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CHAPTER ONE
IF THE EMINENT HAMILTON Vupp, who disappears from this tale in two pages, had not, that same morning, scribbled upon his engagement pad, “E 5:30 S,” the lives of some twenty-one people might never have changed.
Vupp was a renowned novelist, lecturer, and book-club judge; E. was a blonde named Evelyn whom Vupp preferred to his wife; S. was the Stork Club where he was to meet her promptly at five-thirty. It was now just short of five and the meeting was just short of total paralysis.
Vupp considered these two opposed factors with his usual urbanity. Down on Fifth Avenue, in the smoky twilight, the Cathedral chimes began to ring out five o’clock. He looked at his watch for corroboration and then at his five fellow judges of Best Selling Books, Incorporated. Each weary face was stubbornly dedicated to duty; in each pair of eyes was a miserable but pure mulishness; each pair of jaws was set with the willingness to do battle for another two hours. Seven o’clock, Vupp thought. Evelyn Larkin was not a girl one kept waiting until seven o’clock.
“Why,” he began tentatively, “don’t we compromise?”
The last word might have been an obscenity shouted in a church. All about him there was a quick lowering of eyes, a perceptible hardening of facial muscles. Nobody spoke. Vupp looked at his colleagues, three feminine, two masculine, with something like determined compassion, and waited.
At last, Ethel Flannegin, the renowned novelist, lecturer, and book-club judge, said, “On what?”
Vupp was gazing at the half-dozen sets of bound galleys spread on the table before him. He laid two fingers on the top edge of one set and slid his thumb under the lower edge, as though he were taking its pulse. He nodded at its typed label and said, “On The Good World.” In his voice was a faint note of surprise and as he added, “It’s really very good,” his face took on the look of one who, closing his eyes for a moment in the midst of a desertlike plain, opens them to discover before him a mountain towering to the heavens. “The Good World,” he repeated.
Silence greeted him. He hitched his chair closer to the table. “According to our reports, we all liked it, though we realized that a political fantasy couldn’t hope for the reader acceptance we could count on with The Bride or Prairie Night.” For a moment he looked sad; his unknowing hand strayed to The Bride, caressingly. Then with resolute and final disavowal, he pulled back from it and said, “But this three-three deadlock has now lasted”—he glanced at his watch once more; it was two minutes past five and he simply had to stop off and change his shirt before meeting Evelyn—“has lasted nearly six hours.” His voice was still urbane, but authority had entered it. His conscience smote him, but only once.
The five other judges looked morose.
“The Good World,” Miss Flannegin murmured, testing it.
“The Good World,” Vupp replied. He leaned his chin on his knuckles, slid his thumb upward on his jawbone, and thought of his new electric razor. “There’s another point,” he went on softly again. “We might, by selecting something as literary as World, stop some of the, ah, endless criticism we’ve been receiving since we became bigger than the Literary Guild and the Book-of-the-Month Club.”
“That is a point,” said Chauncey Fister, the renowned biographer, lecturer, and book-club judge.
“It really is,” echoed Miss Flannegin.
Thirteen minutes later, at a quarter past five, the compromise was voted, the six judges rose wearily, a novel by one Gregory Johns had earned $104,000 before publication (this sum to be split equally by the author and his publishers), and Hamilton Vupp was handed a telephone message-slip informing him that Miss Larkin was sorry she would be unable to meet him before seven o’clock.
As a rule, it is easier to determine the precise minute at which a murder occurred than name the one in which good-fortune began. But in the case of the twenty-one people referred to earlier, although not in equal degree for each of them, it is thus possible to say that a quarter past five on January 17th, 1949, was the golden turning point of their lives. Not only did the Goddess of Success—so willful, so disdainful to would-be seducers—not only did she succumb deliciously in that single instant, but her two adorable handmaidens, Fame and Fortune, both capitulated as well.
However, it was some time before any of those most intimately concerned knew of their unlikely victory. That Gregory Johns—whose first novel had sold eighteen hundred and two copies; whose second novel had sold forty-two hundred and twenty-seven copies; whose third novel had sold fifty-nine hundred and twelve copies, and whose fourth novel had sold thirty-three hundred and ninety copies—that this same Gregory Johns had had his fifth novel selected by Best Selling Books, the greatest and most prosperous of all the book clubs in America—this was news which, with an almost virginal, shyness, refused to show itself too soon.
It was Mr. Lyman French, the President of B.S.B., who had the pleasant task each month of notifying one of America’s large or small publishing houses that its entry had been selected. But when, late that January afternoon, Mr. Lyman French called Digby and Brown, which certainly was not one of the large publishing houses in the country, though there were others that were even smaller, the telephone operator there reported Mr. Digby in Chicago and Mr. Brown already gone for the day. Their secretaries were not in the office either. Would anybody else do? Who was calling, please?
The voice at her ear announced with some asperity, “It’s Mr. French of B.S.B. The meeting is just over and I have to talk to somebody major.”
The telephone operator instantly Knew. Never before in all her thousands of hours at Digby and Brown’s switchboard had such a message come through, but she Knew. In ten years at Digby and Brown, she had picked up a hundred tidbits of information about the world of books, about authors and contracts and subsidiary rights; her ability to arrive at the proper four from the unexpected two and two very nearly amounted to that Infallibility which most human beings never dream of attaining. Thus, at this juncture, with the vibrations of Mr. French’s voice not yet snubbed out on the tympanum of her ear, she had arrived at the Only Conclusion Possible. Mr. French himself on the line—the meeting just over—somebody major. It had to be. Her heart beat harder. She was in on a great event.
“I’ll locate Mr. Digby in Chicago,” she said, “or Mr. Brown, or one of the editors. Somebody. I’ll stay right here until I reach somebody. Will you be there, Mr. French, or at your home?”
Her back straightened, her fingers flew at the cords and plugs, her mind raced up and down the possible bars of West Fifty-Second Street where one or another of the D. and B. executives might be. Only a day or two ago she’d read in a newspaper where a switchboard operator remained on duty with flames licking the very walls at her back; she suddenly remembered the story and her hands shook. Finally she succeeded in reaching Mr. Digby at his hotel in Chicago and gave him the message.
“My God,” said Luther Digby, “it must be the Johns book—we had nothing else to send over this month. My God, it can’t be.”
She offered him the telephone numbers of B.S.B. and of Mr. Lyman French’s Fifth Avenue apartment. “Hadn’t you better take down Mr. Johns’ telephone number too—just in case it is?”
“Yes, give it to me, just in case. You have a head on your shoulders, Janet.”
At this unwonted praise from Mr. Digby, Janet’s pride in herself soared sky-high. An instant later it crashed.
“Oh, Mr. Digby, I just remembered. Mr. Johns hasn’t a phone any more—after his last book he took it out to cut expenses.”
“Well, his agent’s number then.”
“He hasn’t had an agent since the book before that one. I think his brother acts as his agent.”
A groan assailed her ear. Then Mr. Digby said, “Janet, will you stay there till I call you back? I may want to dictate a telegram.”
Janet’s back straightened once more. “I’ll stay right here,” she said and her voice rang.
At this moment Gregory Johns laid aside his pencil, tore the top page from a yellow pad on his scarred old desk, shoved his chair back so he could stretch his legs full length under it, and called out, “Are you nearly through, Abby?” He did not raise his voice; the apartment was so small and its walls so thin that intercommunication between its rooms was comfortably easy.
From the other room, their bedroom, came the sound of a typewriter carriage sliding back hard and his wife’s voice saying, “In about five minutes.”
He rose and began to walk about the living room where he worked by day and where their daughter slept by night. From a small table at the head of the transformable sofa, he picked up a magazine and idly turned its pages. An advertisement asked him, “Would you like to retire at 55 on $200 a month?” and aloud he said, “Not particularly; I’d rather write.”
“What?”Abby called.
