. I should hesitate to--" 

"Can you name any drama of significance before Shakespeare?" 

"Certainly, sir," Walker said. "There's Marlowe--the mighty line--" 

"Name some plays of Marlowe." 

With an effort Walker pulled himself together. "There is, of course, the

justly famous  Dr.  Faust.  And--and the-- The Jew of Malfi." 

 "Faustus and  The Jew of Malta.  Can you name any more?" 

"Frankly, sir, those are the only two plays that I have had a chance to

reread in the last year or so. So I would prefer not to--" 

"All right. Tell me something about  The Jew of Malta." 

"Mr. Walker," Lomax cried out. "If I may broaden the question a bit. If

you will--" 

"No!" Stoner said grimly, not looking at Lomax. "I want answers to my

questions. Mr. Walker?" 

Walker said desperately, "Marlowe's mighty line--" 

"Let's  forget  about  the  'mighty  line,'"  Stoner  said  wearily.  "What

happens in the play?" 

"Well," Walker said a little wildly, "Marlowe is attacking the problem of

anti-Semitism  as  it  manifested  itself  in  the  early  sixteenth  century.  The

sympathy, I might even say, the profound sympathy--" 

"Never mind, Mr. Walker. Let's go on to--" 

Lomax shouted, "Let the candidate answer the question! Give him time

to answer at least." 

"Very  well,"  Stoner  said  mildly.  "Do  you  wish  to  continue  with  your

answer, Mr. Walker?" 

Walker hesitated for a moment. "No, sir," he said. 

Relentlessly Stoner continued his questioning. What had been an anger

and  outrage  that  included  both  Walker  and  Lomax  became  a  kind  of  pity

and  sick  regret  that  included  them  too.  After  a  while  it  seemed  to  Stoner

that he had gone outside himself, and it was as if he heard a voice going on

and on, impersonal and deadly. 

At  last  he  heard  the  voice  say,  "All  right,  Mr.  Walker.  Your  period  of

specialization is the nineteenth century. You seem to know little about the

literature of earlier centuries; perhaps you will feel more at ease among the

Romantic poets." 

He tried not to look at Walker's face, but he could not prevent his eyes

from rising now and then to see the round, staring mask that faced him with

a cold, pale malevolence. Walker nodded curtly. 

"You  are  familiar  with  Lord  Byron's  more  important  poems,  are  you

not?" 

"Of course," Walker said. 

"Then  would  you  care  to  comment  upon  'English  Bards  and  Scottish

Reviewers?'" 

Walker  looked  at  him  suspiciously  for  a  moment.  Then  he  smiled

triumphantly. "Ah, sir," he said and nodded his head vigorously. "I see.  Now

I  see.  You're  trying  to  trick  me.  Of  course.  'English  Bards  and  Scottish

Reviewers'  is  not  by  Byron  at  all.  It  is  John  Keats's  famous  reply  to  the

journalists  who  attempted  to  smirch  his  reputation  as  a  poet,  after  the

publication of his first poems. Very good, sir. Very--" 

"All right, Mr. Walker," Stoner said wearily. "I have no more questions." 

For  several  moments  silence  lay  upon  the  group.  Then  Rutherford

cleared  his  throat,  shuffled  the  papers  on  the  table  before  him,  and  said, 

"Thank  you,  Mr.  Walker.  If  you  will  step  outside  for  a  few  moments  and

wait,  the  committee  will  discuss  your  examination  and  let  you  know  its

decision." 

In the few moments that it took Rutherford to say what he had to say, 

Walker recomposed himself. He rose and rested his crippled hand upon the

tabletop.  He  smiled  at  the  group  almost  condescendingly.  "Thank  you, 

gentlemen," he said. "It has been a most rewarding experience." He limped

out of the room and shut the door behind him. 

Rutherford sighed. "Well, gentlemen, is there any discussion?" 

Another silence came over the room. 

Lomax said, "I thought he did  quite well on my part of the examination. 

And  he  did  rather  well  on  Holland's  portion.  I  must  confess  that  I  was

somewhat disappointed by the way the latter part of the exam went, but I

imagine  he  was  rather  tired  by  that  time.  He   is  a  good  student,  but  he

doesn't show up as well as he might under pressure." He flashed an empty, 

pained smile at Stoner. "And you did press him a bit, Bill. You must admit

that. I vote pass." 

Rutherford said, "Mr.--Holland?" 

Holland looked from Lomax to Stoner; he was frowning in puzzlement, 

and  his  eyes  blinked.  "But--well,  he  seemed  awfully  weak  to  me.  I  don't

know exactly how to figure it." He swallowed uncomfortably. "This is the

first orals I've sat in on here. I really don't know what the standards are, but-

-well, he seemed awfully weak. Let me think about it for a minute." 

Rutherford nodded. "Mr.--Stoner?" 

"Fail," Stoner said. "It's a clear failure." 

"Oh, come now, Bill," Lomax cried. "You're being a bit hard on the boy, 

aren't you?" 

"No," Stoner said levelly, his eyes straight before him. "You know I'm

not, Holly." 

"What do you mean by that?" Lomax asked; it was as if he were trying

to generate feeling in his voice by raising it. "Just what do you mean?" 

"Come off it, Holly," Stoner said tiredly. "The man's incompetent. There

can be no question of that. The questions I asked him were those that should

have been asked a fair undergraduate; and he was unable to answer a single

one of them satisfactorily. And he's both lazy and dishonest. In my seminar

last semester--" 

"Your  seminar!"  Lomax  laughed  curtly.  "Well,  I've  heard  about  that. 

And besides, that's another matter. The question is, how he did today. And

it's clear"--his eyes narrowed--"it's  clear  that  he  did  quite  well  today  until

you started in on him." 

"I  asked  him  questions,"  Stoner  said.  "The  simplest  questions  I  could

imagine.  I  was  prepared  to  give  him  every  chance."  He  paused  and  said

carefully, "You are his thesis adviser, and it is natural that you two should

have  talked  over  his  thesis  subject.  So  when  you  questioned  him  on  his

thesis he did very well. But when we got beyond that--" 

"What do you mean!" Lomax shouted. "Are you suggesting that I--that

there was any--" 

"I am suggesting nothing, except that in my opinion the candidate did

not do an adequate job. I cannot consent to his passing." 

"Look," Lomax said. His voice had quieted, and he tried to smile. "I can

see how I would have a higher opinion of his work than you would. He has

been in several of my classes, and--no matter. I'm willing to compromise. 

Though I think it's too severe, I'm willing to offer him a conditional pass. 

That would mean he could review for a couple of semesters, and then he--" 

"Well,"  Holland  said  with  some  relief,  "that  would  seem  to  be  better

than giving him a clear pass. I don't know the man, but it's obvious that he

isn't ready to--" 

"Good,"  Lomax  said,  smiling  vigorously  at  Holland.  "Then  that's

settled. Well--" 

"No," Stoner said. "I must vote for failure." 

"God   damn  it,"  Lomax  shouted.  "Do  you  realize  what  you're  doing, 

Stoner? Do you realize what you're doing to the boy?" 

"Yes," Stoner said quietly, "and I'm sorry for him. I am preventing him

from getting his degree, and I'm preventing him from teaching in a college

or university. Which is precisely what I want to do. For him to be a teacher

would be a-- disaster." 

Lomax was very still. "That is your final word?" he asked icily. 

"Yes," Stoner said. 

Lomax  nodded.  "Well,  let  me  warn  you,  Professor  Stoner,  I  do  not

intend  to  let  the  matter  drop  here.  You  have  made--  you  have  implied

certain accusations here today--you have shown a prejudice that--that--" 

"Gentlemen, please," Rutherford said. He looked as if he were going to

weep. "Let us keep our perspective. As you know, for the candidate to pass, 

there must be unanimous consent. Is there no way that we can resolve this

difference?" 

No one spoke. 

Rutherford sighed. "Very well, then, I have no alternative but to declare

that--" 

"Just a minute." It was Gordon Finch; during the entire examination he

had been so still that the others had nearly forgotten his presence. Now he

raised himself a little in his chair and addressed the top of the table in a tired

but determined voice. "As acting chairman of the department I am going to

make a recommendation. I trust it will be followed. I recommend that we

defer  the  decision  until  the  day  after  tomorrow.  That  will  give  us  time  to

cool off and talk it over." 

"There's nothing to talk over," Lomax said hotly. "If Stoner wants to--" 

"I  have  made  my  recommendation,"  Finch  said  softly,  "and  it  will  be

followed.  Dean  Rutherford,  I  suggest  that  we  inform  the  candidate  of  our

resolution of this matter." 

They  found  Walker  sitting  in  perfect  ease  in  the  corridor  outside  the

conference room. He held a cigarette negligently in his right hand, and he

was looking boredly at the ceiling. 

"Mr. Walker," Lomax called and limped toward him. 

Walker  stood  up;  he  was  several  inches  taller  than  Lomax,  so  that  he

had to look down at him. 

"Mr. Walker, I have been directed to inform you that the committee has

been unable to reach agreement concerning your examination; you will be

informed  the  day  after  tomorrow.  But  I  assure  you"--his  voice  rose--"I

assure you that you have nothing to worry about. Nothing at all." 

Walker stood for a moment looking coolly from one of them to another. 

"I thank you again, gentlemen, for your consideration." He caught Stoner's

eye, and the flicker of a smile went across his lips. 

Gordon  Finch  hurried  away  without  speaking  to  any  of  them;  Stoner, 

Rutherford, and Holland wandered down the hall together; Lomax remained

behind, talking earnestly to Walker. 

"Well,"  Rutherford  said,  walking  between  Stoner  and  Holland,  "it's  an

unpleasant  business.  No  matter  how  you  look  at  it,  it's  an  unpleasant

business." 

"Yes, it is," Stoner said and turned away from them. He walked down

the marble steps, his steps becoming more rapid as he neared the first floor, 

and went outside. He breathed deeply the smoky fragrance of the afternoon

air, and breathed again, as if he were a swimmer emerging from water. Then

he walked slowly toward his house. 

Early  the  next  afternoon,  before  he  had  a  chance  to  get  lunch,  he

received a call from Gordon Finch's secretary, asking him to come down to

the office at once. 

Finch was waiting impatiently when Stoner came into the room. He rose

and motioned for Stoner to sit in the chair he had drawn beside his desk. 

"Is this about the Walker business?" Stoner asked. 

"In a way," Finch replied. "Lomax has asked me for a meeting to try to

settle this thing. It's likely to be unpleasant. I wanted to talk to you for a few

minutes  alone,  before  Lomax  gets  here."  He  sat  again  and  for  several

minutes rocked back and forth in the swivel chair, looking contemplatively

at Stoner. He said abruptly, "Lomax is a good man." 

"I know he is," Stoner said. "In some ways he's probably the best man in

the department." 

As if Stoner had not spoken Finch went on, "He has his problems, but

they don't crop up very often; and when they do he's usually able to handle

them. It's unfortunate that this business should have come up just now; the

timing  is  awkward  as  hell.  A  split  in  the  department  right  now--"  Finch

shook his head. 

"Gordon," Stoner said uncomfortably, "I hope you're not--" 

Finch  held  up  his  hand.  "Wait,"  he  said.  "I  wish  I  had  told  you  this

before. But then it wasn't supposed to be let out, and it wasn't really official. 

It's  still  supposed  to  be  confidential,  but--do  you  remember  a  few  weeks

back our talking about the chairmanship?" 

Stoner nodded. 

"Well, it's Lomax. He's the new head. It's finished, settled. 

The suggestion came from upstairs, but I ought to tell you that I went

along  with  it."  He  laughed  shortly.  "Not  that  I  was  in  a  position  to  do

anything else. But even if I had been I would have gone along with it--then. 

Now I'm not so sure." 

"I  see,"  Stoner  said  thoughtfully.  After  a  few  moments  he  continued, 

"I'm  glad  you  didn't  tell  me.  I  don't  think  it  would  have  made  any

difference, but at least it wasn't there to cloud the issue." 

"God damn it, Bill," Finch said. "You've got to understand. I don't give a

damn about Walker, or Lomax, or--but you're an old friend. Look. I think

you're  right  in  this.  Damn  it,  I  know  you're  right.  But  let's  be  practical. 

Lomax is taking this very seriously, and he's not going to let it drop. And if

it  comes  to  a  fight  it's  going  to  be  awkward  as  hell.  Lomax  can  be

vindictive; you know that as well as I do. He can't fire you, but he can do

damn near everything else. And to a certain extent I'll have to go along with

him."  He  laughed  again,  bitterly.  "Hell,  to  a   large  extent  I'll  have  to  go

along with him. If a dean starts reversing the decisions of a department head

he has to fire him from his chairmanship. Now, if Lomax got out of line, I

could  remove  him  from  the  chairmanship;  or  at  least  I  could  try.  I  might

even get away with it, or I might not. But even if I did, there would be a

fight that would split the department, maybe even the college, wide open. 

And, God damn it--" Finch was suddenly embarrassed; he mumbled, "God

damn it, I've got to think of the college." He looked directly at Stoner. "Do

you see what I'm trying to say?" 

A warmth of feeling, of love and fond respect for his old friend, came

over  Stoner.  He  said,  "Of  course  I  do,  Gordon.  Did  you  think  I  wouldn't

understand?" 

"All right," Finch said. "And there's one more thing. Somehow Lomax

has got his finger in the president's nose, and he leads him around like a cut

bull. So it may be even rougher than you think. Look, all you'd have to do is

say you'd reconsidered. You could even blame it on me--say I made you do

it." 

"It isn't a matter of my saving face, Gordon." 

"I  know  that,"  Finch  said.  "I  said  it  wrong.  Look  at  it  this  way.  What

does it matter about Walker? Sure, I know; it's the principle of the thing; but

there's another principle you ought to think of." 

"It's not the principle," Stoner said. "It's Walker. It would be a disaster to

let him loose in a classroom." 

"Hell,"  Finch  said  wearily.  "If  he  doesn't  make  it  here,  he  can  go

somewhere else and get his degree; and despite everything he might even

make  it  here.  You  could  lose  this,  you  know,  no  matter  what  you  do.  We

can't keep the Walkers out." 

"Maybe not," Stoner said. "But we can try." 

Finch was silent for several moments. He sighed. "All right. There's no

use keeping Lomax waiting any longer. We might as well get it over with." 

He  got  up  from  his  desk  and  started  for  the  door  that  led  to  the  small

anteroom. But as he passed Stoner, Stoner put his hand on his arm, delaying

him for a moment. 

"Gordon, do you remember something Dave Masters said once?" 

Finch raised his brows in puzzlement. "Why do you bring Dave Masters

up?" 

Stoner looked across the room, out of the window, trying to remember. 

"The  three  of  us  were  together,  and  he  said--  something  about  the

University being an asylum, a refuge from the world, for the dispossessed, 

the  crippled.  But  he  didn't  mean  Walker.  Dave  would  have  thought  of

Walker as --as the world. And we can't let him in. For if we do, we become

like the world, just as unreal, just as . . . The only hope we have is to keep

him out." 

Finch looked at him for several moments. Then he grinned. 

"You son-of-a-bitch," he said cheerfully. "We'd better see Lomax now." 

He opened the door, beckoned, and Lomax came into the room. 

He came into the room so stiffly and formally that the slight hitch in his

right  leg  was  barely  noticeable;  his  thin  handsome  face  was  set  and  cold, 

and  he  held  his  head  high,  so  that  his  rather  long  and  wavy  hair  nearly

touched the hump that disfigured his back beneath his left shoulder. He did

not  look  at  either  of  the  two  men  in  the  room  with  him;  he  took  a  chair

opposite  Finch's  desk  and  sat  as  erect  as  he  could,  staring  at  the  space

between Finch and Stoner. He turned his head slightly toward Finch. 

"I asked for the three of us to meet for a simple purpose. I wish to know

whether Professor Stoner has reconsidered his ill- advised vote yesterday." 

"Mr.  Stoner  and  I  have  been  discussing  the  matter,"  Finch  said.  "I'm

afraid that we've been unable to resolve it." 

Lomax turned to Stoner and stared at him; his light blue eyes were dull, 

as if a translucent film had dropped over them. "Then I'm afraid I'm going

to have to bring some rather serious charges out in the open." 

"Charges?"  Finch's  voice  was  surprised,  a  little  angry.  "You  never

mentioned anything about--" 

"I'm sorry," Lomax said. "But this is necessary." He said to Stoner, "The

first  time  you  spoke  to  Charles  Walker  was  when  he  asked  you  for

admittance to your graduate seminar. Is that right?" 

"That's right," Stoner said. 

"You were reluctant to admit him, were you not?" 

"Yes," Stoner said. "The class already had twelve students." 

Lomax glanced at some notes he held in his right hand. "And when the

student told you he  had to get in, you reluctantly admitted him, at the same

time  saying  that  his  admission  would  virtually  ruin  the  seminar.  Is  that

right?" 

"Not exactly," Stoner said. "As I remember, I said one  more in the class

would--" 

Lomax waved his hand. "It doesn't matter. I'm just trying to establish a

context.  Now,  during  this  first  conversation,  did  you  not  question  his

competence to do the work in the seminar?" 

Gordon  Finch  said  tiredly,  "Holly,  where's  all  this  getting  us?  What

good do you--" 

"Please,"  Lomax  said.  "I  have  said  that  I  have  charges  to  bring.  You

must  allow  me  to  develop  them.  Now.  Did  you  not  question  his

competence?" 

Stoner said calmly, "I asked him a few questions, yes, to see whether he

was capable of doing the work." 

"And did you satisfy yourself that he was?" 

"I was unsure, I believe," Stoner said. "It's difficult to remember." 

Lomax turned to Finch. "We have established, then, first that Professor

Stoner  was  reluctant  to  admit  Walker  to  his  seminar;  second,  that  his

reluctance  was  so  intense  that  he  threatened  Walker  with  the  fact  that  his

admission would ruin the seminar; third, that he was at least doubtful that

Walker  was  competent  to  do  the  work;  and  fourth,  that  despite  this  doubt

and  these  strong  feelings  of  resentment,  he  allowed  him  in  the  class

anyway." 

Finch shook his head hopelessly. "Holly, this is all pointless." 

"Wait," Lomax said. He glanced hastily at his notes and then looked up

shrewdly  at  Finch.  "I  have  a  number  of  other  points  to  make.  I  could

develop  them  by  'cross  examination'--he  gave  the  words  an  ironic

inflection--"but I am no attorney. But I assure you I am prepared to specify

these  charges,  if  it  becomes  necessary."  He  paused,  as  if  gathering  his

strength. "I am prepared to demonstrate, first, that Professor Stoner allowed

Mr.  Walker  into  his  seminar  while  holding  incipiently  prejudiced  feelings

against him; I am prepared to demonstrate that this prejudicial feeling was

intensified  by  the  fact  that  certain  conflicts  of  temperament  and  feeling

came out during the course of this seminar, that the conflict was aided and

intensified  by  Mr.  Stoner  himself,  who  allowed,  and  indeed  at  times

encouraged, other members of the class to ridicule and laugh at Mr. Walker. 

I am prepared to demonstrate that on more than one occasion this prejudice

was manifested by statements by Professor Stoner, to students and others; 

that he accused Mr. Walker of 'attacking' a member of the class, when Mr. 

Walker  was  merely  expressing  a  contrary  opinion,  that  he  admitted  anger

about  this  so-called  'attack'  and  that  he  moreover  indulged  in  loose  talk

about Mr. Walker's 'behaving foolishly.' I am prepared to demonstrate, too, 

that without provocation Professor Stoner, out of this prejudice, accused Mr. 

Walker of laziness, of ignorance, and of dishonesty. And, finally, that of all

the  thirteen  members  of  the  class,  Mr.  Walker  was  the  only  one--the  only

one--that  Professor  Stoner  singled  out  for  suspicion,  asking  him   alone  to

hand in the text of his seminar report. Now I call upon Professor Stoner to

deny these charges, either singly or categorically." 

Stoner shook his head, almost in admiration. "My God," he said. "How

you make it sound! Sure, everything you say is a fact, but none of it is true. 

Not the way you say it." 

Lomax  nodded,  as  if  he  had  expected  the  answer.  "I  am  prepared  to

demonstrate the truth of everything I have said. It would be a simple matter, 

if necessary, to call the members of that seminar, individually, and question

them." 


"No!" Stoner said sharply. "That is in some ways the most outrageous

thing you've said all afternoon. I will not have the students dragged into this

mess." 

"You may have no choice, Stoner," Lomax said softly. "You may have

no choice at all." 

Gordon Finch looked at Lomax and said quietly, "What are you getting

at?" 

Lomax ignored  him.  He  said  to  Stoner,  "Mr.  Walker  has  told  me  that, 

although  he  is  against  doing  so  in  principle,  he  is  now  willing  to  deliver

over to you the seminar paper that you cast so many ugly doubts about; he

is  willing  to  abide  by  any  decision  that  you  and  any  other  two  qualified

members of the department may make. If it receives a passing grade from a

majority of the three, he will receive a passing grade in the seminar, and he

will be allowed to remain in graduate school." 

Stoner shook his head; he was ashamed to look at Lomax. "You know I

can't do that." 

"Very well. I dislike doing this, but--if you do not change your vote of

yesterday I shall be compelled to bring formal charges against you." 

Gordon Finch's voice rose. "You'll be compelled to do  what?" 

Lomax  said  coolly,  "The  constitution  of  the  University  of  Missouri

allows any faculty member with tenure to bring charges against any other

faculty member with tenure, if there is compelling reason to believe that the

charged  faculty  member  is  incompetent,  unethical,  or  not  performing  his

duties  in  accord  with  the  ethical  standards  laid  out  in  Article  Six,  Section

Three of the Constitution. These charges, and the evidence to support them, 

will be heard by the entire faculty, and at the end of the trial the faculty will

either uphold the charges by a two-thirds vote or dismiss them with a lesser

vote." 

Gordon Finch sat back in his chair, his mouth open; he shook his head

unbelievingly. He said, "Now, look. This thing is getting out of hand. You

can't be serious, Holly." 

"I  assure  you  that  I  am,"  Lomax  said.  "This  is  a  serious  matter.  It's  a

matter  of  principle;  and--and  my  integrity  has  been  questioned.  It  is  my

right to bring charges if I see fit." 

Finch said, "You could never make them stick." 

"It is my right, nevertheless, to bring charges." 

For  a  moment  Finch  gazed  at  Lomax.  Then  he  said  quietly,  almost

affably, "There will be no charges. I don't know how this thing is going to

resolve  itself,  and  I  don't  particularly  care.  But  there  will  be  no  charges. 

We're all going to walk out of here in a few minutes, and we're going to try

to forget most of what has been said this afternoon. Or at least we're going

to pretend to. I'm not going to have the department or the college dragged

into  a  mess.  There  will  be  no  charges.  Because,"  he  added  pleasantly,  "if

there  are,  I  promise  you  that  I  will  do  my  damnedest  to  see  that  you  are

ruined. I will stop at nothing. I will use every ounce of influence I have; I

will lie if necessary; I will frame you if I have to. I am now going to report

to Dean Rutherford that the vote on Mr. Walker stands. If you still want to

carry  through  on  this,  you  can  take  it  up  with  him,  with  the  president,  or

with God. But this office is through with the matter. I want to hear no more

about it." 

Dining  Finch's  speech,  Lomax's  expression  had  gone  thoughtful  and

cool. When Finch finished, Lomax nodded almost casually and got up from

his chair. He looked once at Stoner, and then he limped across the room and

went  out.  For  several  moments  Finch  and  Stoner  sat  in  silence.  Finally

Finch said, "I wonder what it is between him and Walker." 

Stoner shook his head. "It isn't what you're thinking," he said. "I don't

know what it is. I don't believe I want to know." 

Ten  days  later  Hollis  Lomax's  appointment  as  chairman  of  the

Department  of  English  was  announced;  and  two  weeks  after  that  the

schedule  of  classes  for  the  following  year  was  distributed  among  the

members  of  the  department.  Without  surprise  Stoner  discovered  that  for

each  of  the  two  semesters  that  made  up  the  academic  year  he  had  been

assigned three classes of freshman composition and one sophomore survey

course;  his  upper-class  Readings  in  Medieval  Literature  and  his  graduate

seminar  had  been  dropped  from  the  program.  It  was,  Stoner  realized,  the

kind of schedule that a beginning instructor might expect. It was worse in

some ways; for the schedule was so arranged that he taught at odd, widely

separated  hours,  six  days  a  week.  He  made  no  protest  about  his  schedule

and resolved to teach the following year as if nothing were amiss. 

But for the first time since he had started teaching it began to seem to

him  that  it  was  possible  that  he  might  leave  the  University,  that  he  might

teach elsewhere. He spoke to Edith of the possibility, and she looked at him

as if he had struck her. 

"I  couldn't,"  she  said.  "Oh,  I  couldn't."  And  then,  aware  that  she  had

betrayed  herself  by  showing  her  fear,  she  became  angry.  "What  are  you

thinking  of?"  she  asked.  "Our  home--our  lovely  home.  And  our  friends. 

