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SCIENTIFIC DIGGING into buried towns sometimes finds previous foundations,
one beneath another, making it clear that the ancient communities had every one in turn
been overwhelmed by a newer that built upon the ruins. As he works downward, the
excavator thus reveals clues to the history of the town’s dead periods; but a living city, as
it spreads, leaves upon the surface some vestiges of the previous stages of its life, relics as
eloquent to the interested eye as if the city were already being dug for, which it must be in
the end.

So with this American city of the great central plain, the very location of the
skyscrapers, of the Statehouse and the Courthouse and the old “New Market Building”,
betokens the site of the earliest settlement. Where stood the pioneers’ straggling cabins,
the store and the blacksmith shop, here still to-day is the community’s middle, and here
the price of land has always been highest. Not till the last decade of the Nineteenth
Century, though, did that increasing price acquire such momentum as to begin to force
upward the skyscrapers and noticeably distend the city’s middle, swelling it northward. A
few blocks to the south the railroads crossed the town from east to west, making a South
Side and a North Side; but the South Siders had to cross the tracks to reach the city’s
middle, where all the great business was, and they had to cross the tracks again to go
home afterward, so the North Side became the affluent side.

Affluence, following broad streets northward for residence, before the Civil War,
seemed to be establishing itself permanently just north of the business heart of the city. In
the late ’Sixties and early ’Seventies its domain so spread that the outer boundaries of the
“best residence section” were more than a mile north of the banks, the shops and the three
and four story office buildings. Then were built the big brick houses, imposing and
comfortable, that took throngs of workmen more than a year to finish; and the owning
families settled down among old trees and new clipped lawns to be imposing and
comfortable forever, like their houses.

These families were not “new rich”. They were the ablest descendants of the ablest
pioneers, and it was their intelligence, energy and sound thrift that had slowly built a
prosperous town. They it was who had held the state for the Union throughout the Civil
War; had sent forth many who came not home; had sent forth privates and corporals who
came home captains and majors; had sent forth colonels who came home generals.
Ancestrally almost all of the families were of Revolutionary stock, British in remote



origin, with able, industrious and patriotic Germans second to these in number.

Good stock and strong backbones were needed, not only to win the War but to
confront the great business collapse that came eight years later with the “Panic of *73”.
That was what is now called a “Major Depression”; but the country and its citizens were
sturdy then; they knew how to bear adversity, how to meet it manfully and to survive it by
a time-proven process, the tightening of belts.

Some of the brick houses changed owners; but of the families that moved out, and
temporarily down, most were building again before the end of the ’Seventies.
Independent, every man free to make his own way, and doing it, they led their town back
into prosperous ways, and, through the ’Eighties and early ’Nineties, in spite of minor
depressions, steadily enlarged it. The big new houses, like the older, were solid, imposing
and comfortable; but the inhabitants of neither were given over to luxury or to living upon
their heritages. They knew one another well; they intermarried, spread cousinships and
were indeed a caste but never a caste of snobs. As citizens of the Republic and in their
businesses and professions, and in their manners, they were democratic. To describe them
conveniently a phrase was sometimes used, though seldom by themselves; they were
called the “best people”, and, in spite of every human frailty among them, they were.

They organized charities and built hospitals, founded associations to bring music,
painting and sculpture before those of their fellow-citizens who could or would enjoy such
things. They entered together into literary clubs, into clubs for theatricals and dances; they
believed in dignity, in refinement, in tactfulness; they believed in deference to wisdom,
learning, achievement, talent, historical greatness, and to the good life. They went to
church, took the children with them, willing or no; they asked the minister to dinner and
were delighted with his broadmindedness when he told a story with a quoted damn in it.

They read Emerson, Carlyle, Herbert Spencer, Darwin, Matthew Arnold, John Ruskin,
Thoreau, Tennyson, Robert Browning, Robert Burns and Owen Meredith; they read
Shelley, Keats, Wordsworth, Tom Moore and Byron; they read Lowell, Oliver Wendell
Holmes and Thomas Bailey Aldrich; they read Washington Irving, Walter Scott, Victor
Hugo, Poe, Bulwer Lytton, Robert Louis Stevenson and Bret Harte; they read George
Eliot, Jane Austen, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Joel Chandler Harris, Thomas Nelson Page,
Lew Wallace and George W. Cable; they read Shakespeare and Goethe; they read
Howells, Henry James, Mark Twain, George Meredith and Thomas Hardy; they read
Tolstoi, Alphonse Daudet, Victor Cherbuliez, the elder Dumas, Balzac, Zola, Gautier and
Flaubert. They read Thackeray and Dickens; most of all they read Dickens, made his
people a part of their daily talk. Many of the girls wanted to be “Jane Eyre” and the
children learned “declamations” from Longfellow, Whittier, William Cullen Bryant,
James Whitcomb Riley and Eugene Field.

The painters they most admired were Raphael, Murillo, Leonardo da Vinci,
Rembrandt, Sir Joshua Reynolds, David, Greuze, Meissonier, Jean Francois Millet,
Burne-Jones, Alma Tadema and William M. Chase. They thought Gustave Doré the
greatest of all illustrators; they had Landseer engravings on their walls, and on top of their
bookshelves there were usually the head of Dante in black plaster and a small cream-
colored Venus of Milo. The composers they liked were Verdi, Balfe, Arthur Sullivan,
Schubert, Beethoven, Chopin, Liszt, Johann Strauss, Wagner, and Stephen Foster. The
actors who filled the “standing room” semicircle were Edwin Booth, Irving and Terry,



Sarah Bernhardt, Mme. Modjeska, Salvini and Joseph Jefferson. Thus to the arts the “best
people”, leaders of the public taste, were even then by no means indifferent; many were
enthusiasts.

These ablest people of the city, the most prosperous and the most useful in spreading
prosperity to others, were not without assailants. Sometimes it happened that one or
another of them moved into the histrionic intricacies of politics, perhaps going so far as to
aspire to the governorship of the state or a curule chair in Washington; and there were
campaigns, too, when the members of the caste were stirred to favor a mayoralty or
congressional candidate for his probity, intelligence or general worth. Such episodes
always inspired the obvious incitements: the “best people” were hotly called “North Side
Silk Stockings!” “North Side Dudes!” “The Idle Rich!” and later, as a reproach bitterly
conveying everything, simply “The Rich!” Those thus accused were seldom more than
distantly aware of being made oratorical targets; when they heard that a candidate rousing
a South Side meeting called them the “Purse-proud silk-hat element that exploit you” they
said it was only the old game, laughed and forgot.

In this period, when still were alive a few of the “early settlers”, men and women who
in their youth had seen Indians on the city’s site, there were already professional and
business firms of the third generation, grandfathers the founders, grandsons coming in
after college to begin at the beginning. Of these the most notably successful were the
Linleys at the law, the Ides in real estate and the Gilpins with their rolling mill. It was
Governor Linley who built the thirty-room stone-trimmed brick house on Sheridan
Avenue in Eighteen sixty-six. The house was of course called palatial, which may have
gratified him; but he was as old as the century and had a short occupancy, though he lived
to see his grandson christened there by Bishop Hatcher, a month after the house-warming
party.

Other families were as ambitious as the Linleys to have space about them at home.
The Ides and the Gilpins, building at about the same time in the next block, were only a
little less elaborate than the Linleys. The first and second generations of the Ides had kept
their attention upon real estate, acquired a great deal of it for themselves and profitably
acted as agents for others; but the third head of the family, Oliver Ide, young and
commercially imaginative at the time when the country was recovering from the shock of
’Seventy-three, added a trust and investment business that presently became more
important to the firm than real estate. The Ides, a broad-shouldered, strong stock, had
qualifications—caution in the handling of money, especially in the handling of other
people’s money; they were of immaculate probity, had quiet foresightedness and a sense
of honor that was a known and quoted standard for their fellow-citizens.

More, they were generous; and, when the Gilpins lost their rolling mill and their fine
new house in ’Seventy-three, it was Oliver Ide who risked the better part of his own
fortune to get the rolling mill back for them, though neither he nor they could put them
again into their house. It had been bought by a newcomer, a jovial adventurous fat young
man, Sheffley Lash, who’d built and sold a spur railroad in far west mining country, to his
great advantage. Lash settled himself in the Gilpins’ house, faced it with flamboyantly
carved limestone, and, when he and his partner, Erdvynn, had bought the Gas Works, the
Old Jamaica Wholesale Drug Company, the Bragg and Dorcy Distillery Company, and
the National House (renamed Hotel Lash), visibly enjoyed being known as “the richest



man in town”.

The Lashes and the Erdvynns, gay young couples, had a liking for what was known as
high living. They gave “champagne suppers” and drove behind docked and jingling
horses; Mrs. Lash and Mrs. Erdvynn went to Paris, not to see the Mona Lisa but for
clothes. The “best people” never took the Lashes and Erdvynns quite to their hearts. There
existed a feeling that there was such a thing as being too fashionable and a little too rich.

The Erdvynns, with an increasing family, built the last of the substantial houses that
went up in the affluent neighborhood that had then spread more than a mile north of
business. This was in Eighteen ninety-five; and the city, though it grew, was physically
almost spotless, for the newer expansion had been accompanied by the discovery of
adjacent natural gas. Downtown and Uptown, the sky was blue; trees and foliage, clean
green, flourished; snow and white linen stayed white; the air was pure, and autopsies
revealed unblackened lungs.

Before the end of the century the great phase of the Growth had begun; unlimited
immigration and the doubtful blessing of “industrial progress” were already creating their
immensities. The last of natural gas burned blue and went out; soft coal and its heavy dust
sputtered oilily into flame, instead—and the smoke began to come. There were an East
Side and a West Side now, as well as a South Side; but the old North Side lost that
appellation. It wasn’t north enough, came to be too near the middle of the city, and year
by year business took block after block of its broad streets.

Apartment houses, too, appeared here and there upon these thoroughfares; and
established families, their shrubberies, lawns and peace encroached upon, were at first
resentful; then, one after another, put their ground upon the market. There began a
migration. New houses of stone or brick, roofed with a tile or slate, were built a mile and a
mile-and-a-half and even two miles north of the old North Side; but that migration didn’t
go far enough, for, after the turn into the Twentieth Century, the “automotive age” was
swiftly preparing its destructions.

Downtown, squeezed upward, business clustered the skyscrapers in the smoke from
themselves and from the tall industrial chimneys that were rising on the city’s rim to the
east and west and south. Everybody thought that the cheaper the coal the better, and from
all the crowding multitudes of dwelling houses, and from the schools, churches, hospitals,
groceries, drug stores, saloons, north, south, east and west, rolled forth the brown-black
smoke to thicken the clouds that pulsated from skyscrapers, apartment houses, factories
and freight yards. The migration from the old North Side continued; migration from the
newer houses to the north began, for the smoke was now upon both.

Almost abruptly the town had become a horseless city, and, as the automobile made
distances inconsequent, new suburbs appeared. The city first swallowed its old suburbs,
then closed the gaps between itself and the new ones. Before the Great War the Growth
was gigantically at work, and, after the hesitation that followed the return of the soldiers, it
resumed its enormities, uproariously cheering for itself in the noise and dust and smoke
that it was making. Optimism trumpeted unceasingly through soot-grimed horns of gold:
the Growth would go on illimitably. The National Debt was shrinking; the people of the
city, and all Americans, would be richer and richer forever.
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II

As EARLY as Nineteen-hundred and five the Aldriches, a farming family
whose sons “went east to college”, had sold land to smoked-out “North Siders”. Beyond
the northernmost suburb of that day, the Aldrich farm lay higher than the plain where
spread the city; and it was found that at the edges of the low plateau, and between the
trunks of old forest trees, there was such a thing as a View. Sunrises, sunsets and even
horizons could be known again from here; and far to the southwest in the haze could
sometimes be discerned the faint blue dome of the capitol.

Through the old forest groves ran a rough country road, called by the Aldriches
“Butternut Lane”, and along this irregular sylvan highway landscaping began and costly
houses in new fashions displaced the thickets. Family followed family, vacating the sooty
brick houses in the region that now began to be called “downtown”; and, though farther
from the city there was here and there “real country life” in bankers’ farm houses,
Butternut Lane finally had most of the elderly survivors of the Nineteenth Century’s caste
of the ablest and the greater number of their descendants. By the end of the first decade
after the Great War, Butternut Lane was, in fact, the successor to the old North Side and
the Twentieth Century’s home of the “best people”. All in all, though more loosely united
and with many a newcomer among them, they still were that.

The Ides and the Linleys clung longest to Sheridan Avenue and their old North Side
neighborhood. The rumble and jar of the new mechanical traffic shook their windows by
day; thundered intermittently by night. Burnt coal and burnt gas were the air they
breathed; and they could seldom alight at the old carriage blocks before their houses,
where still stood the obsolete black cast-iron hitching posts with horses’ heads. Parked
cars took all the space, and in Nineteen-sixteen, when a wedding last filled the Linley
house with flowers and music, influence and police were needed to let the guests arrive at
the awning’s entrance.

That was when the stalwart Frederic Ide married Harriet Linley. The wedding was
gay, though the gayety imperfectly covered anxieties; the bridegroom and his Best Man,
the bride’s brother, Victor Linley, were to leave within the same week to be made into
soldiers by the training camp at Plattsburg. Young Victor Linley, mild-mannered,
studious, and, like all of his tribe, fastidious of mind and delicate in body, had broken the
Linley line of lawyers. A Beaux Arts student of architecture in Paris, he’d also acquired
expert chauffeuring by driving an ambulance, but came home for the wedding and to join



his new brother-in-law in absorbing as much of the military art as they could hastily stuff
into themselves.

This, though they were peaceful young men, they did because, like their forebears of
1812, they believed that their country would and should maintain American Rights and
the Freedom of the Seas, and that a nation timorously obedient to the commands of a
foreign State in matters involving murder has lost its independence. So the two old-
fashioned young men went not only to the camp but presently afterward to fight in a war
that was to become in no very long time the most misunderstood, mis-propagandized and
innocently maligned conflict in the country’s history. The Linley house began to brighten
again with the return of Frederic Ide, sound and brown; and the tall plate-glass windows
were radiant far into the smoky night when Major Victor Linley came home, not sound
nor brown but with the four decorations he never wore except upon the days when he
received them.

It was a light-hearted household then, with a baby in it of whom the father had caught
little more than a glimpse before going to war. Frederic Ide, his happy wife and their first-
born, lived with the Linleys until Nineteen-twenty, when Frederic finished the building of
his spacious new house among the forest trees of Butternut Lane. After this departure the
Linleys still clung to their house, though people laughed and said their attachment to it
was absurd; asked them why they couldn’t see that the old neighborhood was doomed.
Realistic irony, supplanting sentiment, had become the fashion, especially among the
youthful; and the Linleys were demonstrably sentimental.

There were only four of them left. Victor’s twin brother had died at fourteen when the
two had diphtheria together; and the youngest of his three sisters, Alice, married to an
engineer, lived in Oregon. The remaining sister, Nancy, authoritatively called the “most
delightful girl of her time”, a delicate slight lovely creature, was frequently sought in
marriage but found life at home too agreeable. She couldn’t help comparing other men
with her father and her brother, and she had something like a passion for the house itself,
in spite of what the Growth was doing to it.

Even after the deaths of their mother and father, within a month of each other in
Nineteen twenty-four, Nancy and Victor, devotedly congenial, went on living there. The
next year, on a summer day, Nancy was struck down by a truck and brought home in an
ambulance. As they carried her in she made a little gesture with her hand as though she
waved a farewell to the house. “What a dear place it’s been!” she said to Victor, and spoke
never again. After that, Victor Linley went to live at the Carlyle Club, and it was helpful
that pressure of work upon a rising architect could occupy most of his daytime thoughts.

He had his share in the rushing expansions of the city as it over-built itself in those
booming years, not so large a share as that of his brother-in-law, Frederic Ide. The old
firm of Ide and Son had become Ide and Aldrich, a partnership of two able young men.
Frederic, steady of head and hand, trustworthy in heart and judgment, was called the
“brains” of the firm, and jolly big Harry Aldrich the “mixer” and “business getter”. This
being what is known as an “ideal combination”, Ide and Aldrich rode happily atop the
great wave that began to sink in bubble and foam in *Twenty-nine.

Ide and Aldrich sank with it, but didn’t drown—Frederic was too careful a swimmer.
“We’ve all got to do what our grandfathers did after ’Seventy-three,” he said, in Nineteen



thirty-one, to his partner. “The city’s been doing what it had done then—over-borrowing,
over-buying, over-expanding, and, worst of all, over-building. That’s why the building
trades went down first, taking the rest of us with ’em. The stock market didn’t do it; that
was only the pie-crust falling down. Retrenchment, tightening the belt, everybody getting
along with less, hard economies—we’ll have to do it on a bigger scale than our
grandfathers did; but it’s the same and only answer. Business is the life of the country and
business is sick; but it’ll cure itself. That’ll take some time and there’s already great
hardship. I don’t doubt that before the sickness of business is over, the city will be feeding
fifteen thousand people a day. That means more taxes on top of other drains; but naturally
we’ll do it.”