“Nothing. Just that I wouldn’t like to retire at fifty-five on two hundred dollars a month.” He heard her laugh and laughed with her. Then he remembered he hadn’t answered Ed Barnard, returned to his desk, rummaged about for a penny postcard, and wrote rapidly. “If you have to, you have to, and Thursday it is. But no more of this disregard for our Tuesdays, PLEASE. Regards, G.” He addressed it and thought, It actually does take less time than digging around in your head for a number, dialing an approximate one, explaining to an irritated voice that you’re sorry, looking all over the place for the little red book, and then yelling to Abby, “Ed’s home phone is University four—six-four-what-what?”
He smiled, waved the postcard in the air to dry it, remembered that he had written it in pencil, stuck it into his pocket, and found himself pleased with this absurdity and all absurdities.
He began to sing softly but, as always after four or five notes, the treachery of modulation tripped him and he stopped short, continuing only inside his head where his rendition was perfect. His voice was low and of a beautiful resonance and depth, but he was unable to stay on pitch through the first line of anything, even “My Country, ’Tis of Thee” or “Silent Night.” This was a considerable, and almost daily, cross for him to bear, since his craving to listen to music was surpassed only by his desire to sing it, and he was grieved that his joy in melody, blessed though it was, should lie only in receiving, never in giving. He detested his larynx. It mystified and depressed him.
Very little else in his personal life, however, seemed depressing or detestable. Unlike most authors, Gregory Johns was a reasonably contented man. And unlike most unsuccessful authors, he did not assume that every writer with money in the bank, a sizable apartment, a maid, a car, and a well-dressed wife, was necessarily of a baser moral or artistic fiber than himself, nor that every best-selling novel was invariably inferior to his own.
Neither did he castigate himself as a failure. He loved to write and he wrote. Since childhood, he had wanted to be an author and he was an author. He had moments of disappointment and periods of worry about practicalities like unpaid bills, but very few of self-doubt or depression. At thirty-nine he had written five novels, hundreds of book reviews, several short stories for “the quality magazines,” which paid in prestige rather than in more worldly coin, and thousands of articles and fillers for newspapers and newspaper syndicates, which paid in little of either. For twenty years he had been an extremely hard-working man, and for twenty years his entire income from all forms of writing had averaged about forty dollars a week, thus matching the average income of Grade B taxi-drivers, waiters in medium-price restaurants, and garbage collectors. Bricklayers, plumbers, garage mechanics, and butlers in stylish houses could not have afforded to change places with him.
Nevertheless, Gregory Johns was at peace with himself, if not with the world of atom bombs, loyalty oaths, the Berlin Airlift, and the climbing temperature of the cold war. What combination of glandular balance, metabolism, pulse rate, blood pressure, and philosophy accounted for his state of well-being is perhaps impossible to determine, but the fact remains that he was singularly free from those modern ailments we call neuroses, aggressions, compulsions, insecurities—except one—and self-destructive impulses. He loved his wife Abby (for Abigail) and his daughter Hat (for Harriet). They loved him. They also approved of him though Hat, at seventeen, sorrowed often over the clothes she wanted and could not have, and Abby longed for a larger icebox and a four-room apartment instead of a three. Abby not only loved and approved of him but helped him in his research, typed his manuscripts, listened to his plots, and augmented his income by writing brief reviews of children’s books and detective stories. Since children’s books and detective stories were written and published endlessly, she often added as much as twelve dollars to the weekly Johns income.
Apart from these major blessings he had many minor ones. He was not susceptible to the common cold, he had only four fillings in his thirty-two teeth, his hair remained thick and one shave a day sufficient. He was six-one in height and had put on enough weight so that people called him lanky instead of skinny as they had when he was a boy. He no longer fumed and fretted that his one brother and four sisters, as well as their parents, had 20-20 vision while he, through some sportive quirk of genes, had always needed to wear glasses. He knew he was fairly good-looking and that Abby persisted in thinking him handsome.
In short the dissatisfactions and griefs and indignations that visited the mind and heart of Gregory Johns were only those vast ones which must come to all thoughtful and humane men. He did not turn them out like undesirable tenants to be dispossessed. Rather he harbored them closely so that he could study them, ponder their complexities, discover and use the energies generated by them. Sometimes he failed; at other times he succeeded. The Good World had taken its first nebulous form in his mind nearly two years ago, when he and Abby and their neighbors, the Zatkes, had been discussing mankind’s inability—or was it reluctance?—to outlaw war and the relentless rhythmic recurrence of war. That very night he had begun to sketch out the book, and the next morning to write it. It had gone, for him, rather quickly, though not easily; nothing ever went easily from his soft black pencils to the pad on which he set down his first drafts. And because he instinctively avoided the hot painful language of outrage, he had turned to fantasy, even to optimism, in telling a story half a century in the future.
Except for Ed Barnard, his editor, nobody at Digby and Brown had been too happy with the manuscript, but this was not unusual enough to startle him. A few critics seemed to take his work seriously and perhaps that fact deterred his publishers from any drastic decisions about dropping him from what they always called “our list.” In any case, happy or no, they had never yet rejected any book he had ever submitted.
They’ll be even less happy, Gregory Johns thought now, with this new one I’m starting, but I can’t help that. He put his hand on the few sheets before him, his long fingers protectively spread over as large a surface as they could span. In the bedroom Abby said, “There!” and recognizable sounds of finality came to him: a page ripped out of the typewriter, something else rolled in, three brief spurts of rapid typing and again the energetic ripping out. She had addressed the envelope. Her batch of reviews was done.
She appeared at the door and eyed the yellow pages. “Is it going now, Gregory?”
“I think yes,” he said and nodded slowly two or three times. He gathered the sheets, held them loosely in both hands, and slapped their bottom edges briskly on the desk. Then he turned them sideways and repeated the operation. He liked the crisp tap-tap they made. “Tomorrow, of course, I may think no.”
“Naturally.”
He glanced at the top right-hand corner of the last sheet and looked up at her. “Page seven—quite a lot of progress from a month ago when I was at page thirty-three.” He smiled and asked, “Is Hat meeting us there or here?”
“There. Do I look all right?”
“Yes,” he said. She does, he thought, she always does. He liked her slight figure and blond hair. He admired the faint lines around her mouth for not being lines of disapproval and discontent, as they so often were in wifely faces at thirty-eight. He stood up, stretching, and added, “You look fine. You’re all ready to go, aren’t you?” His back ached a little; he had been at the desk for eight hours, except for luncheon. It was a familiar ache, almost pleasant, since it meant he had been working well enough to need no pacing up and down. “Did we get them a present?”
“The preoccupied mind,” she answered.
“Oh, Lord, the sherry,” he said mildly. They had decided on sherry a week ago and gone out together to buy it.
“Come on, wash up and get a tie on. We’re due there at six-thirty and I promised Cindy we’d be prompt.” She looked at him thoughtfully. “We ought to take it off their hands next year—there’ll be eighteen of us tonight.”
“Thornton likes it,” he said lazily. “It makes him feel expansive.”
“But Cindy doesn’t. It’s a lot of work and it costs a lot.”
“Just the same.”
“I suppose they both like being able to do it. But next year—” Dubiously she measured the small room with her eyes. “We’d have to have some sort of outdoor picnic.”
“In midwinter?”
“We could pretend your father and mother were married in June, 1905, instead of January, 1905.”
He counted fingers.
“That would have made Thorn a five-month premie—he wouldn’t like that.”
She said, “No, he wouldn’t,” and went back to the bedroom ahead of him. He washed, chose one of his three ties, and strolled over to the windows. They were in the rear of the house and he looked out at the backs of the other four-story apartment houses, identical with each other and his own, that ranged chunkily around the interior “garden.” The afternoon light was fading from winter-dry grass and red brick walls, outlines were softening, sounds muting. He liked this time of day.
Martin Heights was one of the pioneer “Garden Developments” on Long Island, reasonably priced to begin with and then low-priced during the black depth of the depression when he and Abby had moved into their $42.00-a-month living room, bedroom, kitchen, and bath. In fifteen years, the initial strictness about community rules had waned and then died. Baby carriages were now permitted anywhere within the enclosure instead of only on the crosswalks, and children’s bicycles and scooters and toys leaned against every available yard of brick wall. But the redness of the brick had dimmed, the shrubs had grown; only about one in three of the young maples planted at rigid intervals twenty years before had taken firm root and flourished, and now the casual spacing of the stripped trees let one forget that a purposeful landscape architect had originally put them there.