And  Grace's  school.  It  isn't  good  for  a  child  to  be  shifted  around  from

school to school." 

"It may be necessary," he said. He had not told her about the incident of

Charles Walker and of Lomax's involvement; but it became quickly evident

that she knew all about it. 

"Thoughtless,"  she  said.  "Absolutely  thoughtless."  But  her  anger  was

oddly  distracted,  almost  perfunctory;  her  pale  blue  eyes  wandered  from

their regard of him and rested casually upon odd objects in the living room, 

as  if  she  were  reassuring  herself  of  their  continued  presence;  her  thin, 

lightly  freckled  fingers  moved  restlessly.  "Oh,  I  know  all  about  your

trouble.  I've  never  interfered  with  your  work,  but--really,  you're  very

stubborn. I mean,  Grace and I are involved in this. And certainly we can't

be  expected  to  pick  up  and  move  just  because  you've  put  yourself  in  an

awkward position." 

"But it's for you and Grace, partly, at least, that I'm thinking about it. It

isn't likely that I'll--go much farther in the department if I stay here." 

"Oh,"  Edith  said  distantly,  summoning  bitterness  to  her  voice.  "That

isn't important. We've been poor so far; there's no reason we can't go on like

this.  You  should  have  thought  of  this  before,  of  what  it  might  lead  to.  A

cripple." Suddenly her voice changed, and she laughed indulgently, almost

fondly. "Honestly, things are so important to you. What  difference could it

make?" 

And  she  would  not  consider  leaving  Columbia.  If  it  came  to  that,  she

said,  she  and  Grace  could  always  move  in  with  Aunt  Emma;  she  was

getting very feeble and would welcome the company. 

So he dropped the possibility almost as soon as he broached it. He was

to teach that summer, and two of his classes were ones in which he had a

particular  interest;  they  had  been  scheduled  before  Lomax  became

chairman. He resolved to give them all of his attention, for he knew that it

might be some time before he had a chance to teach them again. 

 XI

A  few  weeks  after  the  fall  semester  of  1932  began,  it  was  clear  to

William Stoner that he had been unsuccessful in his battle to keep Charles

Walker  out  of  the  graduate  English  program.  After  the  summer  holidays

Walker  returned  to  the  campus  as  if  triumphantly  entering  an  arena;  and

when he saw Stoner in the corridors of Jesse Hall he inclined his head in an

ironic  bow  and  grinned  at  him  maliciously.  Stoner  learned  from  Jim

Holland  that  Dean  Rutherford  had  delayed  making  the  vote  of  last  year

official and that finally it had been decided that Walker would be allowed to

take  his  oral  preliminaries  again,  his  examiners  to  be  selected  by  the

chairman of the department. 

The battle was over then, and Stoner was willing to concede his defeat; 

but the fighting did not end. When Stoner met Lomax in the corridors or at

a department meeting, or at a college function, he spoke to him as he had

spoken before, as if nothing had happened between them. But Lomax would

not respond to his greeting; he stared coldly and turned his eyes away, as if

to say that he would not be appeased. 

One  day  in  late  fall  Stoner  walked  casually  into  Lomax's  office  and

stood beside his desk for several minutes until, reluctantly, Lomax looked

up at him, his lips tight and his eyes hard. 

When  he  realized  that  Lomax  was  not  going  to  speak  Stoner  said

awkwardly, "Look, Holly, it's over and done with. Can't we just drop it?" 

Lomax looked at him steadily. 

Stoner  continued,  "We've  had  a  disagreement,  but  that  isn't  unusual. 

We've been friends before, and I see no reason--" 

"We have never been friends," Lomax said distinctly. 

"All  right,"  Stoner  said.  "But  we've  got  along  at  least.  We  can  keep

whatever differences we have, but for God's sake, there's no need to display

them. Even the students are beginning to notice." 

"And well the students might," Lomax said bitterly, "since one of their

own  number  nearly  had  his  career  ruined.  A  brilliant  student,  whose  only

crimes  were  his  imagination,  an  enthusiasm  and  integrity  that  forced  him

into  conflict  with  you  --and,  yes,  I  might  as  well  say  it--an  unfortunate

physical  affliction  that  would  have  called  forth  sympathy  in  a  normal

human  being."  With  his  good  right  hand  Lomax  held  a  pencil,  and  it

trembled  before  him;  almost  with  horror  Stoner  realized  that  Lomax  was

dreadfully and irrevocably sincere. "No," Lomax went on passionately, "for

that I cannot forgive you." 

Stoner tried to keep his voice from becoming stiff. "It isn't a question of

forgiving. It's simply a question of our behaving toward each other so that

not too much discomfort is made for the students and the other members of

the department." 

"I'm  going  to  be  very  frank  with  you,  Stoner,"  Lomax  said.  His  anger

had quieted, and his voice was calm, matter of fact. "I don't think you're fit

to  be  a  teacher;  no  man  is,  whose  prejudices  override  his  talents  and  his

learning. I should probably fire you if I had the power; but I don't have the

power, as we both know. We are--you are protected by the tenure system. I

must  accept  that.  But  I  don't  have  to  play  the  hypocrite.  I  want  to  have

nothing to do with you. Nothing at all. And I will not pretend otherwise." 

Stoner looked at him steadily for several moments. Then he shook his

head. "All right, Holly," he said tiredly. He started to go-

"Just a minute," Lomax called. 

Stoner turned. Lomax was gazing intently at some papers on his desk; 

his  face  was  red,  and  he  seemed  to  be  struggling  with  himself.  Stoner

realized that what he saw was not anger but shame. 

Lomax said, "Hereafter, if you want to see me--on department business-

-you  will  make  an  appointment  with  the  secretary."  And  although  Stoner

stood  looking  at  him  for  several  moments  more,  Lomax  did  not  raise  his

head.  A  brief  writhing  went  across  his  face;  then  it  was  still.  Stoner  went

out of the room. 

And for more than twenty years neither man was to speak again directly

to the other. 

It  was,  Stoner  realized  later,  inevitable  that  the  students  be  affected; 

even  if  he  had  been  successful  in  persuading  Lomax  to  put  on  an

appearance,  he  could  not  in  the  long  run  have  protected  them  from  a

consciousness of the battle. 

Former students of his, even students he had known rather well, began

nodding and speaking to him self-consciously, even furtively. A few were

ostentatiously friendly, going out of their way to speak to him or to be seen

walking with him in the halls. But he no longer had the rapport with them

that he once had had; he was a special figure, and one was seen with him, or

not seen with him, for special reasons. 

He  came  to  feel  that  his  presence  was  an  embarrassment  both  to  his

friends and his enemies, and so he kept more and more to himself. 

A kind of lethargy descended upon him. He taught his classes as well as

he  could,  though  the  steady  routine  of  required  freshman  and  sophomore

classes  drained  him  of  enthusiasm  and  left  him  at  the  end  of  the  day

exhausted and numb. As well as he could, he filled the hours between his

widely separated classes with student conferences, painstakingly going over

the students' work, keeping them until they became restless and impatient. 

Time dragged slowly around him. He tried to spend more of that time at

home with his wife and child; but because of his odd schedule the hours he

could  spend  there  were  unusual  and  not  accounted  for  by  Edith's  tight

disposition of each day; he discovered (not to his surprise) that his regular

presence  was  so  upsetting  to  his  wife  that  she  became  nervous  and  silent

and sometimes physically ill. And he was able to see Grace infrequently in

all  the  time  he  spent  at  home.  Edith  had  scheduled  her  daughter's  days

carefully;  her  only  "free"  time  was  in  the  evening,  and  Stoner  was

scheduled to teach a late class four evenings a week. By the time the class

was over Grace was usually in bed. 

So he continued to see Grace only briefly in the mornings, at breakfast; 

and he was alone with her for only the few minutes it took Edith to clear the

breakfast dishes from the table and put them to soak in the kitchen sink. He

watched her body lengthen, an awkward grace come into her limbs, and an

intelligence grow in her quiet eyes and watchful face. And at times he felt

that some closeness remained between them, a closeness which neither of

them could afford to admit. 

At last he went back to his old habit of spending most of his time at his

office  in  Jesse  Hall.  He  told  himself  that  he  should  be  grateful  for  the

chance  of  reading  on  his  own,  free  from  the  pressures  of  preparing  for

particular classes, free from the predetermined directions of his learning. He

tried to read at random, for his own pleasure and indulgence, many of the

things that he had been waiting for years to read. But his mind would not be

led where he wished it to go; his attention wandered from the pages he held

before him, and more and more often he found himself staring dully in front

of  him,  at  nothing;  it  was  as  if  from  moment  to  moment  his  mind  were

emptied of all it knew and as if his will were drained of its strength. He felt

at times that he was a kind of vegetable, and he longed for something--even

pain--to pierce him, to bring him alive. 

He  had  come  to  that  moment  in  his  age  when  there  occurred  to  him, 

with  increasing  intensity,  a  question  of  such  overwhelming  simplicity  that

he  had  no  means  to  face  it.  He  found  himself  wondering  if  his  life  were

worth the living; if it had ever been. It was a question, he suspected, that

came to all men at one time or another; he wondered if it came to them with

such  impersonal  force  as  it  came  to  him.  The  question  brought  with  it  a

sadness,  but  it  was  a  general  sadness  which  (he  thought)  had  little  to  do

with  himself  or  with  his  particular  fate;  he  was  not  even  sure  that  the

question  sprang  from  the  most  immediate  and  obvious  causes,  from  what

his  own  life  had  become.  It  came,  he  believed,  from  the  accretion  of  his

years, from the density of accident and circumstance, and from what he had

come to understand of them. He took a grim and ironic pleasure from the

possibility that what little learning he had managed to acquire had led him

to this knowledge: that in the long run all things, even the learning that let

him  know  this,  were  futile  and  empty,  and  at  last  diminished  into  a

nothingness they did not alter. 

Once, late, after his evening class, he returned to his office and sat at his

desk, trying to read. It was winter, and a snow had fallen during the day, so

that  the  out-of-doors  was  covered  with  a  white  softness.  The  office  was

overheated; he opened a window beside the desk so that the cool air might

come into the close room. He breathed deeply, and let his eyes wander over

the white floor of the campus. On an impulse he switched out the light on

his  desk  and  sat  in  the  hot  darkness  of  his  office;  the  cold  air  filled  his

lungs, and he leaned toward the open window. He heard the silence of the

winter  night,  and  it  seemed  to  him  that  he  somehow  felt  the  sounds  that

were  absorbed  by  the  delicate  and  intricately  cellular  being  of  the  snow. 

Nothing moved upon the whiteness; it was a dead scene, which seemed to

pull at him, to suck at his consciousness just as it pulled the sound from the

air and buried it within a cold white softness. He felt himself pulled outward

toward the whiteness, which spread as far as he could see, and which was a

part  of  the  darkness  from  which  it  glowed,  of  the  clear  and  cloudless  sky

without height or depth. For an instant he felt himself go out of the body

that  sat  motionless  before  the  window;  and  as  he  felt  himself  slip  away, 

everything--the flat whiteness, the trees, the tall columns, the night, the far

stars-- seemed incredibly tiny and far away, as if they were dwindling to a

nothingness. Then, behind him, a radiator clanked. He moved, and the scene

became itself. With a curiously reluctant relief he again snapped on his desk

lamp. He gathered a book and a few papers, went out of the office, walked

through the darkened corridors, and let himself out of the wide double doors

at the back of Jesse Hall. He walked slowly home, aware of each footstep

crunching with muffled loudness in the dry snow. 
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During that year, and especially in the winter months, he found himself

returning more and more frequently to such a state of unreality; at will, he

seemed able to remove his consciousness from the body that contained it, 

and he observed himself as if he were an oddly familiar stranger doing the

oddly  familiar  things  that  he  had  to  do.  It  was  a  dissociation  that  he  had

never  felt  before;  he  knew  that  he  ought  to  be  troubled  by  it,  but  he  was

numb, and he could not convince himself that it mattered. He was forty-two

years old, and he could see nothing before him that he wished to enjoy and

little behind him that he cared to remember. 

In its forty-third year William Stoner's body was nearly as lean as it had

been when he was a youth, when he had first walked in dazed awe upon the

campus  that  had  never  wholly  lost  its  effect  upon  him.  Year  by  year  the

stoop  of  his  shoulders  had  increased,  and  he  had  learned  to  slow  his

movements  so  that  his  farmer's  clumsiness  of  hand  and  foot  seemed  a

deliberation rather than an awkwardness bred in the bone. His long face had

softened with time; and although the flesh was still like tanned leather, it no

longer  stretched  so  tautly  over  the  sharp  cheekbones;  it  was  loosened  by

thin  lines  around  his  eyes  and  mouth.  Still  sharp  and  clear,  his  gray  eyes

were  sunk  more  deeply  in  his  face,  the  shrewd  watchfulness  there  half

hidden; his hair, once light brown, had darkened, although a few touches of

gray were beginning around his temples. He did not think often of the years, 

or  regret  their  passing;  but  when  he  saw  his  face  in  a  mirror,  or  when  he

approached his reflection in one of the glass doors that led into Jesse Hall, 

he recognized the changes that had come over him with a mild shock. 

Late one afternoon in the early spring he sat alone in his office. A pile

of freshman themes lay on his desk; he held one of the papers in his hand, 

but  he  was  not  looking  at  it.  As  he  had  been  doing  frequently  of  late,  he

gazed out the window upon that part of the campus he could see from his

office.  The  day  was  bright,  and  the  shadow  cast  by  Jesse  Hall  had  crept, 

while he watched, nearly up to the base of the five columns that stood in

powerful, isolate grace in the center of the rectangular quad. The portion of

the  quad  in  shadow  was  a  deep  brownish-gray;  beyond  the  edge  of  the

shadow the winter grass was a light tan, overlaid with a shimmering film of

the palest green. Against the spidery black tracings of vine stems that curled

around them, the marble columns were brilliantly white; soon the shadow

would creep upon them, Stoner thought, and the bases would darken, and

the  darkness  would  creep  up,  slowly  and  then  more  rapidly,  until .  .  .  He

became aware that someone was standing behind him. 

He  turned  in  his  chair  and  looked  up.  It  was  Katherine  Driscoll,  the

young  instructor  who  last  year  had  sat  in  on  his  seminar.  Since  that  time, 

though they sometimes met in the corridors and nodded, they had not really

spoken to each other. Stoner was aware that he was dimly annoyed by this

confrontation; he did not wish to be reminded of the seminar and of what

had ensued from it. He pushed his chair back and got awkwardly to his feet. 

"Miss  Driscoll,"  he  said  soberly  and  motioned  to  the  chair  beside  his

desk. She gazed at him for a moment; her eyes were large and dark, and he

thought that her face was extraordinarily pale. With a slight ducking motion

of  the  head  she  moved  away  from  him  and  took  the  chair  to  which  he

vaguely motioned. 

Stoner  seated  himself  again  and  stared  at  her  for  a  moment  without

really  seeing  her.  Then,  aware  that  his  regard  of  her  might  be  taken  as

rudeness, he tried to smile, and he murmured an inane, automatic question

about her classes. 

She spoke abruptly. "You--you  said  once  that  you  would  be  willing  to

look over my dissertation whenever I had a good start on it." 

"Yes,"  Stoner  said  and  nodded.  "I  believe  I  did.  Of  course."  Then,  for

the first time, he noticed that she clutched a folder of papers in her lap. 

"Of course, if you're busy," she said tentatively. 

"Not  at  all,"  Stoner  said,  trying  to  put  some  enthusiasm  in  his  voice. 

"I'm sorry. I didn't intend to sound distracted." 

She  hesitantly  lifted  the  folder  toward  him.  He  took  it,  hefted  it,  and

smiled at her. "I thought you would be further along than this," he said. 

"I was," she said. "But I started over. I'm taking a new tack, and--and I'll

be grateful if you'll tell me what you think." 

He smiled at her again and nodded; he did not know what to say. They

sat in awkward silence for a moment. 

Finally he said, "When do you need this back?" 

She shook her head. "Any time. Whenever you can get around to it." 

"I don't want to hold you up," he said. "How about this coming Friday? 

That should give me plenty of time. About three o'clock?" 

She rose as abruptly as she had sat down. "Thank you," she said. "I don't

want  to  be  a  bother.  Thank  you."  And  she  turned  and  walked,  slim  and

erect, out of his office. 

He held the folder in his hands for a few moments, staring at it. Then he

put it on his desk and got back to his freshman themes. 

That  was  on  a  Tuesday,  and  for  the  next  two  days  the  manuscript  lay

untouched  on  his  desk.  For  reasons  that  he  did  not  fully  understand,  he

could not bring himself to open the folder, to begin the reading which a few

months before would have been a duty of pleasure. He watched it warily, as

if it were an enemy that was trying to entice him again into a war that he

had renounced. 

And  then  it  was  Friday,  and  he  still  had  not  read  it.  He  saw  it  lying

accusingly  on  his  desk  in  the  morning  when  he  gathered  his  books  and

papers for his eight o'clock class; when he returned at a little after nine he

nearly decided to leave a note in Miss Driscoll's mailbox in the main office, 

begging off for another week; but he resolved to look at it hurriedly before

his eleven o'clock class and say a few perfunctory words to her when she

came by that afternoon. But he could not make himself get to it; and just

before he had to leave for the class, his last of the day, he grabbed the folder

from his desk, stuck it among his other papers, and hurried across campus

to his classroom. 

After the class was over at noon he was delayed by several students who

needed to talk to him, so that it was after one o'clock when he was able to

break  away.  He  headed,  with  a  kind  of  grim  determination,  toward  the

library; he intended to find an empty carrel and give the manuscript a hasty

hour's reading before his three o'clock appointment with Miss Driscoll. 

But even in the dim, familiar quiet of the library, in an empty carrel that

he  found  hidden  in  the  lower  depths  of  the  stacks,  he  had  a  hard  time

making  himself  look  at  the  pages  he  carried  with  him.  He  opened  other

books and read paragraphs at random; he sat still, inhaling the musty odor

that came from the old books. Finally he sighed; unable to put it off longer, 

he opened the folder and glanced hastily at the first pages. 

At  first  only  a  nervous  edge  of  his  mind  touched  what  he  read;  but

gradually  the  words  forced  themselves  upon  him.  He  frowned  and  read

more  carefully.  And  then  he  was  caught;  he  turned  back  to  where  he  had

begun, and his attention flowed upon the page. Yes, he said to himself, of

course. Much of the material that she had given in her seminar report was

contained  here,  but  rearranged,  reorganized,  pointing  in  directions  that  he

himself had only dimly glimpsed. My God, he said to himself in a kind of

wonder; and his fingers trembled with excitement as he turned the pages. 

When  he  came  to  the  last  sheet  of  typescript  he  leaned  back  in  happy

exhaustion  and  stared  at  the  gray  cement  wall  before  him.  Although  it

seemed only a few minutes had elapsed since he started reading, he glanced

at his watch. It was nearly four- thirty. He scrambled to his feet, gathered

the manuscript hastily, and hurried out of the library; and though he knew it

was too late for it to make any difference, he half ran across the campus to

Jesse Hall. 

As he passed the open door of the main office on his way to his own, he

heard  his  name  called.  He  halted  and  stuck  his  head  in  the  doorway.  The

secretary--a new girl that Lomax had recently hired--said to him accusingly, 

almost insolently, "Miss Driscoll was here to see you at three o'clock. She

waited nearly an hour." 

He  nodded,  thanked  her,  and  proceeded  more  slowly  to  his  office.  He

told himself that it didn't matter, that he could return the manuscript to her

on  Monday  and  make  his  apologies  then.  But  the  excitement  he  had  felt

when he finished the manuscript would not subside, and he paced restlessly

around  his  office;  every  now  and  then  he  paused  and  nodded  to  himself. 

Finally  he  went  to  his  bookcase,  searched  for  a  moment,  and  withdrew  a

slender  pamphlet  with  smeared  black  lettering  on  the  cover:   Faculty  and

 Staff Directory, University of Missouri.  He found Katherine Driscoll's name; 

she did not have a telephone. He noted her address, gathered her manuscript

from his desk, and went out of his office. 

About three blocks from the campus, toward town, a cluster of large old

houses had, some years before, been converted into apartments; these were

filled  by  older  students,  younger  faculty,  staff  members  of  the  University, 

and  a  scattering  of  townspeople.  The  house  in  which  Katherine  Driscoll

lived  stood  in  the  midst  of  these.  It  was  a  huge  three-storied  building  of

gray  stone,  with  a  bewildering  variety  of  entrances  and  exits,  with  turrets

and bay windows and balconies projecting outward and upward on all sides. 

Stoner finally found Katherine Driscoll's name on a mailbox at the side of

the building, where a short flight of cement steps led down to a basement

door. He hesitated for a moment, then knocked. 

When  Katherine  Driscoll  opened  the  door  for  him  William  Stoner

almost  did  not  recognize  her;  she  had  swept  her  hair  up  and  caught  it

carelessly high in the back, so that her small pink-white ears were bare; she

wore  dark-rimmed  glasses,  behind  which  her  dark  eyes  were  wide  and

startled; she had on a mannish shirt, open at the neck; and she was wearing

dark  slacks  that  made  her  appear  slimmer  and  more  graceful  than  he

remembered her. 

"I'm--I'm sorry I missed our appointment," Stoner said awkwardly. He

thrust  the  folder  toward  her.  "I  thought  you  might  need  this  over  the

weekend." 

For  several  moments  she  did  not  speak.  She  looked  at  him

expressionlessly  and  bit  her  lower  lip.  She  moved  back  from  the  door. 

"Won't you come in?" 

He followed her through a very short, narrow hall into a tiny room, low-

ceilinged  and  dim,  with  a  low  three-quarter  bed  that  served  as  a  couch,  a

long, low table before it, a single upholstered chair, a small desk and chair, 

and  a  bookcase  filled  with  books  on  one  wall.  Several  books  were  lying

open on the floor and on the couch, and papers were scattered on the desk. 

"It's very small," Katherine Driscoll said, stooping to pick up one of the

books on the floor, "but I don't need much room." 

He sat in the upholstered chair across from the couch. She asked him if

he would like some coffee, and he said he would. She went into the little

kitchen off the living room, and he relaxed and gazed around him, listening

to the quiet sounds of her moving around in the kitchen. 

She  brought  the  coffee,  in  delicate  white  china  cups,  on  a  black

lacquered tray, which she set on the table before the couch. They sipped the

coffee and talked strainedly for a few moments. Then Stoner spoke of the

part of the manuscript he had read, and the excitement he had felt earlier, in

the library, came over him; he leaned forward, speaking intensely. 

For  many  minutes  the  two  of  them  were  able  to  talk  together

unselfconsciously,  hiding  themselves  under  the  cover  of  their  discourse. 

Katherine  Driscoll  sat  on  the  edge  of  the  couch,  her  eyes  flashing,  her

slender  fingers  clasping  and  unclasping  above  the  coffee  table.  William

Stoner hitched his chair forward and leaned intently toward her; they were

so close that he could have extended his hand and touched her. 

They spoke of the problems raised by the early chapters of her work, of

where the inquiry might lead, of the importance of the subject. 

"You mustn't give it up," he said, and his voice took on an urgency that

he could not understand. "No matter how hard it will seem sometimes, you

mustn't give it up. It's too good for you to give it up. Oh, it's good, there's no

doubt of it." 

She was silent, and for a moment the animation left her face. 

She leaned back, looked away from him, and said, as if absently, "The

seminar--some of the things you said--it was very helpful." 

He smiled and shook his head. "You didn't need the seminar. But I am

glad you were able to sit in on it. It was a good one, I think." 

"Oh,  it's  shameful!"  she  burst  out.  "It's  shameful.  The  seminar--you

were--I  had to start it over, after the seminar. It's shameful that they should--

" She paused in bitter, furious confusion, got up from the couch, and walked

restlessly to the desk. 

Stoner, taken aback by her outburst, for a moment did not speak. Then

he  said,  "You  shouldn't  concern  yourself.  These  things  happen.  It  will  all

work out in time. It really isn't important." 

And  suddenly,  after  he  said  the  words,  it  was  not  important.  For  an

instant he felt the truth of what he said, and for the first time in months he

felt lift away from him the weight of a despair whose heaviness he had not

fully realized. Nearly giddy, almost laughing, he said again, "It  really isn't

important." 

But an awkwardness had come between them, and they could not speak

as freely as they had a few moments before. Soon Stoner got up, thanked

her for the coffee, and took his leave. She walked with him to the door and

seemed almost curt when she told him good night. 