They did it. The city fed more than fifteen thousand people a day; but business had
troubles in addition to its sickness and didn’t make a recovery. Relapse and collapse
reached depths, and Frederic was mystified when the year Nineteen Thirty-three brought
new bafflements instead of an overdue convalescence. His brother-in-law, Victor Linley,
gave him the detached opinion of a meditative observer.

“We’re all in for it,” Victor said. “When business is sick, the rest of us ail, too; and
business is about to have the peculiar experience of a doctoring that systematically kicks
the patient in his vitals. Of course the physicians will praise themselves for their
benignity.”

Frederic asked him what on earth he meant.

“Politics,” Victor explained. “You business men used to think it didn’t much matter
when the office-seekers assaulted you from down in the South Side, and it didn’t; but
now, with distress and bewilderment running epidemic through a population more
educated and less intelligent than it used to be when it was smaller, look out for soap-
boxers! When the type, politician, first evolved, Fred, merely rudimentary cunning must
have made one or two of ’em try to do what their later successors have almost all done,
and are still doing mostly, of course. I suspect that even in the stone-age somebody
ambitiously climbed up on a rock and made a speech to all of the tribe that were idle
enough to listen. ‘I’m your only friend,” I think he’d shout. ‘See those rascals living in
better caves than yours? Hate ’em for it; they’re your enemies! You are as worthy to have
the good things of life as anybody else is, aren’t you? It follows that those swindlers must
have got the best caves by oppressing and tricking you. Make me and my brothers your
chieftains and we’ll drive the scoundrels out for you so that we shall all enjoy the best
caves!””

Frederic Ide, as simple in thought as in his honesty, was disturbed yet incredulous.
“Nonsense about caves would do for those times,” he said. “But business must thrive or
nobody can. To make things harder for us now—why, what could be worse for
everybody?”

“Everybody except the successful politician, Fred. When was practical politics ever
anything but the struggle for power over people and property? The politicians have their
great chance at last because they have an audience that’s sorry for itself and humanly
wants to blame somebody else. It’s always a relief. Good politics would be pretty stupid if
now it doesn’t use the old technique; and of course you’re the mark for both the
politicians and the uplifters to shoot at. They’ve both got all this convenient social-and-



economic type of verbiage to use, and they will—till the politician has pretty much
everything and everybody under his thumb. If you business men complain that he’s
incompetently making rather a botch of affairs that used to be yours he’ll say he’s saving
you from a bloody revolution. Simultaneously he’ll announce to the people that you’re the
selfish few who want to starve the poor.”

“That’s a horrible prediction,” Frederic Ide said. “You utter it lightly. Are you
spending your time these days in becoming a philosophic humorist?”

“What else have I to do with it?” his brother-in-law asked, and wasn’t answered.

Frederic couldn’t develop a philosophic humor, himself; and, as the hard times didn’t
soften, found little humor in anything. His buoyant partner, Harry Aldrich, worked
undespondently, for he was a sprightly and ever-hopeful soul; but Frederic bent to the
burden. Not even his wife knew what miles of floor-pacing he did, what care shortened his
sleep as he strove to pay his bills, to continue the expensive education of his three children
and to keep the old firm on its feet. Ide and Son, and afterward Ide and Aldrich, had a
large establishment. The depleted business couldn’t carry so many people, and every
dismissal in turn was an anguish to the head of the firm and a shock to his light-hearted
but kindly partner.

Business got its head up a little now and then, but complained that “for the public
good” it was being so “regulated”, harried, drained and bedeviled by squads of new
officials and their new rulings that the elevations could never be better than momentary.
Nevertheless, there were miracles; the very people who bore the largest burdens contrived
to widen the enlightenment of their city. Even in these worst of times, they enlarged the
hospitals and the art museum; and they supported a symphony orchestra. Nobody thanked
them; but public spirit and the American business man’s love of his city die hard.

Youth, thrown upon the world by university and high school commencements, had as
bad a time as anybody did, and here and there, following a new fashion, insisted upon
something’s being done for it—a natural clamor at a time when a great deal was being
done for all other people whose mutual needs or desires organized them into “pressure
groups” sufficiently multitudinous to interest the politicians. Political assistance for youth
didn’t reach many of the young people who came home from the universities to fathers
formerly prosperous but now trying to pay the interest on notes and mortgages.

In better days, when the young graduate returned to the old North Side, or, later, to
Butternut Lane or other well-to-do environs, he usually hadn’t a problem to face and
wasn’t one, himself. He was taken into his father’s business or perhaps an uncle’s office,
or a family friend or a college friend of his own might find place for him; but the
Depression had changed all that. Possession of property had become an insecure
occupation of it; ownership of a business meant fear and the endless compilation of
dangerous reports. To practise a profession was to work for fees that mightn’t be
collected; but even in these hazards there was no room for the yearly multitude of young
graduates. They came “out into the world” to face the long granite wall of opportunity
denied. Nobody had even advice to give them, and, baffled, hurt and perplexed, some of
them turned fitfully to “fascinating new ideologies”; some walked the streets, some went
wild, and some mended the lawnmower and cut the grass at home. Of all the sufferers
from the Depression the children of “the Rich” were not the least hard-stricken and sorely



bewildered.
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@UTSIDE THE cITY and its denser purlieus the sky was blue and the
perspective neatly outlined in the clean air of a chilly bright afternoon in mid-September,
Nineteen thirty-nine, the tenth year of the Depression. Down in the old “North Side”,
however, no one could have been positive that the sun shone; the old “best residence
section” lay ruinous in the smoke. The bad ten years had made it horrible and the
surviving relics of the once imposing neighborhood grotesque. Its former character had
become almost indistinguishable among dusty parking lots, “used car sales lots”, vacant
automobile salesrooms, half-empty apartment buildings, languid filling-stations,
outrageously-colored dirty billboards and the close ranks of small dim houses that had
long since yielded their paint to the acids of the smoke.

Here and there, like degraded old aristocrats dying on their feet among sick
proletarians, a few of the big thick-walled houses still stood, and the most massively
pathetic of the scattered relics, the largest one left on fallen Sheridan Avenue, loomed
dimly through that afternoon’s five o’clock stoking-time clouds of grime. Apparently
awaiting the mercy-stroke of the wrecker, this big dirty old house, painful to the passer’s
eye, occasionally to his ear, and, at meal times, to his nose, now made itself so vague in its
own down-blown smoke that the fly-specked sign, “Rooms”, in one of the large, smeared
plate-glass front windows could not be seen from a distance of fifty feet. Nevertheless, a
sauntering gentleman on the opposite side of Sheridan Avenue paused to gaze that way.

Something over forty and of a slight and short but symmetrical figure, he had eyes so
brightly blue that the color surprised any first glance at him. The whiteness of his collar,
the trimness of his black clothes, the dustlessness of his hard hat, and the glisten of the
malacca walking-stick in his gray-gloved hand were no more to be expected in this
neighborhood than was the clean bright-collared golden spaniel that accompanied him.
What caught this rather exquisite gentleman’s attention, and brought him and the spaniel
to a halt, was a colloquy taking place across the street. In the marble-floored soiled
vestibule outside the carved walnut front door of the shamed old house, a tallish young
man was being harangued by a soiled fat woman who looked like two stuffed sacks, one
upon the other, with a large unclean vegetable atop the upper and a pair of torn slippers
under the lower.

The vegetable had a voice, cacklingly verbose, and the longer and louder this tireless
voice talked, the more nasally reproachful and uninterruptable it became. It was



accompanied by gestures with a dust-pan in the one hand and a bunch of rags in the other;
—the soiled fat woman seemed to be injuredly resisting a proposal urged upon her with
feeble persistence by the young man. Evidently she dramatized their relation, perhaps not
without a dramatist’s pleasure in effective “situation”; for the young man’s brownish
“country gentleman” clothes were fair provocation to evoke, for the benefit of passing
traffic, a scene of wealth persecuting poverty.

An accusing phrase, “You rich people”, often and loudly repeated, interested some
colored women who were idling by, and a group of smutted children stopped sidewalk
play to listen. The gentleman across the street leaned restfully upon his serviceable
malacca stick, smiled faintly, and the golden-haired spaniel sat down. Sometimes
completed sentences from the controversial vestibule reached that far: “You rich people
think all the poor’s got to do’s break their backs night and day to keep you in money. You
rich people don’t *preciate the poor’s got to eat same’s you rich people.”

All at once the young man in the vestibule seemed to become discouraged. His
shoulders drooped, and, as the fat woman retired with a gratified air behind the closing
door, he turned, came gloomily down the broad steps between carved stone balustrades
and gave to view a boy’s face good-looking and pleasant even in disappointment. His
hands were deep in his pockets, and his eyes remained downcast in melancholy till he
reached the sidewalk; then he glanced up, stared and murmured, “Well, look who’s here!”

He crossed the street to the blue-eyed gentleman with the spaniel, and addressed him.
“What on earth are you doing here, Uncle Victor?”

“My afternoon walk for Locksie’s health,” the uncle replied. “We stopped to see how
much you’d accomplish with Mrs. Schapp. We couldn’t hope it’d be a great deal.”

“No! Mrs. Schapp’s the most rancid woman I ever had an argument with. You
wouldn’t have thought I was trying to collect the rent from her; you’d have thought I was
asking her for spending money to loaf on. Told me she had her bills to pay! You’ve never
talked to her, have you, sir?”

“Yes. I used to call there on the same mercenary errand, Hatcher. Your father’s given
you a job as a rent collector, has he?”

Hatcher Linley Ide, the nephew, looked despairingly at his Uncle Victor Linley. “My
second day at it. Zero! Everybody said it would be hell to get out of college in Depression;
but I’m just finding out. Dante missed this for his Inferno—sending a lost soul out to
listen forever to why people that never paid any rent aren’t going to. I’m supposed to get a
percentage; but I see that was just having fun with me. I think you’re all crazy!”

“Yes, we are,” the uncle said placidly. “People usually confirm that discovery at about
your age—newly twenty-two, isn’t it, Hatcher?”
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“Yes, ‘newly’.” The nephew looked annoyed. “I suppose that means you’re going to
tell me I haven’t any idea how young I am. Aunt Ada Ide’s been saying that ever since I
bought my first pipe. When does it stop? For instance, Uncle Victor, would somebody
twice your age—say somebody round eighty or so—tell you that you don’t yet know how
young you are?”

“I hope so, Hatcher, and I’d no more know what he meant than you do when your
Aunt Ada says it to you. We’re all engulfed in our ignorance of our own youngness,



which probably means that man never has knowledge of himself but is only a sort of
cluster, subject to chemical reactions called instincts and emotions. Let’s not go into it.
You were saying that all people of my age are insane. What symptom of our lunacy most
frets you?”

“Why, owning so-called rental property in a section that’s gone to rats and roaches! A
few years from now you won’t hear a human voice in it; the only sounds’ll be the termites
chirping to their mates at evensong.”

“‘Mates’, Hatcher? ‘Evensong’? Then love and poetry will still be found among the
ruins, you feel?”

Hatcher made an indignant gesture. “This region’s an eyesore, and I’d hate to tell you
how much of it’s my father’s own property—his mortgaged very own! He owns whole
half blocks of run-down houses, a third of ’em owing rent and the other two-thirds
empty.”

“Yes, Hatcher. Your Grandfather Ide was a great believer in real estate for income. It’s
why Ide and Aldrich still have a Real Estate Department.”

“Real Estate Department?” the nephew echoed. “Looks more like a Trash Department
to me! If they’d give me some used plumbing and enough fresh paint, though, I’d rent
some of Father’s vacant houses to a class of tenants that’d pay.”

“The smoke hasn’t much respect for fresh paint, Hatcher.”

“I know, I know!” Hatcher said. “You’d have to keep painting. Fresh every hour. I
have an idea, though. There’s a color—a kind of grayish putty-color I’d use with a gray
apple-green trim, and I’ll bet I could—" He interrupted himself. “What’s the use? Father’d
say it’d only be sending good money after bad. I certainly wouldn’t waste it, myself, on
that house across the street. It’s hopeless. It’s the last place on the list they gave me for to-
day and it’s the worst, this old Linley house. They told me it’s a stinger and that it still
belongs to you, Uncle Victor.”

“Yes,” Mr. Linley admitted. “It’s my only tangible asset—to use a legal word
frivolously. I tried to collect the rent myself until I felt that I was familiar with all that
Mrs. Schapp could ever tell me about everything. Then I entrusted the property to your
father’s firm; but don’t wear yourself out pleading with Mrs. Schapp, Hatcher. She paid
the first month’s rent when she moved in, four years ago. Since then—fourteen dollars all
in one day in a burst of generosity, but that’s already long ago and won’t be repeated, I
feel.”

“What!” Hatcher cried. “Fourteen dollars rent in four years? Why don’t you put her
out?”

“Mrs. Schapp? I’'m only afraid she’ll go without being put, Hatcher. If she does,
nobody else would come in and the house’d be looted of its sturdy old plumbing, and all
the windows broken in a night or two. In the meantime the taxes—"

“Taxes! You really are crazy, Uncle Victor! Why don’t you tear it down and make the
yard into a parking lot, or at least into just a vacant mud flat? Look how many people have
done that. At least it cuts the taxes, doesn’t it?”

“Somewhat, no doubt,” Victor Linley said. “Your mother and I were born there,
Hatcher. So were you and so was—"



“Sentimentality about a thing that looks like that! I certainly don’t see it!”

“No?” Mr. Linley gazed thoughtfully across the street at the dismal mass that was his.
“You were a child the last time you were inside the house, Hatcher; so perhaps you don’t
remember the drawing-room with the parquetry floor and the brocade paneling. Your
grandmother had her piano there and used to play accompaniments to my father and his
’cello. He was born in that house, too, you know, just after your great-grandfather built it.
Your father and mother were married there—a pretty wedding. I never went farther than
the vestibule in my own interviews with Mrs. Schapp; I shouldn’t care to pass that
threshold again. The house must look pretty queer inside, now.”

“Outside, too, if you ask me!” Hatcher exclaimed ruthlessly. “Trouble is you still seem
to think of it as the ‘old Linley house’ full of dear old memories and so on, whereas the
bald truth is it’s only Mrs. Schapp’s rooming-house cutting into your income with taxes.
Ought to be blown up if that’s the only way to get rid of it.” He coughed, as a cloud of
smoke from the cheapest grade of soft coal blew stranglingly down upon them. “Whoo!
What a neighborhood! I’m dirty all over from a day in it. Let’s get out of it. Going my
way?”

“Yes. Pleasure. I haven’t seen enough of you since you got home.” Uncle and nephew
began to walk northward together, and the golden spaniel trotted a little in advance of
them. “How long’s it been since we’ve had a walk together, Hatcher?”

“Not since the end of my sophomore year, I suppose.” The nephew, a head taller than
his uncle, mitigated the quick loose-limbed stride at which he usually walked, and he
laughed apologetically. “Don’t mind my insults about your sentimentalness, Uncle Victor.
I’'m in a funny condition. I’ve been away from home too long. I shouldn’t have spent my
junior vacation on that Scandinavian cruise and I ought to’ve come home last June right
after Commencement instead of letting a classmate drag me out to his ranch. Seems to me
I’ve been in a kind of trance or something all through these six years away at school and
college and I’m just beginning to wake up. Ever had that feeling of having been a child, or
in a dream, up to a sudden change in your life? Then you seem to wake up and begin to
really look round you for the first time. Damned uncomfortable; but that’s how I feel. I’'m
just getting my eyes open—right in the middle of things I don’t understand—and it seems
to me that all I can do is to go after the naked truth about everything and be tough.”

“Tough? Why?”
“Because everything else is, Uncle Victor. Life, I mean. Everything’s changed and my

generation’s got to face it. We can’t look upon life as a bed of roses the way your
generation did. You—"

“Did we?” The inquiry was mild; but Hatcher, glancing downward sidewise at his
uncle’s somewhat delicately modeled figure, caught the inference. Mr. Linley walked with
an almost unnoticeable limp; but the stick he carried was for use, and sometimes he
became a little short of breath.

“Oh, T know,” Hatcher said. “Your generation had to do the ‘Over There’ stuff, and of
course I know about your being shot and gassed, too, sir; but, after all, that was only a
tough episode. When you got back life went on being the same old bed of roses it used to
be in the Gay ’Nineties and pretty much always was, in this country, up to now. Now it’s
turned tough. The whole world’s turned tough, and you’ve got to be tough yourself, to



deal with it. I seem to’ve had that bed of roses idea myself up until just two weeks ago.”
“What happened then, Hatcher?”