Not bad, Gregory thought. You’re supposed to chafe against anything so suburban, but I rather like it. Here and there a single window, or a string of windows, was already lighted and this pleased him also. During daylight, the unblinking panes, in their undeviating horizontals crossed by verticals, gave the square a hard precision, but at twilight, the softening began, and he was always responsive to it.
He looked forward to the family evening ahead. It would be uneventful but free of strain; he would not have to devote most of his energy to combating an inner frozen shakiness, as he would at any other large social gathering. He never thought of himself as antisocial, but he shrank from meeting new people and always had; a pitiless knot of shyness began to tie up inside him at the very idea of walking into a room where he would find strangers. He never knew what to say; exploratory chatter was notably not one of his gifts.
He assumed that this must stem from something buried deep in his earliest childhood but he did not often struggle to unearth it. Children developed one way or another; his sisters and Thorn were quite the opposite, but as far back as he could remember himself at all, he was painfully uneasy with new people. By the time he was seven or eight, he had heard himself called “a timid little thing” many times, and when he was twelve—
Once again he was at Thorn’s sixteenth birthday party, the bespectacled kid brother in knee pants ignored by the crowd of guests who were all as old as Thorn. He was desperately anxious to join in, to seem as carefree as they, when suddenly, prompted by he knew not what, he addressed himself to Thorn’s special girl. In his piping voice, he loudly announced, “Next week I’m going to have a puppy,” and Janie Hyatt said, “You don’t look pregnant,” and the whole room rocked with laughter.
He was again running out of the door, away from that laughing, away from the eyes, away from the strange faces—
Gregory Johns came back to the present. Being happy with Abby had helped him conquer most of his shyness; he rather thought he could have outgrown it completely, had it not suited him to remain its victim. Once, years ago, he had offered this hypothesis to Abby; she had looked at him with wise and merry eyes, and said, “Nobody ever wrote a chapter at a big party.”
One of the many sound good things about Abby was that she had accepted him as he was and never sought to change him. She seemed no more gregarious than he, though he was sure that if she had married a man who liked to go out a great deal, and to entertain often at home, like Thornton, her adaptability would have made her like it too. As it was, she seemed content with his family and the Barnards and a few neighbors in the same street—the Smiths, the Feins, and especially the Zatkes, whose apartment was just the other side of their living-room wall, and whom Abby had come to regard as another kind of family.
She had no family of her own now, except for distant cousins. She had grown up in a small town on the Cape; her father had been a lawyer who doubled as summer renting agent for Wellfleet and Truro, and her mother, also an Abigail and always called by all three syllables of it, had been as Puritan and reserved as if she had come down intact from her eighteenth-century ancestors. Abby had gone to Pembroke College in Providence, expecting to be a teacher or librarian, but after two years, she had left and gone to New York. She had enrolled in a short story course at Columbia, and there they had met when she spoke to him after one of his stories had been read and discussed in class. “It’s awfully good,” she had said; “it could be the first chapter of a novel.” “I’m writing a novel,” he had answered and they had stayed in the hall outside the classroom, talking for a long time. He was never, even then, ill at ease when he spoke of writing.
Gregory turned away from the window. He could hear Abby tugging and pulling at the warped door of the cabinet in the kitchen and he went in quickly.
“I keep forgetting to plane that thing down,” he said.“Here, let me.” He pulled at it with short jerks; it flew open and banged at his shoulder. Abby lifted out a long white box prettily tied with loops of red and silver ribbon, and he remembered teasing her on Christmas mornings, for straightening out and rolling up discarded bows and bindings.
“I’ll remind you about planing it tomorrow,” she said. “And don’t forget your letter.”
“What letter?” Immediately he thought, My world government piece, and felt sheepish. To have risen early, while the family was asleep, with the idea for the short editorial strong in his mind, to have sat freezing on a kitchen stool while he wrote it, to have liked it better than anything he had ever sent in to the committee—and then to have been on the point of leaving it behind on his desk!
Pre-school mind, he amended ruefully, and fetched the letter. He followed Abby through the door and thrust it at her. She was talking to Mary Zatke in the small square hallway that served their adjoining apartments, and took it absently, but he knew she would see that it was mailed. He remembered Barnard’s postcard and gave that to Abby also.
“—at your mother-in-law’s?” Mary Zatke was asking.
“No, at my brother-in-law’s.”
“Well, tell me all about it tomorrow.”
“There won’t be much to tell,” said Gregory.



CHAPTER TWO
IF THOSE FIVE O’CLOCK CHIMES could have drifted all the way down Fifth Avenue to the noble arch at Washington Square and then on for another few miles southward, they might have brought a moment of cheer to a tall fair-haired man in an office at the lower tip of Manhattan.
As it was, the only sound that came to him was the restless drumming of his own fingertips on the desk blotter before him. It was a muted tattoo in an odd rhythm, made by running the tips of four fingers rapidly over the blotter and then striking his ring finger twice against it before beginning the little arpeggio all over again with his pinky. He had repeated this accented pattern dozens of times and did not know he was doing it. All he knew was that he wished to hell the evening ahead were over. It would be so dull. So absolutely goddam dull.
As his fingers flew, his eyes remained fixed on the top page of a memo pad at one side of the blotter. Nothing was written there, but in neat printing across the top ran the legend,
“From the office of G. Thornton Johns.” Below that, in two banks of smaller capitals appeared
 
	LIFE	FIRE
	HEALTH	MARINE
	ACCIDENT	BONDING
	BURGLARY	LIABILITY
	COMPENSATION	AUTOMOBILE

The stacked words caught his attention and his flying fingers came to rest. He picked up a pencil and began to draw a descending line connecting the top corners of the final letters in the first bank, and then the top corners of the initial letters in the second bank. He could not get a true V and wished, for the hundredth time, that “burglary” had two more characters in it, to maintain the symmetry of the arrangement from the four-letter word at the top to the twelve-letter word at the bottom. Four, six, eight, eight, twelve was no good, he thought, and began to count the letters on the right bank; the right bank was even worse. Four, six, seven, nine, ten—he shoved the pad away disconsolately.
To describe Thornton Johns merely as a tall, handsome, fair-haired man is to ignore those particularities of contour and coloring which would set him apart from other tall, handsome, and fair-haired men. He would have stood three inches over six feet if he were bald, or if his hair lay spraddled or pasted flat to his scalp. But slightly over an inch was added to his six-three by the vigorously upstanding cropped hair on top of his—elsewhere—closely cut skull. This haircut gave considerable distress to his barber, who would murmur, without a halt in the rhythm of his rapid snipping, “Crew cut—she ain’t such the rage now, Mr. Johns.”
“Yeah, I know, but I like her.”
He did not like the tow color of his hair, fearing that someone might take it for white or gray. No one ever did. So lean a face, so bright an eye, so vigorous a body gave no associative hints of middle age. He still looked the ex-college athlete, which he was, and if occasionally he had to frown at the bathroom scale in the morning, he had the requisite will power to cut out carbohydrates and butterfats for enough days to make frowning unnecessary.
Now, however, Thornton Johns was frowning. His lower lip was caught at the left of his mouth by vexed teeth and there was a scowl in his eyes, which were blue, and noticeable in that they gave the hasty observer an impression of being triangular. This was because their upper lids had a down-slanting fold at the outer corners, a characteristic no other Johns child could boast.
It may have been the continuing pressure of incisor and canine on his lower lip that suddenly told him he was working himself up to a state, and he at once relaxed, told himself not to be a sorehead, and immediately felt better. Just the same, the evening ahead would be dull. He liked parties and he liked his parents and he liked his family but when it came to combining all of them something terrible happened. Were all parents so sentimental about their wedding anniversary? For a full week leading up to every January 17th for as far back as he could remember, he had wondered precisely the same thing. But year succeeded year, his parents’ sentiment grew, and more and more small fry in the Johns family grew with it, becoming big enough fry to be expected to attend. Eighteen for dinner is what it would be this time. And, as usual, at his house.