It  was  dark  outside,  and  a  spring  chill  was  in  the  evening  air.  He

breathed deeply and felt his body tingle in the coolness. Beyond the jagged

outline of the apartment houses the town lights glowed upon a thin mist that

hung  in  the  air.  At  the  corner  a  street  light  pushed  feebly  against  the

darkness  that  closed  around  it;  from  the  darkness  beyond  it  the  sound  of

laughter  broke  abruptly  into  the  silence,  lingered  and  died.  The  smell  of

smoke  from  trash  burning  in  back  yards  was  held  by  the  mist;  and  as  he

walked  slowly  through  the  evening,  breathing  the  fragrance  and  tasting

upon his tongue the sharp night-time air, it seemed to him that the moment

he walked in was enough and that he might not need a great deal more. 

And so he had his love affair. 

The  knowledge  of  his  feeling  for  Katherine  Driscoll  came  upon  him

slowly. He found himself discovering pretexts for going to her apartment in

the afternoons; the title of a book or article would occur to him, he would

note  it,  and  deliberately  avoid  seeing  her  in  the  corridors  of  Jesse  Hall  so

that he might drop by her place in the afternoon to give her the title, have a

cup of coffee, and talk. Once he spent half a day in the library pursuing a

reference that might reinforce a point that he thought dubious in her second

chapter; another time he laboriously transcribed a portion of a little-known

Latin manuscript of which the library owned a photostat, and was thus able

to spend several afternoons helping her with the translation. 

During  the  afternoons  they  spent  together  Katherine  Driscoll  was

courteous, friendly, and reserved; she was quietly grateful for the time and

interest  he  expended  upon  her  work,  and  she  hoped  she  was  not  keeping

him  from  more  important  things.  It  did  not  occur  to  him  that  she  might

think  of  him  other  than  as  an  interested  professor  whom  she  admired  and

whose  aid,  though  friendly,  was  little  beyond  the  call  of  his  duty.  He

thought of himself as a faintly ludicrous figure, one in whom no one could

take an interest other than impersonal; and after he admitted to himself his

feeling for Katherine Driscoll, he was desperately careful that he not show

this feeling in any way that could be easily discerned. 

For more than a month he dropped by her apartment two or three times

a week, staying no more than two hours at any one time; he was fearful that

she  would  become  annoyed  at  his  continued  reappearances,  so  he  was

careful to come only when he was sure that he could be genuinely helpful to

her work. With a kind of grim amusement he realized that he was preparing

for  his  visits  to  her  with  the  same  diligence  that  he  prepared  for  lectures; 

and he told himself that this would be enough, that he would be contented

only to see her and talk to her for as long as she might endure his presence. 

But  despite  his  care  and  effort  the  afternoons  they  spent  together

became more and more strained. For long moments they found themselves

with  nothing  to  say;  they  sipped  their  coffee  and  looked  away  from  each

other, they said, "Well . . . ," in tentative and guarded voices, and they found

reasons for moving restlessly around the room, away from each other. With

a  sadness  the  intensity  of  which  he  had  not  expected,  Stoner  told  himself

that his visits were becoming a burden to her and that her courtesy forbade

her to let him be aware of that. As he had known he would have to do, he

came  to  his  decision;  he  would  withdraw  from  her,  gradually,  so  that  she

would not realize he had noticed her restlessness, as if he had given her all

the help that he could. 

He  dropped  by  her  apartment  only  once  the  next  week,  and  the

following  week  he  did  not  visit  her  at  all.  He  had  not  anticipated  the

struggle that he would have with himself; in the afternoons, as he sat in his

office,  he  had  almost  physically  to  restrain  himself  from  rising  from  his

desk, hurrying outside, and walking to her apartment. Once or twice he saw

her at a distance, in the halls, as she was hurrying to or from class; he turned

away and walked in another direction, so that they would not have to meet. 

After a while a kind of numbness came upon him, and he told himself

that it would be all right, that in a few days he would be able to see her in

the halls, nod to her and smile, perhaps even detain her for a moment and

ask her how her work was going. 

Then, one afternoon in the main office, as he was removing some mail

from  his  box,  he  overheard  a  young  instructor  mention  to  another  that

Katherine Driscoll was ill, that she hadn't met her classes for the past two

days. And the numbness left him; he felt a sharp pain in his chest, and his

resolve and the strength of his will went out of him. He walked jerkily to his

own office and looked with a kind of desperation at his bookcase, selected a

book, and went out. By the time he got to Katherine Driscoll's apartment he

was  out  of  breath,  so  that  he  had  to  wait  several  moments  in  front  of  her

door. He put a smile on his face that he hoped was casual, fixed it there, and

knocked at her door. 

She was even paler than usual, and there were dark smudges around her

eyes;  she  wore  a  plain  dark  blue  dressing  gown,  and  her  hair  was  drawn

back severely from her face. 

Stoner  was  aware  that  he  spoke  nervously  and  foolishly,  yet  he  was

unable to stop the flow of his words. "Hello," he said brightly, "I heard you

were ill, I thought I would drop over to see how you were, I have a book

that might be helpful to you, are you all right? I don't want to--" He listened

to the sounds tumble from his stiff smile and could not keep his eyes from

searching her face. 

When  at  last  he  was  silent  she  moved  back  from  the  door  and  said

quietly, "Come in." 

Once  inside  the  little  sitting-bedroom,  his  nervous  inanity  dropped

away.  He  sat  in  the  chair  opposite  the  bed  and  felt  the  beginnings  of  a

familiar ease come over him when Katherine Driscoll sat across from him. 

For several moments neither of them spoke. 

Finally she asked, "Do you want some coffee?" 

"You mustn't bother," Stoner said. 

"It's no bother." Her voice was brusque and had that undertone of anger

that he had heard before. "I'll just heat it up." 

She went into the kitchen. Stoner, alone in the little room, stared glumly

at  the  coffee  table  and  told  himself  that  he  should  not  have  come.  He

wondered at the foolishness that drove men to do the things they did. 

Katherine  Driscoll  came  back  with  the  coffee  pot  and  two  cups;  she

poured  their  coffee,  and  they  sat  watching  the  steam  rise  from  the  black

liquid.  She  took  a  cigarette  from  a  crumpled  package,  lit  it,  and  puffed

nervously for a moment. Stoner became aware of the book he had carried

with him and that he still clutched in his hands. He put it on the coffee table

between them. 

"Perhaps you aren't feeling up to it," he said, "but I ran across something

that might be helpful to you, and I thought--" 

"I  haven't  seen  you  in  nearly  two  weeks,"  she  said  and  stubbed  her

cigarette out, twisting it fiercely in the ashtray. 

He  was  taken  aback;  he  said  distractedly,  "I've  been  rather  busy--so

many things--" 

"It doesn't matter," she said. "Really, it doesn't. I shouldn't have . . ." She

rubbed the palm of her hand across her forehead. 

He  looked  at  her  with  concern;  he  thought  she  must  be  feverish.  "I'm

sorry you're ill. If there's anything I can--" 

"I  am  not  ill,"  she  said.  And  she  added  in  a  voice  that  was  calm, 

speculative,  and  almost  uninterested,  "I  am  desperately,  desperately

unhappy." 

And still he did not understand. The bare sharp utterance went into him

like a blade; he turned a little away from her; he said confusedly, "I'm sorry. 

Could you tell me about it? If there's anything I can do . . ." 

She lifted her head. Her features were stiff, but her eyes were brilliant in

pools of tears. "I didn't intend to embarrass you. I'm sorry. You must think

me very foolish." 

"No," he said. He looked at her for a moment more, at the pale face that

seemed held expressionless by an effort of will. Then he gazed at his large

bony hands that were clasped together on one knee; the fingers were blunt

and heavy, and the knuckles were like white knobs upon the brown flesh. 

He  said  at  last,  heavily  and  slowly,  "In  many  ways  I  am  an  ignorant

man; it is I who am foolish, not you. I have not come to see you because I

thought--I felt that I was becoming a nuisance. Maybe that was not true." 

"No," she said. "No, it wasn't true." 

Still not looking at her, he continued, "And I didn't want to cause you

the discomfort of having to deal with--with  my  feelings  for  you,  which,  I

knew, sooner or later, would become obvious if I kept seeing you." 

She  did  not  move;  two  tears  welled  over  her  lashes  and  ran  down  her

cheeks; she did not brush them away. 

"I  was  perhaps  selfish.  I  felt  that  nothing  could  come  of  this  except

awkwardness  for  you  and  unhappiness  for  me.  You  know  my--

circumstances. It seemed to me impossible that you could--that you could

feel for me anything but--" 

"Shut up," she said softly, fiercely. "Oh, my dear, shut up and come over

here." 

He found himself trembling; as awkwardly as a boy he went around the

coffee table and sat beside her. Tentatively, clumsily, their hands went out to

each other; they clasped each other in an awkward, strained embrace; and

for a long time they sat together without moving, as if any movement might

let escape from them the strange and terrible thing that they held between

them in a single grasp. 

Her eyes, that he had thought to be a dark brown or black, were a deep

violet.  Sometimes  they  caught  the  dim  light  of  a  lamp  in  the  room  and

glittered moistly; he could turn his head one way and another, and the eyes

beneath his gaze would change color as he moved, so that it seemed, even

in repose, they were never still. Her flesh, that had at a distance seemed so

cool  and  pale,  had  beneath  it  a  warm  ruddy  undertone  like  light  flowing

beneath a milky translucence. And like the translucent flesh, the calm and

poise and reserve which he had thought were herself, masked a warmth and

playfulness  and  humor  whose  intensity  was  made  possible  by  the

appearance that disguised them. 

In  his  forty-third  year  William  Stoner  learned  what  others,  much

younger, had learned before him: that the person one loves at first is not the

person one loves at last, and that love is not an end but a process through

which one person attempts to know another. 

They were both very shy, and they knew each other slowly, tentatively; 

they  came  close  and  drew  apart,  they  touched  and  withdrew,  neither

wishing  to  impose  upon  the  other  more  than  might  be  welcomed.  Day  by

day the layers of reserve that protected them dropped away, so that at last

they  were  like  many  who  are  extraordinarily  shy,  each  open  to  the  other, 

unprotected, perfectly and unselfconsciously at ease. 

Nearly  every  afternoon,  when  his  classes  were  over,  he  came  to  her

apartment. They made love, and talked, and made love again, like children

who  did  not  think  of  tiring  at  their  play.  The  spring  days  lengthened,  and

they looked forward to the summer. 

 XIII

In his extreme youth Stoner had thought of love as an absolute state of

being to which, if one were lucky, one might find access; in his maturity he

had decided it was the heaven of a false religion, toward which one ought to

gaze  with  an  amused  disbelief,  a  gently  familiar  contempt,  and  an

embarrassed nostalgia. Now in his middle age he began to know that it was

neither  a  state  of  grace  nor  an  illusion;  he  saw  it  as  a  human  act  of

becoming, a condition that was invented and modified moment by moment

and day by day, by the will and the intelligence and the heart. 

The hours that he once had spent in his office gazing out of the window

upon a landscape that shimmered and emptied before his blank regard, he

now spent with Katherine. Every morning, early, he went to his office and

sat restlessly for ten or fifteen minutes; then, unable to achieve repose, he

wandered  out  of  Jesse  Hall  and  across  campus  to  the  library,  where  he

browsed in the stacks for ten or fifteen minutes more. And at last, as if it

were  a  game  he  played  with  himself,  he  delivered  himself  from  his  self-

imposed suspense, slipped out a side door of the library, and made his way

to the house where Katherine lived. 

She often worked late into the night, and some mornings when he came

to her apartment he found her just awakened, warm and sensual with sleep, 

naked beneath the dark blue robe she had thrown on to come to the door. On

such mornings they often made love almost before they spoke, going to the

narrow bed that was still rumpled and hot from Katherine 'ssleeping. 

Her body was long and delicate and softly fierce; and when he touched

it his awkward hand seemed to come alive above that flesh. Sometimes he

looked at her body as if it were a sturdy treasure put in his keeping; he let

his  blunt  fingers  play  upon  the  moist,  faintly  pink  skin  of  thigh  and  belly

and marveled at the intricately simple delicacy of her small firm breasts. It

occurred to him that he had never before known the body of another; and it

occurred  to  him  further  that  that  was  the  reason  he  had  always  somehow

separated  the  self  of  another  from  the  body  that  carried  that  self  around. 

And it occurred to him at last, with the finality of knowledge, that he had

never  known  another  human  being  with  any  intimacy  or  trust  or  with  the

human warmth of commitment. 

Like all lovers, they spoke much of themselves, as if they might thereby

understand the world which made them possible. 

"My God, how I used to lust after you," Katherine said once. "I used to

see you standing there in front of the class, so big and lovely and awkward, 

and I used to lust after you something fierce. You never knew, did you?" 

"No," William said. "I thought you were a very proper young lady." 

She  laughed  delightedly.  "Proper,  indeed!"  She  sobered  a  little  and

smiled  reminiscently.  "I  suppose  I  thought  I  was  too.  Oh,  how  proper  we

seem to ourselves when we have no reason to be improper! It takes being in

love to know something about yourself. Sometimes, with you, I feel like the

slut of the world, the eager, faithful slut of the world. Does that seem proper

to you?" 

"No," William said, smiling, and reached out for her. "Come here." 

She had had one lover, William learned; it had been during her senior

year  in  college,  and  it  had  ended  badly,  with  tears  and  recriminations  and

betrayals. 

"Most affairs end badly," she said, and for a moment both were somber. 

William was shocked to discover his surprise when he learned that she

had  had  a  lover  before  him;  he  realized  that  he  had  started  to  think  of

themselves as never really having existed before they came together. 

"He was such a shy boy," she said. "Like you, I suppose, in some ways; 

only he was bitter and afraid, and I could never learn what about. He used

to wait for me at the end of the dorm walk, under a big tree, because he was

too  shy  to  come  up  where  there  were  so  many  people.  We  used  to  walk

miles,  out  in  the  country,  where  there  wasn't  a  chance  of  our  seeing

anybody. But we were never really--together. Even when we made love." 

Stoner  could  almost  see  this  shadowy  figure  who  had  no  face  and  no

name;  his  shock  turned  to  sadness,  and  he  felt  a  generous  pity  for  an

unknown boy who, out of an obscure lost bitterness, had thrust away from

him what Stoner now possessed. 

Sometimes,  in  the  sleepy  laziness  that  followed  their  love-making,  he

lay in what seemed to him a slow and gentle flux of sensation and unhurried

thought; and in that flux he hardly knew whether he spoke aloud or whether

he merely recognized the words that sensation and thought finally came to. 

He  dreamed  of  perfections,  of  worlds  in  which  they  could  always  be

together, and half believed in the possibility of what he dreamed. "What," 

he said, "would it be like if," and went on to construct a possibility hardly

more  attractive  than  the  one  in  which  they  existed.  It  was  an  unspoken

knowledge  they  both  had,  that  the  possibilities  they  imagined  and

elaborated  were  gestures  of  love  and  a  celebration  of  the  life  they  had

together now. 

The  life  they  had  together  was  one  that  neither  of  them  had  really

imagined. They grew from passion to lust to a deep sensuality that renewed

itself from moment to moment. 

"Lust and learning," Katherine once said. "That's really all there is, isn't

it?" 

And it seemed to Stoner that that was exactly true, that that was one of

the things he had learned. 

For  their  life  together  that  summer  was  not  all  love-making  and  talk. 

They  learned  to  be  together  without  speaking,  and  they  got  the  habit  of

repose; Stoner brought books to Katherine's apartment and left them, until

finally they had to install an extra bookcase for them. In the days they spent

together  Stoner  found  himself  returning  to  the  studies  he  had  all  but

abandoned; and Katherine continued to work on the book that was to be her

dissertation. For hours at a time she would sit at the tiny desk against the

wall, her head bent down in intense concentration over books and papers, 

her  slender  pale  neck  curving  and  flowing  out  of  the  dark  blue  robe  she

habitually  wore;  Stoner  sprawled  in  the  chair  or  lay  on  the  bed  in  like

concentration. 

Sometimes  they  would  lift  their  eyes  from  their  studies,  smile  at  each

other, and return to their reading; sometimes Stoner would look up from his

book and let his gaze rest upon the graceful curve of Katherine's back and

upon the slender neck where a tendril of hair always fell. Then a slow, easy

desire  would  come  over  him  like  a  calm,  and  he  would  rise  and  stand

behind  her  and  let  his  arms  rest  lightly  on  her  shoulders.  She  would

straighten and let her head go back against his chest, and his hands would

go  forward  into  the  loose  robe  and  gently  touch  her  breasts.  Then  they

would make love, and lie quietly for a while, and return to their studies, as

if their love and learning were one process. 

That  was  one  of  the  oddities  of  what  they  called  "given  opinion"  that

they learned that summer. They had been brought up in a tradition that told

them  in  one  way  or  another  that  the  life  of  the  mind  and  the  life  of  the

senses were separate and, indeed, inimical; they had believed, without ever

having really thought about it, that one had to be chosen at some expense of

the other. That the one could intensify the other had never occurred to them; 

and  since  the  embodiment  came  before  the  recognition  of  the  truth,  it

seemed  a  discovery  that  belonged  to  them  alone.  They  began  to  collect

these  oddities  of  "given  opinion,"  and  they  hoarded  them  as  if  they  were

treasures;  it  helped  to  isolate  them  from  the  world  that  would  give  them

these opinions, and it helped draw them together in a small but moving way. 

But  there  was  another  oddity  of  which  Stoner  became  aware  and  of

which he did not speak to Katherine. That was one that had to do with his

relationship with his wife and daughter. 

It was a relationship that, according to "given opinion," ought to have

worsened steadily as what given opinion would describe as his "affair" went

on. But it did no such thing. On the contrary, it seemed steadily to improve. 

His  lengthening  absences  away  from  what  he  still  had  to  call  his  "home" 

seemed  to  bring  him  closer  to  both  Edith  and  Grace  than  he  had  been  in

years.  He  began  to  have  for  Edith  a  curious  friendliness  that  was  close  to

affection,  and  they  even  talked  together,  now  and  then,  of  nothing  in

particular. During that summer she even cleaned the glassed-in sun porch, 

had repaired the damage done by the weather, and put a day bed there, so

that he no longer had to sleep on the living-room couch. 

And  sometimes  on  weekends  she  made  calls  upon  neighbors  and  left

Grace alone with her father. Occasionally Edith was away long enough for

him  to  take  walks  in  the  country  with  his  daughter.  Away  from  the  house

Grace's hard, watchful reserve dropped away, and at times she smiled with a

quietness  and  charm  that  Stoner  had  almost  forgotten.  She  had  grown

rapidly in the last year and was very thin. 

Only  by  an  effort  of  the  will  could  he  remind  himself  that  he  was

deceiving Edith. The two parts of his life were as separate as the two parts

of a life can be; and though he knew that his powers of introspection were

weak and that he was capable of self-deception, he could not make himself

believe that he was doing harm to anyone for whom he felt responsibility. 

He had no talent for dissimulation, nor did it occur to him to dissemble

his affair with Katherine Driscoll; neither did it occur to him to display it

for anyone to see. It did not seem possible to him that anyone on the outside

might be aware of their affair, or even be interested in it. 

It  was,  therefore,  a  deep  yet  impersonal  shock  when  he  discovered,  at

the end of the summer, that Edith knew something of the affair and that she

had known of it almost from the beginning. 

She  spoke  of  it  casually  one  morning  while  he  lingered  over  his

breakfast  coffee,  chatting  with  Grace.  Edith  spoke  a  little  sharply,  told

Grace  to  stop  dawdling  over  her  breakfast,  that  she  had  an  hour  of  piano

practice before she could waste any time. William watched the thin, erect

figure of his daughter walk out of the dining room and waited absently until

he heard the first resonant tones coming from the old piano. 

"Well," Edith said with some of the sharpness still in her voice, "you're

a little late this morning, aren't you?" 

William turned to her questioningly; the absent expression remained on

his face. 

Edith said, "Won't your little co-ed be angry if you keep her waiting?" 

He felt a numbness come to his lips. "What?" he asked. "What's that?" 

"Oh, Willy," Edith said and laughed indulgently. "Did you think I didn't

know about your--little flirtation? Why, I've known it all along. What's her

name? I heard it, but I've forgotten what it is." 

In its shock and confusion his mind grasped but one word; and when he

spoke his voice sounded to him petulantly annoyed. "You don't understand," 

he said. "There's no--flirtation, as you call it. It's--" 

"Oh, Willy," she said and laughed again. "You look so flustered. Oh, I

know all about these things. A man your age and all. It's natural, I suppose. 

At least they say it is." 

For  a  moment  he  was  silent.  Then  reluctantly  he  said,  "Edith,  if  you

want to talk about this--" 

"No!" she said; there was an edge of fear in her voice. "There's nothing

to talk about. Nothing at all." 

And they did not then or thereafter talk about it. Most of the time Edith

maintained  the  convention  that  it  was  his  work  that  kept  him  away  from

home; but occasionally, and almost absently, she spoke the knowledge that

was  always  somewhere  within  her.  Sometimes  she  spoke  playfully,  with

something like a teasing affection; sometimes she spoke with no feeling at

all,  as  if  it  were  the  most  casual  topic  of  conversation  she  could  imagine; 

sometimes she spoke petulantly, as if some triviality had annoyed her. 

She said, "Oh, I know. Once a man gets in his forties. But really, Willy, 

you're old enough to be her father, aren't you?" 

It  had  not  occurred  to  him  how  he  must  appear  to  an  outsider,  to  the

world.  For  a  moment  he  saw  himself  as  he  must  thus  appear;  and  what

Edith said was part of what he saw. He had a glimpse of a figure that flitted

through smoking-room anecdotes, and through the pages of cheap fiction--a

pitiable  fellow  going  into  his  middle  age,  misunderstood  by  his  wife, 

seeking  to  renew  his  youth,  taking  up  with  a  girl  years  younger  than

himself, awkwardly and apishly reaching for the youth he could not have, a

fatuous,  garishly  got-up  clown  at  whom  the  world  laughed  out  of

discomfort,  pity,  and  contempt.  He  looked  at  this  figure  as  closely  as  he

could;  but  the  longer  he  looked,  the  less  familiar  it  became.  It  was  not

himself that he saw, and he knew suddenly that it was no one. 

But he knew that the world was creeping up on him, up on Katherine, 

and up on the little niche of it that they had thought was their own; and he

watched the approach with a sadness of which he could not speak, even to

Katherine. 

The fall semester began that September in an intensely colorful Indian

summer that came after an early frost. Stoner returned to his classes with an

eagerness that he had not felt for a long time; even the prospect of facing a

hundred freshman faces did not dim the renewal of his energy. 

His  life  with Katherine  continued  much  as  it  had  been  before,  except

that with the return of the students and many of the faculty he began to find

it  necessary  to  practice  circumspection.  During  the  summer  the  old  house

where Katherine lived had been almost deserted; they had been able thus to

be  together  in  almost  complete  isolation,  with  no  fear  that  they  might  be

noticed. Now William had to exercise caution when he came to her place in

the afternoon; he found himself looking up and down the street before he

approached the house, and going furtively down the stairs to the little well

that opened into her apartment. 

They  thought  of  gestures  and  talked  of  rebellion;  they  told  each  other

that they were tempted to do something outrageous, to make a display. But

they did not, and they had no real desire to do so. They wanted only to be

left alone, to be themselves; and, wanting this, they knew they would not be

left  alone  and  they  suspected  that  they  could  not  be  themselves.  They

imagined themselves to be discreet, and it hardly occurred to them that their

affair  would  be  suspected.  They  made  a  point  of  not  encountering  each

other  at  the  University,  and  when  they  could  not  avoid  meeting  publicly, 

they greeted each other with a formality whose irony they did not believe to

be evident. 

But  the  affair  was  known,  and  known  very  quickly  after  the  fall

semester  began.  It  was  likely  that  the  discovery  came  out  of  the  peculiar

clairvoyance that people have about such matters; for neither of them had

given an outward sign of their private lives. Or perhaps someone had made

an idle speculation that had a ring of truth to someone else, which caused a

closer regard of them both, which in turn . . . Their speculations were, they

knew, to no end; but they continued to make them. 

There were signs by which both knew that they were discovered. Once, 

walking  behind  two  male  graduate  students,  Stoner  heard  one  say,  half  in

admiration  and  half  in  contempt,  "Old  Stoner.  By  God,  who  would  have

believed it?"--and saw them shake their heads in mockery and puzzlement

over  the  human  condition.  Acquaintances  of  Katherine  made  oblique

references to Stoner and offered her confidences about their own love-lives

that she had not invited. 

What  surprised  them  both  was  that  it  did  not  seem  to  matter.  No  one

refused  to  speak  to  them;  no  one  gave  them  black  looks;  they  were  not

made to suffer by the world they had feared. They began to believe that they

could live in the place they had thought to be inimical to their love, and live

there with some dignity and ease. 

Over the Christmas holiday Edith decided to take Grace for a visit with

her  mother  in  St.  Louis;  and  for  the  only  time  during  their  life  together

William  and  Katherine  were  able  to  be  with  each  other  for  an  extended

period. 