“Why, that was when I got home. First thing that hit me was right in our house. Used
to be three maids, a house-man and a cook; chauffeur in the room over the garage. All
gone, except the cook and poor old Berry pretending still to be the gardener and do a little
weeding round the yard. Practically a pensioner because he’s too decrepit to be turned out.
No house-man, no maids, no chauffeur, one car instead of three. Father takes a *bus to his
office and leaves the old rattle-box for Mother to cash-and-carry in. I'm the one and only
un-carred young business man in the whole country and I’'m going to stay that way, I
foresee. I ought to’ve left college two years ago and gone to work.”

“Ought you, Hatcher?”

“Of course I ought! Look where things have got to—everything run down, and Mother
and Father breaking their necks to keep Janey in Smith and little Frances as a day pupil at
the Garden School here. Me, I’d always expected to go into Ide and Aldrich, of course; so
I asked Father when he wanted me to begin. Damn! For a while he couldn’t speak at all.”

“Yes,” Uncle Victor murmured. “We have those embarrassments nowadays.”

“Embarrassments! That what you call ’em? Father finally explained, and I got the
picture: Ide and Aldrich!—Ide and Aldrich, the oldest and best—Ide and Aldrich so shot
to pieces they haven’t got room for the son of the head of the firm to come in as even an
office boy. In the Real Estate Department they’ve let everybody go except the two oldest
clerks and that old-maid stenographer that’s been with ’em ever since before even Father
was born. Got to keep them for charity. Chance for me? Not very! Nor anywhere else.
There’s Father—one of the most important men in town and not an idea in his head how
to place me or do anything with me. So here I am, all educated up and home again to be a
problem child on my parents’ hands. What do I do?”

“Apparently you solve the problem yourself, like a little man, Hatcher. Almost
instantly you become Ide and Aldrich’s rent collector.”

“Oh, I do, do I?” Hatcher laughed ruefully. “They let one of the withered clerks, old
Mr. Barley, collect the few still partly collectible rents. Father saw that if I didn’t do
something I’d probably just decay; so he brightened all up and faked this job for me—
trying to collect back rents they’ve completely given up hoping for, only he didn’t put it
that way. He thinks it kids me into feeling I’'m really working because I’'m anyhow
walking all day, and breathing smoke and getting filthy inside and out. Good of him; but
of course it’s just a joke. You don’t need a janitor down at your own office, Uncle Victor,
do you?”

“My own office?” Uncle Victor inquired. “Where’s that?”

“What!” Hatcher half-shouted, and, open-mouthed, he looked both alarmed and
indignant. “You’re supposed to be an architect, aren’t you? You don’t mean you’ve given
itup?”

“No; it gave me up. Architecture’s rather closely connected with building, you know.”

“Not even an office any more!” the staring Hatcher exclaimed. “What in hell do you
do?”



“Well—in the afternoon I take a walk with Locksie.”
“Is that all? My Cripes!”

“No, Hatcher; he’s an absorbing dog,” Mr. Linley said. “A gentle modern creature; but
nothing’s more interesting than to see the punctilio with which he observes the inherited
etiquette of his ancestors. A civilized dog; yet every day I learn from him something new
about primordial life. Given to me as a pup by a lady who’d named him Goldilocks. I
didn’t wish to seem critical of her; yet I felt I had to help him out of that, so I call him
Locksie. She doesn’t mind.”

“Now isn’t that lucky!” The astounded nephew became satirical. “I must say you take
things rather calmly, Uncle Victor. Here’s the whole other side of the globe gone to war
and this whole side of it gone to pot and you’ve lost your own profession, even your
office; but all that worries you is—” He paused, wondering why his uncle had halted
beside a gate in a low iron fence. They had come some distance from the painful Linley
house and had reached a less completely dilapidated part of the street. Behind the iron
fence was a short space of smoky grass cut through by a cement path that led from the
gate to the veranda steps of a narrow brick house. The place was dull, sooty and shabby
between a red-painted grocery and a filling station. “What interests you here, Uncle
Victor?”

“I live here.”
“What?”

“Very comfortable,” Mr. Linley said. “The landlady lets me bathe Locksie in the cellar
twice a week. Food always digestible and by no means always bad. The other boarders
interest me warmly—Ilike a good play. They’re all richly what we call ‘characters’ and
most likeable. For instance, there’s a steam-fitter’s assistant who’s become a Buddhist and
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“Well, I’ll be damned!” Hatcher said. “I thought you lived at the Carlyle Club.”
“Not now,” his Uncle Victor informed him gently. “The Club’s gone, too, you see.”
“I’'m damned!”

“Won’t you come in?”

“Thanks,” Hatcher said. “I’ve got to keep walking. Good-by, Uncle Victor!”
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IV

YOUNG HarcHeR IDE, released from the slower pace of his uncle and swinging
forward at his own natural stride, groped among his emotions, supposing them to be
thoughts. “Some jolt!” he murmured, alluding to his interior reception of the fall of his
elegant Uncle Victor all the way to a second-rate boarding-house. Uncle Victor’s
sangfroid also disturbed the nephew; the recent exhibition of indifference to calamity went
beyond the human. Pleased because he was allowed to wash his dog twice a week in the
cellar! Golly!

Were these older people already calloused to the perishing of the order to which they
belonged, or was it a fact that after you’re thirty it doesn’t much matter to you—or to
anyone else—what happens to you? Why had they let everything go to pot? Just
dumbness? Well, it was time for the new generation to get tough, take hold and do
something different.

The only question was how to take hold of what.

He walked unanswering miles northward into air that smelt as much of burned oil as it
did of soft coal smoke. Then, arrived in a residential fringe, he followed an ascending
thoroughfare to the top of a suburban ridge, and turned into a shrubberied street labeled
upon a corner lamp post, Butternut Lane. The “lane” was hard-surfaced between cement
curbstones; but years of skilled landscaping had produced cloistral privacies for the
elaborate houses on both sides of what was now a suburban avenue. Every prospect that
met the eye spoke of success ensconced in a luxuriously dignified seclusion. Hatcher Ide,
turning into Butternut Lane as sunset edged with gilt the silver trunks of noble beech trees
and glazed with rose the autumnal lawns and gardens, thought this look of things so false
as to be sardonic. Judging by all he’d heard in the two weeks he’d been at home, he’d
come to the conclusion that everybody in the place was just about broke.

Some of the bankrupts evidently didn’t realize their condition. From between the stone
pillars of a driveway gate there rolled forth a darkly glistening automobile with white-
sided wheels. In the driver’s seat, exposed to the weather, sat a proud-eyed colored man in
livery, and behind him, enclosed but visible through clear glass, a pretty woman all gray
fur and gray velvet smiled out upon a world she seemed to like. She saw Hatcher, leaned
forward, gayly threw him a kiss; and he responded by fumbling at a hat he wasn’t
accustomed to wearing but had donned as appropriate to rent-collecting down in the city.

Fifty feet farther on, he stopped and looked over the top of the hedge that bordered the



cement sidewalk. At the other end of a green lawn, near a house outwardly inspired by
Mount Vernon, a girl in a pale green shirt and bright blue trousers was raking red and
yellow leaves into a pile under one of the tall old trees. She had a neat profile and fair hair;
her figure looked able, and she used the rake with a sustained vigor.

She saw Hatcher, waved to him with a high-flung hand, dropped the rake, ran lightly
over the grass, and showed him across the top of the hedge a face much like that of the
comely lady who’d just thrown a kiss to him. “Any luck?” she asked. “How was the job
to-day?”

“Same’s yesterday,” Hatcher said. “Nothing plus nothing. They’re all bums. Me, I’'m
upside down. Just saw your mother slicking out in her big town-car. Doesn’t anything
ever worry her, Dorcy?”

“No; especially not when she’s going after Harry.” Dorcy smiled indulgently. She was
the only child of the junior partner in the firm of Ide and Aldrich; and, like almost
everybody else, she affectionately called him “Harry”. He was that sort of father. “When
Mother drives down to the office to bring him home, herself, why, for an hour beforehand
you’d think she’s going to a party. The Romeo and Juliet stuff’s lasted so long with them
it sometimes makes me think their generation did themselves a good turn tangling escapist
romance with sex. Anything except rent-collecting get you upside down, Hatch?”

“Uncle Victor Linley,” Hatcher said. “Ran into him down in the dirtiest smoke where
everybody used to live—nothing but a slum—and I found out he lives in it now, himself.
Know what he’s doing? Handmaid to a cocker spaniel. Some woman named it Goldilocks
and gave it to him; so he changed its name to Locksie. Helps the dog, he told me, and’s so
tactful it didn’t offend the giver. His mind seemed to dwell on things like that. Is Uncle
Victor screwy or am 1?”

Dorcy neglected the question. “He’s the most fascinating man in town,” she said.
“Some woman’s given him a spaniel, has she? There are others who’d like to give him a
lot more than that. I simply worship his blue eyes! There’s something so mysterious and
gripping about that type of slight, delicate-looking men with brilliant minds that have so
much to offer and—"

“Listen!” Her enthusiasm seemed to stupefy Hatcher. “You’re talking about my uncle,
not me! Have you any idea of his age? At that, though, he doesn’t seem to realize any
more than a child what’s happened to him. He didn’t, even when I talked to him about the
kind of world his generation’s let us in for. You don’t seem to appreciate that, yourself.
Likely enough it’s because of the way your family somehow manage to go on living. Of
course you can still do it because your father hasn’t got my father’s expenses—three
children to keep in school and college at the same time, for instance. Take me: right up to
when I got home I was spending as if I were on the top of the wave—and there’s Aunt
Ada. Your father hasn’t any expensive old-maid sister to support, or old servant
pensioners. Dorcy, you don’t seem to realize—"

“Don’t I?” Dorcy said. “Because I only rake leaves when the gardener has too much to
do, I haven’t got a social conscience? You think because Father and Mother go on having
themselves a big time I’m content to be a parasite? Girls aren’t like that these days—not
any more than you are, yourself.”

“Yes, I know.” Hatcher was teasingly skeptical. “You all want to be secretaries or



Hollywood, or female broadcasting wagsters, or both kinds of models or—”

“We do not! Look at my best friend, Mary Gilpin, downtown and on her feet about ten
hours a day. Look at Amy Murray. Amy’s been to department stores and everywhere for
weeks and weeks trying to land a job, and if she hadn’t told me that wherever she went too
many girls had been there before her, I’d have been doing the same thing. If it weren’t for
that, I’d probably be working harder than you do, Hatcher Linley Ide!”

“Dorcy! You really feel that way? I ask your pardon.” Hatcher looked at her solemnly
over the top of the hedge. “Well, what’s it all mean? It means that youth hasn’t got
anything but its own unrest and that’s something that leads to chaos. Well, what do we do
about it? That’s up to the individual. Well, you and I are individuals, aren’t we? So what
ought you and I to do?”

“I’ve been listening to broadcasts like that, too, Hatch; but I haven’t any idea.”

“I have,” Hatcher said, a little irritated. “It’s my own, thanks, and I just thought of it.
We can’t find out what we ought to do till we first find where any openings are. The
simple God’s truth, Dorcy, is that we ought to take a car and a trailer, and go up and down
this country—I mean all over it, east and west and north and south—with a fine-tooth
comb and study what’s the matter with it and what we can do to remedy it and find
ourselves an opening for a better way of living and—"

“Who?” Dorcy interrupted. “Who ought to take a car and a trailer and—"
“You and I,” he said absently. “I suppose we could get married first and—"

“Hatcher Ide!” Dorcy’s color heightened; but she laughed amiably. “Isn’t your head
just a bit in the clouds? If you don’t mind being reminded, we’re not even engaged.”

“Oh, well,” he said, “we’ve always expected to be. I'm serious, Dorcy; we ought to
get a car and a trailer and—"

“What with?” she asked. “I made Father cut my allowance in half the other day, and
what you’re earning—I mean what you’re not earning—”

“No.” He sighed. “Of course it’s impractical. Every really sensible idea always is
impractical. For instance, my father’s got any quantity of vacant old brick and frame
houses with the plumbing looted out of ’em and all blacked up with smoke; but if he’d let
me buy second-hand plumbing and paint the outside a dark putty-color that wouldn’t
much show smoke smears and with an attractive apple-green trim, and the inside walls
painted—" He stopped abruptly; then added, “Impractical again, of course!”

“But why, Hatch? Why’n’t you go ahead and do it?”

Hatcher laughed. “I put it up to one of the old retainers at the office, Mr. Barley, and
he looked scared. Told me I’d better not suggest my father’s sinking any more money in
those properties. Said there was no use painting anything down in the heavy smoke and
everybody quit doing it long ago. Maybe he’s right. Well—most likely what’ll really
happen, we’ll get into this war against Hitler, ourselves, or, if we don’t, some day I’ll stop
letting Father kid me into pretending I'm a rent collector and thumb my way to Canada
and join up with some regiment there. You’d probably go, yourself, as a nurse or
something.”

“Yes, I wouldn’t like to be out of it if—”



“No; you wouldn’t. You’ve got unrest too, of course, Dorcy. Well—” He sighed
again; then was annoyed by a thunderous rumbling upon the street pavement behind him.
He turned his head and saw a procession of four ponderous closed trucks moving slowly
upon Butternut Lane. “What’s all this?” he asked. “Somebody in our neighborhood selling
their furniture and moving out?”

“No; it’s furniture moving in,” Dorcy informed him. “It’s from Paris.”

“Where’s it going?”

“Into the Lash place, next door. The woman that owns the Lash place is coming home
from France on account of the war. She was the Miss Sarah Lash that lived there when we
were little; but I don’t remember her. Do you?”

“Me? Not any.”

“She’s rich,” Dorcy said. “The Lashes always were, of course, and she’s the only one
left, so she’s got it all. She’s been married twice; she’s a double grass-widow. Her name’s

Mrs. Florian, Mother told me; but from the way she spoke I don’t think she ever liked her
much.”

Hatcher wasn’t interested. “Well—some old grass-widow,” he said vaguely. “I’ve got
a dollar. I’'1l grab the car after dinner, Dorcy, and run you in to see that jungle picture.
Right?”

Dorcy stretched an arm across the hedge, gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Right!”
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SHE RAN BACK to her rake, and he swung into his stride again; but paused as
he reached the farther end of the Aldriches’ hedge, because the last of the four big trucks
entering the broad driveway of the “Lash place” momentarily blocked his way. The
traveling warehouse passed between two tall brick pillars capped with carved stone and
followed its monstrous fellows toward the long, many-gabled gray stone house that faced
a lawn three hundred feet deep and thus stood impressively that far back from the street. A
stooping old man had opened the tall wrought-iron gates for the trucks and was turning to
follow, but saw Hatcher and stopped.

“Giants, ain’t they?” he said, proud of the size of the trucks. “There’s French
mantelpieces and doorways in ’em, too, along with the furniture that’s every stick of it
from the Old Country. Been a contractor in there ten days now, tearing the place all up,
working on plans she sent him. Yes, sir, I been employed on this place for thirty-one years
now, Mr. Hatcher, and sole caretaker all the long time it’s been empty; but I guess this is
the biggest job I’ve seen yet. I certainly hope Miss Sarah’ll like the way I handle things.
How you feeling, Mr. Hatcher?”

“Bad,” Hatcher said. “How are you, George?”

“Fine!” George laughed. “I used to say I felt bad, too, sometimes at your age, fifty
years ago; but I didn’t. Well, I hope everybody’s well at your house. Guess I better be
doing a little overseeing.”

Hatcher walked on. The long hedge beside him now was taller than the Aldriches’,
walling everything on the other side of it in an impenetrable security from the tarnishing
glance of the passer-by, and it ended at a haughty brick pillar higher than the hedge. This
pillar, marking a corner of the “Lash place”, Hatcher had often climbed, in earlier years, to
seat himself atop the chilly scrolled stone ball above its square cap; for it marked also a
corner of the smaller domain of the Ides. Beyond the pillar was an upward flourish of
Lombardy poplars, then a thicket of varied shrubberies and another driveway, one into
which the brooding Hatcher turned.

Hearing his name shouted behind him, he turned again, however, and went back to the
sidewalk. A sandy-haired friend-since-childhood’s-hour, Gilpin Murray, who lived in the
house opposite, was coming across the street to greet him. “ Lo, Hatch! How long you
been home?”

“Two weeks,” Hatcher said, as they shook hands heartily. “You been away, too,



haven’t you, Gilp?”

“Yes. Got back yesterday noon. Had a month’s job on a stock farm up near Earlsville.
It got auctioned off yesterday, house and all; so that’s washed up. Spent most the summer
job-hunting up and down the town. Pleasant walking, I don’t think. Well, anyhow, we had
ourselves a time at Commencement, didn’t we? Seems a terrible long time ago, doesn’t it?
I suppose you’re already started merrily in with Ide and Aldrich. Got anything for me
down there?”