“The gathering of the clans—or rather, the blathering,” he had called it at the luncheon today and it had got a laugh. It was easy to get a laugh at the Premium Club, easy for him anyway. Everything seemed to come out with a funny twist the moment he stepped on the small dais; his vocabulary changed; odd turns of expression came to him without effort. Long ago he, and others, thank Heaven, had discovered his unexpected ability to ad-lib, and at most of their meetings he was Chairman, Master of Ceremonies, Proposer of Toasts, and Unofficial Host to visitors or newcomers.
It made him feel good when he saw appreciative faces turned up to him and heard the low contagious sound start in their throats. It made him stand straighter and feel like somebody. Since he had turned forty, three years ago, his morale seemed to need such boosts more frequently. Sometimes he felt as if sarcastic movies were forever being made about hucksters, and a play called Death of a Salesman was getting rave reviews in its out-of-town tryouts. It was opening on Broadway soon, but he might not even see it. Sometimes it was frightening to be a salesman.
But when that ripple of laughter came up at him, he forgot his jitters about the future. Today he had been at his best. “Fellow Insurance Vendors,” he had started dourly, “I’m in a grouchy frame of mind.” Even that had made them smile expectantly. “Tonight I’ll be feeding and entertaining seventeen people at my own expense and not one hot prospect in the bunch!” They had roared and for the rest of his talk they had lapped up every word.
That was thin comfort now, with the inundation less than two hours off. Cindy dreaded the evening too and had talked darkly this morning, as she did every Thanksgiving and Christmas, of giving up their nine-room apartment and moving into a tiny one, “like everybody else in your family.”
He was the only one who could play host to the whole gang at once; a momentary warmth coursed through him. His attention was caught by a long narrow envelope beside his memo pad and he reached for it. It was of heavy paper, almost cardboard, terra cotta in color, and tied around with a flat half-inch tape of the same tint. He yanked at one end of the band; the pleated packet opened fanwise and he drew out some two dozen folded documents, green-bordered and crisp as new dollar bills at a teller’s cage. Roy Tribble ought to have more coverage, he thought, my letter about it is perfectly sound. Even second-string radio stars are managing to get into television on the side and that means added income. Was it not a cardinal principle of life that added income should mean added coverage?
He riffled quickly through the documents and then threw them on the desk. He didn’t feel constructive about Roy Tribble or anything else; morning would have to do. He rose, went to the window, and looked out at the dying afternoon. Below and beyond him he could see the Battery and the confluence of New York’s two great rivers. Movement, flow, direction—a man wanted to be going somewhere instead of feeling impaled on the sharp stake of routine. He watched the fat twin funnels of a huge steamship moving slowly down the Hudson; England, he thought, Paris, skiing in Switzerland, sun-bathing on the Riviera. He turned slightly to the left and saw a rusty dirty old freighter nosing out of the East River. South America? The Azores? The West Coast of Africa?
He needed a vacation; it wasn’t like him to be beefing about he knew not what. A week’s fishing would fix him right up. Even when he was a boy he had learned there was no better way to get over things—scoldings, bad marks, or any other misery—no quicker way than to drop everything and go fishing. “Let’s go to the dock, Gregory,” he’d say and the kid would rush to the cellar for their tackle. As long ago as that, Gregory never let anyone say “Greg” or use any other nickname; in a shy, unspectacular fashion, he was independent even then, never bothering about what anybody thought of him, never trying to be popular at school by going out for the teams. Fishing was the only sport Gregory was good at; when he was no more than eight or nine he’d learned everything he could teach him about bait and hooks and spinners and reels. On a thousand summer days they’d fished for perch or lafayette off the dock at Freeton or, when they could sneak a rowboat and get out into the channel, for flounder or fluke or small bass.
The smell of summer was suddenly in the room with him; melting tar between the wide dry planks of the dock, the faint saltiness in the wind blowing off the bay, the marshy odor of low tide and flats. It was funny, he thought, how often his mind turned back to boyhood as he grew older. Everything had been simple then; he was the older brother and Gregory his special charge in a family of girls, and the feeling of being the kid’s hero was wonderful. A shadowy imitation of that welled up even now, whenever Gregory turned to him for advice and help on some business matter—it was still pleasant.
Five years ago, with Gregory in uniform at a Washington desk, it had seemed natural enough that he, the businessman of the family, should fill in for a while on business matters at home. Gregory had quit his literary agent, and his small affairs were in a mess. Nobody as careless as Marilyn Laird should have been anybody’s agent, it turned out, but once the bolloxed-up accounts were straightened out, once the incomplete records and inaccurate files were put to rights, the rest had been easy. There was nothing particularly hard about familiarizing himself with Gregory’s book contracts and asking around until he knew about publishing practice in general, on royalties, rights, options, and the rest of it. It was a welcome relief from insurance anyway, and a hobby had been born.
A man needed hobbies just as he needed vacations. It would be even better if that week’s fishing weren’t a solitary affair. Cindy had been talking about Florida a good deal lately but that wasn’t what he meant either. He looked again at the freighter below him; she wasn’t nosing along any more; she was out in open water, full steam up. It was years since he had taken a winter vacation—
A harrowing memory of day before yesterday’s check to the Collector of Internal Revenue ripped through him. He abandoned his post at the window, went back to his desk, and put a despondent finger on the buzzer. Beyond the frosted glass of the closed door, an open drawer was thumped home and a chair on creaky casters was pushed across linoleum. The door swung in and a caressing voice said, “Yes, Mr. Johns?”
He didn’t look up at her. There were times when it was better not to meet that cool glance. For two years he had known she would look at him so and in no other way, turning to him the face of an indifferent angel while she spoke in a low voice that assured him he was her one concern, and often that knowledge did not disturb him. But this was not one of the times. This was one of the quite-opposite times, when she became a symbol of all the unreachables in the world. Her name was Diana.
He looked at his desk sternly. “I won’t wait for the draft of the Tribble letter after all,” he told his memo pad. “I won’t have time to revise it.”
“You won’t?” Surprise, regret, understanding—all were in the two syllables.
“I forgot this was the seventeenth. I promised to be home early.”
“Oh yes—‘the gathering of the clans, or rather, the blathering.’”
The quotation marks in her voice were like tiny fishhooks. What the Premium Club appreciated might not rate as high with other people—he must remember that. She probably thought it corny or, even worse, Babbitty. The tiny hooks were now imbedded in his flesh and he squirmed.
He would not continue, he thought angrily, to sit with downcast eyes this way, like a schoolboy. At once his mind sent out executive directives through all the proper ganglia and synapses of his nervous system, and the muscles of his eyeballs and eyelids obediently retracted. He looked up. She was smiling, but the meaning of the smile was not clear enough to be soothing. He spoke icily. “So if you’d rather leave early too, you can finish it in the morning.”
She slapped her notebook shut and said, “Thanks,” with alacrity. She began to tidy up his desk and he leaned back in his swivel chair, his eyes closed. It was nice to hear her bustling about so near to him. Diana indeed. There was nothing of the Amazon—or of the huntress either, worse luck—about Diana Bates. She was small and slender and, for all her severely unadorned black dresses, as feminine as pale pink satin and high-heeled mules.
This notion, however, was not soothing either.
Thornton Johns crossed the room to the clothes tree in the corner, glanced briefly at the scrap of emerald velvet nestling close to his gray felt, and averted his eyes. He thought, If I were a bachelor, and at once saw Cindy’s and the boys’ faces reproaching him. It wasn’t only being married anyway; girls like Diana were looking for somebody more romantic than a salesman in a city crawling with salesmen. Once, just after she had begun to work there, she had said, her eyes shining, “Roy Tribble, the radio star? Does he ever come in here, Mr. Johns? I’ve never met anybody on the radio or in the movies.”
Well, he decided, what the hell. Let her set her cap for a man she considers A Somebody.