Separately and casually, both let it be known that they would be away

from  the  University  during  the  Christmas  holiday;  Katherine  was  to  visit

relatives in the East, and William was to work at the bibliographical center

and  museum  in  Kansas  City.  At  different  hours  they  took  separate  buses, 

and  met  at  Lake  Ozark,  a  resort  village  in  the  outlying  mountains  of  the

great Ozark range. 

They were the only guests of the only lodge in the village that remained

open the year around; and they had ten days together. 

There had been a heavy snow three days before their arrival, and during

their stay it snowed again, so that the gently rolling hills remained white all

the time they were there. 

They had a cabin with a bedroom, a sitting room, and a small kitchen; it

was somewhat removed from the other cabins, and it overlooked a lake that

remained  frozen  during  the  winter  months.  In  the  morning  they  awoke  to

find  themselves  twined  together,  their  bodies  warm  and  luxuriant  beneath

the heavy blankets. They poked their heads out of the blankets and watched

their  breath  condense  in  great  clouds  in  the  cold  air;  they  laughed  like

children and pulled the covers back over their heads and pressed themselves

more  closely  together.  Sometimes  they  made  love  and  stayed  in  bed  all

morning and talked, until the sun came through an east window; sometimes

Stoner sprang out of bed as soon as they were awake and pulled the covers

from Katherine's naked body and laughed at her screams as he kindled a fire

in the great fireplace. Then they huddled together before the fireplace, with

only a blanket around them, and waited to be warmed by the growing fire

and the natural warmth of their own bodies. 

Despite the cold, they walked nearly every day in the woods. The great

pines,  greenish-black  against  the  snow,  reared  up  massively  toward  the

pale-blue cloudless sky; the occasional slither and plop of a mass of snow

from  one  of  the  branches  intensified  the  silence  around  them,  as  the

occasional  chatter  of  a  lone  bird  intensified  the  isolation  in  which  they

walked.  Once  they  saw  a  deer  that  had  come  down  from  the  higher

mountains in search of food. It was a doe, brilliantly yellow-tan against the

starkness of dark pine and white snow. Now fifty yards away it faced them, 

one  forepaw  lifted  delicately  above  the  snow,  the  small  ears  pitched

forward, the brown eyes perfectly round and incredibly soft. No one moved. 

The doe's delicate face tilted, as if regarding them with polite inquiry; then, 

unhurriedly,  it  turned  and  walked  away  from  them,  lifting  its  feet  daintily

out of the snow and placing them precisely, with a tiny sound of crunching. 

In the afternoon they went to the main office of the lodge, which also

served  as  the  village's  general  store  and  restaurant.  They  had  coffee  there

and talked to whoever had dropped in and perhaps picked up a few things

for their evening meal, which they always took in their cabin. 

In the evening they sometimes lighted the oil lamp and read; but more

often  they  sat  on  folded  blankets  in  front  of  the  fireplace  and  talked  and

were  silent  and  watched  the  flames  play  intricately  upon  the  logs  and

watched the play of firelight upon each other's faces. 

One evening, near the end of the time they had together, Katherine said

quietly, almost absently, "Bill, if we never have anything else, we will have

had this week. Does that sound like a girlish thing to say?" 

"It  doesn't  matter  what  it  sounds  like,"  Stoner  said.  He  nodded.  "It's

true." 

"Then I'll say it," Katherine said. "We will have had this week." 

On their last morning Katherine straightened the furniture and cleaned

the place with slow care. She took off the wedding band she had worn and

wedged it in a crevice between the wall and the fireplace. She smiled self-

consciously.  "I  wanted,"  she  said,  "to  leave  something  of  our  own  here; 

something I knew would stay here, as long as this place stays. Maybe it's

silly." 

Stoner  could  not  answer  her.  He  took  her  arm  and  they  walked  out  of

the cabin and trudged through the snow to the lodge office, where the bus

would pick them up and take them back to Columbia. 

On an afternoon late in February, a few days after the second semester

had begun, Stoner received a call from Gordon Finch's secretary; she told

him that the dean would like to talk with him and asked if he would drop by

that afternoon or the next morning. Stoner told her that he would--and sat

for several minutes with one hand on the phone after having hung up. Then

he sighed and nodded to himself and went downstairs to Finch's office. 

Gordon Finch was in his shirt sleeves, his tie was loosened, and he was

leaning  back  in  his  swivel  chair  with  his  hands  clasped  behind  his  head. 

When Stoner came into the room he nodded genially and waved toward the

leather-covered easy chair set at an angle beside his desk. 

"Take a load off, Bill. How have you been?" 

Stoner nodded. "All right." 

"Classes keeping you busy?" 

Stoner said dryly, "Reasonably so. I have a full schedule." 

"I  know,"  Finch  said  and  shook  his  head.  "I  can't  interfere  there,  you

know. But it's a damned shame." 

"It's all right," Stoner said a bit impatiently. 

"Well." Finch straightened in his chair and clasped his hands on the desk

in front of him. "There's nothing official about this visit, Bill. I just wanted

to chat with you for a while." 

There was a long silence. Stoner said gently, "What is it, Gordon?" 

Finch  sighed,  and  then  said  abruptly,  "Okay.  I'm  talking  to  you  right

now as a friend. There's been talk. It isn't anything that, as a dean, I have to

pay any attention to yet, but--well, sometime I might have to pay attention

to it, and I thought I ought to speak to you--as a friend, mind you--before

anything serious develops." 

Stoner nodded. "What kind of talk?" 

"Oh, hell, Bill. You and the Driscoll girl. You know." 

"Yes," Stoner said. "I know. I just wanted to know how far it has gone." 

"Not far yet. Innuendos, remarks, things like that." 

"I see," Stoner said. "I don't know what I can do about it." 

Finch creased a sheet of paper carefully. "Is it serious, Bill?" 

Stoner nodded and looked out the window. "It's serious, I'm afraid." 

"What are you going to do?" 

"I don't know." 

With sudden violence Finch crumpled the paper that he had so carefully

folded and threw it at a wastebasket. He said, "In theory, your life is your

own to lead. In theory, you ought to be able to screw anybody you want to, 

do  anything  you  want  to,  and  it  shouldn't  matter  so  long  as  it  doesn't

interfere with your teaching. But damn it, your life  isn't your own to lead. 

It's--oh, hell. You know what I mean." 

Stoner smiled. "I'm afraid I do." 

"It's a bad business. What about Edith?" 

"Apparently," Stoner said, "she takes the whole thing a good deal less

seriously than anyone else. And it's a funny thing, Gordon; I don't believe

we've ever got along any better than we have the last year." 

Finch laughed shortly. "You never can tell, can you? But what I meant

was, will there be a divorce? Anything like that?" 

"I don't know. Possibly. But Edith would fight it. It would be a mess." 

"What about Grace?" 

A sudden pain caught at Stoner's throat, and he knew that his expression

showed what he felt. "That's--something else. I don't know, Gordon." 

Finch said impersonally, as if they were discussing someone else, "You

might  survive  a  divorce--if  it  weren't  too  messy.  It  would  be  rough,  but

you'd probably survive it. And if this-- thing with the Driscoll girl weren't

serious, if you were just screwing around, well, that could be handled too. 

But you're sticking your neck out, Bill; you're asking for it." 

"I suppose I am," Stoner said. 

There was a pause. "This is a hell of a job I have," Finch said heavily. 

"Sometimes I think I'm not the man for it at all." 

Stoner smiled. "Dave Masters once said you weren't a big enough son-

of-a-bitch to be really successful." 

"Maybe he was right," Finch said. "But I feel like one often enough." 

"Don't  worry  about  it,  Gordon,"  Stoner  said.  "I  understand  your

position. And if I could make it easier for you I--" He paused and shook his

head  sharply.  "But  I  can't  do  anything  right  now.  It  will  have  to  wait. 

Somehow . . ." 

Finch nodded and did not look at Stoner; he stared at his desk top as if it

were a doom that approached him with slow inevitability. Stoner waited for

a few moments, and when Finch did not speak he got up quietly and went

out of the office. 

Because  of  his  conversation  with  Gordon  Finch,  Stoner  was  late  that

afternoon getting to Katherine's apartment. Without bothering to look up or

down the street he went down the walk and let himself in. Katherine  was

waiting  for  him;  she  had  not  changed  clothes,  and  she  waited  almost

formally, sitting erect and alert upon the couch. 

"You're late," she said flatly. 

"Sorry," he said. "I got held up." 

Katherine lit a cigarette; her hand was trembling slightly. She surveyed

the  match  for  a  moment,  and  blew  it  out  with  a  puff  of  smoke.  She  said, 

"One of my fellow instructors made rather a point of telling me that Dean

Finch called you in this afternoon." 

"Yes," Stoner said. "That's what held me up." 

"Was it about us?" 

Stoner nodded. "He had heard a few things." 

"I imagined that was it," Katherine said. "My instructor friend seemed

to know something that she didn't want to tell. Oh, Christ, Bill!" 

"It's not like that at all," Stoner said. "Gordon is an old friend. I actually

believe he wants to protect us. I believe he will if he can." 

Katherine did not speak for several moments. She kicked off her shoes

and lay back on the couch, staring at the ceiling. She said calmly, "Now it

begins. I suppose it was too much, hoping that they would leave us alone. I

suppose we never really seriously thought they would." 

"If  it  gets  too  bad,"  Stoner  said,  "we  can  go  away.  We  can  do

something." 

"Oh, Bill!" Katherine was laughing a little, throatily and softly. She sat

up  on  the  couch.  "You  are  the  dearest  love,  the  dearest,  dearest  anyone

could imagine. And I will not let them bother us. I will not!" 

And  for  the  next  several  weeks  they  lived  much  as  they  had  before. 

With a strategy that they would not have been able to manage a year earlier, 

with  a  strength  they  would  not  have  known  they  had,  they  practiced

evasions and withdrawals, deploying their powers like skillful generals who

must survive with meager forces. They became genuinely circumspect and

cautious, and got a grim pleasure from their maneuverings. Stoner came to

her  apartment  only  after  dark,  when  no  one  could  see  him  enter;  in  the

daytime,  between  classes,  Katherine  allowed  herself  to  be  seen  at  coffee

shops with younger male instructors; and the hours they spent together were

intensified by their common determination. They told themselves and each

other  that  they  were  closer  than  they  ever  had  been;  and  to  their  surprise, 

they  realized  that  it  was  true,  that  the  words  they  spoke  to  comfort

themselves  were  more  than  consolatory.  They  made  a  closeness  possible

and a commitment inevitable. 

It  was  a  world  of  half-light  in  which  they  lived  and  to  which  they

brought the better parts of themselves--so that, after a while, the outer world

where  people  walked  and  spoke,  where  there  was  change  and  continual

movement,  seemed  to  them  false  and  unreal.  Their  lives  were  sharply

divided  between  the  two  worlds,  and  it  seemed  to  them  natural  that  they

should live so divided. 

During  the  late  winter  and  early  spring  months  they  found  together  a

quietness  they  had  not  had  before.  As  the  outer  world  closed  upon  them

they became less aware of its presence; and their happiness was such that

they  had  no  need  to  speak  of  it  to  each  other,  or  even  to  think  of  it.  In

Katherine 'ssmall,  dim  apartment,  hidden  like  a  cave  beneath  the  massive

old house, they seemed to themselves to move outside of time, in a timeless

universe of their own discovery. 

Then, one day in late April, Gordon Finch again called Stoner into his

office; and Stoner went down with a numbness that came from a knowledge

he would not admit. 

What  had  happened  was  classically  simple,  something  that  Stoner

should have foreseen yet had not. 

"It's Lomax," Finch said. "Somehow the son-of-a-bitch has got hold of it

and he's not about to let go." 

Stoner nodded. "I should have thought of that. I should have expected it. 

Do you think it would do any good if I talked to him?" 

Finch  shook  his  head,  walked  across  his  office,  and  stood  before  the

window.  Early  afternoon  sunlight  streamed  upon  his  face,  which  gleamed

with sweat. He said tiredly, "You don't understand, Bill. Lomax isn't playing

it  that  way.  Your  name  hasn't  even  come  up.  He's  working  through  the

Driscoll girl." 

"He's what?" Stoner asked blankly. 

"You almost have to admire him," Finch said. "Somehow he knew damn

well I knew all about it. So he came in yesterday, off-hand, you know, and

told me he was going to have to fire the Driscoll girl and warned me there

might be a stink." 

"No," Stoner said. His hands ached where they gripped the leather arms

of the easy chair. 

Finch  continued,  "According  to  Lomax,  there  have  been  complaints, 

from students mostly, and a few townspeople. It seems that men have been

seen going in and out of her apartment at all hours--flagrant misbehavior--

that sort of thing. Oh, he did it beautifully; he has no personal objection --he

rather admires the girl, as a matter of fact--but he has the reputation of the

department  and  the  University  to  think  of.  We  commiserated  upon  the

necessities  of  bowing  to  the  dictates  of  middle-class  morality,  agreed  that

the  community  of  scholars  ought  to  be  a  haven  for  the  rebel  against  the

Protestant ethic, and concluded that practically speaking we were helpless. 

He  said  he  hoped  he  could  let  it  ride  until  the  end  of  the  semester  but

doubted  if  he  could.  And  all  the  time  the  son-of-a-bitch  knew  we

understood each other perfectly." 

A  tightness  in  his  throat  made  it  impossible  for  Stoner  to  speak.  He

swallowed  twice  and  tested  his  voice;  it  was  steady  and  flat.  "What  he

wants is perfectly clear, of course." 

"I'm afraid it is," Finch said. 

"I  knew  he  hated  me,"  Stoner  said  distantly.  "But  I  never  realized--I

never dreamed he would--" 

"Neither  did  I,"  Finch  said.  He  walked  back  to  his  desk  and  sat  down

heavily.  "And  I  can't  do  a  thing,  Bill.  I'm  helpless.  If  Lomax  wants

complainers, they'll appear; if he wants witnesses, they will appear. He has

quite a following, you know. And if word ever gets to the president--" He

shook his head. 

"What do you imagine will happen if I refuse to resign? If we just refuse

to be scared?" 

"He'll crucify the girl," Finch said flatly. "And as if by accident you'll be

dragged into it. It's very neat." 

"Then," Stoner said, "it appears there is nothing to be done." 

"Bill," Finch said, and then was silent. He rested his head on his closed

fists. He said dully, "There is a chance. There is just one. I think I can hold

him off if you--if the Driscoll girl will just--" 

"No," Stoner said. "I don't think I can do it. Literally, I don't think I can

do it." 

"God  damn  it!"  Finch's  voice  was  anguished.  "He's  counting  on  that! 

Think for a minute. What would you do? It's April; almost May; what kind

of job could you get this time of year --if you could get one at all?" 

"I don't know," Stoner said. "Something . . ." 

"And what about Edith? Do you think she's going to give in, give you a

divorce without a fight? And Grace? What would it do to her, in this town, 

if  you  just  took  off?  And Katherine? What  kind  of  life  would  you  have? 

What would it do to both of you?" 

Stoner  did  not  speak.  An  emptiness  was  beginning  somewhere  within

him; he felt a withering, a falling away. He said at last, "Can you give me a

week?--I've got to think. A week?" 

Finch  nodded.  "I  can  hold  him  off  that  long  at  least.  But  not  much

longer. I'm sorry, Bill. You know that." 

"Yes."  He  got  up  from  the  chair  and  stood  for  a  moment,  testing  the

heavy  numbness  of  his  legs.  "I'll  let  you  know.  I'll  let  you  know  when  I

can." 

He  went  out  of  the  office  into  the  darkness  of  the  long  corridor  and

walked heavily into the sunlight, into the open world that was like a prison

wherever he turned. 

Years afterward, at odd moments, he would look back upon those days

that followed his conversation with Gordon Finch and would be unable to

recall them with any clarity at all. It was as if he were a dead man animated

by nothing more than a habit of stubborn will. Yet he was oddly aware of

himself  and  of  the  places,  persons,  and  events  which  moved  past  him  in

these  few  days;  and  he  knew  that  he  presented  to  the  public  regard  an

appearance which belied his condition. He taught his classes, he greeted his

colleagues,  he  attended  the  meetings  he  had  to  attend--and  no  one  of  the

people he met from day to day knew that anything was wrong. 

But from the moment he walked out of Gordon Finch's office, he knew, 

somewhere within the numbness that grew from a small center of his being, 

that a part of his life was over, that a part of him was so near death that he

could watch the approach almost with calm. He was vaguely conscious that

he  walked  across  the  campus  in  the  bright  crisp  heat  of  an  early  spring

afternoon;  the  dogwood  trees  along  the  sidewalks  and  in  the  front  yards

were  in  full  bloom,  and  they  trembled  like  soft  clouds,  translucent  and

tenuous, before his gaze; the sweet scent of dying lilac blossoms drenched

the air. 

And  when  he  got  to  Katherine's  apartment  he  was  feverishly  and

callously  gay.  He  brushed  aside  her  questions  about  his  latest  encounter

with the dean; he forced her to laugh; and he watched with an immeasurable

sadness  their  last  effort  of  gaiety,  which  was  like  a  dance  that  life  makes

upon the body of death. 

But finally they had to talk, he knew; though the words they said were

like a performance of something they had rehearsed again and again in the

privacies of their knowledge. They revealed that knowledge by grammatical

usage:  they  progressed  from  the  perfect--"We  have  been  happy,  haven't

we?"--to  the  past--"We  were happy--happier  than  anyone,  I  think"--and  at

last came to the necessity of discourse. 

Several  days  after  the  conversation  with  Finch,  in  a  moment  of  quiet

that interrupted the half-hysterical gaiety they had chosen as that convention

most  appropriate  to  see  them  through  their  last  days  together,  Katherine

said, "We don't have much time, do we?" 

"No," Stoner said quietly. 

"How much longer?" Katherine asked. 

"A few days, two or three." 

Katherine nodded. "I used to think I wouldn't be able to endure it. But

I'm just numb. I don't feel anything." 

"I  know,"  Stoner  said.  They  were  silent  for  a  moment.  "You  know  if

there were anything-- anything I could do, I'd--" 

"Don't," she said. "Of course I know." 

He leaned back on the couch and looked at the low, dim ceiling that had

been the sky of their world. He said calmly, "If I threw it all away--if I gave

it up, just walked out--you would go with me, wouldn't you?" 

"Yes," she said. 

"But you know I won't do that, don't you?" 

"Yes, I know." 

"Because  then,"  Stoner  explained  to  himself,  "none  of  it  would  mean

anything--nothing we have done, nothing we have been. I almost certainly

wouldn't be able to teach, and you--you would become something else. We

both  would  become  something  else,  something  other  than  ourselves.  We

would be--nothing." 

"Nothing," she said. 

"And we have come out of this, at least, with ourselves. We know that

we are--what we are." 

"Yes," Katherine said. 

"Because in the long run," Stoner said, "it isn't Edith or even Grace, or

the certainty of losing Grace, that keeps me here; it isn't the scandal or the

hurt to you or me; it isn't the hardship we would have to go through, or even

the  loss  of  love  we  might  have  to  face.  It's  simply  the  destruction  of

ourselves, of what we do." 

"I know," Katherine said. 

"So we are of the world, after all; we should have known that. We did

know it, I believe; but we had to withdraw a little, pretend a little, so that

we could--" 

"I know," Katherine said.  "I've  known  it  all  along,  I  guess.  Even  with

the  pretending,  I've  known  that  sometime,  sometime,  we  would  .  .  .  I've

known." She halted and looked at him steadily. Her eyes became suddenly

bright with tears. "But damn it all, Bill! Damn it all!" 

They said no more. They embraced so that neither might see the other's

face, and made love so that they would not speak. They coupled with the

old tender sensuality of knowing each other well and with the new intense

passion of loss. Afterward, in the black night of the little room, they lay still

unspeaking,  their  bodies  touching  lightly.  After  a  long  while  Katherine's

breath  came  steadily,  as  if  in  sleep.  Stoner  got  up  quietly,  dressed  in  the

dark, and went out of the room without awakening her. He walked the still, 

empty streets of Columbia until the first gray light began in the east; then he

made his way to the University campus. He sat on the stone steps in front of

Jesse  Hall  and  watched  the  light  from  the  east  creep  upon  the  great  stone

columns in the center of the quad. He thought of the fire that, before he was

born, had gutted and ruined the old building; and he was distantly saddened

by the view of what remained. When it was light he let himself into the hall

and went to his office, where he waited until his first class began. 

He  didn't  see  Katherine  Driscoll  again.  After  he  left  her,  during  the

night,  she  got  up,  packed  all  her  belongings,  cartoned  her  books,  and  left

word  with  the  manager  of  the  apartment  house  where  to  send  them.  She

mailed the English office her grades, her instructions to dismiss her classes

for the week and a half that remained of the semester, and her resignation. 

And she was on the train, on her way out of Columbia, by two o'clock that

afternoon. 

She  must  have  been  planning  her  departure  for  some  time,  Stoner

realized; and he was grateful that he had not known and that she left him no

final note to say what could not be said. 

 XIV

That summer he did not teach; and he had the first illness of his life. It

was a fever of high intensity and obscure origin, which lasted only a week; 

but it drained him of his strength, he became very gaunt, and suffered in its

aftermath a partial loss of hearing. For the entire summer he was so weak

and  listless  that  he  could  walk  only  a  few  steps  without  becoming

exhausted; he spent nearly all that time in the small enclosed porch at the

back of the house, lying on the day bed or sitting in the old easy chair he

had had brought up from the basement. He stared out the windows or at the

slatted ceiling, and stirred himself now and then to go into the kitchen to get

a bite of food. 

He had hardly the energy to converse with Edith or even with Grace--

though sometimes Edith came into the back room, spoke to him distractedly

for a few minutes, and then left him alone as abruptly as she had intruded

upon him. 

Once, in the middle of summer, she spoke of Katherine. 

"I just heard, a day or so ago," she said. "So your little coed has gone, 

has she?" 

With  an  effort  he  brought  his  attention  away  from  the  window  and

turned to Edith. "Yes," he said mildly. 

"What was her name?" Edith asked. "I never can remember her name." 

"Katherine," he said. "Katherine Driscoll." 

"Oh,  yes,"  Edith  said.  "Katherine  Driscoll.  Well,  you  see?  I  told  you, 

didn't I? I told you these things weren't important." 

He nodded absently. Outside, in the old elm that crowded the back-yard

fence,  a  large  black-and-white  bird--a  magpie  --had  started  to  chatter.  He

listened to the sound of its calling and watched with remote fascination the

open beak as it strained out its lonely cry. 

He aged rapidly that summer, so that when he went back to his classes

in the fall there were few who did not recognize him with a start of surprise. 

His face, gone gaunt and bony, was deeply lined; heavy patches of gray ran

through his hair; and he was heavily stooped, as if he carried an invisible

burden.  His  voice  had  grown  a  little  grating  and  abrupt,  and  he  had  a

tendency to stare at one with his head lowered, so that his clear gray eyes

were sharp and querulous beneath his tangled eyebrows. He seldom spoke

to anyone except his students, and he responded to questions and greetings

always impatiently and sometimes harshly. 

He  did  his  work  with  a  doggedness  and  resolve  that  amused  his  older

colleagues  and  enraged  the  younger  instructors,  who,  like  himself,  taught

only  freshman  composition;  he  spent  hours  marking  and  correcting

freshman  themes,  he  had  student  conferences  every  day,  and  he  attended

faithfully  all  departmental  meetings.  He  did  not  speak  often  at  these

meetings,  but  when  he  did  he  spoke  without  tact  or  diplomacy,  so  that

among  his  colleagues  he  developed  a  reputation  for  crustiness  and  ill

temper. But with his young students he was gentle and patient, though he

demanded  of  them  more  work  than  they  were  willing  to  give,  with  an

impersonal firmness that was hard for many of them to understand. 

It  was  a  commonplace  among  his  colleagues--especially  the  younger

ones--that he was a "dedicated" teacher, a term they used half in envy and

half in contempt, one whose dedication blinded him to anything that went

on outside the classroom or, at the most, outside the halls of the University. 

There  were  mild  jokes:  after  a  departmental  meeting  at  which  Stoner  had

spoken bluntly about some recent experiments in the teaching of grammar, 

a  young  instructor  remarked  that  "To  Stoner,  copulation  is  restricted  to

verbs,"  and  was  surprised  at  the  quality  of  laughter  and  meaningful  looks

exchanged by some of the older men. Someone else once said, "Old Stoner

thinks that WPA stands for Wrong Pronoun Antecedent," and was gratified

to learn that his witticism gained some currency. 

But William Stoner knew of the world in a way that few of his younger

colleagues  could  understand.  Deep  in  him,  beneath  his  memory,  was  the

knowledge  of  hardship  and  hunger  and  endurance  and  pain.  Though  he

seldom thought of his early years on the Booneville farm, there was always

near his consciousness the blood knowledge of his inheritance, given him

by  forefathers  whose  lives  were  obscure  and  hard  and  stoical  and  whose

common  ethic  was  to  present  to  an  oppressive  world  faces  that  were

expressionless and hard and bleak. 