“Murder!” Hatcher said. “Not for me neither. They’re just letting me pretend on no
pay.”
“Not so bad; not so bad!” Young Gilpin Murray laughed plaintively. “I’d take a job
pretending for nothing any day. I don’t so much mind doing nothing as I do looking like
it. Early in July I had one idea. Practically super-colossal. Get the dandelion rights to all
the lawns on Butternut Lane, dig ’em up for nothing and sell the greens for food; but they
told me that modern spinach is all so cultivated up nobody eats the plain simple
wholesome greens of our forefathers any more, so everything collapsed. There’s one
comfort: most of us promising Butternut Laners are in the same boat. Not all, though. You
had a load o’ Pinkie Wilson yet?”

“No. What’s he doing?”
“Pinkie?” Gilpin spoke satirically. “Doing? Him? When’d pretty-face Pinkie Wilson
ever do a damn thing but wear all the clothes, ride horses and eat half the cocktail

sandwiches? Still can do on account of all that Erdvynn money; his mother was an
Erdvynn. Phooey! Do you see the change in me, Hatch? Let it be a lesson to you.”

“What’s your trouble?”

“It’s what idleness does to you, Hatch. Up to this one month’s job, me walking the
streets and then sitting round just talking. You get to listening to your aunts and
grandmothers even; you get to telling people whose mother was who. Yes, sir; I’'m all full
of genealogy and gossip. I can tell you just who had so damn much jack to start with
they’ve still got it—like the Erdvynn money in Pinkie Wilson’s family—and what must be
the income tax on this Frenchified old female that’s fixing to come back and live next
door to you. Heard about her, haven’t you? By the way, there’s a chance you or I might
grab, Hatch.”

“Chance? What do you mean, chance?”

“My mother tells me the old thing used to be quite a pirate,” Gilpin said. “Out on
capture all the time—and, look, she’s had two divorces, so she must expect to circulate
some even yet. Well, here we are, two enterprising young fellers in what they call dire
straits; so let the best man win. What would we care how old or froggified the bride just so
she’d clothe and car us the way we used to be accustomed to and keep us in—"

Hatcher interrupted. “Oh, hell; talk sense, Gilp!”

“Same old Hatch!” Gilpin laughed. “Same old serious-minded scholar; won’t laugh
and joke and cut-up about anything!” Then he looked at Hatcher with a friendly curiosity.
“Going back to Pinkie Wilson, I suppose you’ve heard how my handsomest cousin pushed
him out the gate?”

“Mary Gilpin? Did she? I thought they were all set.”



“Not Mary. She got herself a job in the city library last spring, Hatch, and, after she’d
made Pinkie comprehend she preferred it to him, he rather turned his affections to another
quarter, as the old books used to say. That’s why I’m more or less surprised to hear you
haven’t run across him since you got back.”

“What?” Hatcher asked. “You mean the ‘other quarter’ is Dorcy Aldrich?”

“Yes; quite a lot. I thought you might find Pinkie sitting round in the way a good deal
when you’re over there, Hatch. Bore for you and Dorcy both, of course. You’re supposed
to be rather affianced or something, aren’t you? So I thought you might object to the
encumbrance.”

“Me?” Hatcher laughed. “I’d look pretty objecting, wouldn’t I? What business would I
have being engaged to any girl in the world—with my prospects? So I'm certainly not.”

“No; nor worrying about Pinkie, either,” Gilpin said, laughing too. “Everybody knows
that pretty boy’d be as big a laugh to Dorcy as he was to Mary or would be to anybody
else. Well—I1l go back to my tasks now. I was getting Benedictine off my frazzled dinner
coat when I saw you from the window. If you hear of anything that pays better, for God’s
sake let me know!”

“Right, and if you run into a job where there’s room for two—"
“Right. Be seein’ you, Hatch.”

They separated and Hatcher turned back into the driveway. He walked thoughtfully,
though he was not disturbed by his friend’s information; he didn’t need to be conceited in
order to feel certain that Dorcy Aldrich would never find the egregious young Wilson
anything but a rather easily disposable form of nuisance. There were serious things to
worry about, and Gilpin’s gossip was already dismissed from Hatcher’s mind. The
Tudorish brick and half-timbered house now before him, standing among old forest trees
so tall that they shaded its roof, had an appearance slightly shabby; the slate of the roof,
here and there, obviously needed repair or replacements. Hatcher Ide was home from his
day’s work, the second in his life, and was again wondering darkly how many such
profitless days he could endure.

He opened the unlocked front door, stepped into the broad half-paneled hall, and went
into the living-room. Here a wood fire burned hissingly in a carved oak chimney-breast
that reached to the falsely beamed long ceiling; and a brown-haired thin little girl,
Hatcher’s ten-year-old sister Frances, stood staring out into the paled afterglow through
the diamond-shaped panes of a bow window.

“This is getting pretty exciting, Hatch,” she said, not turning.
“What is, Francine?”

“Please don’t call me ‘Francine’ nor ‘Fanny’ either,” the little girl said, immobile. “I
know my rights, and it’s ‘Frances’. Hatch, from here you can see through a sort of crack
in the bushes into the Lash place—and they’re doing just more things over there! They’ve
got the boards off the windows and everything’s all full of people in overalls. There’s a
lady named Mrs. Florian coming to live there; but she hasn’t got any children and can’t be
expected to very soon because now she hasn’t even got any husband. I asked Mother
where’s Mr. Florian and she said he’s a Frenchman in the French army but got divorced
from her. Mother told me she used to know this Mrs. Florian when she lived there before



she was ever married at all the first time; but I kind of think she kind of didn’t like her
much. She hasn’t come yet; but I want to get a good look at her when she does. Don’t you,
too, Hatch?”

“Why?” Hatcher asked absently. “Just some fat old grass-widow. What you—"

“I asked Berry.” Frances turned, regarded her brother with grave eyes, brown like her
hair and almost embarrassingly worshipful of him. “Berry was our gardener even then
when this Mrs. Florian lived there, and, being a next-door gardener, he knows all about
her. He even knew her when she wasn’t any older than me. Berry didn’t say she was fat
then. He said her name was Sarah and she’s peculiar.”

“Oh, she’s peculiar, is she? How?”
“Berry didn’t say. He said she went away after she got married, before I got born,
and’s never been back. Mother looked funny when I asked her about her some more and

said she didn’t care to talk about her; but maybe that time it was because Father came
home sick and she had to be too busy.”

“Father came home sick?” Hatcher said. “What are you talking about?”

“He did. He came home from the office sick about half-past three, just when I got here
from school.” Frances’s large eyes, unwinking, seemed to fix themselves upon a far, far
distant point, so profound were her inward calculations. “I bet Father got sick because this
Mrs. Florian’s so peculiar and’s coming back to live next door.”

“What!” Hatcher laughed. “Has Father gone to bed? Where’s Mother?”

“No.” Systematic, Frances took the questions in turn. “He’s kind of walking round in
his room. She’s upstairs now, trying to get him to eat something, the way she always does
when anybody’s sick and doesn’t like food. He won’t. She—" Footsteps were heard upon
the oaken stairway outside the open double doors of the living-room, and Frances paused,;
then added, “She’s quit. Father never got sick and came home before. When he had that
cold I heard him tell Mother he couldn’t stay in the house because he has to make money.
He’s strong because in college if he wasn’t strong how could he have been captain of
— What you want, Mother?”

Mrs. Ide came into the room. Blue-eyed, comely and slight, like her brother Victor
Linley, she lacked his philosophical serenity and had allowed the shapely contours of her
face to be altered by a host of apprehensions. She smiled, however, as she answered
Frances’s question. “I want you to get up to your own room and do your home work.
There’s more than an hour before dinner.”

Frances gave the bow window a reluctant glance but obediently went to the door.
“Mother,” she said musingly, as she went, “why don’t you like Mrs. Florian? Is it because
she’s coming home made Father sick?”

“You do have ideas!” Mrs. Ide laughed. “Scram, funny child!” Then, as Frances
departed, the mother turned to her son. “Poor Hatch! You don’t look as if you’d begun to
like your new job yet.”

“I don’t, Mother. What’s the matter with Father?”

“I don’t know. He keeps insisting he’s all right but says he won’t come down for
dinner; so of course he isn’t. Oh, dear me!” Mrs. Ide sank upon the somewhat worn green



upholstery of a sofa before the fire. “I’ve been so afraid he’d have a breakdown I—”

“Breakdown?” Hatcher was annoyed. “What are you talking about? Don’t start
imagining—"

“But it can’t be anything physical,” Harriet Ide protested. “Only a few days before you
got home he let me have Dr. Loffen go over him, and the only thing wrong was that he
was underweight. The long strain of these dreadful times—how many business men we’ve
seen go down under it! I suppose it comes with a crash when it does come—anything
mental.”

“Mental?” Hatcher was disgusted. “Are you trying to tell me Father’s out of his
head?”

“No, of course not; but he’s not like himself, Hatcher, and it’s the first time in my life
I ever knew him to come home from business in the middle of the afternoon because he
wasn’t well.”

At this, Hatcher laughed outright. “There has to be a first time for everything, doesn’t
there? Seems to me you’re just a wee bit out of your head, yourself, Mother.”

“I hope so!” she sighed. “If you’re going upstairs before dinner I wish you’d go in and
see if you can’t get him at least to take the broth and toast I left in his room for him.”

“If he doesn’t, I will,” Hatcher said cheerily, and marched upstairs. Outside his
father’s door, with his hand extended to the bronze knob, he was startled by a sound from
within. It was a groan, a brief one—but it suggested extreme nausea. Hatcher opened the
door quickly. “What’s the matter, Father—seasick?”

The kind of groan he’d heard led him to expect physical throes; but, to his
astonishment, his father was walking up and down the large room with his hands clenched
behind him. Hatcher was used to seeing him look worried; but never before had known
him to be anything except self-contained and steady. He didn’t seem to be either, now.
Frederic Ide was a broad-shouldered tall man, not fifty, too thin of late for the once-
modish clothes of Scotch wool it was his habit to wear. He’d begun to stoop, to grow
gray, and his intelligent, conscientious face had lost ruddiness with every Depression year
—but Hatcher had never seen him so white as now.

“Father! What’s wrong? What’s—”

“Nothing!” Ide stopped his pacing, unclenched his hands and used them both in the
gesture of a man who passionately repels assistance. “Nothing’s the matter! I felt a little ill
downtown and came home; that’s all. Quiet your mother down if you can—so that she’ll
let me alone! She—"

“But, Father, I heard you groaning!”

“No, you didn’t. I tell you I’m all right. Good heavens! Can’t a man have a slight
indisposition for just once in his life without upsetting the whole household? For God’s
sake, tell your mother to stop fretting and not send me any dinner but just let me alone!
Tell her I’m not having a nervous breakdown, either.”

“No, sir; of course you’re not.” Hatcher laughed; then had a thought, not a well-
inspired one. “Father, being in the Real Estate Department, it seems as if I wouldn’t get
much chance to talk to you downtown, and I expect you prefer to put Ide and Aldrich’s



affairs behind you when you’re home; but I got an idea to-day—it’s a business idea and I
think it’s a pretty good one—so I might as well take this opportunity to place it before
you. Down at the office after lunch I sprung it on that wizened old Mr. Barley because he
kind of seems to be the head of my department, and he rather discouraged me and I
— Well, of course I’ve only had two days’ experience but—but—"

“What is it? What are you trying to say?”

“Well, it’s this, sir. There’s a kind of grayish putty-color that wouldn’t show smoke
much and it goes with a grayish apple-green I’d use for trim.”

“What?”

“Yes, sir. I was thinking that if you’d let me get all those vacant rental properties of
yours down round Sheridan Avenue painted and brightened up in these two colors—”

Mr. Ide struck his hands together. “Do you want to do it to-night?”
“No, sir.”
“Then let me alone!”

Hatcher, a little startled, had another thought. “Father, did anything at the office send
you into a tailspin? Are you worrying worse over business?”

“No!” Ide shouted, with a vehemence his son had never heard from him. “Yes! I
always am. Who isn’t? That’s not what’s the matter with me, I tell you. I just want a little
quiet, for God’s sake, and to be spared the sight of food.” He pointed to a tray of broth and
toast upon a table. “Take those things out with you, will you, please!”

“Yes, sir; if you’re sure you’re all right—"

“Certainly! Please, please!” The gesture toward the door was one of entreaty.
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HATCHER TOOK THE tray and went out, carrying it with him to his own room,
where, being young and not apprehensive about his appetite for dinner, he kept his word.
Of course everything was really all right, he thought, finishing the broth and toast. He
didn’t happen to remember ever hearing his self-contained father say “for God’s sake”
before, and certainly he’d never seen him use such gestures; but he’d be all right to-
morrow, of course.

The son talked soothingly to his mother at dinner, and afterward, forgetting the cares
of the day and all other cares, went forth gayly and took Dorcy to the jungle picture. On
the way home they talked about how much it would cost them to get to Africa on a
freighter, and, when they reached Butternut Lane, Hatcher left the car in the Aldriches’
driveway and went into the house with Dorcy. As they opened the front door they heard
the sound of an uproarious piano.

“It’s Harry,” Dorcy said, and laughed. “They had a cocktail party here and then went
out to dinner somewhere, and after that they were going to a meeting to raise money for
the Boys’ Club; but now they’re back and he’s playing swing at Mother because she
pretends to hate it. They do have the biggest times together!”

Mrs. Aldrich, even more piquantly pretty in a blue and gold evening dress than she’d
been in her gray furs and velvet in the afternoon, appeared in the double doorway that led
from the room where resounded the music. She carried a clinking amber glass in her hand,
and, her sweet eyes sparkling, she laughed happily. “Come in, you children,” she said.
“Help me to stop him. I absolutely can’t do a thing with him to-night!”

They did as she asked, and Dorcy, running forward, threw her arms about the big
rubicund blond man who sat thumping the piano. He was improvising, singing in a hoarse
jolly voice as he played, and he tried to go on despite Dorcy’s arms about his neck.
“Boops-a-daisy! I’m half crazy! Take it aisy!” he sang; then protested, “Stop it, Dorcy.
Ouch! You’ll spill my grog.” He shook her off, drank sputteringly from a freshly filled
glass that he lifted from beside him on the piano bench; then swung himself round and
greeted Hatcher shoutingly. “Sit down, Bo! That’s right; sit down. How’s the collecting
for our grand old firm getting on, laddie boy? Don’t tell me; don’t tell me! I’d offer you a
highball; but the guid wifie here always says you’re still too young, Hatch.” He let Dorcy
push him to the end of the bench so that she could sit beside him; then he slapped her
loudly on the back. “How’s tricks, baby?”



Dorcy slapped his shoulder heartily, in return. “How went the Boys’ Club, Harry?
Raise any money for it?”

“Bet your neck we did, baby! Why for have I been carrying a subscription list around
everywhere I went these last two months? Anybody wants to do business with me, ‘All
right,” says I, ‘but first: What do I put your name down for to keep poor kids off the streets
nights even if it has to be only a dollar?’ Then here’s my only born child asks me if we
raised any money? Shame!”

Dorcy looked at him with fondest pride. “Nobody but you could have kept the Boys’
Club alive through these tough times. Know what a good guy this guy is, Hatch? Fourth of
July he and Mother took a hundred of those kids out to a camp on Silver Creek—kept ’em
there a week; yes, and stayed there with ’em, themselves. Harry played a tin piano to ’em
and went on hikes with ’em, all bit up with chiggers and mosquitoes till he looked like a
raspberry patch. Heat of the summer, and look how fat poor Harry is, too! Hurrah for
Harry!”

She slapped his shoulder again, just as he drank, so that he choked. “Stop it!” he said,
stooped and set his glass upon the floor. “I’'m fat; but I’ve got human shoulders, haven’t I?
Whenever you flatter me up a little, you always seem to think you have to hit me, too.
You’re so muscular I should think the boys’d hate you.”

Uproarious, Dorcy slapped him again. “Hurrah for you, Harry! You’re the cats!”

“Yes!” he shouted, jumped up, jerked her up with him, clasped her about the waist and
began to dance with her, singing to an improvised tune, “Hurrah, hurrah for me! I'm the
cats; the cat’s whiskers, the cat’s ankles, the cat’s uncles and even her tail! I’m all the cats,
by glory; that’s why I never fail!”

Mrs. Aldrich, delighted, made burlesque gestures of helplessness. “Such a man!” she
cried to Hatcher. “He’s been like this for hours!” She affected an arch jealousy. “Oh, I
know why you’re so excited, Harry Aldrich! It’s because that black-haired siren’s coming
back next door after all these years and you think you can dazzle her into having one of
her affairs of passion with you!”