“Good night,” he said coldly.
Purposefully he strode down the hall. Glamour, a name, that’s what impressed girls like Diana, and that was all right by him. He wasn’t going to go around hanging his head because he was just a salesman and start brooding over all the jokes about people ducking insurance salesmen more than any other breed of salesman. Let her shine at Roy Tribble as much as she wanted to. Once this boring evening was behind him for another whole year, he’d feel better about everything.
He reached the bank of elevators and though the hall was empty, the imperfect bulb in the down signal was flickering busily. It seemed to be winking at him.
There are certain families, and the large Johns family was one such, that have a mania for nomenclature. Parents who name their sons after Presidents and Generals, parents who zealously thumb through the Bible when a new baby is due to join their little group of Zillahs, Absaloms, and Bathshebas—these parents surely reveal, if “mania” be too harsh a term, a strong attachment to nomenclature as well as to American history or the Book of God. And what of a certain large family with so passionate a love of horticulture that its girls were christened Ivy, Laurel, Rose, and Hyacinth, and its boys Oakley, Ferndon, Elmwood (since Elmer was too lower-class), and Larch?
The Johns family would never have gone as far as that.
But when, in the early days of the century, Gerald Johns met a pretty girl whom he politely called “Miss Thornton” for an entire evening in the shy tempo of that time—when Gerald then discovered that of all possible feminine names, hers was Geraldine, he immediately felt, in the neatness and sweetness of this phonetic pairing, an importance, a charm, and a destiny. And Geraldine felt them too.
Once they were married, they decided to bestow upon all their children names beginning with G. A year later, they found it grievous to wreck the auditory perfection of Gerald Johns, Junior, by inserting a middle name for the sake of the Thornton grandparents, never suspecting that their first-born would disown the Gerald anyway, once he reached the age of consent—in his case, five. Before this unhappy defeat, having had four years to discuss hard G’s versus soft G’s, they were ready with Gregory, and when the recessive characteristics finally won out over the dominant, and girls began to appear, they were equally prepared with Gracia, Gloria, Georgia, and Gwendolyn.
Hard G or soft, all the Johns offspring, save one, were present in Thornton’s apartment on the mild January evening of the seventeenth, together with husbands and wives and those of their own children who had qualified for admission by having entered their teens. The missing one was Gwendolyn, who lived in Wyoming, wife of a rancher and mother of five little would-be ranchers.
Even without Gwendolyn and some dozen or so ineligible grandchildren who were there only in snapshot and anecdote, Mr. and Mrs. Gerald Johns could look about them, talk to, and lovingly touch quite a group of their progeny. This they did, at frequent intervals, through the preliminaries of arrivals and greetings and gift-giving and kissing, through the next stage of rum cocktails for the adults and ginger ale with a maraschino cherry for the youngsters, and then on through the precarious eating of an expensive, excellently prepared, and tepid buffet supper off the knees.
To the fond old eyes of Gerald and Geraldine, each son and daughter, each grandchild, whether in the flesh or on Kodachrome, was Beauty and Goodness personified. To their delighted ears, each voice spoke only the admirable accents of wit and intelligence and modesty. To their happy hearts there was no human frailty, no selfishness, no baseness, and certainly no knavery, hiding in the bosom of one single creature before them.
Their proud happiness sent forth emanations of joy so irresistible that the entire room responded to it. Laughter was constant, appetites were expansive, well-being was universal. The hulking maid, Hulda, was nearly successful at concealing her resentment as she collected abandoned plates and glasses and cutlery from laps and end-tables and carpets, and Cindy only smiled indulgently when one of her smaller nephews slopped a dishful of gravy all over her favorite sofa.
When at last everybody had been supplied with ice cream and chocolate sauce and cookies, Thornton went off to the kitchen and brought back an icy magnum of champagne, domestic. The cork popped splendidly and Thorn grinned. His spirits had lifted, as they invariably did, once he gave up rebellion and surrendered to these family evenings. He filled the glasses, not forgetting a token splash in the teen-agers’, and then stood with his back to the fireplace, raising his own aloft. A hush fell over the company and white-haired, plump little Geraldine rooted about in the large pocket of her black taffeta dress for a handkerchief.
“To Dad and Mother,” Thornton said, “to Gran’pa and Gran’ma! To many, many more of these wonderful anniversaries, with many, many more of our little ones big enough to come and in due time—who knows?—with the little ones of their little ones as well!”
Cindy sighed.
Hulda stacked dessert plates with that vicious clash which only angry china can produce.
Hat whispered, “Maybe sometime, Aunt Gwen can make it from Wyoming, with Uncle Howie, and their five kids.”
Old Gerald, normally a fairly hard-headed citizen, swallowed hard over Thorn’s words and touched his wife’s shoulder uncertainly. As the applause following the toast died away, he began to pick his way aimlessly through the children seated on the carpet, his legs rising and descending stiffly in a roosterish strut.
Cindy’s and Thorn’s sons, Thorn Junior and Fred, being twenty and twenty-one and therefore envied by all the small fry for being old, now beckoned to Hat and put a long-playing dance record on the phonograph. Their younger cousins promptly hurled themselves at the television set at the other end of the room, their elders settled down to typical adult lamentations about prices and politics, and the success of the party was assured. For a full hour no untoward incident occurred, no unscheduled event took place.
Then the telephone bell rang.
Even above the voices and laughter and music, the sound from the entrance hall just off the living room was clear and commanding. Everybody looked toward it and as the omnipresent Hulda reached the instrument, Hat turned the volume knob on the phonograph a little to the left.
“For you, Mr. Gregory,” Hulda announced, shouting needlessly since, like the phonograph, the entire room had diminished its output of sound.
“Me?” Gregory looked up. “Are you sure? Nobody knows I’m here.”
Hulda consulted the phone once more.
“Says Mr. or Mrs. Gregory Johns,” she yelled. She shrugged and departed massively for the kitchen, leaving the phone open and imperious.
“It’s for you, Gregory,” Thorn said.
Gregory rose. An almost full silence, broken only by younger and more innocent voices, now fell upon the room. Hat turned the volume knob, further until it clicked. Three adults put down their drinks, two others raised theirs, somebody lighted a cigarette, and somebody else rubbed one out. Old Mr. Johns consulted his gold pocket watch and, as if the lateness of the hour made the telephone call more threatening, moved hack across the room to stand close to his wife.
“Hello,” said Gregory to the telephone. “Yes, who is—oh, hello.” A moment later he said, “Telegram?” and then did nothing but listen. In this he was not alone.
Visible to everybody, Gregory Johns kept a tight clutch on the instrument but everything else about him seemed to sag. His mouth was open, his head hung forward, and behind his glasses, his eyes looked stunned,
“He looks sick,” young Thorn said.
Abby thought so too and went out to him. “Gregory,” she said. He gave no sign that he had heard; she touched his arm.
He started, turned, and the sight of her brought a look of immeasurable relief to his face. “Wait a minute,” he told the phone, and to Abby he said, “It’s Jake Zatke. There was a telegram and I told him to open it.”
Abby took the telephone from him. “Hello, Jake,” she said.
“Here’s a pencil,” said Thorn, who had followed her out.
“And some paper,” added Cindy just behind him. She reached around Abby’s hips, sliding a pad marked Telephone Messages into her line of vision, and then straightened up, breathing on Abby’s neck. By now several other members of the family were breathing on Cindy’s.
Abby made no move to write. She was more composed in manner than Gregory had been, but she was concentrating intensely on the metallic squawkings at her ear. Gregory was leaning against the wall now, stricken still, but with his color returning.
At the Martin Heights end of the conversation, Jake Zatke, who taught Science at Jamaica High and could never slur over preliminary data, was going through all the introductory steps once more: how he and Mary had heard the repeated ringing of the Johns’ bell, how they had finally opened their door to see a Western Union messenger preparing to hang a notification card on the Johns’ doorknob, how they had offered to sign for the message, assuring personal delivery no matter how late the return of their friends and neighbors, how the messenger had at last agreed, though being new at his job and uncertain of protocol, he had resisted for a long time, how more than two hours of staring at the unblinking yellow envelope had made Mary so apprehensive that she had finally insisted on looking up Thornton’s number in the directory, and transferring all jurisdiction and responsibility.