And  though  he  looked  upon  them  with  apparent  impassivity,  he  was

aware of the times in which he lived. During that decade when many men's

faces found a permanent hardness and bleakness, as if they looked upon an

abyss, William Stoner, to whom that expression was as familiar as the air he

walked in, saw the signs of a general despair he had known since he was a

boy. He saw good men go down into a slow decline of hopelessness, broken

as their vision of a decent life was broken; he saw them walking aimlessly

upon the streets, their eyes empty like shards of broken glass; he saw them

walk  up  to  back  doors,  with  the  bitter  pride  of  men  who  go  to  their

executions, and beg for the bread that would allow them to beg again; and

he saw men, who had once walked erect in their own identities, look at him

with  envy  and  hatred  for  the  poor  security  he  enjoyed  as  a  tenured

employee  of  an  institution  that  somehow  could  not  fail.  He  did  not  give

voice to this awareness; but the knowledge of common misery touched him

and changed him in ways that were hidden deep from the public view, and a

quiet sadness for the common plight was never far beneath any moment of

his living. 

He was aware, too, of the stirrings in Europe like a distant nightmare; 

and in July 1936, when Franco rebelled against the Spanish government and

Hitler fanned that rebellion into a major war, Stoner, like many others, was

sickened by the vision of the nightmare breaking out of the dream into the

world. When the fall semester began that year the younger instructors could

talk  of  little  else;  several  of  them  proclaimed  their  intention  of  joining  a

volunteer unit and fighting for the loyalists or driving ambulances. By the

close  of  the  first  semester  a  few  of  them  had  actually  taken  the  step  and

submitted hasty resignations. Stoner thought of Dave Masters, and the old

loss was brought back to him with a renewed intensity; he thought, too, of

Archer Sloane and remembered, from nearly twenty years before, the slow

anguish  that  had  grown  upon  that  ironic  face  and  the  erosive  despair  that

had dissipated that hard self--and he thought that he knew now, in a small

way,  something  of  the  sense  of  waste  that  Sloane  had  apprehended.  He

foresaw  the  years  that  stretched  ahead,  and  knew  that  the  worst  was  to

come. 

As  Archer  Sloane  had  done,  he  realized  the  futility  and  waste  of

committing one's self wholly to the irrational and dark forces that impelled

the world toward its unknown end; as Archer Sloane had not done, Stoner

withdrew a little distance to pity and love, so that he was not caught in the

rushing that he observed. And as in other moments of crisis and despair, he

looked again to the cautious faith that was embodied in the institution of the

University. He told himself that it was not much; but he knew that it was all

he had. 

In the summer of 1937 he felt a renewal of the old passion for study and

learning; and with the curious and disembodied vigor of the scholar that is

the condition of neither youth nor age, he returned to the only life that had

not betrayed him. He discovered that he had not gone far from that life even

in his despair. 

His schedule that fall was particularly bad. His four classes of freshman

composition were spaced at widely separated hours six days a week. During

all  his  years  as  chairman,  Lomax  had  not  once  failed  to  give  Stoner  a

teaching schedule that even the newest instructor would have accepted with

bad grace. 

On the first class day of that academic year, in the early morning, Stoner

sat in his office and looked again at his neatly typed schedule. He had been

up late the night before reading a new study of the survival of the medieval

tradition into the Renaissance, and the excitement he had felt carried over to

the morning. He looked at his schedule, and a dull anger rose within him. 

He  stared  at  the  wall  in  front  of  him  for  several  moments,  glanced  at  his

schedule  again,  and  nodded  to  himself.  He  dropped  the  schedule  and  the

attached  syllabus  into  a  wastebasket  and  went  to  his  filing  cabinet  in  a

comer  of  the  room.  He  pulled  out  the  top  drawer,  looked  absently  at  the

brown folders there, and withdrew one. He flipped through the papers in the

folder, whistling silently as he did so. Then he closed the drawer and with

the folder under one arm went out of his office and across the campus to his

first class. 

The building was an old one, with wooden floors, and it was used as a

classroom  only  in  emergencies;  the  room  to  which  he  had  been  assigned

was  too  small  for  the  number  of  students  enrolled,  so  that  several  of  the

boys  had  to  sit  on  the  window-sills  or  stand.  When  Stoner  came  in  they

looked at him with the discomfort of uncertainty; he might be friend or foe, 

and they did not know which was worse. 

He  apologized  to  the  students  for  the  room,  made  a  small  joke  at  the

expense  of  the  registrar,  and  assured  those  who  were  standing  that  there

would be chairs for them tomorrow. Then he put his folder on the battered

lectern that rested unevenly on the desk and surveyed the faces before him. 

He  hesitated  for  a  moment.  Then  he  said,  "Those  of  you  who  have

purchased your texts for this course may return them to the bookstore and

get a refund. We shall not be using the text described in the syllabus--which, 

I take it, you all received when you signed up for the course. Neither will

we be using the syllabus. I intend in this course to take a different approach

to  the  subject,  an  approach  which  will  necessitate  your  buying  two  new

texts." 

He turned his back to the students and picked up a piece of chalk from

the  trough  beneath  the  scuffed  blackboard;  he  held  the  chalk  poised  for  a

moment  and  listened  to  the  muted  sigh  and  rustle  of  the  students  as  they

settled at their desks, enduring the routine that suddenly became familiar to

them. 

Stoner said, "Our texts will be"--and he enunciated the words slowly as

he wrote them down--"  Medieval English Verse and Prose,  edited by Loomis

and Willard; and  English Literary Criticism: The Medieval Phase,  by J. W. 

H. Atkins." He turned to the class. "You will find that the bookstore has not

yet received these books--it may be as much as two weeks before they are

in. In the meantime I will give you some background information upon the

matter  and  purpose  of  this  course,  and  I  shall  make  a  few  library

assignments to keep you occupied." 

He paused. Many of the students were bent over their desks, assiduously

noting what he said; a few were looking at him steadily, with small smiles

that wanted to be intelligent and understanding; and a few were staring at

him in open amazement. 

"The primary matter of this course," Stoner said, "will be found in the

Loomis and Willard anthology; we shall study examples of medieval verse

and  prose  for  three  purposes--first,  as  literary  works  significant  in

themselves;  second,  as  a  demonstration  of  the  beginnings  of  literary  style

and  method  in  the  English  tradition;  and  third,  as  rhetorical  and

grammatical solutions to problems of discourse that even today may be of

some practical value and application." 

By  this  time  nearly  all  the  students  had  stopped  taking  notes  and  had

raised their heads; even the intelligent smiles had become a trifle strained; 

and a few hands were waving in the air. Stoner pointed to one whose hand

remained steady and high, a tall young man with dark hair and glasses. 

"Sir, is this General English One, Section Four?" 

Stoner smiled at the young man. "What is your name, please?" 

The boy swallowed. "Jessup, sir. Frank Jessup." 

Stoner  nodded.  "Mr.  Jessup.  Yes,  Mr.  Jessup,  this  is  General  English

One, Section Four; and my name is Stoner--facts which, no doubt, I should

have  mentioned  at  the  beginning  of  the  period.  Did  you  have  another

question?" 

The boy swallowed again. "No, sir." 

Stoner nodded and looked benevolently around the room. "Does anyone

else have a question?" 

The faces stared back at him; there were no smiles, and a few mouths

hung open. 

"Very well," Stoner said. "I shall continue. As I said at the beginning of

this hour, one purpose of this course is to study certain works of the period

roughly  between  twelve  and  fifteen  hundred.  Certain  accidents  of  history

will  stand  in  our  way;  there  will  be  linguistic  difficulties  as  well  as

philosophical,  social  as  well  as  religious,  theoretical  as  well  as  practical. 

Indeed, all of our past education will in some ways hinder us; for our habits

of  thinking  about  the  nature  of  experience  have  determined  our  own

expectations as radically as the habits of medieval man determined his. As a

preliminary,  let  us  examine  some  of  those  habits  of  mind  under  which

medieval man lived and thought and wrote . . ." 

That first meeting he did not keep the students for the entire hour. After

less  than  half  the  period  he  brought  his  preliminary  discussion  to  a  close

and gave them a weekend assignment. 

"I should like for each of you to write a brief essay, no more than three

pages,  upon  Aristotle's  conception  of  the   topoi--or,  in  its  rather  crude

English translation, topic. You will find an extended discussion of the 'topic' 

in  Book  Two  of   The  Rhetoric  of  Aristotle,  and  in  Lane  Cooper's  edition

there is an introductory essay that you will find most helpful. The essay will

be due on--Monday. And that, I think, will be all for today." 

For a moment after he dismissed the class he gazed at the students, who

did  not  move,  with  some  concern.  Then  he  nodded  briefly  to  them  and

walked out of the classroom, the brown folder under his arm. 

On  Monday  fewer  than  half  the  students  had  finished  their  papers;  he

dismissed those who handed their essays in and spent the rest of the hour

with the remaining students, rehearsing the subject he had assigned, going

over it again and again, until he was sure they had it and could complete the

assigned essay by Wednesday. 

On Tuesday he noticed in the corridors of Jesse Hall, outside Lomax's

office,  a  group  of  students;  he  recognized  them  as  members  of  his  first

class. As he passed, the students turned away from him and looked at the

floor or the ceiling or at the door of Lomax's office. He smiled to himself

and went to his office and waited for the telephone call that he knew would

come. 

It  came  at  two  o'clock  that  afternoon.  He  picked  up  the  phone, 

answered,  and  heard  the  voice  of  Lomax's  secretary,  icy  and  polite. 

"Professor  Stoner?  Professor  Lomax  would  like  you  to  see  Professor

Ehrhardt  this  afternoon,  as  soon  as  possible.  Professor  Ehrhardt  will  be

expecting you." 

"Will Lomax be there?" Stoner asked. 

There was a shocked pause. The voice said uncertainly, "I --believe not-

-a previous appointment. But Professor Ehrhardt is empowered to--" 

"You tell Lomax he ought to be there. You tell him I'll be in Ehrhardts


office in ten minutes." 

Joel Ehrhardt was a balding young man in his early thirties. He had been

brought into the department three years before by Lomax; and when it was

discovered  that  he  was  a  pleasant  and  serious  young  man  with  no  special

talent and no gift for teaching, he had been put in charge of the freshman

English program. His office was in a small enclosure at the far end of the

large  common  room  where  twenty-odd  young  instructors  had  their  desks, 

and Stoner had to walk the length of the room to get there. As he made his

way  among  the  desks,  some  of  the  instructors  looked  up  at  him,  grinned

openly, and watched his progress across the room. Stoner opened the door

without knocking, went into the office, and sat down in the chair opposite

Ehrhardt's desk. Lomax was not there. 

"You wanted to see me?" Stoner asked. 

Ehrhardt, who had a very fair skin, blushed slightly. He fixed a smile on

his  face,  said  enthusiastically,  "It's  good  of  you  to  drop  by,  Bill,"  and

fumbled  for  a  moment  with  a  match,  trying  to  light  his  pipe.  It  wouldn't

draw  properly.  "This  damned  humidity,"  he  said  morosely.  "It  keeps  the

tobacco too wet." 

"Lomax won't be here, I take it," Stoner said. 

"No," Ehrhardt said, putting the pipe on his desk. "Actually, though, it

was  Professor  Lomax  who  asked  me  to  talk  to  you,  so  in  a  way"--he

laughed nervously--"I'm really sort of a messenger boy." 

"What message were you asked to deliver?" Stoner asked dryly. 

"Well, as I understand it, there have been a few complaints. Students--

 you  know."  He  shook  his  head  commiseratingly.  "Some  of  them  seem  to

think--well,  they  don't  really  seem  to  understand  what's  going  on  in  your

eight o'clock class. Professor Lomax thought--well, actually, I suppose he's

questioning  the  wisdom  of  approaching  the  problems  of  freshman

composition through the--the study of--" 

"Medieval language and literature," Stoner said. 

"Yes," Ehrhardt said. "Actually, I think I understand what you're trying

to  do--shock  them  a  bit,  shake  them  up,  try  a  new  approach,  get  them  to

thinking. Right?" 

Stoner  nodded  gravely.  "There  has  been  a  great  deal  of  talk  in  our

freshman comp meetings lately about new methods, experimentation." 

"Exactly,"  Ehrhardt  said.  "No  one  has  more  sympathy  than  I  for

experimentation, for--but perhaps sometimes, out of the very best motives, 

we go too far." He laughed and shook his head. "I certainly know I do; I'd

be  the  first  to  confess  it.  But  I--or  Professor  Lomax--well,  perhaps  some

sort  of  compromise,  some  partial  return  to  the  syllabus,  a  use  of  the

assigned texts--you understand." 

Stoner pursed his lips and looked at the ceiling; resting his elbows on

the arms of the chair, he placed the tips of his fingers together and let his

chin  rest  on  his  thumb-tips.  Finally,  but  decisively,  he  said,  "No,  I  don't

believe the--experiment--has had a fair chance. Tell Lomax I intend to carry

it through to the end of the semester. Would you do that for me?" 

Ehrhardts face was red. He said tightly, "I will. But I imagine--I'm sure

Professor Lomax will be most--disappointed. Most disappointed indeed." 

Stoner  said,  "Oh,  at  first  he  may  be.  But  he'll  get  over  it.  I'm  sure

Professor Lomax wouldn't want to interfere with the way a senior professor

sees fit to teach one of his classes. He may disagree with the judgment of

that professor, but it would be most unethical for him to attempt to impose

his own judgment --and, incidentally, a little dangerous. Don't you agree?" 

Ehrhardt picked up his pipe, gripped its bowl tightly, and contemplated

it fiercely. "I'll--tell Professor Lomax of your decision." 

"I'd  be  grateful  if  you  would,"  Stoner  said.  He  rose  from  his  chair, 

walked  to  the  door,  paused  as  if  reminded  of  something,  and  turned  to

Ehrhardt.  He  said  casually,  "Oh,  another  thing.  I've  been  doing  a  little

thinking about next semester. If my experiment works out, next semester I

might try something else. I've been considering the possibility of getting at

some  of  the  problems  of  composition  by  examining  the  survival  of  the

classical  and  medieval  Latin  tradition  in  some  of  Shakespeare's  plays.  It

may sound a little specialized, but I think I can bring it down to a workable

level. You might pass my little idea along to Lomax--ask him to turn it over

in his mind. Maybe in a few weeks, you and I can--" 

Ehrhardt slumped in his chair. He dropped his pipe on the table and said

wearily, "All right, Bill. I'll tell him. I'll--thanks for dropping by." 

Stoner nodded. He opened the door, went out, closed it carefully behind

him, and walked across the long room. When one of the young instructors

looked up at him inquiringly, he winked broadly, nodded, and--finally--let

the smile come over his face. 

He went to his office, sat at his desk, and waited, looking out the open

doorway. After a few minutes he heard a door slam down the hall, heard the

uneven sound of footsteps, and saw Lomax go past his office as swiftly as

his limp would carry him. 

Stoner  did  not  move  from  his  watch.  Within  half  an  hour  he  heard

Lomax's slow, shuffling ascent of the stairway and saw him go once more

past his office. He waited until he heard the door down the hall close; then

he nodded to himself, got up, and went home. 

It  was  some  weeks  later  that  Stoner  learned  from  Finch  himself  what

happened  that  afternoon  when  Lomax  stormed  into  his  office.  Lomax

complained bitterly about Stoner's behavior, described how he was teaching

what amounted to his senior course in Middle English to his freshman class, 

and demanded that Finch take disciplinary measures. There was a moment

of silence. Finch started to say something, and then he burst out laughing. 

He laughed for a long time, every now and then trying to say something that

was pushed back by laughter. Finally he quieted, apologized to Lomax for

his  outburst,  and  said,  "He's  got  you,  Holly;  don't  you  see  that?  He's  not

about to let go, and there's not a damn thing you can do. You want  me to do

the  job  for  you?  How  do  you  think  that  would  look--a  dean  meddling  in

how a senior member of the department teaches his classes,  and meddling

at the instigation of the department chairman himself? No, sir. You take care

of it yourself, the best way you can. But you really don't have much choice, 

do you?" 

Two  weeks  after  that  conversation  Stoner  received  a  memo  from

Lomax's office which informed him that his schedule for the next semester

was  changed,  that  he  would  teach  his  old  graduate  seminar  on  the  Latin

Tradition  and  Renaissance  Literature,  a  senior  and  graduate  course  in

Middle English language and literature, a sophomore literature survey, and

one section of freshman composition. 

It  was  a  triumph  in  a  way,  but  one  of  which  he  always  remained

amusedly  contemptuous,  as  if  it  were  a  victory  won  by  boredom  and

indifference. 
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And  that  was  one  of  the  legends  that  began  to  attach  to  his  name, 

legends that grew more detailed and elaborate year by year, progressing like

myth from personal fact to ritual truth. 

In his late forties, he looked years older. His hair, thick and unruly as it

had been in his youth, was almost entirely white; his face was deeply lined

and his eyes were sunken in their sockets; and the deafness that had come

upon him the summer after the end of his affair with Katherine Driscoll had

worsened  slightly  year  by  year,  so  that  when  he  listened  to  someone,  his

head  cocked  to  one  side  and  his  eyes  intent,  he  appeared  to  be  remotely

contemplating a puzzling species that he could not quite identify. 

That  deafness  was  of  a  curious  nature.  Though  he  sometimes  had

difficulty understanding one who spoke directly to him, he was often able to

hear with perfect clarity a murmured conversation held across a noisy room. 

It was by this trick of deafness that he gradually began to know that he was

considered, in the phrase current in his own youth, a "campus character." 

Thus he overheard, again and again, the embellished tale of his teaching

Middle English to a group of new freshmen and of the capitulation of Hollis

Lomax.  "And  when  the  freshman  class  of  thirty-seven  took  their  junior

English  exams,  you  know  what  class  had  the  highest  score?"  a  reluctant

young  instructor  of  freshman  English  asked.  "Sure.  Old  Stoner's  Middle

English bunch. And we keep on using exercises and handbooks!" 

Stoner  had  to  admit  that  he  had  become,  in  the  regard  of  the  young

instructors  and  the  older  students,  who  seemed  to  come  and  go  before  he

could firmly attach names to their faces, an almost mythic figure, however

shifting and various the function of that figure was. 

Sometimes he was villain. In one version that attempted to explain the

long feud between himself and Lomax, he had seduced and then cast aside a

young  graduate  student  for  whom  Lomax  had  had  a  pure  and  honorable

passion. Sometimes he was the fool: in another version of the same feud, he

refused to speak to Lomax because once Lomax had been unwilling to write

a  letter  of  recommendation  for  one  of  Stoner's  graduate  students.  And

sometimes  he  was  hero:  in  a  final  and  not  often  accepted  version  he  was

hated by Lomax and frozen in his rank because he had once caught Lomax

giving to a favored student a copy of a final examination in one of Stoner's

courses. 

The  legend  was  defined,  however,  by  his  manner  in  class.  Over  the

years it had grown more and more absent and yet more and more intense. 

He began his lectures and discussions fumblingly and awkwardly, yet very

quickly  became  so  immersed  in  his  subject  that  he  seemed  unaware  of

anything or anyone around him. Once a meeting of several members of the

board of trustees and the president of the University was scheduled in the

conference room where Stoner held his seminar in the Latin Tradition; he

had  been  informed  of  the  meeting  but  had  forgotten  about  it  and  held  his

seminar  at  the  usual  time  and  place.  Halfway  through  the  period  a  timid

knock  sounded  at  the  door;  Stoner,  engrossed  in  translating

extemporaneously  a  pertinent  Latin  passage,  did  not  notice.  After  a  few

moments the door opened and a small plump middle-aged man with rimless

glasses  tiptoed  in  and  lightly  tapped  Stoner  on  the  shoulder.  Without

looking  up,  Stoner  waved  him  away.  The  man  retreated;  there  was  a

whispered  conference  with  several  others  outside  the  open  door.  Stoner

continued  the  translation.  Then  four  men,  led  by  the  president  of  the

University, a tall heavy man with an imposing chest and florid face, strode

in and halted like a squad beside Stoner's desk. The president frowned and

cleared his throat loudly. Without a break or a pause in his extemporaneous

translation, Stoner looked up and spoke the next line of the poem mildly to

the  president  and  his  entourage:  "'Begone,  begone,  you  bloody  whoreson

Gauls!'"  And  still  without  a  break  returned  his  eyes  to  his  book  and

continued to speak, while the group gasped and stumbled backward, turned, 

and fled from the room. 

Fed by such events, the legend grew until there were anecdotes to give

substance to nearly all of Stoner's more typical activities, and grew until it

reached his life outside the University. It finally included even Edith, who

was seen with him so rarely at University functions that she was a faintly

mysterious figure who flitted across the collective imagination like a ghost:

she drank secretly, out of some obscure and distant sorrow; she was dying

slowly of a rare and always fatal disease; she was a brilliantly talented artist

who had given up her career to devote herself to Stoner. At public functions

her smile flashed out of her narrow face so quickly and nervously, her eyes

glinted  so  brightly,  and  she  spoke  so  shrilly  and  disconnectedly  that

everyone  was  sure  that  her  appearance  masked  a  reality,  that  a  self  hid

behind the facade that no one could believe. 

After his illness, and out of an indifference that became a way of living, 

William Stoner began to spend more and more of his time in the house that

he and Edith had bought many years ago. At first Edith was so disconcerted

by  his  presence  that  she  was  silent,  as  if  puzzled  about  something.  Then, 

when she was convinced that his presence, afternoon after afternoon, night

after night, weekend after weekend, was to be a permanent condition, she

waged an old battle with new intensity. Upon the most trivial provocation

she wept forlornly and wandered through the rooms; Stoner looked at her

impassively  and  murmured  a  few  absent  words  of  sympathy.  She  locked

herself in her room and did not emerge for hours at a time; Stoner prepared

the meals that she would otherwise have prepared and didn't seem to have

noticed  her  absence  when  she  finally  emerged  from  her  room,  pale  and

hollow of cheek and eye. She derided him upon the slightest occasion, and

he hardly seemed to hear her; she screamed imprecations upon him, and he

listened with polite interest. When he was immersed in a book, she chose

that  moment  to  go  into  the  living  room  and  pound  with  frenzy  upon  the

piano that she seldom otherwise played; and when he spoke quietly to his

daughter, Edith would burst into anger at either or both of them. And Stoner

looked upon it all--the rage, the woe, the screams, and the hateful silences--

as  if  it  were  happening  to  two  other  people,  in  whom,  by  an  effort  of  the

will, he could summon only the most perfunctory interest. 

And  at  last--wearily,  almost  gratefully--Edith  accepted  her  defeat.  The

rages  decreased  in  intensity  until  they  became  as  perfunctory  as  Stoner's

interest in them; and the long silences became withdrawals into a privacy at

which Stoner no longer wondered, rather than offenses upon an indifferent

position. 

In her fortieth year, Edith Stoner was as thin as she had been as a girl, 

but  with  a  hardness,  a  brittleness,  that  came  from  an  unbending  carriage, 

that made every movement seem reluctant and grudging. The bones of her

face had sharpened, and the thin pale skin was stretched upon them as upon

a framework, so that the lines upon the skin were taut and sharp. She was

very pale, and she used a great deal of powder and paint in such a way that

it  appeared  she  daily  composed  her  own  features  upon  a  blank  mask. 

Beneath  the  dry  hard  skin,  her  hands  seemed  all  bone;  and  they  moved

ceaselessly,  twisting  and  plucking  and  clenching  even  in  her  quietest

moments. 

Always withdrawn, she grew in these middle years increasingly remote

and  absent.  After  the  brief  period  of  her  last  assault  upon  Stoner,  which

flared  with  a  final,  desperate  intensity,  she  wandered  like  a  ghost  into  the

privacy of herself, a place from which she never fully emerged. She began

to speak to herself, with the kind of soft reasonableness that one uses with a

child;  she  did  so  openly  and  without  self-consciousness,  as  if  it  were  the

most  natural  thing  she  could  do.  Of  the  scattered  artistic  endeavors  with

which  she  had  occupied  herself  intermittently  during  her  marriage,  she

finally  settled  upon  sculpture  as  the  most  "satisfying."  She  modeled  clay

mostly,  though  she  occasionally  worked  with  the  softer  stones;  busts  and

figures  and  compositions  of  all  sorts  were  scattered  about  the  house.  She

was very modern: the busts she modeled were minimally featured spheres, 

the  figures  were  blobs  of  clay  with  elongated  appendages,  and  the

compositions were random geometric gatherings of cubes and spheres and

rods. Sometimes, passing her studio--the room that had once been his study-

-Stoner would pause and listen to her work. She gave herself directions, as

if to a child: "Now, you must put that here--not too much--here, right beside

the little gouge. Oh, look, it's falling off. It wasn't wet enough, was it? Well, 

we can fix that, can't we? Just a little more water, and--there. You see?" 