Harry Aldrich dropped upon the piano bench, pulled Dorcy down beside him, lifted
his glass, drank hastily; then bellowed with laughter. “Discovered! Little bright eyes
knows my secret. That’s a honey! Hatch, my wife’s on to me. Sarah Lash Florian! Her and
me—oh, my soul!”

He protracted his merriment; and Hatcher’s thoughts, following involuntarily one of
the myriad trails with which memory crosshatches the human mind, returned momentarily
to an inconsequential scene of some hours earlier. This was of his solemn little sister
Frances in the bow window and of her absurd small voice announcing her infantile
conclusion: “I bet Father got sick because this Mrs. Florian’s so peculiar and’s coming
back to live next door.” Frances’s nonsense was no more significant than Mrs. Aldrich’s;
the effect upon Hatcher was only to remind him of his father.

“By the way, sir,” he said, “Father wouldn’t tell us what was the matter with him when
he got sick down at the office this afternoon and came home. Before he left did he say
anything to you about how he felt or what was wrong with him?” Mrs. Aldrich and Dorcy
instantly made outcries of sympathy; but Hatcher assured them that nothing serious was in
question and began to repeat his inquiry. “Sir, did Father say whether he’d eaten anything



that disagreed with him or—”

“Why—no,” Harry Aldrich said. “I don’t think so.” He seemed to be trying to
remember. “No, I don’t think your father went into any details, Hatch. I believe I recall he
just mentioned that he felt a little under the weather and thought he’d better go home and
lie down a while. No, I’m pretty sure he didn’t say. Get off this bench, baby; your mother
wants me to play Oompta-Zing.”

He renewed his performance upon the piano, while his wife and Dorcy, feigning
anguish, tried vainly to dislodge him from the bench. Hatcher was only vaguely aware of
this fond scuffle and of the resounding wires. Harry Aldrich’s tone had been casual and
reassuring; but for no clear reason it evoked imaginings that had slowly been forming
themselves under the surface of Hatcher’s mind ever since his odd talk with his father
before dinner. Harry was one of the friendliest, most sympathetic souls in the world: Was
his apparent lack of anxiety assumed out of consideration for his partner’s son and with
the wish not to alarm him? After all, it must have needed some ailment beyond the
ordinary to take that partner home in the middle of the afternoon for the first time in his
life; and surely Harry realized this. All at once a feeling that something might be pretty
wrong at home came upon Hatcher; he rose to go, and, in spite of reproaches from Dorcy,
and Harry Aldrich’s protest that the evening was just beginning, got himself out rather
abruptly.

At home, after he’d put the shabby car in the empty-looking big garage behind the
house, his mother met him at the front door. “Be very quiet, dear,” she said. “He hasn’t
eaten anything; but finally he consented to try those insomnia pills Dr. Loffen gave me
after my operation, and took two. For quite a while I could hear his bed creaking with his
tossing about; but now it doesn’t any more, so I do hope he’s asleep.”

Hatcher looked at her earnestly. “Did you get him to tell you what was wrong?”

“No, not a thing. He’s never had anything but colds before and I don’t know how to
handle him. When he’d look at me, insisting he only needed to be let alone, his face was
just pitiful. It’s so strange! Go up quietly, dear.”

Hatcher, increasingly disturbed, went upstairs on tiptoe and, as noiselessly, into his
own room. He undressed, turned out the light, and, in his pajamas, stepped to his door,
opened it and listened. From his father’s room, across the hall, he heard no sound and the
whole place was still; but to his ears there came from the distance a faintish clatter of busy
thumpings. Somewhere in the night, apparently, a lot of idiots had suddenly decided to
build a house. He closed the door softly, went to the open window near his bed and heard
the hammering more distinctly.

Outside, the big old trees had already shed leaves profusely in high winds and
premature frosts, and, between angular half-bare black branches, he saw rows of gleaming
oblongs, the windows of the long stone house next door all alight. The noise of the
hammers came from there. Mrs. Florian would be home so soon, then, that night-shifts of
workmen were needed. Lighted windows in that house were as unprecedented as his
father’s untimely coming home from business—perhaps because of some mental shock.
Two thoughts now seemed to collide in young Hatcher Ide’s mind almost as
spontaneously as, hours earlier, the still younger fancies of his little sister Frances had put
together the two unexpected things that had happened.



Hatcher remembered the strange groan. Was it fantastic to wonder if his father had
gagged with nausea—nausea not physical—because Mrs. Florian was coming home? For
heaven’s sake, then, who and what was this Mrs. Florian—this twice-married Sarah Lash?
Hatcher couldn’t remember her at all; a boy’s mind easily erases an adult absentee. His
mother, next-door neighbor to this Sarah Lash, hadn’t liked her; and Mrs. Aldrich, next-
door neighbor on the other side, laughed about her, alluded derisively to “affairs of
passion”. Gilpin Murray’s mother, just across the street, had used the unpleasantly
suggestive term “pirate”. Mrs. Florian had been married twice and was now, for the
second time, a divorcée. “One of her affairs of passion,” Mrs. Aldrich had said. Evidently
Mrs. Florian’d had quite a number of such affairs.

The blue darkness outside the window, patched in the middle distance with the rows of
lemon-colored oblongs, seemed to become ominous. Night, for youth especially, is
incentive to fancies that may be charming—or may be dreadful. Hatcher felt a secret
somewhere. Could it be possible that one of this Sarah Lash’s affairs of passion—a hidden
one—when his father was younger—Hatcher almost gagged, himself; but his imaginings
continued. Was this gross old grass-widow coming home to plaster the former object of
one of her affairs of passion with reminders and—and some hideous form of blackmail—
or what?

“That’d be a hot one for me!” he thought. “Just the finishing touch for little old
Hatcher Linley Ide, B. A.!” His was a generous nature, devotedly loyal; nevertheless, it
can’t be denied that at twenty-two our first misgivings in the face of catastrophe—
especially imagined catastrophe—are usually for ourselves. Hatcher’s mental picture was
of himself returned to a depleted household and no job—and, as “the finishing touch”, to
bear the conspicuous odium of being the son of a man held up to the city’s derision by the
clamorous echoes of some sexy old scandal. “Sweet!” he thought. “Wherever 1 go,
everybody looking at me sidewise, wondering if I can take it. Grand!”

Then Hatcher thought of the face of his father—a fine face and a strong, good face,
lined with the years of struggle to uphold an old business and a growing family—and a
muffled laugh whispered in the darkened bedroom. “It’s a crazy world; but I must be the
craziest damnfool in it!” Hatcher said.

He got into bed, and went to sleep thinking about pretty Dorcy Aldrich and about dirty
old mortgaged houses freshened up with grayish putty-colored paint and a green trim.
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FATHER’S ALL RIGHT to-day,” little Frances informed him when he came down
in the morning and found her alone at the breakfast table. “Anyhow, Hatch, he said so and
wouldn’t say anything else. You’re late, Hatch. Mother said he looked terrible and she
wouldn’t let him go downtown in the ’bus. She took him in the car. Aunt Ada’s quit
visiting Aunt Alice Upham out west and’s getting home this morning. She sent a telegram
and Mother’s going to meet her at the station and told me to tell you please be sure to
come home for lunch to show Aunt Ada you’re glad she’s back, whether we are or not.
Mother’s going to get Uncle Victor to come to lunch, too. Mother just loves Uncle Victor.
So do I. Mother had a letter from Janey that says she’s crazy over trickonometry and old
Berry’s got such a cold he can’t rake up the leaves and we mustn’t any of us go near him
or we’ll catch it; but he told me before I came indoors to breakfast that Mrs. Florian’s got
two Great Danes. They came in boxes big as street-cars and old George’s got ’em locked
up in the garage over there. There’s fifty cents under your plate. Mother left it so you’d
have *bus fare and be sure and come home to lunch. G’by!”

She danced out of the brown-paneled room, emitted slender trillings in the hall, as she
set forth for school; and her brother, having somewhat grimly taken the silver coin from
under his plate, thanked the elderly, rather infirm colored cook for bringing him
sustenance, ate it hurriedly and departed to business.

Neither his father nor the jovial Harry was in the offices of Ide and Aldrich when he
arrived. Mr. Barley, withered clerk, gave him a fresh list of delinquent tenants, explaining
apologetically that most of them were colored and skilled in the art of postponement.
Hatcher found them so indeed, as he tramped the smoke-fogged streets and alleys; but he
had one success. Just before noon he collected three dollars and fifty cents on an account
totaling eighty-five dollars. Thus he had something to show for his work when he reached
home for lunch. He exhibited the money to a brightly blue-eyed handsome slight
gentleman of forty or so and a tall, elegant melancholy lady of similar age, whom he
found in the living-room. The tall lady was his Aunt Ada, his father’s sister, who’d
unfortunately had to live with the Ides ever since the financial collapse of Nineteen thirty-
three obliterated two-thirds of her income. Hatcher kissed her jaw dutifully, inquired after
his Aunt Alice whom she’d been visiting; then brought forth three unappetizing dollar
bills, four dimes and two nickels.

“Beginning to pour in on me!” he said. “Ide and Aldrich get three dollars and fifteen



cents and I duly receive my ten per cent commission—thirty-five cents for two days and a
half’s work as a bad-rent collector. Nothing like beginning the good old career in a big
way. Did Mother say if Father’s coming home for lunch, Aunt Ada?”

“No; she said he told her he had too much to do to-day. I suppose it’s a good sign, his
being so busy.”

“I wonder!” Hatcher said, and sat down sprawlingly. “For instance, if anybody saw me
downtown, tearing from hovel to hovel, they’d think I was as busy as a flea on a strip-
tease gal; but neither would be a good sign.”

“Hatcher!” Miss Ide seemed to flinch.

“Well, there are such things,” her nephew said stubbornly. “I know your generation
didn’t mention ’em, of course. More or less hypocritical of you, wasn’t it?” He turned to
the blue-eyed gentleman. “You’re willing to admit that now, aren’t you, Uncle Victor?”

“No; I'm afraid we mentioned everything.” Mr. Linley looked vaguely reminiscent.
“Your Aunt Ada and I were of the post-war ‘wild young people’, you see, Hatcher. I fear
we were even wilder and ‘franker’ than your own outfit; we had more money to run wild
with and it was more of a novelty then to be shocking. One of the discoveries you’ll make
as you grow older, Nephew, is that every new generation evolves out of its own
inexperience a theory that all generations before it were ‘frustrated’ by the false dignity of
their manners. Youth is always rather self-congratulatory about its own wildness and its
consequent freedom from previous interfering hypocrisies; but don’t take this thought to
heart, Hatcher—your Aunt Ada and I are in no position to reprove you. Twenty years ago
you mightn’t have recognized either of us.”

Hatcher laughed. “I would you, if you talked as much like a book then as you do now,
Uncle Victor. Did you?”

“I don’t know, Hatcher. I suppose years of idleness in one’s profession, with
consequently increased reading and meditation, might foster pedantry of speech; but
whether or not my friends and family suffered from this impediment of mine when I was
at your age might depend upon the type of book of which my stiltedness reminds you.”

Mr. Linley spoke, not with an air of superiority but as if Hatcher had suggested a
subject upon which it might be rather interesting to hold an amiably informal session of
inquiry; and the nephew was piqued. He often found himself somewhat irritated by his
uncle and tempted to “get fresh” with him. Hatcher felt that he didn’t comprehend what
manner of man Victor Linley actually was, and wondered if anybody at any age could be
so calmly detached from the “terrible realities of life” as Victor appeared to be. There was
perceptible upon him, and in his manner, the kind of distinction that suggested (in
Hatcher’s phrase) a man with a whale of a past. Hatcher admired this; but his youngness
and the contrasted skimpiness of his own past naturally aroused a slight resentment in him
without his being aware of its cause. Above all, he was annoyed by Mr. Linley’s placidity
in the face of the crisis in public affairs at home and abroad, and the serenity with which
he seemed merely to observe his own troubles as well as those of his nearest relatives.

“Type of book?” Hatcher responded tartly, the more so as he affected to feel an
amused indifference. “Oh, any of those old books of the Gay ’Nineties. Did you talk that
way then, sir?”



Aunt Ada crushed him. “Your uncle was born, I believe, in the year Eighteen ninety-
six. Lord Macaulay is supposed to have written Latin at the age of three, and your uncle
was thought a bright boy; but not that precocious.” She turned to Victor. “I suppose the
very young always feel that nothing much ever really happened in the world before they
arrived in it, themselves.”

“May I speak for you, Hatcher?” the uncle asked. “Isn’t this where you should use the
expression ‘Oh, yeah?’—or am [ wrong?”

“You am,” Hatcher replied. “We don’t do that any more—badly dated. Don’t try to
keep up with us; just be yourself.” Then, feeling that after all he’d rather more than held
his own against these natural antagonists, he remembered something he’d planned to ask
them if he got the chance. “By the way, speaking of wildness, I hear we used to have a
neighbor that belonged to your generation and made quite a name for herself in that line.
Have you heard this big old place next door’s been getting all opened up again while you
were away, Aunt Ada?”

“I have,” she replied, and her intentionally visible expression of dislike helped to make
it significant that she said no more.

Hatcher knew by experience that when Aunt Ada looked like this he wouldn’t get any
satisfaction from her. He addressed his uncle. “What about it?” he asked. “I suppose of
course you used to know this Mrs. What’s-her-name when she was a Miss Lash, didn’t
you, Uncle Victor? From all I hear, her female contemporaries still have it in for her.
How’d she go down with the boys? For instance, what do you say she’s like, sir?”

At that, there took place an occurrence unexampled in Hatcher’s recollections of the
most imperturbable person known to him. The fact that the question about Mrs. Florian
gave Mr. Linley an emotion was made plain by an involuntary physical effect. His
complexion, which was evenly of an agreeable slight pallor, changed its hue so distinctly
that Hatcher himself felt suddenly embarrassed.

“Oh—I beg your pardon, Uncle Victor—I—" he stammered. “I didn’t know she—I
mean—"

“I’m afraid I can’t say what she’s like,” Mr. Linley said coolly. “She’s not been here
for some time, and people change. Locksie’s followed your mother out to the kitchen; but
he’s supposed to have only one meal a day, in the evening. Notoriously she loves to feed
everybody, and your cook, too, being colored, would be generous. If you have any
influence with either of them would you mind trying to save Locksie from an
indigestion?”

“I’ll put him in my room while he’s here,” Hatcher said, and went upon the errand.

After lunch, when Uncle Victor had strolled away with the golden spaniel flickering
about him, the puzzled nephew applied himself to his Aunt Ada before he returned to his
unprofitable chores downtown. She’d stepped out of the front door with him and was
speaking severely of old Berry’s little care of the lawn. “What was the matter with Uncle
Victor?” Hatcher asked, interrupting. “I mean when he got so red all over his face because
I wanted to know what this Mrs. Florian’s like. Look; did he get himself snarled up in one
of those affairs of passion she was supposed to be always having with different men?”

“Affairs of passion?” Miss Ide was incredulous chillingly. “Victor Linley? In an affair



of passion? Can you imagine it! He’s a gentleman, and you might well respect him more
than to think such a thing. A woman who married a Spaniard and then—"

“Spaniard, Aunt Ada? I thought he was a—"

“Her first husband was a Spaniard. Came here singing tenor in an opera troupe,” Miss
Ide said. “She married him almost overnight. Then she went abroad and got rid of him and
married a Frenchman and—"

“You’re sure Uncle Victor never was in love with her?”

“Never!” Miss Ide said sharply. “He certainly was not; but you don’t have to know
everything, do you? I don’t wish to be critical; but hadn’t you better put your mind on
your work, Hatcher, and see if you can’t help your poor father save this family from abject
poverty? You’ve been home long enough to know that these are bad times, haven’t you?”

“Yes; they look that way to me, thanks,” Hatcher said absently, and went on his way,
frowning.

He’d got at least one thing out of Aunt Ada. With younger people she was always one
of these you-don’t-have-to-know-everything-do-you old gals—probably because she
knew so darned little herself she wanted to make it seem a treasure—but anyhow he’d
wormed her into admitting that Uncle Victor hadn’t blushed about Mrs. Florian because
he’d ever had any affair of passion with her. So what? Had Uncle Victor markedly
changed color in his capacity as a brother-in-law, resentful because of some old
delinquency on the part of his sister’s husband? Afraid that Mrs. Florian’s return might
bring into the light something that had lain long in darkness—something that Uncle Victor
knew and probably that Harry Aldrich knew but that Hatcher’s mother plainly didn’t
know?