Abby said; “Would you read it now, Jake?”
As she listened, her whole manner changed. Her lips parted over a gleeful gasp, a squeal of joy sounded in her throat and she sent her husband a glance of such melting adoration that he straightened immediately and overcame his need for a wall against which to lean.
“Read it again slowly, will you, Jake? I’m going to write it down this time. It’s just too wonderful to believe.”
Around her; grimness fled from faces, fear from eyes, tension from muscles. Thorn Junior said, “They’ve guessed the Mystery Tune or something,” and went back to reassure those beyond the listening area. Everybody followed him except Gregory and Hat, who watched Abby begin to write.
It was a long telegram; she used a second page and part of a third. At last Abby said, “Oh, Jake, thanks. Slide it under our door, would you, so we can see it with our own eyes when we get there?”
She hung up, gathered up her scribbled pages, rushed to Gregory and Hat and hugged them both at one time.
“Mom, what?” Hat cried.
“Best Selling Books took Dad’s novel!”
She propelled Gregory back into the living room. “Read it aloud, Gregory. It’s your news.” By now thirty-four eyes were on Gregory as he cleared his throat, consulted the sheets in his hand, and adjusted the fit of his glasses.
“It’s a telegram,” he said. “About my book.”
“What about your book?” This was Thornton and if a faint disappointment, as of decreasing interest, tinged his tone, no one noticed it. “Which book?”
“My new one, that is, the new one before this new one I’m starting now.”
“The one about the world?” his mother asked, her eyes glowing.
“Yes, that one,” Gregory answered. “The one that’s coming out in the spring. It seems—” He tugged his tie. “Well, you see, this telegram is from my publisher. He—” Again he stopped. He looked at Abby, and in a voice that was suddenly beseeching, said, “You read it.”
Abby laughed and took the pages back. “B.S.B.—that stands for Best Selling Books, and it’s the biggest and most famous of all the big famous book clubs, with nearly a million members—B.S.B. has just chosen Gregory’s new novel.”
“My God,” said Thorn.
“I don’t believe it,” said Cindy.
“What?” said everybody else together.
“Here, I’ll read Mr. Digby’s wire,” Abby said, “word for word, ‘UPON MY INSISTENCE THE GOOD WORLD WAS OUR SOLE ENTRY AT B.S.B. THIS MONTH AND NOW ALL CONGRATULATIONS STOP IT IS APRIL SELECTION WITH JUDGES UNANIMOUSLY IGNORING ALL OTHER CONTENDERS STOP INITIAL PAYMENT WHICH WE SHARE EQUALLY IS ONE HUNDRED AND FOUR THOUSAND DOLLARS STOP PLEASE TELEPHONE IMMED—’”
The rest of the telegram was lost in the uproar.



CHAPTER THREE
OUT IN CHICAGO, MR. Digby was very drunk. Five hours had elapsed since he had dictated the telegram and Gregory Johns had not yet telephoned. That defection, however, was only a secondary cause for his condition.
The primary cause was that nobody else had telephoned either and that he had had to do something to keep from going crazy. To be sole repository, hour after hour, of good news which one generously longed to share, and to be unable to do so, was bad enough. But on top of that to be tormented by a question, a vital question, and find it impossible to reach anybody who could supply the answer—
Luther Digby hastily took another drink.
Hours ago urgent messages to call back Chicago Operator Number 25 had been left at a flat in Greenwich Village, an apartment on Morningside Heights, a cottage in East Orange, New Jersey, and a mansion in Greenwich, Connecticut. But so far his telephone had remained silent except for his own voice begging the operator to try once more and her responding voice announcing that each of the four people he wanted was still not at home. By New York time it was well past eleven; they couldn’t all be disreputable enough to stay out all night!
Luther Digby looked wanly at the telephone. It was a great invention, a noble instrument. Through it one could speak to London, Paris, Buenos Aires, New Delhi, and never move from one’s chair. But if everybody at the other end were unavailable, then Marconi and Bell and the rest of them might as well never have been born.
Visions of Piccadilly and Trafalgar Square rose before him, of the Place Vendôme, of Sugar Loaf Mountain and the mosques of India. These, however, soon receded and his mind once more, reached out: imploringly to Greenwich. Village, Morningside Heights, East Orange, and Greenwich. In one of them a door must soon be opening, a message be given. Hungrily his hand moved to the noble instrument, but in mid-air it halted. Chicago Operator Number 25 must hate him, he thought unhappily, and a terrible, loneliness welled up in him.
He raised the tall glass beside him, and morosely took another swallow. If not hate, then at least despise. At first she had been friendly and eager, but about an hour ago, a frostiness had entered her manner and now he was afraid to call her. He could, only sit in this awful silence in a hotel room a thousand miles from people who still liked, even admired, him. Despair seized him and he spoke aloud. “My God,” he confided to the ceiling, “I’m plastered.”
Somewhere a voice seemed to answer firmly, “Luther Digby doesn’t get plastered,” and he choked up in gratitude. He doesn’t, he thought, he really doesn’t, but this time he does. Did.
It had all begun innocently enough. After thanking Janet for her loyal performance at the switchboard, he had promptly put in a call for Alan Brown. The crucial question had not yet occurred to him; he had been motivated, only by the purest altruism. While he had waited in this lofty mood, savoring the delight his partner was soon to experience, he had bethought himself of a drink, to celebrate. He had ordered up a gin and tonic, which he had always associated with the British and therefore with everything admirable, despite such passing misfortunes as Labor Governments, free dentures, an universal eyeglasses.
Normally he was a light drinker; an abstemious man if ever there was one; had things only proceeded normally, that single drink would have served. But things hadn’t proceeded normally, though more than an hour had passed before he had begun to realize it. During that hour, he had relaxed comfortably on his bed in a congratulatory glow about what had so unexpectedly befallen the firm of Digby and Brown.
Already he could hear the quiet modest way in which he would soon say, “Well, The Good World is one of our books,” when some ill-informed lout asked, “And what sort of thing do you publish, Mr. Digby?” To have that inanity thrust upon him, as it always was, by nonpublishing people he met on trains and in hotels, had grown increasingly awkward, for it was not very impressive to reach back to 1940 for the name of a best seller everybody would recognize, and even less so to admit that since then he had devoted himself largely to the school and college textbook division of his own firm. Now, in a few months, he would have a magic reply, the simple utterance of which would increase his stature in the eye of the beholder. No longer would there be the vague “Oh, yes?” but instead, the admiring “Oh, yes!” and that quick respect always displayed to a representative of big business.
He could hardly wait. But since he had to, he ordered up  a second gin and tonic.
Big Business—what a comfortable phrase it was. Luther Digby took a deep breath and began to pace the room, his chest expanded, his head high. Success was a tonic, a rejuvenator; better than vitamin pills and morning calisthenics and even proper evacuation, it made a man feel fit to face the world. People reacted instantaneously to the aura of Success—bellhops, headwaiters, room clerks, even one’s own wife and children treated one with new deference when one had pulled off a successful coup.
In a way, it was his own coup! Had it not been he who had had the vision to sign up a first novel by an unheard-of young college student named Gregory Johns? It had indeed. He himself had sown the seeds of today’s triumph and seen to it that it was not Random House or Scribner or Doubleday, but Digby and Brown, who were the publishers of The Good World. There would be those, even in his own firm, who would try to take the credit away, those niggardly enough to ask if he had read The Good World. They would conveniently forget that the head of a publishing house could not always find time to read every manuscript that bore its imprint, but he would remind them that in faraway 1930 he had not only read every solitary word of Partial—whatever-it-was, but had, in the face of some opposition, authorized a contract and an advance of one hundred dollars. Eclipse, that was it, Partial Eclipse, some sort of novel about a man who was imprisoned for something or other, just what he couldn’t recall.