She got in the habit of talking to her husband and daughter in the third

person, as if they were someone other than those to whom she spoke. She

would  say  to  Stoner:  "Willy  had  better  finish  his  coffee;  it's  almost  nine

o'clock, and he wouldn't want to be late to class." Or she would say to her

daughter: "Grace really isn't practicing her piano enough. An hour a day at

least, it ought to be two. What's going to happen to that talent? A shame, a

shame." 

What this withdrawal meant to Grace, Stoner did not know; for in her

own way she had become as remote and withdrawn as her mother. She had

got  the  habit  of  silence;  and  though  she  reserved  a  shy,  soft  smile  for  her

father, she would not talk to him. During the summer of his illness she had, 

when she could do so unobserved, slipped into his little room and sat beside

him  and  looked  with  him  out  the  window,  apparently  content  only  to  be

with him; but even then she had been silent and had become restless when

he attempted to draw her out of herself. 

That summer of his illness she was twelve years old, a tall, thin girl with

a  delicate  face  and  hair  that  was  more  blond  than  red.  In  the  fall,  during

Edith's  last  violent  assault  upon  her  husband,  her  marriage,  herself,  and

what she thought she had become, Grace had become almost motionless, as

if she felt that any movement might throw her into an abyss from which she

would  not  be  able  to  clamber.  In  an  aftermath  of  the  violence,  Edith

decided, with the kind of sure recklessness of which she was capable, that

Grace  was  quiet  because  she  was  unhappy  and  that  she  was  unhappy

because  she  was  not  popular  with  her  schoolmates.  She  transferred  the

fading  violence  of  her  assault  upon  Stoner  to  an  assault  upon  what  she

called Grace's "social life." Once again she took an "interest"; she dressed

her daughter brightly and fashionably in clothes whose frilliness intensified

her thinness, she had parties and played the piano and insisted brightly that

everyone dance, she nagged at Grace to smile at everyone, to talk, to make

jokes, to laugh. 

This  assault  lasted  for  less  than  a  month;  then  Edith  dropped  her

campaign  and  began  the  long  slow  journey  to  where  she  obscurely  was

going. But the effects of the assault upon Grace were out of proportion to its

duration. 

After the assault, she spent nearly all her free time alone in her room, 

listening to the small radio her father had given her on her twelfth birthday. 

She lay motionless on her unmade bed, or sat motionless at her desk, and

listened  to  the  sounds  that  blared  thinly  from  the  scrollwork  of  the  squat, 

ugly instrument on her bedside table, as if the voices, music, and laughter

she  heard  were  all  that  remained  of  her  identity  and  as  if  even  that  were

fading distantly into silence, beyond her recall. 

And she grew fat. Between that winter and her thirteenth birthday she

gained nearly fifty pounds; her face grew puffy and dry like rising dough, 

and her limbs became soft and slow and clumsy. She ate little more than she

had eaten before, though she became very fond of sweets and kept a box of

candy always in her room; it was as if something inside her had gone loose

and soft and hopeless, as if at last a shapelessness within her had struggled

and burst loose and now persuaded her flesh to specify that dark and secret

existence. 

Stoner  looked  upon  the  transformation  with  a  sadness  that  belied  the

indifferent face he presented to the world. He did not allow himself the easy

luxury of guilt; given his own nature and the circumstance of his life with

Edith,  there  was  nothing  that  he  could  have  done.  And  that  knowledge

intensified  his  sadness  as  no  guilt  could  have,  and  made  his  love  for  his

daughter more searching and more deep. 

She  was,  he  knew--and  had  known  very  early,  he  supposed  --one  of

those  rare  and  always  lovely  humans  whose  moral  nature  was  so  delicate

that it must be nourished and cared for that it might be fulfilled. Alien to the

world, it had to live where it could not be at home; avid for tenderness and

quiet, it had to feed upon indifference and callousness and noise. It was a

nature that, even in the strange and inimical place where it had to live, had

not the savagery to fight off the brutal forces that opposed it and could only

withdraw to a quietness where it was forlorn and small and gently still. 

When  she  was  seventeen  years  old,  during  the  first  part  of  her  senior

year in high school, another transformation came upon her. It was as if her

nature  had  found  its  hiding  place  and  she  was  able  at  last  to  present  an

appearance to the world. As rapidly as she had gained it, she lost the weight

she  had  put  on  three  years  before;  and  to  those  who  had  known  her  she

seemed one whose transformation partook of magic, as if she had emerged

from  a  chrysalis  into  an  air  for  which  she  had  been  designed.  She  was

almost  beautiful;  her  body,  which  had  been  very  thin  and  then  suddenly

very fat, was delicately limbed and soft, and it walked with a light grace. It

was a passive beauty that she had, almost a placid one; her face was nearly

without expression, like a mask; her light blue eyes looked directly at one, 

without curiosity and without any apprehension that one might see beyond

them; her voice was very soft, a little flat, and she spoke rarely. 

Quite  suddenly  she  became,  in  Edith's  word,  "popular."  The  telephone

rang  frequently  for  her,  and  she  sat  in  the  living  room,  nodding  now  and

then, responding softly and briefly to the voice; cars drove up in the dusky

afternoons and carried her away, anonymous in the shouting and laughter. 

Sometimes Stoner stood at the front window and watched the automobiles

screech away in clouds of dust, and he felt a small concern and a little awe; 

he had never owned a car and had never learned to drive one. 

And  Edith  was  pleased.  "You  see?"  she  said  in  absent  triumph,  as  if

more  than  three  years  had  not  passed  since  her  frenzied  attack  upon  the

problem of Grace's "popularity." "You see? I was right. All she needed was

a  little  push.  And  Willy  didn't  approve.  Oh,  I  could  tell.  Willy  never

approves." 

For a number of years, Stoner had, every month, put aside a few dollars

so  that  Grace  could,  when  the  time  came,  go  away  from  Columbia  to  a

college, perhaps an eastern one, some distance away. Edith had known of

these plans, and she had seemed to approve; but when the time came, she

would not hear of it. 

"Oh, no!" she said. "I couldn't bear it! My baby! And she  has done so

well here this last year. So popular, and so happy. She would have to adjust, 

and--baby, Gracie, baby"--she turned to her daughter--"Gracie doesn't  really

want to go away from her mommy. Does she? Leave her all alone?" 

Grace  looked  at  her  mother  silently  for  a  moment.  She  turned  very

briefly  to  her  father  and  shook  her  head.  She  said  to  her  mother,  "If  you

want me to stay, of course I will." 

"Grace," Stoner said. "Listen to me. If you want to go-- please, if you

really want to go--" 

She would not look at him again. "It doesn't matter," she said. 

Before Stoner could say anything else, Edith began talking about how

they  could  spend  the  money  her  father  had  saved  on  a  new  wardrobe,  a

really nice one, perhaps even a little car so that she and her friends could . . 

.  And  Grace  smiled  her  slow  small  smile  and  nodded  and  every  now  and

then said a word, as if it were expected of her. 

It  was  settled;  and  Stoner  never  knew  what  Grace  felt,  whether  she

stayed because she wanted to, or because her mother wanted her to, or out

of  a  vast  indifference  to  her  own  fate.  She  would  enter  the  University  of

Missouri as a freshman that fall, go there for at least two years, after which, 

if she wanted, she would be allowed to go away, out of the state, to finish

her college work. Stoner told himself that it was better this way, better for

Grace to endure the prison she hardly knew she was in for two more years, 

than to be torn again upon the rack of Edith's helpless will. 

So nothing changed. Grace got her wardrobe, refused her mother's offer

of a little car, and entered the University of Missouri as a freshman student. 

The telephone continued to ring, the same faces (or ones much like them)

continued to appear laughing and shouting at the front door, and the same

automobiles  roared  away  in  the  dusk.  Grace  was  away  from  home  even

more frequently than she had been in high school, and Edith was pleased at

what  she  thought  to  be  her  daughter's  growing  popularity.  "She's  like  her

mother,"  she  said.  "Before  she  was  married  she  was   very  popular.  All  the

boys . . . Papa used to get so mad at them, but he was secretly very proud, I

could tell." 

"Yes, Edith," Stoner said gently, and he felt his heart contract. 

It was a difficult semester for Stoner; it had come his turn to administer

the  university-wide  junior  English  examination,  and  he  was  at  the  same

time  engaged  in  directing  two  particularly  difficult  doctoral  dissertations, 

both of which required a great deal of extra reading on his part. So he was

away from home more frequently than had been his habit for the last few

years. 

One evening, near the end of November, he came home even later than

usual. The lights were off in the living room, and the house was quiet; he

supposed  that  Grace  and  Edith  were  in  bed.  He  took  some  papers  he  had

brought with him to his little back room, intending to read a few of them

after he got into bed. He went into the kitchen to get a sandwich and a glass

of  milk;  he  had  sliced  the  bread  and  opened  the  refrigerator  door  when

suddenly  he  heard,  sharp  and  clean  as  a  knife,  a  prolonged  scream  from

somewhere downstairs. He ran into the living room; the scream came again, 

now short and somehow angry in its intensity, from Edith's studio. Swiftly

he went across the room and opened the door. 

Edith  was  sitting  sprawled  on  the  floor,  as  if  she  had  fallen  there;  her

eyes  were  wild,  and  her  mouth  was  open,  ready  to  emit  another  scream. 

Grace  sat  across  the  room  from  her  on  an  upholstered  chair,  her  knees

crossed,  and  looked  almost  calmly  at  her  mother.  A  single  desk  lamp,  on

Edith's  work  table,  was  burning,  so  that  the  room  was  filled  with  harsh

brightness and deep shadows. 

"What is it?" Stoner asked. "What's happened?" 

Edith's head swung around to face him as if it were on a loose pivot; her

eyes were vacant. She said with a curious petulance, "Oh, Willy. Oh, Willy." 

She continued to look at him, her head shaking weakly. 

He turned to Grace, whose look of calm did not change. 

She said conversationally, "I'm pregnant, Father." 

And the scream came again, piercing and inexpressibly angry; they both

turned to Edith, who looked back and forth, from one to the other, the eyes

absent and cool above the screaming mouth. Stoner went across the room, 

stooped behind her, and lifted her upright; she was loose in his arms, and he

had to support her weight. 

"Edith!" he said sharply. "Be quiet." 

She stiffened and pulled away from him. On trembling legs she stalked

across the room and stood above Grace, who had not moved. 

"You!"  she  spat.  "Oh,  my  God.  Oh,  Gracie.  How  could  you  --oh,  my

God. Like your father. Your father's blood. Oh, yes. Filth. Filth--" 

"Edith!"  Stoner  spoke  more  sharply  and  strode  over  to  her.  He  placed

his hands firmly on her upper arms and turned her away from Grace. "Go to

the bathroom and throw some cold water on your face. Then go up to your

room and lie down." 

"Oh, Willy," Edith said pleadingly. "My own little baby. My very own. 

How could this happen? How could she--" 

"Go on," Stoner said. "I'll call you after a while." 

She  tottered  out  of  the  room.  Stoner  looked  after  her  without  moving

until he heard the tap water start in the bathroom. Then he turned to Grace, 

who  remained  looking  up  at  him  from  the  easy  chair.  He  smiled  at  her

briefly, walked across to Edith's work table, got a straight chair, brought it

back,  and  placed  it  in  front  of  Grace's  chair,  so  that  he  could  talk  to  her

without looking down upon her upturned face. 

"Now," he said, "why don't you tell me about it?" 

She gave him her small soft smile. "There isn't much to tell," she said. 

"I'm pregnant." 

"Are you sure?" 

She nodded. "I've been to a doctor. I just got the report this afternoon." 

"Well," he said and awkwardly touched her hand. "You aren't to worry. 

Everything will be all right." 

"Yes," she said. 

He asked gently, "Do you want to tell me who the father is?" 

"A student," she said. "At the University." 

"Had you rather not tell me?" 

"Oh, no," she said. "It doesn't make any difference. His name is Frye. 

Ed Frye. He's a sophomore. I believe he was in your freshman comp class

last year." 

"I don't remember him," Stoner said. "I don't remember him at all." 

"I'm sorry, Father," Grace said. "It was stupid. He was a little drunk, and

we didn't take--precautions." 

Stoner looked away from her, at the floor. 

"I'm sorry, Father. I've shocked you, haven't I?" 

"No,"  Stoner  said.  "Surprised  me,  perhaps.  We  really  haven't  known

each other very well these last few years, have we?" 

She looked away and said uncomfortably, "Well--I suppose not." 

"Do you--love this boy, Grace?" 

"Oh, no," she said. "I really don't know him very well." 

He nodded. "What do you want to do?" 

"I  don't  know,"  she  said.  "It  really  doesn't  matter.  I  don't  want  to  be  a

bother." 

They  sat  without  speaking  for  a  long  time.  Finally  Stoner  said,  "Well, 

you aren't to worry. It will be all right. Whatever you decide--whatever you

want to do, it will be all right." 

"Yes," Grace said. She rose from the chair. Then she looked down at her

father and said, "You and I, we can talk now." 

"Yes," Stoner said. "We can talk." 

She  went  out  of  the  studio,  and  Stoner  waited  until  he  heard  her

bedroom  door  close  upstairs.  Then,  before  he  went  to  his  own  room,  he

went softly upstairs and opened the door to Edith's bedroom. Edith was fast

asleep, sprawled fully clothed on her bed, the bedside light harsh upon her

face. Stoner turned the light out and went downstairs. 

The next morning at breakfast Edith was almost cheerful; she gave no

sign of her hysteria of the night before, and she spoke as if the future were a

hypothetical  problem  to  be  solved.  After  she  learned  the  name  of  the  boy

she said brightly, "Well, now. Do you think we ought to get in touch with

the parents or should we talk to the boy first? Let's see--this is the last week

in  November.  Let's  say  two  weeks.  We  can  make  all  the  arrangements  by

then, maybe even a small chinch wedding. Gracie, what does your friend, 

what's his name--?" 

"Edith," Stoner said. "Wait. You're taking too much for granted. Perhaps

Grace and this young man don't want to get married. We need to talk it out

with Grace." 

"What's there to talk about? Of course they'll want to get married. After

all, they--they-- Gracie,  tell your father. Explain to him." 

Grace said to him, "It doesn't matter, Father. It doesn't matter at all." 

And  it  didn't  matter,  Stoner  realized;  Grace's  eyes  were  fixed  beyond

him, into a distance she could not see and which she contemplated without

curiosity. He remained silent and let his wife and daughter make their plans. 

It was decided that Grace's "young man," as Edith called him, as if his

name were somehow forbidden, would be invited to the house and that he

and Edith would "talk." She arranged the afternoon as if it were a scene in a

drama, with exits and entrances and even a line or two of dialogue. Stoner

was to excuse himself, Grace was to remain for a few moments more and

then excuse herself, leaving Edith and the young man alone to talk. In half

an hour Stoner was to return, then Grace was to return, by which time all

arrangements were to be completed. 

And it all worked out exactly as Edith planned. Later Stoner wondered, 

with  amusement,  what  young  Edward  Frye  thought  when  he  knocked

timidly  on  the  door  and  was  admitted  to  a  room  that  seemed  filled  with

mortal  enemies.  He  was  a  tall,  rather  heavy  young  man,  with  blurred  and

faintly sullen features; he was caught in a numbing embarrassment and fear, 

and he would look at no one. When Stoner left the room he saw the young

man  sitting  slumped  in  a  chair,  his  forearms  on  his  knees,  staring  at  the

floor; when, half an hour later, he came back into the room, the young man

was  in  the  same  position,  as  if  he  had  not  moved  before  the  barrage  of

Edith's birdlike cheerfulness. 

But everything was settled. In a high, artificial, but genuinely cheerful

voice Edith informed him that "Grace's young man" came from a very good

St. Louis family, his father was a broker and had probably at one time had

dealings with her  own father, or at least her father's bank, that the "young

people"  had  decided  on  a  wedding,  "as  soon  as  possible,  very  informal," 

that both were dropping out of school, at least for a year or two, that they

would live in St. Louis, "a change of scenery, a new start," that though they

wouldn't  be  able  to  finish  the  semester  they  would  go  to  school  until  the

semester  break,  and  they  would  be  married  on  the  afternoon  of  that  day, 

which was a Friday. And wasn't it all sweet, really--no matter what. 

The wedding took place in the cluttered study of a justice of the peace. 

Only  William  and  Edith  witnessed  the  ceremony;  the  justice's  wife,  a

rumpled gray woman with a permanent frown, worked in the kitchen while

the ceremony was performed and came out when it was over only to sign

the  papers  as  a  witness.  It  was  a  cold,  bleak  afternoon;  the  date  was

December 12, 1941. 

Five  days  before  the  marriage  took  place  the  Japanese  had  bombed

Pearl Harbor; and William Stoner watched the ceremony with a mixture of

feeling that he had not had before. Like many others who went through that

time, he was gripped by what he could think of only as a numbness, though

he knew it was a feeling compounded of emotions so deep and intense that

they  could  not  be  acknowledged  because  they  could  not  be  lived  with.  It

was the force of a public tragedy he felt, a horror and a woe so all-pervasive

that  private  tragedies  and  personal  misfortunes  were  removed  to  another

state of being, yet were intensified by the very vastness in which they took

place,  as  the  poignancy  of  a  lone  grave  might  be  intensified  by  a  great

desert  surrounding  it.  With  a  pity  that  was  almost  impersonal  he  watched

the  sad  little  ritual  of  the  marriage  and  was  oddly  moved  by  the  passive, 

indifferent beauty of his daughter's face and by the sullen desperation on the

face of the young man. 

After the ceremony the two young people climbed joylessly into Frye's

little roadster and left for St. Louis, where they still had to face another set

of  parents  and  where  they  were  to  live.  Stoner  watched  them  drive  away

from the house, and he could think of his daughter only as a very small girl

who  had  once  sat  beside  him  in  a  distant  room  and  looked  at  him  with

solemn delight, as a lovely child who long ago had died. 

Two  months  after  the  marriage  Edward  Frye  enlisted  in  the  Army;  it

was  Grace's  decision  to  remain  in  St.  Louis  until  the  birth  of  her  child. 

Within six months Frye was dead upon the beach of a small Pacific island, 

one of a number of raw recruits that had been sent out in a desperate effort

to halt the Japanese advance. In June of 1942 Grace's child was born; it was

a  boy,  and  she  named  it  after  the  father  it  had  never  seen  and  would  not

love. 

Though Edith, when she went to St. Louis that June to "help out," tried

to persuade her daughter to return to Columbia, Grace would not do so; she

had a small apartment, a small income from Frye's insurance, and her new

parents-in-law, and she seemed happy. 

"Changed  somehow,"  Edith  said  distractedly  to  Stoner.  "Not  our  little

Gracie at all. She's been through a lot, and I guess she doesn't want to be

reminded . . . She sent you her love." 

 XVI

The years of the war blurred together, and Stoner went through them as

he  might  have  gone  through  a  driving  and  nearly  unendurable  storm,  his

head down, his jaw locked, his mind fixed upon the next step and the next

and  the  next.  Yet  for  all  his  stoical  endurance  and  his  stolid  movement

through the days and weeks, he was an intensely divided man. One part of

him  recoiled  in  instinctive  horror  at  the  daily  waste,  the  inundation  of

destruction  and  death  that  inexorably  assaulted  the  mind  and  heart;  once

again he saw the faculty depleted, he saw the classrooms emptied of their

young men, he saw the haunted looks upon those who remained behind, and

saw in those looks the slow death of the heart, the bitter attrition of feeling

and care. 

Yet another part of him was drawn intensely toward that very holocaust

from which he recoiled. He found within himself a capacity for violence he

did not know he had: he yearned for involvement, he wished for the taste of

death, the bitter joy of destruction, the feel of blood. He felt both shame and

pride, and over it all a bitter disappointment, in himself and in the time and

circumstance that made him possible. 

Week  by  week,  month  by  month,  the  names  of  the  dead  rolled  out

before  him.  Sometimes  they  were  only  names  that  he  remembered  as  if

from  a  distant  past;  sometimes  he  could  evoke  a  face  to  go  with  a  name; 

sometimes he could recall a voice, a word. 

Through it all he continued to teach and study, though he sometimes felt

that he hunched his back futilely against the driving storm and cupped his

hands uselessly around the dim flicker of his last poor match. 

Occasionally  Grace  returned  to  Columbia  for  a  visit  with  her  parents. 

The  first  time  she  brought  her  son,  barely  a  year  old;  but  his  presence

seemed  obscurely  to  bother  Edith,  so  thereafter  she  left  him  in  St.  Louis

with his paternal grandparents when she visited. Stoner would have liked to

see more of his grandson, but he did not mention that wish; he had come to

realize that Grace's removal from Columbia--perhaps even her pregnancy--

was  in  reality  a  flight  from  a  prison  to  which  she  now  returned  out  of  an

ineradicable kindness and a gentle good will. 

Though Edith did not suspect it or would not admit it, Grace had, Stoner

knew, begun to drink with a quiet seriousness. He first knew it during the

summer of the year after the war had ended. Grace had come to visit them

for a few days; she seemed particularly worn; her eyes were shadowed, and

her  face  was  tense  and  pale.  One  evening  after  dinner  Edith  went  to  bed

early,  and  Grace  and  Stoner  sat  together  in  the  kitchen,  drinking  coffee. 

Stoner tried to talk to her, but she was restless and distraught. They sat in

silence for many minutes; finally Grace looked at him intently, shrugged her

shoulders, and sighed abruptly. 

"Look," she said, "do you have any liquor in the house?" 

"No,"  he  said,  "I'm  afraid  not.  There  may  be  a  bottle  of  sherry  in  the

cupboard, but--" 

"I've  got  most  desperately  to  have  a  drink.  Do  you  mind  if  I  call  the

drugstore and have them send a bottle over?" 

"Of  course  not,"  Stoner  said.  "It's  just  that  your  mother  and  I  don't

usually--" 

But she had got up and gone into the living room. She riffled through

the pages of the phone book and dialed savagely. When she came back to

the kitchen she passed the table, went to the cupboard, and pulled out the

half-full bottle of sherry. She got a glass from the drainboard and filled it

nearly to the brim with the light brown wine. Still standing, she drained the

glass and wiped her lips, shuddering a little. "It's gone sour," she said. "And

I hate sherry." 

She  brought  the  bottle  and  the  glass  back  to  the  table,  sat  down,  and

placed them precisely in front of her. She half-filled the glass and looked at

her father with an odd little smile. 

"I drink a little more than I ought to," she said. "Poor Father. You didn't

know that, did you?" 

"No," he said. 

"Every week I tell myself, next week I won't drink quite so much; but I

always drink a little more. I don't know why." 

"Are you unhappy?" Stoner asked. 

"No," she said. "I believe I'm happy. Or almost happy anyway. It isn't

that. It's--" She did not finish. 

By the time she had drunk the last of the sherry the delivery boy from

the  drugstore  had  come  with  her  whisky.  She  brought  the  bottle  into  the

kitchen, opened it with a practiced gesture, and poured a stiff portion of it

into the sherry glass. 

They sat up very late, until the first gray crept upon the windows. Grace

drank steadily, in small sips; and as the night wore on, the lines in her face

eased, she grew calm and younger, and the two of them talked as they had

not been able to talk for years. 

"I  suppose,"  she  said,  "I  suppose  I  got  pregnant  deliberately,  though  I

didn't know it at the time; I suppose I didn't even know how badly I wanted, 

how badly I  had to get away from here. I knew enough not to get pregnant

unless  I  wanted  to,  Lord  knows.  All  those  boys  in  high  school,  and"--she

smiled  crookedly  at  her  father--"you  and  mamma,  you  didn't  know,  did

you?" 

"I suppose not," he said. 

"Mamma wanted me to be popular, and--well, I was popular, all right. It

didn't mean anything, not anything at all." 

"I  knew  you  were  unhappy,"  Stoner  said  with  difficulty.  "But  I  never

realized--I never knew--" 

"I suppose I didn't either," she said. "I couldn't have. Poor Ed. He's the

one that got the rotten deal. I used him, you know; oh, he was the father all

right--but  I  used  him.  He  was  a  nice  boy,  and  always  so  ashamed--he

couldn't stand it. He joined up six months before he had to, just to get away

from  it.  I  killed  him,  I  suppose;  he  was  such  a  nice  boy,  and  we  couldn't

even like each other very much." 

They talked late into the night, as if they were old friends. And Stoner

came to realize that she was, as she had said, almost happy with her despair; 

she  would  live  her  days  out  quietly,  drinking  a  little  more,  year  by  year, 

numbing herself against the nothingness her life had become. He was glad

she had that, at least; he was grateful that she could drink. 