Uncle Victor was one of these men who know pretty much everything about people
but keep it to themselves, just on principle; and when such a man turns red there’s
something important in the wind. Hatcher’s father was in a spot, a bad one; no doubt at all
about that. He’d abruptly come home yesterday possessed by some kind of horror—a
seasick kind of horror was exactly what his overheard groan had expressed. Hatcher’d
finally laughed at himself last night for suspecting that Mrs. Florian’s imminent return had
caused the groan. Now, with his imaginings accumulatively stirred, he was almost sure
that it had.

When he went to the offices of Ide and Aldrich, late in the afternoon, to turn in the
day’s takings, still three dollars and a half, his father again wasn’t there. Both partners had
been out all day—“mostly at the banks, I suppose,” old Mr. Barley said tiredly, but not as
if he spoke of anything unusual. Hatcher walked all the way home because he’d renewed
his intention to be tough and meant to squeeze every penny; and when he arrived he found
his father reading the evening paper in the small library behind the living-room. Mr. Ide
replied with some impatience to the son’s inquiries: yesterday’s upset amounted to
nothing whatever, he said; he was in his customary state of good health and would be
greatly obliged if his family’d stop treating him as an invalid. He looked like one, though,
Hatcher thought. Within a day and a night his father seemed what people call “changed”.

. . . This was Hatcher’s word for it, and Harriet Ide’s word, too. “Changed!” she
lamented, coming to sit with her son at the breakfast table on another morning when he’d
descended late. “I never saw anything like it. All through the Depression he’s at least had



his appetite; but now that’s gone. He didn’t eat a bite this morning—just black coffee—
and then running to the ’bus as if demons were after him. And can I get a word out of him
about what’s the matter? ‘Nothing,” he keeps telling me. ‘Nothing at all,” he says—as if I
had no eyes. Business has been killing him all these years and now it’s come to a head; I
know it! Either Ide and Aldrich are in some dreadful crisis right now or else he sees one
coming and’s in despair of holding it off. I can’t understand Harry Aldrich—Iliving the
way they do and whenever you see Harry he’s as laughing and confident and gay as ever.
How does he do it?”

“Like a lot of others,” Hatcher suggested. “Partners ought to be opposite in
temperament, one always up and one mostly down. Lots of firms are like that.”

“Yes, I know, Hatcher; but nobody ought to be so ‘down’ as your poor father is. You
see what a strain he’s under, don’t you, Hatcher?”

Hatcher did. He thought, too, that he himself was under a rather sharp strain—coming
home after six years of unindustrious carefree living to find his family facing penury and
threatened by worse. Yet how could there be a public scandal unless this passionate old
Mrs. Florian was the kind of woman to make one? She had plenty of money: What would
she gain by stirring up mud she’d surely be messed in, herself? It looked crazy; but
certainly his father was frightened and this tough world was getting tougher. The only way
to meet that was to get tougher, yourself. Hatcher went his rounds among the delinquent
tenants, doing his best to be every day tougher and tougher; but week after week of this
endeavor didn’t seem to make him tough enough. Being tough with most of these tenants,
indeed, was a waste of histrionics, they were in such hopeless difficulties; others were
unbelievably adept in the art of promising, some were openly seductive, and all of them
out-talked him.

One day he did get almost tough, for a few stern moments, in the marble vestibule of
the ghastly old Linley house down in the thickest smoke. He’d grown to hate Mrs.
Schapp, the landlady; she changed her tactics every time he called, which was, toughly,
every third day. He didn’t have to be told that his Uncle Victor needed the money for the
four years’ unpaid rent; Hatcher was determined to get it for him, and his own percentage
as well. Mrs. Schapp wept touchingly. The drama ended with the collector’s lending her a
half-dollar (another his mother’d left under his breakfast plate) and then correctly calling
himself a gypped sucker before he reached the sidewalk.

Beginning to doubt the value of toughness, and perceiving that he didn’t do it well, he
presently discovered that his doorstep conversations were making him sympathetically
intimate with a number of the delinquents. Among them was a former house-painter
who’d lost his right hand in an accident but spoke boastfully to Hatcher, one day, of what
he could do with his left if anybody’d give him a chance.

“See here,” the collector said instantly, “I want to get a special shade of grayish putty-
color and one of grayish apple-green that won’t show smoke much. Can you mix colors?”

“Can I mix colors!”

Hatcher had almost six dollars that day, immediately bought pigments and had the
one-handed expert paint the front doorway and the window frames, not of his own
dwelling but of the vacant one next door. The effect was beyond the best expectations.

Having returned to see it improved by a second coat of putty-color and apple-green on



the Saturday afternoon of that week, he congratulated the painter and himself, paid his last
cent for labor well done; then set forth to tell Dorcy all about it. Exuberant, he gave Uncle
Victor’s narrow-fronted boarding-house a jocularly condescending grunt when he passed
it on his northward way, and strode on buoyantly through the miles of thinning smoke to
Butternut Lane.

When he came to the Aldriches’ hedge he moved more slowly, for it was Dorcy’s
seemingly casual habit to be somewhere about the front lawn at this hour; but to-day he
walked half the length of the hedge before he saw her—and then he saw her
disappointedly. She came round a corner of the house, disheveled, swinging a tennis
racquet and chatteringly accompanied by another girl and two boys; they’d been playing
on Dorcy’s court behind her mother’s garden. The four young people, Butternut Lane
intimates since earliest childhood, walked familiarly, and the boy beside Dorcy had his
arm about her.

Hatcher didn’t like that, especially because he didn’t like the boy, Erdvynn Wilson.
More than one unfavorable discussion of this person had taken place of late between
Hatcher and his still jobless friend, Gilpin Murray, and the two were as one in finding
Pinkie Wilson increasingly an incentive to left-wing radicalism. They agreed that there
must be something fundamentally wrong with the capitalistic system since the bird-
brained, showy Wilsons were almost the only Butternut Lane family that hadn’t been at
least half-shattered by the Depression. It was pretty tough, the friends thought, that the
bird-brainedest of all the Wilsons, Pinkie, who’d had to leave college prematurely but not
surprisingly, was allowed by our lax form of government to display himself upon the polo
field while his obvious intellectual betters walked the streets unsalaried. Polo and all of
Pinkie’s other light activities were criminally inappropriate to the times, Hatcher and
Gilpin often told each other earnestly. Moreover, girls had a habit of saying that Pinkie
was “too good-looking for his own good”; and only a night or two ago Hatcher’d used
almost his worst profanity when Dorcy innocently expressed this theory. Now she was
cheerfully wearing Pinkie’s arm round her!

She saw the hat and head bobbing along above the hedge, waved her racquet, called
“Hatch! Hatch!” and ran forward. She had to run fast. “Wait! What’s the matter? Wait!”
she cried, and contrived to stop him just at the end of the hedge. “What’s the news? How’s
the house-painting coming on? How’d things go to-day, Hatch?”

“All right,” he said. “Better than usual. Pretty good. I'm feeling fine. Well, cherish
your health, gal!”

“But, Hatch—" she called, as he moved on. “What’s your hurry?”

“Me?” He laughed genially back at her over his shoulder. “Busy business man.
Cherish your health, gal; cherish your health. G’by!”
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VIII

HE KNEw THAT she was looking hurtly after him, not understanding; and that
pleased him. Then he was bitter again. Fine world, this was! Most impressive old firm in
the city gone plumb stagnant—and one partner singing and laughing, and the other shot to
pieces because the ghost of some long-buried wanton idiocy threatened to come to life and
plaster him and his family with infamy! Then, just when there was something interesting
to tell her about putty-color and green paint, here was the best girl in the world using the
arm of a gilded wart like Pinkie Wilson for a sash! “What next?” Hatcher asked aloud,
addressing the inquiry to sadistic destiny. “What next?”

The unpleasing answer delayed not longer than the following day.

In the morning his father and mother went to church; they returned late from
Communion Service, looking gravely somewhat emotional, Hatcher thought. He spent the
afternoon playing a two-ball foursome on a public course with three companions who, like
himself, had to make the best of things since the lapse of family memberships in the
decimated Butternut Lane Country Club. The three were congenial to Hatcher—Gilpin
Murray, Gilpin’s cheerful, commonsense sister Amy, and their comely tall cousin Mary
Gilpin, a “grand gal” by Hatcher’s definition, because she’d done her last two years of
college “under her own steam”, because she was now earning a salary, and most of all
because she’d turned a denying back upon Pinkie Wilson. She was Dorcy Aldrich’s most
intimate friend, a relation of which Hatcher strongly approved; but he didn’t talk of Dorcy
to Mary Gilpin this afternoon, though she was his partner in the match. Glumly, he spoke
only of golf.

Saving even gasoline, the four had walked all the way to the links; they returned as
economically. Toward the end of their homeward trudge in the sunset, they passed the
Butternut Lane Country Club gates and were just in time to see a laughing Dorcy Aldrich
shooting forth beside young Mr. Wilson in his open yellow car. All of the pedestrians
responded enthusiastically to Dorcy’s waving hand; then Hatcher and Gilpin, walking
behind the two girls, again told each other, with helpless repetitions, what they thought of
Pinkie Wilson. To Hatcher it seemed that his “What next?” had been answered in full.

He was mistaken. When he reached home he found his little sister Frances on the
darkening front lawn waiting for him.

“Something bad’s happened,” she said. “I want to tell you about it because you’re my
friend and the only one I can, because if I try to tell Aunt Ada anything she always says



“That’ll do!” She isn’t here anyways; she’s at Vespers. Hatch, I bet it’s terrible!”
“What is?” he asked crossly. “Vespers?”

“No. Hatch, Father went in Mother’s room over two hours ago, and I happened to go
upstairs and I could hear him talking and talking to her; but I don’t know what he said
because I’m too honorable to try and listen. So then after a while I went back; but the
door’s pretty thick and I was just walking by; but I did hear Mother sort of scream. She
said, ‘No, no, no, no!” She said it like she was begging him not to say something she
didn’t want him to. Then, when I came by the next time I heard her crying out loud,
Hatch; but I couldn’t tell what about. I bet somebody’s dead. You don’t expect it’s Janey,
do you, Hatch?”

“Janey? No! There was a letter from her yesterday. Are they still up there in Mother’s
room?”

“No. Father’s in his own room and you can’t hear a sound. I bet he’s fixing to commit
suicide! I bet—"

Hatcher shouted at her. “Shut up! You ought to be ashamed of being so silly!”

“Well, then,” Frances said, “I bet he’s anyways reading the Bible or something.
Mother came downstairs and wouldn’t let me ask her any questions and went in the
lib’ary. She’s there now.”

Hatcher strode into the house, down the hall and into the library. Harriet Ide sat at a
desk, writing names upon a long sheet of paper, and the lighted lamp beside the desk
showed new tears upon her cheeks. She didn’t look up, but moved so as to avert her face
from her son and spoke in a low controlled voice. “If there’s something you want, Hatch, I
can’t talk to you just now; I’'m busy.”

He came near her. “What are you crying about, Mother?”
“Nothing. I’m not.”

“I saw you,” he said. “What’s worse, I know a good deal more about why you’re
crying than you think I do.”

“What?” At this, she turned and looked at him, startled. “You say—"

“Yes, Mother; I do. I admit I don’t know the details; but I’d be pretty dumb if I didn’t
see what’s happened. Father’s in a spot and it’s got so bad that at last he’s had to tell you
because you’d find out anyhow—and pretty soon, too—if he didn’t. He told you this
afternoon. Well, I'm your son; I’'m grown up and I’ve got my eyes open. I haven’t
accomplished much yet; but I’'m going to, one way or another, and it’s time a little
confidence was placed in me. Mother, will you just kindly tell me what’s the matter?”

“Please, Hatch!” Mrs. Ide wiped her eyes. “Frances is playing outdoors somewhere.
Will you please get her in and see if she’s done her home work for Monday? If she hasn’t,
will you—"

“No, I won’t! Mother, I can see you’re going to stand by Father, no matter what, and I
honor you for it; I think it’s the goods. Well, I like Father as much as you do. I want to be
loyal to him, too. I can see now what sacrifices he’s made for me, to put me through
school and col—”

“Hatcher!” Mrs. Ide’s voice became imploring. “Will you please, please let me get on



with what I’'m doing? Can’t you see I’m busy?”
“What at?” he asked imperiously.

“This list. I stopped the Blue Book years ago and I’ve got to make a list of people that
must be invited to a Tea we’re giving next—"

“A Tea?” Hatcher cried, aghast. “A Tea? Everything’s on the way to hell and you’re
giving a Tea? What for?”

“For Mrs. Florian,” his mother said.
“What? For whom? What? Why—"

“For Mrs. Florian. I’'m trying not to leave out any old friends of the Lash family; but
she’s been away so long and there’ve been so many changes—”

“Listen!” Hatcher said. “Mother, if you’re making this sacrifice—"

“Hatcher! Don’t you suppose I know we can’t afford it? But it has to be done and I've
got to send the cards out to-morrow morning. It’s for Thursday, so I haven’t any time to
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“When’s she coming?”
“She came yesterday, Hatcher.”

“Yesterday? She’s already here!” Hatcher’s voice was solemn. “Mother, I’'m your son
and Father’s son. I want you to talk to me freely and I have the right to ask it. Are you
going to or aren’t you?”

“There’s nothing I can tell you,” she said, and looked at him piteously. “Please just let
me get ahead with my list, dear.”

“All right!” Hatcher drew in his breath emotionally, turned on his heel and marched
out of the room. In the hall he encountered his Aunt Ada, who’d just come in. “Aunt
Ada,” he said dramatically, because he felt that way, “did you know that my mother is
giving a Tea for Mrs. Florian on Thursday?”

“Why, no.” Aunt Ada looked reflective. “I suppose we’d have to, though. After so
many years somebody’d have to show her some attention; get her started again, so to
speak. Naturally, it’d be we or the Aldriches.”

To Hatcher, Aunt Ada seemed pretty obtuse. He went outdoors, walked vaguely about
the lawn in the early dark, thinking painfully. His father’s silence was at last broken; he’d
thrown himself on his wife’s mercy. Hatcher thought of little Frances’s hearing the tragic
outcry of that afternoon: “No, no, no, no!” But his mother was game; she could take it all
right, for now she was going to face the world, let it file by and see her openly standing up
to it with Mrs. Florian beside her. Was the Tea to be a challenge to the public or to Mrs.
Florian—or to try to placate her? Mrs. Florian! Just how horrible was that woman?

He went round the corner of the house, then bore to his right, pressed among
shrubberies and stood looking at a long stone mass in its great space of darkness. A few
windows were lighted, and, as he looked, a vari-colored illumination appeared suddenly
upon the face of the night—blackly outlined scarlets, greens, yellows, blues and
vermilions—a slim pointed window of stained glass in the end wall of the nearer wing.
She was there. A change had come upon that house;—for the first time in his memory it
seemed to be living. It contained not people but a presence, and the house itself was a part



of that impending presence. Hatcher looked at the slim patch of lighted colors and had
impulses as various as its glowing hues.

.. . Babies, having more in common than the rest of us, show more resemblance to one
another. Later, as we pass through the “seven ages”, we increasingly diverge, becoming
more and more markedly individual. Thus, at twenty-two, Hatcher Ide was in some things
older than his age; but in others he was younger. If need arose he could utter discourse
upon Aristotle or Beowulf, or even upon what a physicist defines as Forbidden; yet
because of various inexperiences personal to himself he was at times capable of ideas no
more mature than those of his little sister Frances.

Where others of his age might be worldly-wise, snappy and precocious, Hatcher Ide
could be infantile. He could also be acute, and, in his renewed alarm for his father, he was
suddenly able to take a new view of him. In childhood carefully trained to be respectful,
and afterward returning but briefly from school and college, Hatcher had never once
thought of Frederic Ide as a person; he’d always viewed him as a valued sample of the
class labeled “Fathers”—a sample of course excelling others in wisdom, liberality and
appropriate reticence. Now suddenly inspired, Hatcher comprehended that Frederic Ide
was a man and in this capacity had led a life of his own before a son arrived and failed to
make his acquaintance. Hatcher was at least worldly-wise enough to be aware that nobody
of much experience or reading is surprised by any revelation of follies committed with
ladies by able-minded men of better reputation than Solomon.

Standing in the shrubberies, Frederic Ide’s son then had an interesting vision of
himself in action. He’d go decisively and immediately to his father, stand before him and
say, “Father, you’ve done the sporting thing in spilling this sickening old mush of yours to
Mother; but don’t let’s let her in for too much. She oughtn’t to have to stand up in a
receiving line at a Tea with that woman; there’s a better way of doing this thing. You can
see I know practically all about the whole business; but I haven’t any reproaches for you
—1I only want the slate wiped clean. I’m here to help you. Father, get out of that chair and
walk right straight over to the Lash place with me! I’'m your son, and you and I’'ll go in
there with our heads up and show that woman whatever she thinks she’s got up her sleeve,
your family’s standing by you. We’ll have it out with her right here and now!”