And now had come proof, though rather long-deferred, of his editorial judgment and foresight in signing on Gregory Johns. Fifty-two thousand dollars was proof indeed, and if The Good World should develop a runaway sale in bookstores, this windfall might reach a hundred and fifty-two thousand.
Nor, it suddenly dawned on him, did the possibilities end even there. With that kind of book, anything might happen. It was then that The Question had popped into his mind.
Did the firm have a cut in possible movie rights? Or did it not?
Unhesitatingly he called Long Distance. “Try that Greenwich number again, please. It’s important.”
“I just checked it, sir. Mr. Brown is not in. I’ll try again in twenty minutes.”
“Do that.” He was still affable. Even on a local of the New York, New Haven and Hartford Railroad, a man could not remain en route forever. But he would cancel his own dinner appointment and stay put; it would he unkind to let Alan find him unavailable. Better to see Chicago’s second-largest book jobber tomorrow and dine right by the telephone.
It was a cozy idea. He would range the menu and treat himself to the things he liked best—this was no occasion for holding oneself down to any medico’s orders about diet and blood pressure. As if any man of fifty-five didn’t run to a bit of a paunch and a touch of blood pressure! He glanced at the mirror opposite and nodded judiciously at what he saw. Compact, that’s what he was; not fat, just compact. And balding, as Time put it, not bald. His features were good American features and his mustache, if he said so himself, was distinguished. The distinguished publisher, Luther Digby, among whose personal discoveries is the famous Gregory Johns, author of the Number One Best Seller—
Did the firm have a share in any of the subsidiary rights beyond the standard fifty-fifty deal on book club and reprints? Or was Gregory Johns’ present contract one of those barbarisms which made publishing a suicidal proposition in these days of murderous costs?
Suddenly he itched to know and to know at once. At Digby and Brown only two kinds of authors got such contracts. One was the author with such sales that he could command anything. The other was the proved failure. Failures could not always be kicked off the list but if there was no reasonable chance that a dime could ever be realized from their magazine rights or dramatic rights or movie rights, why, then, it was only good sense to release any share in those rights. There was no better way to refute meddlers and needlers like the Authors Guild than to have a handful of contracts around which generously let the author keep a full hundred per cent of everything.
Was Gregory Johns enough of a failure?
For the first time in a decade Luther Digby reversed his position on this point. He turned once more to the telephone but the first premonition of continuing disaster, chilled him. The Browns were party-goers; sometimes they stayed-over at a hotel in town rather than return to Greenwich.
Luther Digby shuddered and faced reality. A pulse began to beat on his right temple but he ignored it. Who; else might know about the Johns contract? Know now, away from the office, away from the files? Jack McIntyre was the firm’s treasurer; he sent out royalty checks; he might know. Ed Barnard was Johns’ editor, he ought to know. And if Jack and Ed both let him down, as Alan was doing, he might even call his secretary, late though it was, and be saved from going mad. Joyce would offer to go up to the office at once and get the answer. Did they or did they not have that movie cut?
“Operator,” Luther Digby shouted, “I have three emergency calls to place.”
An hour crawled by before he thought again of dinner but by then he was too enraged to be hungry. He ordered one more gin and tonic instead. There, he thought now, there, in that third drink was where he had made his mistake. The first two were reasonable, but that next one was not. And whatever others had followed that unreasonable one, they were: not either. There had been others. How many others, he did not know.
All he knew was that nobody, not one of them, not Alan, not Jack, not Ed, not Joyce, not one single soul had called back to find out how they—how he or she—could be of service to the President of the firm which gave them—which gave him or her—a livelihood and their place—his or her place—in society.
Luther Digby consulted his watch once more, but for the first time found it difficult to translate what he saw there to Eastern Standard Time, the only real time, God’s time. Something eluded him and he could not be positive whether the hand which was pointing to eleven in Chicago would be pointing in New York to twelve or to ten. He gave up New York and thought of the Rockies; when he traveled through Montana and Wyoming, surely he was two hours behind New York? Then if it were only nine in the Rockies by Mountain Time—but something had gone wrong again. He went farther west, to Pacific Time, but at once nothing but Hollywood occurred to him. That brought him back to The Question.
He moaned piteously and fell into a torpid slumber. The telephone rang.
“On your call to—”
“Yes, Operator, yes.”
“One moment, please.” In the mingling of nasal sounds in the receiver, he caught what sounded like “D.A.” This exasperated him unaccountably.
“D.A.? What D.A.? I don’t want any—”
“It’s our code for ‘Doesn’t Answer,’ sir. That Greenwich number doesn’t answer at all now. Whoever took the message before must have left. I’ll try again in twenty minutes, if you like.”
He slammed up the receiver without replying and fell back against his pillows. A thump-thump beat against his eardrums; his blood pressure must be ten thousand over nine thousand. He thought of coronary thrombosis, but without emotion.
The telephone shrilled again.
“Will you accept a collect call from New York? Mr. Gregory—”
“Put him on,” he begged.
“Hello, Mr. Digby,” a voice said patiently. “Your phone’s been busy—I’ve tried it every twenty minutes for more than an hour.”
“Oh, God.” Mr. Digby’s mind suddenly turned to hot pulp and inside that pulp frantic fingers scrabbled around to find the things he’d been prepared, so many hours ago, to say in congratulation and praise. Gregory Johns began to talk quietly of surprise and pleasure. Then at last Mr. Digby spoke.
“Rights,” he said clearly.
“What?”
“Rights.” Silence fell between them. Luther Digby clutched violently at Sobriety and by the grace of necessity got a momentary hold. “That is, other rights,” he said, enunciating perfectly. “Dramatic rights or foreign rights or movie rights. What’s our deal with you on all of those?”
There was a pause. “Let me think a minute.” There was a longer pause. “I don’t know. I haven’t any idea.”
“Oh,” said Mr. Digby forlornly.
“But my brother’s right here. He handles things like that for me. Just a minute.” The small clatter of a phone being laid down on a table came to Mr. Digby. Faintly the sounds of many voices came with it, laughter, high spirits, even a snatch of song. People could be carefree, he thought, relaxed, joyous. His throat began to ache. He had a passing conviction that Janet, at the switchboard years ago, had started to say something about a brother of Gregory Johns and that he had interrupted, but this he brushed aside as a fragment of nightmare. If Janet had mentioned any brother, he would have asked for his phone number, and perhaps have reached him before this torment had started. By God, if he ever discovered that Janet had willfully withheld—
Gregory Johns said hello again. “I’m sorry, my brother says he’d have to look up my contract before saying anything and it’s in his office downtown.”
To Luther Digby the conversation had become insupportable. Dimly he heard an offer to have the brother call him in the morning but he let it pass. With dignity he said, “Assure you, it’s not of great moment,” and offered something by way of good-bye. He had to close his eyes or he would die; he had to abandon everything and rest; a man could stand only so much torture before blacking out.
He blacked out.
At twenty-minute intervals for the next two hours Chicago Operator Number 25 clanged him back to consciousness with relentless reports of continuing failure on each of his four calls. At last, Luther Digby, in words he was mercifully never to recall, told her what she could do with Greenwich Village, Morningside Heights, East Orange, and the entire sovereign State of Connecticut.
For Thornton Johns, the high moment of the evening, second in importance and pleasure only to that earlier one when Abby had read the telegram aloud, came when Gregory laid down the phone and asked about the terms of his contract.
It was a reminder that he too would play a part in the big doings ahead, an essential part, an exciting part. Later on, Gregory would need a professional literary agent once more, like all authors with large-scale incomes, but tomorrow morning, questions about terms and payments would be handled in his office and nobody else’s. Hadn’t Gregory told Digby that he, Thorn would phone Chicago in the morning?
Change, a break in the routine, a sense of being somebody—he had longed for them and now, for a while at least, he was to have them all. It would be as stimulating as a vacation; there was nothing humdrum in talk about fifty-two thousand dollars. He looked at his brother with gratitude.
Even when the time did come for choosing a new agent, Gregory would discuss the matter with him, as he always discussed any business details, and in that direction, too, there were new horizons. Temporary but new. And it was possible that easygoing Gregory might put off so troublesome a decision for several weeks, maybe even months.