The years immediately following the end of the Second World War were

the  best  years  of  his  teaching;  and  they  were  in  some  ways  the  happiest

years  of  his  life.  Veterans  of  that  war  descended  upon  the  campus  and

transformed  it,  bringing  to  it  a  quality  of  life  it  had  not  had  before,  an

intensity  and  turbulence  that  amounted  to  a  transformation.  He  worked

harder than he had ever worked; the students, strange in their maturity, were

intensely  serious  and  contemptuous  of  triviality.  Innocent  of  fashion  or

custom,  they  came  to  their  studies  as  Stoner  had  dreamed  that  a  student

might--as if those studies were life itself and not specific means to specific

ends. He knew that never, after these few years, would teaching be quite the

same;  and  he  committed  himself  to  a  happy  state  of  exhaustion  which  he

hoped might never end. He seldom thought of the past or the future, or of

the disappointments and joys of either; he concentrated all the energies of

which he was capable upon the moment of his work and hoped that he was

at last defined by what he did. 

Rarely  during  these  years  was  he  removed  from  this  dedication  to  the

moment of his work. Sometimes when his daughter came back to Columbia

for  a  visit,  as  if  wandering  aimlessly  from  one  room  to  another,  he  had  a

sense  of  loss  that  he  could  scarcely  bear.  At  the  age  of  twenty-five  she

looked ten years older; she drank with the steady diffidence of one utterly

without hope; and it became clear that she was relinquishing more and more

control of her child to the grandparents in St. Louis. 

Only once did he have news of Katherine Driscoll. In the early spring of

1949 he received a circular from the press of a large eastern university; it

announced the publication of Katherine's book, and gave a few words about

the author. She was teaching at a good liberal arts college in Massachusetts; 

she was unmarried. He got a copy of the book as soon as he could. When he

held it in his hands his fingers seemed to come alive; they trembled so that

he  could  scarcely  open  it.  He  turned  the  first  few  pages  and  saw  the

dedication: "To W.S." 

His  eyes  blurred,  and  for  a  long  time  he  sat  without  moving.  Then  he

shook his head, returned to the book, and did not put it down until he had

read it through. 

It was as good as he had thought it would be. The prose was graceful, 

and its passion was masked by a coolness and clarity of intelligence. It was

herself he saw in what he read, he realized; and he marveled at how truly he

could see her even now. Suddenly it was as if she were in the next room, 

and he had only moments before left her; his hands tingled, as if they had

touched  her.  And  the  sense  of  his  loss,  that  he  had  for  so  long  dammed

within  him,  flooded  out,  engulfed  him,  and  he  let  himself  be  carried

outward,  beyond  the  control  of  his  will;  he  did  not  wish  to  save  himself. 

Then  he  smiled  fondly,  as  if  at  a  memory;  it  occurred  to  him  that  he  was

nearly  sixty  years  old  and  that  he  ought  to  be  beyond  the  force  of  such

passion, of such love. 

But  he  was  not  beyond  it,  he  knew,  and  would  never  be.  Beneath  the

numbness, the indifference, the removal, it was there, intense and steady; it

had always been there. In his youth he had given it freely, without thought; 

he had given it to the knowledge that had been revealed to him--how many

years ago?--by Archer Sloane; he had given it to Edith, in those first blind

foolish days of his courtship and marriage; and he had given it to Katherine, 

as if it had never been given before. He had, in odd ways, given it to every

moment  of  his  life,  and  had  perhaps  given  it  most  fully  when  he  was

unaware of his giving. It was a passion neither of the mind nor of the flesh; 

rather, it was a force that comprehended them both, as if they were but the

matter  of  love,  its  specific  substance.  To  a  woman  or  to  a  poem,  it  said

simply: Look! I am alive. 

He could not think of himself as old. Sometimes, in the morning when

he shaved, he looked at his image in the glass and felt no identity with the

face that stared back at him in surprise, the eyes clear in a grotesque mask; 

it was as if he wore, for an obscure reason, an outrageous disguise, as if he

could,  if  he  wished,  strip  away  the  bushy  white  eyebrows,  the  rumpled

white hair, the flesh that sagged around the sharp bones, the deep lines that

pretended age. 

Yet his age, he knew, was not pretense. He saw the sickness of the world

and of his own country during the years after the great war; he saw hatred

and suspicion become a kind of madness that swept across the land like a

swift  plague;  he  saw  young  men  go  again  to  war,  marching  eagerly  to  a

senseless doom, as if in the echo of a nightmare. And the pity and sadness

he  felt  were  so  old,  so  much  a  part  of  his  age,  that  he  seemed  to  himself

nearly untouched. 

The years went swiftly, and he was hardly aware of their passing. In the

spring of 1954 he was sixty-three years old; and he suddenly realized that

he had at the most four years of teaching left to him. He tried to see beyond

that time; he could not see, and had no wish to do so. 

That fall he received a note from Gordon Finch's secretary, asking him

to drop by to see the dean whenever it was convenient. He was busy, and it

was several days before he found a free afternoon. 

Every  time  he  saw  Gordon  Finch,  Stoner  was  conscious  of  a  small

surprise at how little he had aged. A year younger than Stoner, he looked no

more than fifty. He was wholly bald, his face was heavy and unlined, and it

glowed with an almost cherubic health; his step was springy, and in these

later  years  he  had  begun  to  affect  a  casualness  of  dress;  he  wore  colorful

shirts and odd jackets. 

He seemed embarrassed that afternoon when Stoner came in to see him. 

They  talked  casually  for  a  few  moments;  Finch  asked  him  about  Edith's

health and mentioned that his own wife, Caroline, had been talking just the

other  day  about  how  they  all  ought  to  get  together  again.  Then  he  said, 

"Time. My God, how it flies!" 

Stoner nodded. 

Finch sighed abruptly. "Well," he said, "I guess we've got to talk about

it.  You'll  be--sixty-five  next  year.  I  suppose  we  ought  to  be  making  some

plans." 

Stoner shook his head. "Not right away. I intend to take advantage of the

two-year option, of course." 

"I figured you would," Finch said and leaned back in his chair. "Not me. 

I have three years to go and I'm getting out. I think sometimes about what

I've missed, the places I haven't been to, and--hell, Bill, life's too short. Why

don't you get out too? Think of all the time--" 

"I wouldn't know what to do with it," Stoner said. "I've never learned." 

"Well,  hell,"  Finch  said.  "This  day  and  age,  sixty-five's  pretty  young. 

There's time to learn things that--" 

"It's Lomax, isn't it? He's putting the squeeze on you." 

Finch grinned. "Sure. What did you expect?" 

Stoner  was  silent  for  a  moment.  Then  he  said,  "You  tell  Lomax  that  I

wouldn't talk to you about it. Tell him that I've become so cantankerous and

ornery in my old age that you can't do a thing with me. That he's going to

have to do it himself." 

Finch laughed and shook his head. "By God, I will. After all these years, 

maybe you two old bastards will unbend a little." 

But the confrontation did not take place at once, and when it did--in the

middle  of  the  second  semester,  in  March--it  did  not  take  the  form  that

Stoner expected. Once again he was requested to appear at the dean's office; 

a time was specified, and urgency was hinted. 

Stoner  came  in  a  few  minutes  late.  Lomax  was  already  there;  he  sat

stiffly in front of Finch's desk; there was an empty chair beside him. Stoner

walked  slowly  across  the  room  and  sat  down.  He  turned  his  head  and

looked at Lomax; Lomax stared imperturbably in front of him, one eyebrow

lifted in a general disdain. 

Finch  stared  at  both  of  them  for  several  moments,  a  little  smile  of

amusement on his face. 

"Well," he said, "we all know the matter before us. It is that of Professor

Stoner's retirement." He sketched the regulations --voluntary retirement was

possible  at  sixty-five;  under  this  option,  Stoner  could  if  he  wished  retire

either  at  the  end  of  the  current  academic  year,  or  at  the  end  of  either

semester of the following year. Or he could, if it were agreed upon by the

chairman  of  the  department,  the  dean  of  the  college,  and  the  professor

concerned,  extend  his  retirement  age  to  sixty-seven,  at  which  time

retirement  was  mandatory.  Unless,  of  course,  the  person  concerned  were

given a Distinguished Professorship and awarded a Chair, in which event--

"A most remote likelihood, I believe we can agree," Lomax said dryly. 

Stoner nodded to Finch. "Most remote." 

"I  frankly  believe,"  Lomax  said  to  Finch,  "it  would  be  in  the  best

interests  of  the  department  and  college  if  Professor  Stoner  would  take

advantage  of  his  opportunity  to  retire.  There  are  certain  curricular  and

personnel  changes  that  I  have  long  contemplated,  which  this  retirement

would make possible." 

Stoner said to Finch, "I have no wish to retire before I have to, merely to

accommodate a whim of Professor Lomax." 

Finch turned to Lomax. Lomax said, "I'm sure that there is a great deal

that Professor Stoner has not considered. He would have the leisure to do

some  of  the  writing  that  his"--he  paused  delicately--"his  dedication  to

teaching  has  prevented  him  from  doing.  Surely  the  academic  community

would be edified if the fruit of his long experience were--" 

Stoner  interrupted,  "I  have  no  desire  to  begin  a  literary  career  at  this

stage in my life." 

Lomax,  without  moving  from  his  chair,  seemed  to  bow  to  Finch.  "I'm

sure our colleague is too modest. Within two years I myself will be forced

by  regulations  to  vacate  the  chairmanship  of  the  department.  I  certainly

intend to put my declining years to good use; indeed, I look forward to the

leisure of my retirement." 

Stoner said, "I hope to remain a member of the department, at least until

that auspicious occasion." 

Lomax was silent for a moment. Then he said contemplatively to Finch, 

'It has occurred to me several times during the past few years that Professor

Stoner's  efforts  on  behalf  of  the  University  have  perhaps  not  been  fully

appreciated. It has occurred to me that a promotion to full professor might

be a fitting climax to his retirement year. A dinner in honor of the occasion-

-a  fitting  ceremony.  It  should  be  most  gratifying.  Though  it  is  late  in  the

year, and though most of the promotions have already been declared, I am

sure  that,  if  I  insisted,  a  promotion  might  be  arranged  for  next  year,  in

commemoration of an auspicious retirement." 

Suddenly  the  game  that  he  had  been  playing  with  Lomax--  and,  in  a

curious  way,  enjoying--seemed  trivial  and  mean.  A  tiredness  came  over

him. He looked directly at Lomax and said wearily, "Holly, after all these

years, I thought you knew me better than that. I've never cared a damn for

what you thought you could 'give' me, or what you thought you could 'do' to

me,  or  whatever."  He  paused;  he  was,  indeed,  more  tired  than  he  had

thought. He continued with an effort, "That isn't the point; it has never been

the point. You're a good man, I suppose; certainly you're a good teacher. But

in some ways you're an ignorant son-of-a-bitch." He paused again. "I don't

know what you hoped for. But I won't retire--not at the end of this year, nor

the end of the next." He got up slowly and stood for a moment, gathering

his strength. "If you gentlemen will excuse me, I'm a little tired. I'll leave

you to discuss whatever it is you have to discuss." 

He knew that it would not end there, but he did not care. When, at the

last general faculty meeting of the year, Lomax, in his departmental report

to  the  faculty,  announced  the  retirement  at  the  end  of  the  next  year  of

Professor  William  Stoner,  Stoner  got  to  his  feet  and  informed  the  faculty

that  Professor  Lomax  was  in  error,  that  the  retirement  would  not  be

effective until two years after the time that Lomax had announced. At the

beginning  of  the  fall  semester  the  new  president  of  the  University  invited

Stoner to his home for afternoon tea and spoke expansively of the years of

his service, of the well-earned rest, of the gratitude they all felt; Stoner put

on  his  most  crochety  manner,  called  the  president  "young  man,"  and

pretended not to hear, so that at last the young man ended by shouting in the

most placatory tone he could manage. 

But  his  efforts,  meager  as  they  were,  tired  him  more  than  he  had

expected, so that by Christmas vacation he was nearly exhausted. He told

himself that he was, indeed, getting old, and that he would have to let up if

he  were  to  do  a  good  job  the  rest  of  the  year.  During  the  ten  days  of

Christmas vacation he rested, as if he might hoard his strength; and when he

returned  for  the  last  weeks  of  the  semester  he  worked  with  a  vigor  and

energy that surprised him. The issue of his retirement seemed settled, and

he did not bother to think of it again. 

Late  in  February  the  tiredness  came  over  him  again,  and  he  could  not

seem to shake it off; he spent a great deal of his time at home and did much

of his paper work propped on the day bed in his little back room. In March

he became aware of a dull general pain in his legs and arms; he told himself

that he was tired, that he would be better when the warm spring days came, 

that  he  needed  rest.  By  April  the  pain  had  become  localized  in  the  lower

part of his body; occasionally he missed a class, and he found that it took

most  of  his  strength  merely  to  walk  from  class  to  class.  In  early  May  the

pain became intense, and he could no longer think of it as a minor nuisance. 

He made an appointment with a doctor at the University infirmary. 

There were tests and examinations and questions, the import of which

Stoner only vaguely understood. He was given a special diet, some pills for

the pain, and was told to come back at the beginning of the next week for

consultation,  when  the  results  of  the  tests  would  be  completed  and  put

together. He felt better, though the tiredness remained. 

His  doctor  was  a  young  man  named  Jamison,  who  had  explained  to

Stoner  that  he  was  working  for  the  University  for  a  few  years  before  he

went into private practice. He had a pink, round face, wore rimless glasses, 

and had a kind of nervous awkwardness of manner that Stoner trusted. 

Stoner was a few minutes early for his appointment, but the receptionist

told him to go right in. He went down the long narrow hall of the infirmary

to the little cubicle where Jamison had his office. 

Jamison was waiting for him, and it was clear to Stoner that he had been

waiting for some time; folders and X-rays and notes were laid out neatly on

his desk. Jamison stood up, smiled abruptly and nervously, and extended his

hand toward a chair in front of his desk. 

"Professor Stoner," he said. "Sit down, sit down." 

Stoner sat. 

Jamison frowned at the display on his desk, smoothed a sheet of paper, 

and  let  himself  down  on  his  chair.  "Well,"  he  said,  "there's  some  sort  of

obstruction in the lower intestinal tract, that's clear. Not much shows up on

the  X-rays,  but  that  isn't  unusual.  Oh,  a  little  cloudiness;  but  that  doesn't

necessarily  mean  anything."  He  turned  his  chair,  set  an  X-ray  in  a  frame, 

switched  on  a  light,  and  pointed  vaguely.  Stoner  looked,  but  he  could  see

nothing.  Jamison  switched  off  the  light  and  turned  back  to  his  desk.  He

became very businesslike. "Your blood count's down pretty low, but there

doesn't seem to be any infection there; your sedimentation is subnormal and

your  blood  pressure's  down.  There  is  some  internal  swelling  that  doesn't

seem  quite  right,  you've  lost  quite  a  bit  of  weight,  and--well,  with  the

symptoms you've shown and from what I can tell from these"--he waved at

his desk--"I'd say there's only one thing to do." He smiled fixedly and said

with strained jocularity, "We've just got to go in there and see what we can

find out." 

Stoner nodded. "It's cancer then." 

"Well,"  Jamison  said,  "that's  a  pretty  big  word.  It  can  mean  a  lot  of

things.  I'm  pretty  sure  there's  a  tumor  there,  but--well,  we  can't  be

absolutely sure of anything until we go in there and look around." 

"How long have I had it?" 

"Oh,  there's  no  way  of  telling  that.  But  it  feels  like--well,  it's  pretty

large; it's been there some time." 

Stoner  was  silent  for  a  moment.  Then  he  said,  "How  long  would  you

estimate I have?" 

Jamison said distractedly, "Oh, now, look, Mr. Stoner." He attempted a

laugh.  "We  mustn't  jump  to  conclusions.  Why,  there's  always  a  chance--

there's a chance it's only a tumor, non-malignant, you know. Or--or it could

be a lot of things. We just can't know for sure until we--" 

"Yes," Stoner said. "When would you want to operate?" 

"As soon as possible," Jamison said relievedly. "Within the next two or

three days." 

"That  soon,"  Stoner  said,  almost  absently.  Then  he  looked  at  Jamison

steadily.  "Let  me  ask  you  a  few  questions,  Doctor.  I  must  tell  you  that  I

want you to answer them frankly." 

Jamison nodded. 

"If  it  is  only  a  tumor--non-malignant,  as  you  say--would  a  couple  of

weeks make any great difference?" 

"Well," Jamison said reluctantly, "there would be the pain; and--no, not

a  great deal of difference, I suppose." 

"Good,"  Stoner  said.  "And  if  it  is  as  bad  as  you  think  it  is--would  a

couple of weeks make a great difference  then?" 

After a long while Jamison said, almost bitterly, "No, I suppose not." 

"Then," Stoner said reasonably, "I'll wait for a couple of weeks. There

are a few things I need to clear up--some work I need to do." 

"I  don't  advise  it,  you  understand,"  Jamison  said.  "I  don't  advise  it  at

all." 

"Of  course,"  Stoner  said.  "And,  Doctor--you  won't  mention  this  to

anyone, will you?" 

"No," Jamison said and added with a little warmth, "of course not." He

suggested  a  few  revisions  of  the  diet  he  had  earlier  given  him,  prescribed

more pills, and set a date for his entrance into the hospital. 

Stoner felt nothing at all; it was as if what the doctor told him were a

minor annoyance, an obstacle he would have somehow to work around in

order to get done what he had to do. It occurred to him that it was rather late

in the year for this to be happening; Lomax might have some difficulty in

finding a replacement. The pill he had taken in the doctor's office made him

a  little  light-headed,  and  he  found  the  sensation  oddly  pleasurable.  His

sense  of  time  was  displaced;  he  found  himself  standing  in  the  long

parqueted  first-floor  corridor  of  Jesse  Hall.  A  low  hum,  like  the  distant

thrumming  of  birds'  wings,  was  in  his  ears;  in  the  shadowed  corridor  a

sourceless light seemed to glow and dim, pulsating like the beat of his heart; 

and  his  flesh,  intimately  aware  of  every  move  he  made,  tingled  as  he

stepped forward with deliberate care into the mingled light and dark. 

He  stood  at  the  stairs  that  led  up  to  the  second  floor;  the  steps  were

marble,  and  in  their  precise  centers  were  gentle  troughs  worn  smooth  by

decades of footsteps going up and down. They had been almost new when--

how many years ago?--he had first stood here and looked up, as he looked

now, and wondered where they would lead him. He thought of time and of

its gentle flowing. He put one foot carefully in the first smooth depression

and lifted himself up. 

Then he was in Gordon Finch's outer office. The girl said, "Dean Finch

was about to leave . . ." He nodded absently, smiled at her, and went into

Finch's office. 

"Gordon," he said cordially, the smile still on his face. "I won't keep you

long." 

Finch returned the smile reflexively; his eyes were tired. "Sure, Bill, sit

down." 

"I  won't  keep  you  long,"  he  said  again;  he  felt  a  curious  power  come

into his voice. "The fact is, I've changed my mind --about retiring, I mean. I

know it's awkward; sorry to be so late letting you know, but--well, I think

it's best all around. I'm quitting at the end of this semester." 

Finch's  face  floated  before  him,  round  in  its  amazement.  "What  the

hell," he said. "Has anyone been putting the screws on you?" 

"Nothing like that," Stoner said. "It's my own decision. It's just that--I've

discovered there  are some things I'd like to do." He added reasonably, "And

I do need a little rest." 

Finch  was  annoyed,  and  Stoner  knew  that  he  had  cause  to  be.  He

thought he heard himself murmur another apology; he felt the smile remain

foolishly on his face. 

"Well,"  Finch  said,  "I  guess  it's  not  too  late.  I  can  start  the  papers

through  tomorrow.  I  suppose  you  know  all  you  need  to  know  about  your

annuity income, insurance, and things like that?" 

"Oh, yes," Stoner said. "I've thought of all that. It's all right." 

Finch looked at his watch. "I'm kind of late, Bill. Drop by in a day or so

and  we'll  clear  up  the  details.  In  the  meantime--  well,  I  suppose  Lomax

ought  to  know.  I'll  call  him  tonight."  He  grinned.  "I'm  afraid  you've

succeeded in pleasing him." 

"Yes," Stoner said. "I'm afraid I have." 

There was much to do in the two weeks that remained before he was to

go  into  the  hospital,  but  he  decided  that  he  would  be  able  to  do  it.  He

canceled  his  classes  for  the  next  two  days  and  called  into  conference  all

those students for whom he had the responsibility of directing independent

research, theses, and dissertations. He wrote detailed instructions that would

guide them to the completion of the work they had begun and left carbon

copies  of  these  instructions  in  Lomax's  mailbox.  He  soothed  those  who

were thrown into a panic by what they considered his desertion of them and

reassured  those  who  were  fearful  of  committing  themselves  to  a  new

adviser. He found that the pills he had been taking reduced the clarity of his

intelligence as they relieved the pain; so in the daytime, when he talked to

students,  and  in  the  evening,  when  he  read  the  deluge  of  half-completed

papers, theses, and dissertations, he took them only when the pain became

so intense that it forced his attention away from his work. 

Two  days  after  his  declaration  of  retirement,  in  the  middle  of  a  busy

afternoon, he got a telephone call from Gordon Finch. 

"Bill? Gordon. Look--there's a small problem I think I ought to talk to

you about." 

"Yes?" he said impatiently. 

"It's Lomax. He can't get it through his head that you aren't doing this on

his account." 

"It doesn't matter," Stoner said. "Let him think what he wants." 

"Wait--that isn't all. He's making plans to go through with the dinner and

everything. He says he gave his word." 

"Look, Gordon, I'm very busy just now. Can't you just put a stop to it

somehow?" 

"I tried to, but he's doing it through the department. If you want me to

call him in I will; but you'll have to be here too. When he's like this I can't

talk to him." 

"All right. When is this foolishness supposed to come off?" 

There was a pause. "A week from Friday. The last day of classes, just

before exam week." 

"All  right,"  Stoner  said  wearily.  "I  should  have  things  cleared  up  by

then, and it'll be easier than arguing it now. Just let it ride." 

"You ought to know this too; he wants me to announce your retirement

as professor emeritus, though it can't be really official until next year." 

Stoner  felt  a  laugh  come  up  in  his  throat.  "What  the  hell,"  he  said. 

"That's all right too." 

All  that  week  he  worked  without  consciousness  of  time.  He  worked

straight  through  Friday,  from  eight  o'clock  in  the  morning  until  ten  that

night. He read a last page and made a last note, and leaned back in his chair; 

the  light  on  his  desk  filled  his  eyes,  and  for  a  moment  he  did  not  know

where he was. He looked around him and saw that he was in his office. The

bookshelves were bulging with books haphazardly placed; there were stacks

of papers in the corners; and his filing cabinets were open and disarranged. I

ought to straighten things up, he thought; I ought to get my things in order. 

"Next week," he said to himself. "Next week." 

He wondered if he could make it home. It seemed an effort to breathe. 

He  narrowed  his  mind,  forced  it  upon  his  arms  and  legs,  made  them

respond. He got to his feet, and would not let himself sway. He turned the

desk light off and stood until his eyes could see by the moonlight that came

through  his  windows.  Then  he  put  one  foot  before  the  other  and  walked

through the dark halls to the out-of-doors and through the quiet streets to his

home. 

The  lights  were  on;  Edith  was  still  up.  He  gathered  the  last  of  his

strength and made it up the front steps and into the living room. Then he

knew  he  could  go  no  farther;  he  was  able  to  reach  the  couch  and  to  sit

down. After a moment he found the strength to reach into his vest pocket

and  take  out  his  tube  of  pills.  He  put  one  in  his  mouth  and  swallowed  it

without  water;  then  he  took  another.  They  were  bitter,  but  the  bitterness

seemed almost pleasant. 

He  became  aware  that  Edith  had  been  walking  about  the  room,  going

from one place to another; he hoped that she had not spoken to him. As the

pain  eased  and  as  some  of  his  strength  returned,  he  realized  that  she  had

not; her face was set, her nostrils and mouth pinched, and she walked stiffly, 

angrily. He started to speak to her, but he decided that he could not trust his

voice. He let himself wonder why she was angry; she had not been angry

for a long time. 

Finally she stopped moving about and faced him; her hands were fists

and they hung at her sides. "Well? Aren't you going to say anything?" 

He  cleared  his  throat  and  made  his  eyes  focus.  "I'm  sorry,  Edith."  He

heard his voice quiet but steady. "I'm a little tired, I guess." 

"You weren't going to say anything at all, were you? Thoughtless. Didn't

you think I had a right to know?" 

For  a  moment  he  was  puzzled.  Then  he  nodded.  If  he  had  had  more

strength he would have been angry. "How did you find out?" 

"Never  mind  that.  I  suppose  everyone  knows  except  me.  Oh,  Willy, 

honestly." 

"I'm sorry, Edith, really, I am. I didn't want to worry you. I was going to

tell you next week, just before I went in. It's nothing; you aren't to trouble

yourself." 

"Nothing!" She laughed bitterly. "They say it might be cancer. Don't you

know what that means?" 

He felt suddenly weightless, and he had to force himself not to clutch at

something. "Edith," he said in a distant voice, 'let's talk about it tomorrow. 

Please. I'm tired now." 