“Hatch! Hatcher Ide! Hatchie!” A childish voice called him urgently. “Where are you,
Hatch? Uncle Victor and everybody’s here and everything’s on the table and Mother says
if you don’t come in right now it’ll all get cold. You come in, Hatcher Ide!”

“I’m coming, Frances.”

He went indoors and found his mother, his father, his Aunt Ada and his Uncle Victor
half through the evening meal. Both Mr. and Mrs. Ide, pallid but self-contained, proved
able to discuss foreign affairs with Mr. Linley; and Hatcher, observing his father
surreptitiously, felt that it would be wiser not to make any offer to join him in an out-
facing call upon Mrs. Florian. The son perceived, in fact, that his parents intended to keep
their trouble to themselves and that the best thing he could do was to be tactful about it.
Tactful seemed to mean silent.
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IX

THIS WEEK HE began to have better luck with his collections and in three days
brought almost a hundred dollars into the office. Old Mr. Barley said that such progress
was unbelievable; and, faintly brightening, he remarked that business seemed to be
picking up quite a little all over town, and indeed—maybe because of the war in Europe—
improving a bit elsewhere in the country, so he heard. Moreover, he’d been to see the one-
armed house-painter’s doorway and window frames. Mr. Barley thought there might be
something in Hatcher’s idea, after all—people liked new paint and freshened up houses—
and he was going to recommend to Mr. Ide that Mr. Hatcher be allowed to go just a trifle
further with the experiment if it could be done very, very economically.

“Economically!” Hatcher laughed aloud. “For practically nothing I’ve got Mr. Floatus,
the one-armed man—he’s a genius—and I’ve been talking about it to two out-and-down
tenants who can do anything when they’re sober. Then I know two active widows, both of
’em colored; they’re high-spirited because they want to get off Relief, and for a mere song
I can put them at cleaning up and painting the insides of our houses. I’ve got a friend, Gilp
Murray, who wants the job of scraping all the old wallpaper off the walls and patching the
plaster before it’s painted. He’ll work for no pay whatever unless and until the houses he
works on get rented. One trouble with those empty houses is you’ve always had ’em
papered. In the smoke you need walls that’ll wash.”

“You’re certainly very persuasive,” Mr. Barley said. “If I can gain Mr. Ide’s attention,
I hope I can convince him we should go ahead—on a minute scale, of course, and always
remembering that it’s only an experiment.”

Hatcher, a little chesty in spite of himself, began dreamily to foresee a day when he’d
be able to purchase a pair of low-priced but workable “used cars”, one for his father and
one for himself; and a brief conversation overheard at home, from the large pantry
between the dining-room and the kitchen, increased his pleasure. His appetite, in spite of
his troubles, often reverted to what it had been during his adolescence and even earlier;
he’d quietly gone to the pantry for cookies when he heard his name mentioned in the
kitchen by Lora, the elderly colored cook. “Mist’ Hatcher, he a hard worker, I tell you.
Yes, ma’am! I hear the Boss tellin’ the Madam how Mist’ Hatcher doin’ fine. Yes,
ma’am, now the Boss lookin’ so peakid, I prophesy Mist’ Hatcher he go’ be the man of
the family.”

“The man of the family?” This was the voice of old Berry, the gardener. “No, no,



Lora! Mr. Hatcher’s a good boy; but so long as his father’s alive the man of the family
won’t be anybody else.”

Little Frances spoke then, though not distinctly because she was eating. “I think Uncle
Victor’s the man of the family.”

“No’m,” Lora said. “He nice man; but if somebody walk over him he ain’t go’ make a
fuss about it. No’m, Mist’ Berry, you watch what I say: Mist’ Hatcher go’ be the man of
the family.”

Hatcher retired softly, with a handful of cookies and a good opinion of himself.
Unexpected tributes, even from the lowly, are the most heartening.

On the next afternoon, nevertheless, it was with a sluggish step that the young
collector came home to Butternut Lane. This had been the most successful day of his
business life, thus far; but it was the Thursday of his mother’s strange Tea for Mrs.
Florian, and he approached the festival reluctantly. In the distance the sight of lines of
automobiles waiting at the curb on both sides of the street daunted him, and, as he came
nearer, their feeble glistenings where thin last sunshine reached them seemed lights of ill
omen. He walked more and more slowly.

Old Berry, grandiosely directing traffic along the Ides’ driveway, saw him coming and
spared for him the wave of a conspicuous, unfamiliar white glove; then called genially,
“Better hurry if you expect to get any chicken salad; this crowd’s like old times!” Hatcher
went round the house to the back door, passed through a tumultuous kitchen, ascended the
dark rear stairway, and, with a beating heart, was in his own room.

He removed the grime of the city, and, preoccupied with troubled imaginings,
refurbished himself completely. He had to turn on the light before he donned the long coat
he’d last worn at a classmate’s wedding in June, and after that he became aware that for
some time he’d been hearing music. He listened more attentively. “Great grief!” he
muttered. “Lansor’s orchestra! House full of caterer’s waiters and Lansor’s orchestra.
Well, the good old Ide family’s blowing up with a bang!”

From the top of the front stairway he looked down and saw the broad hall below him
almost jostlingly crowded with people more or less well known to him and of all ages
over seventeen. The house must be packed, he thought. Blended smells came up to him—
odors of coffee, rum-spiced punch, warm foods, clustered flowers and the synthetic scents
with which many women had powdered or sprayed themselves. Thronging noises pressed
upward into his ears, making one conglomerate sound of fiddlings, flutings, the shoutings
of women, interspersing soprano laughter, and the animal-like fanfares of saxophones as
the orchestra, previously dulcet, edged into “swing”. Hatcher came down the stairs slowly,
troubled and antagonistic, nevertheless not unpleasingly aware of himself as a figure of
drama. The sense of crisis was strong upon him. He felt that he was at a turning point in
his life, and he prepared to meet it sternly: he intended to look Mrs. Florian straight in the
eye. Maybe it’d be a good idea to put his hand on his mother’s shoulder first and then look
Mrs. Florian straight in the eye—or would it be better to look Mrs. Florian straight in the
eye first and then put his hand on his mother’s shoulder?

He was looked straight in the eye, himself, before he reached the foot of the stairway.
Dorcy Aldrich, pretty and in pretty clothes, and with her pretty mother, was one of a Tea-
clamorous group there. Laughing with Mary Gilpin and Amy Murray, she turned her



head, glanced up over her shoulder and saw Hatcher. She ascended three steps of the
stairway, stopped him, grasped his elbow roughly and looked him straight in the eye.
“Why so late?” she said. “You oaf, what’s been eating you? Do you think I’'m going to
wear my blue pants out forever raking leaves and weeding from four-thirty to six every
afternoon waiting for you to come by and tell me what’s happened to your idea about
painting those vacant houses? Show me much more of this pouting and you’ll have to get
somebody else to plan trailer trips with and stowing away on a freighter with and life in
the African jungle with. There are a few other wishful-thinking glamor boys in this town,
you know!”

“Not for you, Dorcy!” he said, making an effort to laugh tauntingly. “Go try the
others, just to show me how sore you are!”

He moved down a step, meaning to leave her; but she held his arm strongly. “What
have you stopped coming by for? You tell me!”

He liked this; but used a pleading tone. “I’ve got to go, Dorcy. Honestly. It’s just been
an accident. I’'m working pretty hard these days, and walking all the way home it’s almost
a block shorter to come into Butternut Lane from town at the other end. That’s why—"

“You little liar!” Dorcy said. “You’re more frenzied about me than ever and you’re
acting up merely because Pinkie Wilson—" She stopped, seeing that she had lost his
attention. “Will you listen to me! Who you looking at?”

As they stood thus upon the stairway the music came from the living-room at their
left, where upon the cleared floor there was a crowded dancing. To their right were the
open double doors of Mrs. Ide’s large “reception-room”, which likewise was crowded;
Hatcher stared over moving heads and through this doorway at a face he didn’t know—
that of a dark-eyed, black-haired woman who was talking to his Uncle Victor Linley. She
was slender, tall, had to bend her graceful head a little to look into Mr. Linley’s eyes—
which she seemed to be doing—and Hatcher’s instant impression was of someone
unusual, a person distinguishable from all others anywhere.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“It’s my Ideal!” Dorcy mocked him. “Your fascinating uncle. You’d never be jealous
of poor Pinkie Wilson again if you knew how my heart flutters whenever I see Mr. Victor
Linley. He could have me for just a glance—and about every other gal in the house, too,
darn it! T wish you’d get the dear sweet mysterious man to talk to me seriously, just for
once. He’s the grandest—"

“I don’t mean my uncle,” Hatcher said, and, as he spoke, the gaze of the dark lady
beyond the doorway moved from his uncle’s face, swept slightly upward and came to rest
for an appreciable moment upon himself. He had a new experience. The deeply lustrous
dark eyes seemed to envelop him in an intensely personal comprehension of him, and to
speak to him invitingly, in a mystic language, the silent words best translatable as “You—
and 1.” The deep and brilliant glance passed on, came back to him again, lingered briefly
again, and returned to his uncle’s face. “I don’t mean my uncle,” Hatcher repeated slowly.
“Who’s that girl?”

“Girl?” Dorcy asked. “What girl?”

“The one Uncle Victor’s talking to.”



“Girl?” Dorcy couldn’t believe her ears. “Girl!”

“Who is she, Dorcy?”

“It’s Mrs. Florian!”

“Why, no. I mean the one my uncle—"

“Certainly,” Dorcy said. “Mr. Linley’s talking to her; but don’t you see she hasn’t any

hat and she’s standing between your mother and your Aunt Ada, receiving? Idiot, it’s Mrs.
Florian!”

“Why, no; that can’t be,” he insisted. “Mrs. Florian’s a—"

“Yes; so she is, Hatch. Double grass-widow and all that, though I don’t deny she
doesn’t look it. But calling her a ‘girl’—Murder! Come back to my question. If it isn’t
Pinkie Wilson that’s the matter with you, what is it?”

“Nothing,” the dazed Hatcher said. “Nothing at all.”

Dorcy was left upon the stairway calling after him hotly. “Well, darn you!” Hatcher,
with a blank mind, fumblingly passed through groups in the hall, through the wide
doorway, and stood staring before his mother.

He looked at her; but was only faintly aware of her and so didn’t observe that she’d
used rouge to-day or that her smile was a brief convulsion of the lips. She turned toward
Mrs. Florian. “This is our Hatcher—the little boy next door you once wanted spanked for
chasing your Siamese cat.”

Hatcher might have thought the manner of this introduction outrageously ill-chosen;
but only his ears, not his mind, heard it. Sarah Florian had turned her head and was
looking at him for the third time.
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X

HER WARM DARK eyes, now at close range, avowed an already increased
knowledge of him and a prescience of more. “Yes. Here you are,” the look implied. “Well,
here am I! How much would you care to have that mean?”

There exist constitutionally flirtatious men and boys whose eyes habitually invite the
ladies to adventure; but the thing is more successfully feminine. Men and boys, even to-
day, are of the more gullible sex and readily fail to perceive that the ocular invitations they
receive would be extended to all others of their kind within eye-reach. Hatcher’s field of
vision lost area, excluding everything but Mrs. Florian’s lustrous eyes, the smooth
shapeliness of her ageless face, and the green sparklings of emeralds clipped to her small
ears. The exquisitely dressed black hair had never been cropped; she had it all, and, if her
lips were touched with color not theirs, Hatcher didn’t know it. She spoke, and the very
quality of her slightly hushed contralto voice seemed to say the same thing that her eyes
did, no matter what the words.

“Yes,” Mrs. Florian said in this lovely voice, “you’re Hatcher Linley Ide. Your uncle
pointed you out to me as you stood on the stairway a moment ago.” She gave him a warm
hand with long fingers that closed about his firmly. “I think you look rather like him. Are
you?”

“Me? I—” Hatcher was confused; had really nothing to say. “Do you mean am I like
Uncle Victor?”

She withdrew her hand slowly and smiled. “Is he, Victor?” She didn’t await an
answer. “I’ve been at home for almost a week. When are you coming to see me, Victor?
To-night?”

“Unfortunately—" Mr. Linley began; but his reply consisted of only the one word, for
she stopped him.

“Oh, very!” she said sharply; then her voice was hushedly rich again. “Mr. Ide, will
you be a Moses and find water for me in this wilderness?”

Making his way perforce slowly, though people were beginning to leave, Hatcher had
to go to the dining-room upon the errand. When he returned he found his uncle in the act
of moving away from Mrs. Florian, whose fine complexion showed a heightened color.

“Do! Do go!” Hatcher heard her say, though she spoke under her breath. “You and
your excuses!” Mr. Linley, mildly preoccupied, bowed submissively and continued upon



his way. She took the glass from Hatcher and drank. “Thank you. I much prefer you to
your uncle!” Then, as she gave back the glass, she delighted and astonished him. “Don’t
you go away, too,” she said hurriedly. “A lot of these people are coming back to swarm
about; but it won’t be long. They’re going, and then we—"

She was interrupted and Hatcher politely pushed aside by a group of ladies and a man
or two, all insisting that they must tell her once more how delighted they were that she’d
returned to her native habitat. Holding the half-empty glass, Hatcher stood just outside the
fluctuant semicircle of backs. “And then we—" remained excitingly with him. What
fascinating promise was implied? “And then we—" what?

The exclamative people about Mrs. Florian were succeeded by others. He heard most
of them calling her “Sarah”; but “Sally” came from a few of the older ones; and they were
all noisily polite, congratulating Butternut Lane upon having her again. He caught
glimpses of her through the orifices between bobbing heads; once had another look from
her through such an aperture. “Good!” the look seemed to say. “You understand, you’re
waiting. This’ll soon be over and then we—"

Dorcy’s father and mother took an almost boisterously hospitable leave of the returned
neighbor. “Sarah! As wonderful-looking as ever!” Hatcher heard Mrs. Aldrich exclaiming.
“Harry and I are planning a welcome home dinner for you, Sarah, if you’ll let us.”

The laughter of the rubicund Harry, always hearty, was loud. “Yes, I’m going to make
it splendiferous; but my wife’ll keep it as formal as she can—to stop me from sitting in a
corner with you, Sally!” he explained. “Eleanor’ll do anything to keep us apart because
she’s jealous of you. Been jealous of you all these years—and right she is, at that! Didn’t
tell you yesterday you’re a marvel? Not a line—younger than ever—handsomer than ever
—I swear it!—not a pound too much, still the young Diana!” He finished by shouting
“Ouch!” and roaring jovially as Mrs. Aldrich pushed him along to make way for others.

A cloud of confusion drifted out of Hatcher’s mind, vanished as he stood there; and he
was aware of neither its vanishing nor of its having oppressed his recent imaginings. In
youth’s field of imagination hobgoblin herds may graze night after night, only to be swept
away in an instant by a breath, leaving but buttercups and daisies waving in the sunshine.
Hatcher’d already forgotten his strange wonderings about his father and Mrs. Florian, his
picturings of her as an impending presence. All of his previous thoughts about her were so
magically erased by the sight of her that they didn’t even seem to him preposterous; they
didn’t seem anything at all because they no longer had any existence. Mrs. Florian’s first
upward glance at him as he paused upon the stairway had annihilated everything he’d
heard about her; and now he forgot everything he’d thought about her, himself.

He was unaware, too, that he still stood holding the glass from which she’d drunk and
that his attentive posture could suggest to certain minds a cup-bearer to royalty or an
anxious bedside nurse bearing a precious medicament. Thus his realization that several of
his contemporaries were laughing at him was slow. Across the room, Dorcy Aldrich stood
clutching the shoulder of an almost too good-looking blond boy, and both were in a high
state of merriment, Dorcy’s young cheeks being flushed with it. In the wide doorway, just
behind this pair and halted in the act of leaving, Gilpin Murray, his sister Amy and his
cousin Mary, had heard the laughter and perceived the cause of it. They, too, laughed
freely.



Over the noise of other voices, Hatcher heard Dorcy gurglingly shouting his name, and
he looked at her and young Mr. Wilson with the disapproving wonder of one who beholds
the causeless jocosities of strangers. Dorcy, clinging more helplessly to Pinkie Wilson,
pointed to the glass in Hatcher’s hand; and Hatcher, after seeming surprised to find it
there, set it down inappropriately upon the brown velvet seat of an upholstered chair
beside him.