She looked at him for a moment. "Do you want me to help you to your

room?" she asked crossly. "You don't look like you'll make it by yourself." 

"I'm all right," he said. 

But before he got to his room he wished he had let her help him--and

not only because he found himself weaker than he had expected. 

He  rested  Saturday  and  Sunday,  and  Monday  he  was  able  to  meet  his

classes.  He  went  home  early,  and  he  was  lying  on  the  living-room  couch

gazing interestedly at the ceiling when the doorbell rang. He sat upright and

started to rise, but the door opened. It was Gordon Finch. His face was pale, 

and his hands were unsteady. 

"Come in, Gordon," Stoner said. 

"My God, Bill," Finch said. "Why didn't you tell me?" 

Stoner  laughed  shortly.  "I  might  as  well  have  advertised  it  in  the

newspapers,"  he  said.  "I  thought  I  could  do  it  quietly,  without  upsetting

anyone." 

"I know, but--Jesus, if I had known." 

"There's nothing to get upset about. There's nothing definite yet--it's just

an  operation.  Exploratory,  I  believe  they  call  it.  How  did  you  find  out

anyway?" 

"Jamison," Finch said. "He's my doctor too. He said he knew it wasn't

ethical, but that I ought to know. He was right, Bill." 

"I know," Stoner said. "It doesn't matter. Has the word got around?" 

Finch shook his head. "Not yet." 

"Then keep your mouth shut about it. Please." 

"Sure, Bill," Finch said. "Now about this dinner party Friday --you don't

have to go through with it, you know." 

"But  I  will,"  Stoner  said.  He  grinned.  "I  figure  I  owe  Lomax

something." 

The ghost of a smile came upon Finch's face. "You  have turned into an

ornery old son-of-a-bitch, haven't you?" 

"I guess I have," Stoner said. 

The dinner was held in a small banquet room of the Student Union. At

the last minute Edith decided that she wouldn't be able to sit through it, so

he went alone. He went early and walked slowly across the campus, as if

ambling casually on a spring afternoon. As he had anticipated, there was no

one in the room; he got a waiter to remove his wife's name card and to reset

the main table, so that there would not be an empty space. Then he sat down

and waited for the guests to arrive. 

He  was  seated  between  Gordon  Finch  and  the  president  of  the

University; Lomax, who was to act as the master of ceremonies, was seated

three  chairs  away.  Lomax  was  smiling  and  chatting  with  those  sitting

around him; he did not look at Stoner. 

The room filled quickly; members of the department who had not really

spoken  to  him  for  years  waved  across  the  room  to  him;  Stoner  nodded. 

Finch  said  little,  though  he  watched  Stoner  carefully;  the  youngish  new

president, whose name Stoner could never remember, spoke to him with an

easy deference. 

The  food  was  served  by  young  students  in  white  coats;  Stoner

recognized  several  of  them;  he  nodded  and  spoke  to  them.  The  guests

looked sadly at their food and began to eat. A relaxed hum of conversation, 

broken by the cheery clatter of silverware and china, throbbed in the room; 

Stoner knew that his own presence was almost forgotten, so he was able to

poke  at  his  food,  take  a  few  ritual  bites,  and  look  around  him.  If  he

narrowed  his  eyes  he  could  not  see  the  faces;  he  saw  colors  and  vague

shapes moving before him, as in a frame, constructing moment by moment

new  patterns  of  contained  flux.  It  was  a  pleasant  sight,  and  if  he  held  his

attention upon it in a particular way, he was not aware of the pain. 

Suddenly  there  was  silence;  he  shook  his  head,  as  if  coming  out  of  a

dream. Near the end of the narrow table Lomax was standing, tapping on a

water glass with his knife. A handsome face, Stoner thought absently; still

handsome. The years had made the long thin face even thinner, and the lines

seemed marks of an increased sensitivity rather than of age. The smile was

still intimately sardonic, and the voice as resonant and steady as it had ever

been. 

He was speaking; the words came to Stoner in snatches, as if the voice

that  made  them  boomed  from  the  silence  and  then  diminished  into  its

source.  ".  .  .  the  long  years  of  dedicated  service  .  .  .  richly  deserved  rest

from the pressures ... esteemed by his colleagues. . . ." He heard the irony

and knew that, in his own way, after all these years, Lomax was speaking to

him. 

A  short  determined  burst  of  applause  startled  his  reverie.  Beside  him, 

Gordon  Finch  was  standing,  speaking.  Though  he  looked  up  and  strained

his ears, he could not hear what Finch said; Gordon's lips moved, he looked

fixedly in front of him, there was applause, he sat down. On the other side

of him, the president got to his feet and spoke in a voice that scurried from

cajolery to threat, from humor to sadness, from regret to joy. He said that he

hoped Stoner's retirement would be a beginning not an ending; he knew that

the  University  would  be  the  poorer  for  his  absence;  there  was  the

importance  of  tradition,  the  necessity  for  change;  and  the  gratitude,  for

years to come, in the hearts of all his students. Stoner could not make sense

of what he said; but when the president finished, the room burst into loud

applause  and  the  faces  smiled.  As  the  applause  dwindled  someone  in  the

audience shouted in a thin voice: "Speech!" Someone else took up the call, 

and the word was murmured here and there. 

Finch whispered in his ear, "Do you want me to get you out of it?" 

"No," Stoner said. "It's all right." 

He got to his feet, and realized that he had nothing to say. 

He was silent for a long time as he looked from face to face. He heard

his voice issue flatly. "I have taught . . ." he said. He began again. "I have

taught at this University for nearly forty years. I do not know what I would

have done if I had not been a teacher. If I had not taught, I might have--" He

paused, as if distracted. Then he said, with a finality, "I want to thank you

all for letting me teach." 

He sat down. There was applause, friendly laughter. The room broke up

and people milled about. Stoner felt his hand being shaken; he was aware

that  he  smiled  and  that  he  nodded  at  whatever  was  said  to  him.  The

president  pressed  his  hand,  smiled  heartily,  told  him  that  he  must  drop

around, any afternoon, looked at his wrist watch, and hurried out. The room

began to empty, and Stoner stood alone where he had risen and gathered his

strength  for  the  walk  across  the  room.  He  waited  until  he  felt  something

harden inside him, and then he walked around the table and out of the room, 

passing  little  knots  of  people  who  glanced  at  him  curiously,  as  if  he  were

already a stranger. Lomax was in one of the groups, but he did not turn as

Stoner passed; and Stoner found that he was grateful that they had not had

to speak to each other, after all this time. 

The next day he entered the hospital and rested until Monday morning, 

when  the  operation  was  to  be  performed.  He  slept  much  of  that  time  and

had  no  particular  interest  in  what  was  to  happen  to  him.  On  Monday

morning someone stuck a needle in his arm; he was only half conscious of

being  rolled  through  halls  to  a  strange  room  that  seemed  to  be  all  ceiling

and  light.  He  saw  something  descend  toward  his  face  and  he  closed  his

eyes. 

He  awoke  to  nausea;  his  head  ached;  there  was  a  new  sharp  pain,  not

unpleasant,  in  his  lower  body.  He  retched,  and  felt  better.  He  let  his  hand

move over the heavy bandages that covered the middle part of his body. He

slept, wakened during the night and took a glass of water, and slept again

until morning. 

When he awoke, Jamison was standing beside his bed, his fingers on his

left wrist. 

"Well," Jamison said, "how are we feeling this morning?" 

"All  right,  I  think."  His  throat  was  dry;  he  reached  out,  and  Jamison

handed him the glass of water. He drank and looked at Jamison, waiting. 

"Well,"  Jamison  said  at  last,  uncomfortably,  "we  got  the  tumor.  Big

feller. In a day or two you'll be feeling much better." 

"I'll be able to leave here?" Stoner asked. 

"You'll be up and around in two or three days," Jamison said. "The only

thing is, it might be more convenient if you did stay around for a while. We

couldn't  get--all  of  it.  We'll  be  using  X-ray  treatment,  things  like  that.  Of

course, you could go back and forth, but--" 

"No," Stoner said and let his head fall back on the pillow. He was tired

again. "As soon as possible," he said, "I think I want to go home." 
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"Oh, Willy," she said. "You're all eaten up inside." 

He was lying on the day bed in the little back room, gazing out the open

window;  it  was  late  afternoon,  and  the  sun,  dipping  beneath  the  horizon, 

sent a red glow upon the underside of a long rippling cloud that hung in the

west above the tree-tops and the houses. A fly buzzed against the window

screen; and the pungent aroma of trash burning in the neighbors' yards was

caught in the still air. 

"What?" Stoner said absently and turned to his wife. 

"Inside," Edith said. "The doctor said it has spread all over. Oh, Willy, 

poor Willy." 

"Yes," Stoner said. He could not make himself become very interested. 

"Well, you aren't to worry. It's best not to think about it." 

She  did  not  answer,  and  he  turned  again  to  the  open  window  and

watched the sky darken, until there was only a dull purplish streak upon the

cloud in the distance. 

He  had  been  home  for  a  little  more  than  a  week  and  had  just  that

afternoon returned from a visit to the hospital where he had undergone what

Jamison, with his strained smile, called a "treatment." Jamison had admired

the speed with which his incision had healed, had said something about his

having  the  constitution  of  a  man  of  forty,  and  then  had  abruptly  grown

silent. Stoner had allowed himself to be poked and prodded, had let them

strap him on a table, and had remained still while a huge machine hovered

silently  about  him.  It  was  foolishness,  he  knew,  but  he  did  not  protest;  it

would  have  been  unkind  to  do  so.  It  was  little  enough  to  undergo,  if  it

would distract them all from the knowledge they could not evade. 

Gradually,  he  knew,  this  little  room  where  he  now  lay  and  looked  out

the window would become his world; already he could feel the first vague

beginnings of the pain that returned like the distant call of an old friend. He

doubted  that  he  would  be  asked  to  return  to  the  hospital;  he  had  heard  in

Jamisons voice this afternoon a finality, and Jamison had given him some

pills to take in the event that there was "discomfort." 

"You might write Grace," he heard himself saying to Edith. "She hasn't

visited us in a long time." 

And he turned to see Edith nodding absently; her eyes had been, with

his, gazing tranquilly upon the growing darkness outside the window. 

During the next two weeks he felt himself weaken, at first gradually and

then rapidly. The pain returned, with an intensity that he had not expected; 

he  took  his  pills  and  felt  the  pain  recede  into  a  darkness,  as  if  it  were  a

cautious animal. 

Grace came; and he found that, after all, he had little to say to her. She

had been away from St. Louis and had returned to find Edith's letter only

the day before. She was worn and tense and there were dark shadows under

her eyes; he wished that he could do something to ease her pain and knew

that he could not. 

'You look just fine, Daddy," she said. "Just fine. You're going to be all

right." 

"Of  course,"  he  said  and  smiled  at  her.  "How  is  young  Ed?  And  how

have you been?" 

She  said  that  she  had  been  fine  and  that  young  Ed  was  fine,  that  he

would be entering junior high school the coming fall. He looked at her with

some bewilderment. "Junior high?" he asked. Then he realized that it must

be true. "Of course," he said. "I forgot how big he must be by now." 

"He stays with his--with Mr. and Mrs. Frye a lot of the time," she said. 

"It's  best  for  him  that  way."  She  said  something  else,  but  his  attention

wandered. More and more frequently he found it difficult to keep his mind

focused upon any one thing; it wandered where he could not predict, and he

sometimes  found  himself  speaking  words  whose  source  he  did  not

understand. 

"Poor Daddy," he heard Grace say, and he brought his attention back to

where he was. "Poor Daddy, things haven't been easy for you, have they?" 

He thought for a moment and then he said, "No. But I suppose I didn't

want them to be." 

"Mamma and I--we've both been disappointments to you, haven't we?" 

He moved his hand upward, as if to touch her. "Oh, no," he said with a

dim passion. "You mustn't . . ." He wanted to say more, to explain; but he

could  not  go  on.  He  closed  his  eyes  and  felt  his  mind  loosen.  Images

crowded there, and changed, as if upon a screen. He saw Edith as she had

been  that  first  evening  they  had  met  at  old  Claremont's  house--the  blue

gown and the slender fingers and the fair, delicate face that smiled softly, 

the pale eyes that looked eagerly upon each moment as if it were a sweet

surprise. "Your mother . . ." he said. "She was not always . . ." She was not

always as she had been; and he thought now that he could perceive beneath

the woman she had become the girl that she had been; he thought that he

had always perceived it. 

"You were a beautiful child," he heard himself saying, and for a moment

he  did  not  know  to  whom  he  spoke.  Light  swam  before  his  eyes,  found

shape, and became the face of his daughter, lined and somber and worn with

care.  He  closed  his  eyes  again.  "In  the  study.  Remember?  You  used  to  sit

with me when I worked. You were so still, and the light . . . the light . . ." 

The light of the desk lamp (he could see it now) had been absorbed by her

studious small face that bent in childish absorption over a book or a picture, 

so that the smooth flesh glowed against the shadows of the room. He heard

the  small  laughter  echo  in  the  distance.  "Of  course,"  he  said  and  looked

upon the present face of that child. "Of course," he said again, "you were

always there." 

"Hush," she said softly, "you must rest." 

And  that  was  their  farewell.  The  next  day  she  came  down  to  him  and

said she had to get back to St. Louis for a few days and said something else

he did not hear in a flat, controlled voice; her face was drawn, and her eyes

were  red  and  moist.  Their  gazes  locked;  she  looked  at  him  for  a  long

moment, almost in disbelief; then she turned away. He knew that he would

not see her again. 

He had no wish to die; but there were moments, after Grace left, when

he  looked  forward  impatiently,  as  one  might  look  to  the  moment  of  a

journey that one does not particularly wish to take. And like any traveler, he

felt that there were many things he had to do before he left; yet he could not

think what they were. 

He had become so weak that he could not walk; he spent his days and

nights in the tiny back room. Edith brought him the books he wanted and

arranged them on a table beside his narrow bed, so that he would not have

to exert himself to reach them. 

But he read little, though the presence of his books comforted him. He

had Edith open the curtains on all the windows and would not let her close

them, even when the afternoon sun, intensely hot, slanted into the room. 

Sometimes Edith came into the room and sat on the bed beside him and

they talked. They talked of trivial things--of people they knew casually, of a

new building going up on the campus, of an old one torn down; but what

they  said  did  not  seem  to  matter.  A  new  tranquillity  had  come  between

them.  It  was  a  quietness  that  was  like  the  beginning  of  love;  and  almost

without  thinking,  Stoner  knew  why  it  had  come.  They  had  forgiven

themselves for the harm they had done each other, and they were rapt in a

regard of what their life together might have been. 

Almost  without  regret  he  looked  at  her  now;  in  the  soft  light  of  late

afternoon  her  face  seemed  young  and  unlined.  If  I  had  been  stronger,  he

thought;  if  I  had  known  more;  if  I  could  have  understood.  And  finally, 

mercilessly,  he  thought:  if  I  had  loved  her  more.  As  if  it  were  a  long

distance it had to go, his hand moved across the sheet that covered him and

touched her hand. She did not move; and after a while he drifted into a kind

of sleep. 

Despite  the  sedatives  he  took,  his  mind,  it  seemed  to  him,  remained

clear; and he was grateful for that. But it was as if some will other than his

own had taken possession of that mind, moving it in directions he could not

understand; time passed, and he did not see its passing. 

Gordon Finch visited him nearly every day, but he could not keep the

sequence of these visits clear in his memory; sometimes he spoke to Gordon

when he was not there, and was surprised at his voice in the empty room; 

sometimes in the middle of a conversation with him he paused and blinked, 

as if suddenly aware of Gordon's presence. Once, when Gordon tiptoed into

the  room,  he  turned  to  him  with  a  kind  of  surprise  and  asked,  "Where's

Dave?"  And  when  he  saw  the  shock  of  fear  come  over  Gordon's  face  he

shook his head weakly and said, "I'm sorry, Gordon. I was nearly asleep; I'd

been thinking about Dave Masters and--sometimes I say things I'm thinking

without knowing it. It's these pills I have to take." 

Gordon  smiled  and  nodded  and  made  a  joke;  but  Stoner  knew  that  in

that instant Gordon Finch had withdrawn from him in such a way that he

could  never  return.  He  felt  a  keen  regret  that  he  had  spoken  so  of  Dave

Masters, the defiant boy they both had loved, whose ghost had held them, 

all these years, in a friendship whose depth they had never quite realized. 

Gordon told him of the regards that his colleagues sent him and spoke

disconnectedly  of  University  affairs  that  might  interest  him;  but  his  eyes

were restless, and the nervous smile flickered on his face. 

Edith  came  into  the  room,  and  Gordon  Finch  lumbered  to  his  feet, 

effusive and cordial in his relief at being interrupted. 

"Edith," he said, "you sit down here." 

Edith shook her head and blinked at Stoner. 

"Old  Bill's  looking  better,"  Finch  said.  "By  God,  I  think  he's  looking

much better than he did last week." 

Edith turned to him as if noticing his presence for the first time. 

"Oh, Gordon," she said. "He looks awful. Poor Willy. He won't be with

us much longer." 

Gordon paled and took a step backward, as if he had been struck. "My

God, Edith!" 

"Not much longer," Edith said again, looking broodingly at her husband, 

who was smiling a little. "What am I going to do, Gordon? What will I do

without him?" 

He  closed  his  eyes  and  they  disappeared;  he  heard  Gordon  whisper

something and heard their footsteps as they drew away from him. 

What was so remarkable was that it was so easy. He had wanted to tell

Gordon how easy it was, he had wanted to tell him that it did not bother him

to talk about it or to think about it; but he had been unable to do so. Now it

did not seem really to matter; he heard their voices in the kitchen, Gordon's

low  and  urgent,  Edith's  grudging  and  clipped.  What  were  they  talking

about? 

.  .  .  The  pain  came  upon  him  with  a  suddenness  and  an  urgency  that

took him unprepared, so that he almost cried out. He made his hands loosen

upon the bedclothes and willed them to move steadily to the night table. He

took  several  of  the  pills  and  put  them  in  his  mouth  and  swallowed  some

water. A cold sweat broke upon his forehead and he lay very still until the

pain lessened. 

He heard the voices again; he did not open his eyes. Was it Gordon? His

hearing seemed to go outside his body and hover like a cloud above him, 

transmitting to him every delicacy of sound. But his mind could not exactly

distinguish the words. 

The voice--was it Gordon's?--was saying something about his life. And

though he could not make out the words, could not even be sure that they

were  being  said,  his  own  mind,  with  the  fierceness  of  a  wounded  animal, 

pounced upon that question. Mercilessly he saw his life as it must appear to

another. 

Dispassionately,  reasonably,  he  contemplated  the  failure  that  his  life

must appear to be. He had wanted friendship and the closeness of friendship

that might hold him in the race of mankind; he had had two friends, one of

whom  had  died  senselessly  before  he  was  known,  the  other  of  whom  had

now  withdrawn  so  distantly  into  the  ranks  of  the  living  that  .  .  .  He  had

wanted the singleness and the still connective passion of marriage; he had

had that, too, and he had not known what to do with it, and it had died. He

had wanted love; and he had had love, and had relinquished it, had let it go

into the chaos of potentiality. Katherine, he thought. "Katherine." 

And  he  had  wanted  to  be  a  teacher,  and  he  had  become  one;  yet  he

knew,  he  had  always  known,  that  for  most  of  his  life  he  had  been  an

indifferent one. He had dreamed of a kind of integrity, of a kind of purity

that  was  entire;  he  had  found  compromise  and  the  assaulting  diversion  of

triviality. He had conceived wisdom, and at the end of the long years he had

found ignorance. And what else? he thought. What else? 

What did you expect? he asked himself. 

He opened his eyes. It was dark. Then he saw the sky outside, the deep

blue-black of space, and the thin glow of moonlight through a cloud. It must

be  very  late,  he  thought;  it  seemed  only  an  instant  ago  that  Gordon  and

Edith had stood beside him, in the bright afternoon. Or was it long ago? He

could not tell. 

He  had  known  that  his  mind  must  weaken  as  his  body  wasted,  but  he

had  been  unprepared  for  the  suddenness.  The  flesh  is  strong,  he  thought; 

stronger than we imagine. It wants always to go on. 

He heard voices and saw lights and felt the pain come and go. Edith's

face hovered above him; he felt his face smile. Sometimes he heard his own

voice speak, and he thought that it spoke rationally, though he could not be

sure. He felt Edith's hands on him, moving him, bathing him. She has her

child again, he thought; at last she has her child that she can care for. He

wished that he could speak to her; he felt that he had something to say. 

What did you expect? he thought. 

Something heavy was pressing upon his eyelids. He felt them tremble

and then he managed to get them open. It was light that he felt, the bright

sunlight  of  an  afternoon.  He  blinked  and  considered  impassively  the  blue

sky and the brilliant edge of the sun that he could see through his window. 

He decided that they were real. He moved a hand, and with the movement

he felt a curious strength flow within him, as if from the air. He breathed

deeply; there was no pain. 

With each breath he took, it seemed to him that his strength increased; 

his  flesh  tingled,  and  he  could  feel  the  delicate  weight  of  light  and  shade

upon his face. He raised himself up from the bed, so that he was half sitting, 

his back supported by the wall against which the bed rested. Now he could

see the out-of-doors. 

He  felt  that  he  had  awakened  from  a  long  sleep  and  was  refreshed.  It

was late spring or early summer--more likely early summer, from the look

of things. There was a richness and a sheen upon the leaves of the huge elm

tree in his back yard; and the shade it cast had a deep coolness that he had

known  before.  A  thickness  was  in  the  air,  a  heaviness  that  crowded  the

sweet  odors  of  grass  and  leaf  and  flower,  mingling  and  holding  them

suspended.  He  breathed  again,  deeply;  he  heard  the  rasping  of  his  breath

and felt the sweetness of the summer gather in his lungs. 

And  he  felt  also,  with  that  breath  he  took,  a  shifting  somewhere  deep

inside him, a shifting that stopped something and fixed his head so that it

would not move. Then it passed, and he thought, So this is what it is like. 

It occurred to him that he ought to call Edith; and then he knew that he

would  not  call  her.  The  dying  are  selfish,  he  thought;  they  want  their

moments to themselves, like children. 

He was breathing again, but there was a difference within him that he

could  not  name.  He  felt  that  he  was  waiting  for  something,  for  some

knowledge; but it seemed to him that he had all the time in the world. 

He heard the distant sound of laughter, and he turned his head toward its

source. A group of students had cut across his back-yard lawn; they were

hurrying somewhere. He saw them distinctly; there were three couples. The

girls were long-limbed and graceful in their light summer dresses, and the

boys  were  looking  at  them  with  a  joyous  and  bemused  wonder.  They

walked lightly upon the grass, hardly touching it, leaving no trace of where

they  had  been.  He  watched  them  as  they  went  out  of  his  sight,  where  he

could not see; and for a long time after they had vanished the sound of their

laughter  came  to  him,  far  and  unknowing  in  the  quiet  of  the  summer

afternoon. 

What did you expect? he thought again. 

A kind of joy came upon him, as if borne in on a summer breeze. He

dimly  recalled  that  he  had  been  thinking  of  failure  --as  if  it  mattered.  It

seemed to him now that such thoughts were mean, unworthy of what his life

had  been.  Dim  presences  gathered  at  the  edge  of  his  consciousness;  he

could not see them, but he knew that they were there, gathering their forces

toward a kind of palpability he could not see or hear. He was approaching

them, he knew; but there was no need to hurry. He could ignore them if he

wished; he had all the time there was. 

There was a softness around him, and a languor crept upon his limbs. A

sense of his own identity came upon him with a sudden force, and he felt

the power of it. He was himself, and he knew what he had been. 

His head turned. His bedside table was piled with books that he had not

touched for a long time. He let his hand play over them for a moment; he

marveled  at  the  thinness  of  the  fingers,  at  the  intricate  articulation  of  the

joints as he flexed them. He felt the strength within them, and let them pull

a book from the jumble on the tabletop. It was his own book that he sought, 

and when the hand held it he smiled at the familiar red cover that had for a

long time been faded and scuffed. 

It hardly mattered to him that the book was forgotten and that it served

no use; and the question of its worth at any time seemed almost trivial. He

did  not  have  the  illusion  that  he  would  find  himself  there,  in  that  fading

print;  and  yet,  he  knew,  a  small  part  of  him  that  he  could  not  deny   was

there, and would be there. 

He opened the book; and as he did so it became not his own. 

He let his fingers riffle through the pages and felt a tingling, as if those

pages  were  alive.  The  tingling  came  through  his  fingers  and  coursed

through his flesh and bone; he was minutely aware of it, and he waited until

it  contained  him,  until  the  old  excitement  that  was  like  terror  fixed  him

where he lay. The sunlight, passing his window, shone upon the page, and

he could not see what was written there. 

The  fingers  loosened,  and  the  book  they  had  held  moved  slowly  and

then swiftly across the still body and fell into the silence of the room. 
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