This increased the enjoyment of the young people who were watching him; in
particular it seemed to carry the mirth of Dorcy and her clutched friend to an ecstasy.
Hatcher stood staring inquiringly—upon which the laughter was even louder—and then
Gilpin Murray, wiping his eyes, departed with his sister and his cousin. Dorcy’s father and
mother joined her and her handsome blond companion; and the party of four moved out
into the hall. Hearty Harry Aldrich had his arm about Dorcy’s mirthful friend’s shoulders,
and Mrs. Aldrich, too, appeared to be delighted with this young man. Somewhere in the
back of Hatcher’s mind was the impression that the Aldriches were rather fondly taking
Pinkie Wilson home to dinner with them; that Dorcy’s parents were making much of him.
This seemed rather silly and in questionable taste, Hatcher thought; but he felt no strong
objection. It seemed to him that poor Dorcy wasn’t looking her best to-day; he’d never
noticed before that her face was almost just the least bit unformed. Somehow, she seemed
to look rather too pink, a little awkward—and too young.

For some time the gabble of hurried high voices had become less voluminous. Cars
rolled away in steady procession from the porte-cochere beside the house, and the front
door was constantly opened for the departure of unchauffeured guests, who gladly began
resting their throats the instant they got them outdoors. The musicians had gone, a final
group in the hall fluttered away; and all at once the scented still air of the bright quiet
rooms seemed filled with the vacuous languor that comes upon a house just emptied of a
throng. Hatcher perceived that Mrs. Florian was taking her leave of his father and his
mother and his Aunt Ada; that she was thanking them and that his father and mother,
though tired, were still valiantly hospitable.

“And then we—" Hatcher thought. He stepped forward and Mrs. Florian took his arm.

“I’'m going to steal you,” she said. “Your mother’s told me I may. Will you mind
taking me home?”

“No; not at all,” he replied. “I’d rather. I mean I—I’ll be delighted.”

He walked with her into the hall, would have turned toward the front door but a
pressure upon his arm guided him the other way. “I think my car will be under the porte-
cochere, Mr. Ide. That’s at the side door, isn’t it?”

“Oh!” he said. “Oh, I beg your pardon!” Then he felt that this was a silly thing to have
said, and began to say it again. “I beg your— I mean, is it? I mean, yes, of course the
porte-cochére’s outside the side door. Yes—I—" His voice seemed to run out of power;
an overwhelming self-consciousness possessed him and he didn’t know how to be rid of
it.

Just inside the door that led to the porte-cochére a mulatto chauffeur stood holding a
long cloak of dark fur. He didn’t offer it to Mrs. Florian; but, after a quick side-glance at
the approaching pair, handed it to Hatcher. Hatcher held it for her, put it deferentially
upon her; they stepped into the lighted car and a moment later rolled in darkness out of the



driveway.

“I want to show you my house,” Mrs. Florian said. “It’s been done over for me in a
terrific hurry; but I think you’ll see that it’s agreeably changed.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Hatcher said. “Maybe I was in it once or twice years ago; but I
don’t remember.”

“It’s just as well that you don’t. What a dreary place it was then!—all early Twentieth
Century American, largely over-stuffed satin sofas and lamps six feet high with enormous
fringed shades. It always oppressed me horribly. I took the first desperate chance of
escape.”

Hatcher had a qualm. Hadn’t Aunt Ada or somebody told him that Sarah Lash had
married a Spanish tenor “almost overnight”? Already the thought hurt him. Did the “first
desperate chance of escape” mean that Spaniard? “You—" he began; then finished
inadequately, “you did?”

They were in the light again, for the swift car had already brought them to her door, or
at least to the foot of a flight of stone steps that led up to one of her doors. It opened,
apparently of itself, as Hatcher and Mrs. Florian reached the top step; but, when they’d
passed into a high and wide dim hall, he perceived that the person who had opened the
door, and now closed it with care that it should make no noise, was a Philippine Islander
in white. Mrs. Florian made a gesture toward a doorway at the left.

“Give me fifteen minutes,” she said, and walked quickly down the hall toward a
stairway.

Hatcher went into the room at the left, and, although the light was there as faint as in
the hall, found himself reminded of Eighteenth Century French prints that he’d seen
somewhere. A dark reflection of himself approached him in a long mirror over a narrow
marble mantelpiece upon which stood a pair of two-pronged crystal candelabra wherein
wax candles burned. From the high long ceiling, like floating crystalline ghosts, hung
aligned three unlighted glass chandeliers; but other candles in sconces upon the walls gave
the room a spotty illumination. He saw delicate needlepoint sofas, palely brocaded chairs
with curved slim legs, fragile-looking tables with gilt little boxes and porcelain figurines
upon them. He’d seen rooms done in the French style before—usually called “Louie
Cans” by sturdy Americans—but this one, he thought, had something different about it, a
finer validity. A harmonizing fadedness everywhere made him feel himself in the presence
of “genuine antiques”, daunting because he knew nothing about them.

Mrs. Florian naturally would have just such things as part of her background; so he
was thinking when the Filipino who had admitted them came in, bringing cocktails and
cigarettes. Hatcher took a cocktail and a cigarette, sat down and tried to prepare something
effective to say when Mrs. Florian should return. A little gold and porcelain clock upon a
marquetry and ormulu commode struck seven in a tiny silver voice. This was the dinner
hour at home, and the clock didn’t help him to prepare a witty word or two with which to
greet her entrance. “I’m sunk because I've got to hop,” was the best he thought he could
do, and it didn’t seem to be in the right key. He said nothing at all when she came.

Not because of men’s alleged preference for black velvet did she wear this fabric; she
knew that her eyes and hair suggested it, and thus she appeared to Hatcher as a woman all
of finely shaped black velvet and an ineffable pearliness—this latter quality being put into



his mind, without his knowing it, by the pearls with which she’d supplanted the emeralds
clipped to her ears in the afternoon. Hatcher had seen handsome women in black velvet
and pearls before; but, like the reproductions of French furniture he’d beheld elsewhere,
they now seemed to him imitations and spurious.

An effulgence seemed to come into the room, glowing about Sarah Florian. This was a
hypnotic phosphorescence produced in Hatcher’s mind by the stirring grace with which
she came into view and moved toward him. She did nothing, not even the crossing of a
threshold, without somehow making what she did dramatic, and to Hatcher she seemed to
advance not only into the room but into a fate predestined to march with his. He’d planned
to be tough in a tough-grown world; but he was young, and, in a changing universe, some
things don’t change.

“I should have consulted you as well as your mother,” she said, once more enriching
his hearing with the lovely voice. “I’m keeping you to dinner with me unless you— In
America do people still say they have ‘a date’?”

“I haven’t.” This was beyond his hoping. “If I had I’d—I"d skip it. I wouldn’t mind
standing anybody up. I’d rather.”

“I think T won’t take you over the house,” she said. “There’s too much of it and we’ll
just talk, instead; but we have time now before dinner for me to show you just one thing.
Perhaps it won’t interest you much. I’d like to see if it does.” She crossed the room to an
inner door. “Will you follow me?”

“Why, certainly!” he responded, and was at once sorry he’d said it. For some reason
“Why, certainly” hadn’t sounded just right.

Keeping a little in advance of him, she led him through a corridor, and he wished that
the soles of his shoes didn’t make such a noise upon its marble floor; but unless he went
on tiptoe, which would be ridiculous, there didn’t seem to be any help for it. At the end of
the corridor was an old brown, worm-holed closed door under a pointed stone arch. “What
I’'m going to show you,” she said, “I had before I escaped from this town and this house
that the foolish war’s driven me back to. It’s just the same as it was before I left. I haven’t
changed it, because it means a part of my girlhood that can still stir wings within me.”

She opened the door and they stepped into what seemed to Hatcher a small stone-
walled Gothic chapel. Opposite him was the stained-glass window he’d seen flash into
color one night, and before it stood something like an altar, a priedieu between lighted big
candles spiked upon tall candlesticks of ancient wrought iron. Hatcher was puzzled but
reverent.

“This was my oratory when I was a young girl,” Mrs. Florian said. “At fifteen I
became a Romanist and offered up long, long prayers here. Of course I’'m a pagan now.
Every sensible person is; don’t you think?”

“Yes,” Hatcher replied, and just stopped himself from saying “Why, certainly!” again.

“I’m a pagan,” she repeated, facing the priedieu. “Only pagans can find any reality in
this brief flight of a swallow’s wing across the light, this little flicker of consciousness we
call life.” She turned her eyes to him gravely. “Being a pagan, I’'m never false to myself;
I’'m never cowardly enough to resist my impulses. You understand that I had one the first
moment I saw you, don’t you?”



“An impulse about—about me? You mean you had an impulse to bring me home with
you?”

“Yes—even to bring you here, to my oratory, with me. I wondered.”

“You did? You wondered—"

“I wondered if you were somebody with whom I could be utterly myself.”

“Well, I certainly hope so,” Hatcher said. “I’m sure I—”

“We’ll see,” she interrupted, speaking softly. “I’m a pagan but—isn’t it strange?—I’m
still religious. I’ve never once in my life come into this place without saying a prayer. I

don’t know to whom or to what I pray; but I always do it. I’'m afraid you’ll have to let
me.”

Hatcher felt alarmingly clumsy. “You mean—right now?”

“Yes, I do.” She smiled at him; then was grave again. Turning away from him
suddenly, she advanced a long, sweeping step toward the priedieu, sank with disarming
grace upon one knee before it, raised both arms high, widely apart; then slowly brought
the palms of her hands together, and closed her eyes. Her shapely lips moved, and the
uplifted hands, pearly in the thin still candlelight, remained poised for moments; there
were rhythmic faint gleamings in the trimly waved thick black hair, and Hatcher knew that
never before had he seen so beautiful a kneeling figure. He was startled but touched, too,
by so much faith in his sympathetic understanding; and she was quickly upon her feet
again, as gracefully as she’d sunk down.

“There!” she said, and smiled wistfully. “Does that prove what I wondered about
you?”
“I certainly—I do hope so.”

“No,” she interrupted. “You’re only thinking you’ve just found out how theatrical I
can be!”

“I’m not,” he assured her. “Indeed I'm not! I wouldn’t have any such idea.”

“You’re sure? Then perhaps I’1l tell you what I prayed.” Again she seemed doubtful of
him. “Americans nowadays use an expression, I believe—*putting on an act’. You’re sure
you don’t think that’s what I’ve just been doing for you?”

“No, no! Never! I wouldn’t—"

She smiled again, and nodded, satisfied. “No, I see you don’t. You do understand.
You’'re very different from your uncle. He used to tell me that my little oratory was—was
near-silk!” Her smile departed.

“Uncle Victor?” Hatcher said. “No, I’m really not a bit like him; you never can tell
what he’s going to say.”

“No, you cannot. I found that out long ago. He doesn’t seem to have changed a great
deal.”

“Well—” Hatcher didn’t care to put in much time, just now, talking about his uncle.
“You said perhaps you’d tell me what you prayed.”

“Perhaps I shall. You’re taller than your uncle, more an Ide than a Linley, and yet
there’s something about you that’s like him. I thought I noticed he limps a little more than



he used to.”
“Yes,” Hatcher said. “He got smashed up a bit in the other World War, you know.”
“Yes, I know. I suppose that’s still found a part of his fascination for the girls?”
“ ‘Girls’?” Hatcher was puzzled. “Of course they like him and make the sort of fuss

over him they do over older people; but if you mean do they get gaga about him, why, of
course they wouldn’t on account of his age.”

“I see,” Mrs. Florian said. “No, of course they wouldn’t—on account of his age. I
suppose, though, in older circles—among faded widows and married women—"

“Oh, yes; everybody likes him.”

“Naturally.” She gave Hatcher a side-glance and smiled again. “We won’t waste any

more words on him. We’re more interesting, ourselves, aren’t we? Do you like my little
oratory?”

“I think it’s great.”

She looked down, then up; and laughed charmingly. “And me?”

This took his breath. “I think—TI think you’re the goods!” he said, and, again feeling
off key, he tried to do better. “I think you’re rather glorious.”

“Nonsense!”

“I do!”

“Then—" She stopped laughing. “Then I’ll tell you what I prayed. I prayed that I
might find a new friend. Since I came home I’ve heard another American expression. See
if T use it correctly. I prayed that I might find a new friend. ‘So what?’ ”

“Do you mean—" he began.
“Yes, I do!”
“Oh!” Hatcher said.

They stood looking at each other then in a silence that seemed spontaneous between
them and was understood by Hatcher as a ceremonial hush following the completion of an
emotional compact—one that was to be effective his whole life long. This look, full of
earnest promises on his part and mysteries on hers, was slowly being severed when
another Philippine Islander, not he who had opened the front door, spoke from the
entrance to the corridor.

>

“Madam serve’.
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XI

MRS. Frorian ExpLAINED that her dining-room was a vast and lonely place
still occupied by scaffolding and step-ladders; they dined in a small but rosy bower,
lighted by candles and a brisk little fire. The guest, no expert, suspected that he partook of
subtle foods and distinguished wines; but he wasn’t able to give them much attention. He
was not himself—at least not as he’d heretofore known himself. He wished to talk
brilliantly, but could barely talk at all; and, when he did, he heard himself with misgiving.
He couldn’t remember ever listening to himself before when he spoke; he wished he’d
formed the habit, for even his pronunciation of certain simple words seemed execrable. He
heard himself burring his R’s and nasally shortening his A’s, and, when once or twice he
tried to improve his utterance, he blushed in shame of the affectation. He felt fluttery
under the breastbone; his head seemed to be filled with light—rosy amber light, a little
foggy. Sometimes he didn’t know what the lady across the table was saying to him; he
was too preoccupied with just the sound of her voice and the sight of her face above the
bowl of yellow-hearted pink small chrysanthemums in the center of the lacy table.

Fortunately he wasn’t expected to say much. She told him of her life in France, now
and then speaking of it intimately. “How quickly a whole phase of one’s existence can
become dreamlike!” she said, finishing this subject. “Already it seems a mere vapor of my
imagination that I ever lived in that villa at Vesinet. Sometimes I wonder how on earth it’s
happened that here I am again in this American Midland town that I was born in; but of
course I had to come somewhere—and here was this house of mine. I couldn’t stay in
France, and naturally I had to become an American citizen again, with a man as grasping
as Colonel Florian trying to seize upon everything—oh, yes; even after the decree of
divorce! I suppose one learns to live through almost anything, even through scenes of
unspeakable sordidness. One mustn’t go into the details of a disillusionment, though, not
even with a—friend.”

“Please do,” Hatcher said. “I’d like to hear ’em. I mean—I don’t mean—I mean—"

“No, no.” She smiled, and rose from the table. “We’ll talk of lovelier things. If you’ve
finished your coffee we’ll just sit by the fire and pretend we’ve known each other ever
since we were born. Could you?”

Hatcher could; and, upon a gesture from her, the two Islanders who had begun to clear
the table moved a delicate little sofa from the wall and placed it before the fire. Hatcher
and Mrs. Florian sat down, side by side. She waved her cigarette toward his and the two



thin streams of smoke were joined for a moment before disappearing upward in the
firelight.

“People’s lives are like that sometimes, aren’t they?” she said. “They float to each
other—mingle a while—then separate like that—and go up the chimney! Are our two
lives like that, perhaps?”

“Our two lives?” Hatcher spoke in a low voice. “Yours and mine? I certainly hope—"

“Help me,” she said, and leaned back. “Almost all the faces at your mother’s this
afternoon were familiar to me; but I’ve forgotten so much—the names and who people are
and what they are. I must begin to know about them again of course, since I’m to live with
them. You’ll tell me?”

“Sure. I mean—"

“I tried,” Mrs. Florian went on. “This morning, for instance, I took the telephone book
and began to pick out the names I remembered and bring to mind the faces that belonged
to them. Curiously, I recall quite a number of names that aren’t in the telephone book any
more. By the way, your uncle’s was one of them.” She laughed absently. “Does he feel
himself to be so terrifically important nowadays that he won’t have his name in the
telephone book?”

“Uncle Victor?”
“Yes, Victor Linley. Is he so besieged by telephone calls that he—”

“Good Lord, no!” Hatcher said. “I mean, certainly not business calls. He hasn’t even
got an office any more.”

“He’s retired?”
“Retired? No. Plumb flopped!” Hatcher said. “The Depression—"
“Really?” Mrs. Florian spoke quickly. “But he always—~

“Uncle Victor’s an architect, you know, and for years there hasn’t been any building
going on, to speak of.”

“I see.” She was meditative for a moment. “I’m glad he didn’t come to-night. I
suppose you heard me asking him? If he’d come it would have prevented—this!” With
light fingers she just touched the back of Hatcher’s hand. “I suppose when ladies want to
get hold of him—if they still do—they call him at his club. I think it used to be the Carlyle
Club; but to-day, in the telephone book, I couldn’t find—”

“No, it’s out,” Hatcher said. “It’s gone and he doesn’t belong to any nowadays. I’'m
afraid you’ll have to get used to a lot of things being different; I’ve had to do that, myself.
For instance, most of those people you met this afternoon at my mother’s, old Butternut
Lane and Company, of course they’re still putting up a front all right; but a lot of it must
be just window-dressing—certainly wit