Exhilaration raced through. Thorn’s blood. Never had he thought to be so richly repaid for that off hand suggestion, made during one of Gregory’s brief furloughs from the Pentagon Building, the year before the war ended.
“I’ll give things a once-over for you,” he had said when Gregory had told him; about quarreling with Marilyn Laird. “Get all your stuff from her office and let me dig around for a while.”
“Would you, Thorn?”
“Sure. There’s no big rush about it, is there?”
“It might be a lot of trouble. That’s what you pay ten per cent to agents for.” He suddenly sounded dispirited. “But I suppose ten per cent of not much wasn’t enough of an inducement to make Miss Laird accurate.”
“If I could get the hang of it, couldn’t you keep your ten per cent? Do you have: to have an agent?”
“I suppose not. Plenty of writers never do.”
“Well, we’ll think about a new agent deal when the time comes.”
It had never come. There was very little mystery to an author’s contract when you got right down to it. Only once had he needed guidance from experts, and he had gone to the same firm that handled Roy Tribble’s: legal business. Jim Hathaway had looked astonished when he said he would pay the fee himself rather than deduct, it from his brother’s small royalties, but it was for himself, really, he had sought counsel, so that he might go on with, his new interest as long as possible, free from worry about possible errors. He hadn’t bothered to tell Gregory he had gone.
And now he was delighted that no serious move toward a new agent had ever been made. Now there would be real problems to cope with, and circumstance had found him ready for them. What would the most professional of professional agents have done just now but learnedly mention contracts and stall for time until morning?
Illogically, he thought of Diana. The change which would come over her face tomorrow when he told her! He wouldn’t boast about Gregory, of course, but he would have to sketch her in on what had happened and tell her he would go right on handling the business end, infinitely more complicated though it would be. He would wait until she came in with the letter to Roy Tribble; instead of reaching for his pen to sign it, he would look up from the spread of book contracts and tell her to file the Tribble letter until sometime next week.
“Next week, Mr. Johns?” she would ask, her voice concerned over anything so unusual.
“Yes, more important things are afoot,” he would answer, and then, very casually, he would tell her. And he would be watching her face as he did so; there’d be no cool remoteness in her eyes tomorrow. Five would get anybody fifty on that.
Anticipation bubbled up and once again he looked at Gregory. The kid brother! The unambitious one, the failure! Now he was a big-money author, somebody whose work all sorts of people, hundreds of thousands of people, not just a few high-brows but real people, would read and respect and argue about.
Even here in the bosom of the family Gregory was already “different” in everybody’s eyes. He was an important author; soon he would be A Name. Ever since the first hubbub had died away, they had all been pumping him about The Good World, asking its plot, begging to be allowed to read it at once, even in manuscript form, since Digby and Brown had sent him only one set of galleys, which he had had to correct and return. The whole family was still in the process of getting used to having such a novelist in their midst. Already Gregory had displaced him as the most successful member of the family, but he was only too happy to relinquish his title. This was a success story surpassing anybody’s rosiest and wildest dreams; it would be ignoble to begrudge him any part of it, and certainly nobody did.
Thorn looked around the room. It was true that a more sober mood could be detected, a kind of settling down. That was only natural. Gloria was beginning to talk of leaving before too long—“When you can’t afford a real nurse,” she said, with a toss of her head in her husband’s direction, “you’re the slave of a baby-sitter.” Her sisters nodded knowingly, and all three of their husbands, in a mass reaction of their collective muscles, moved off to the tray of decanters at the other end of the room.
Even Dad and Mother, Thorn noticed, were beginning to show signs of strain, but they made no move to end the party. Their glance had scarcely wavered from the face of their younger son and even now, as Gregory left the room to call Ed Barnard, their dazed eyes clung with inexpressible pride to the chair where he had been sitting. It was touching, Thorn thought, and started toward them, but at that moment Cindy turned away from Abby and drifted aimlessly over to the fireplace. He forgot about his parents and joined her.
She was looking into the mirror over the mantel and, as he approached her, he saw that she too had come down from the first pinnacle of happiness over Gregory. She said softly, “I suppose Gregory will take Abby to Florida or some place to celebrate,” and before he could reply, she pushed her face close to the glass and added, “I look half dead and awful.”
In this she was wrong. Lucinda Johns never looked half dead and rarely looked awful. She was a woman of energy, just as she had been a girl of energy, with the kind of energy which comes from health, vitality, and inner dissatisfaction. She had an energetic voice, free, it is true, of the two attributes which make an excellent thing in woman, but with other, and compensating, characteristics. These included a certain brash charm, a ring of humor, and an expensive Brearley-Vassar way of speaking which she had somehow picked up on her road through New York’s free public schools and colleges.
Cindy was tall and redheaded, with a complexion so good that its occasional periods of floridity could be forgiven. She was a trifle large, but she carried herself perfectly and never, even in the country, wore slacks. Recently she had taken to having “rinses” for her hair, but henna is, of course, a vegetable product and not a true metallic dye. She was Thornton’s age, looked it, never bewailed it publicly, and believed that a good wife was one who subtly pushed her husband to greater business effort than he would put out by himself. In this Thornton concurred, and in affectionate moments told her that half his. success was due to her, and that he was lucky she wasn’t devoid of normal ambition like some wives.
In this, she concurred. She had long held it a family misfortune that Gregory had not married a girl who could have made something, of him, who could have persuaded him to give, up writing esoteric stuff nobody wanted to read in favor of sensible writing like, romantic stories, radio serial, or popular novels. Appealing to a large public, was, a trick of the trade you could pull off, at will—how often had she read that in hook reviews! And how often spoken of it to Thorn!
Tonight’s, news about more “esoteric, stuff,” he suddenly realized as he met her glance in the mirror, must have thrown his wife a bit off keel. It was never pleasant to have one’s theories assassinated by facts, and for anybody like Cindy, it would be very nearly infuriating. A rush of sympathy warmed him and he said, “You’ve never looked awful in your whole life and right now you look wonderful.”
Cindy’s eyes cleared and he was reassured. How natural had been her comment about Florida, and how disloyal of him to find it troubling, even momentarily. Cindy had faults, many faults, but she was as incapable as he of being jealous of Gregory. Consolingly he said, “Gregory won’t be taking a vacation just yet—he’ll be too busy and so will I.”
“You?”
“Who’s going to be handling all his business detail?”
“Of course. I hadn’t thought of that at all.”
“For a while, anyway, and there’ll be plenty of it.”
“There will?”
“Sure. A stream of phone calls about splitting up the payments, people to meet and discuss things with—”
“What people?”
“Oh, I don’t know. From Digby and Brown, I guess, maybe from Best Selling Books, Incorporated. I’ll find out tomorrow how these things are done.” Cindy was watching him with a strange look, almost a look of, well, whatever it was a look of, it flattered him. His mind raced; he felt himself reaching confidently into new areas of living. “There might even be a movie sale in this,” he heard himself saying with calm authority, though this was a notion which had just been born. “And that would mean people from Hollywood too. Producers and people.”
Cindy’s head lifted and her shoulders straightened. She turned and looked about the room expectantly, as if guests were due. “It’ll be fun, won’t it?” she said, and smiled at him.
If Gregory Johns had been as close and constant an observer of human nature as authors are popularly held to be, he would have noticed long before this that the happiness of some of his nearest and dearest relatives was no longer unmixed.
But Gregory Johns was not such an author. He always needed time to develop the impressions left upon his mind during moments of high import, and only in retrospect did the subtleties of behavior take on their true values for him.
Thus it was that the small signs of distress here and there seemed to escape his notice. He had heard his sisters grousing about baby-sitters, had seen Cindy’s scrutiny of her own face in the mirror, and had a fleeting impression that though Thorn had been pensive, even sad, until after the call to Chicago, he had swung into violent, almost manic, good humor before it was over.
But none of these notes jotted down upon the surface of Gregory Johns’ mind were, as yet, easily legible even to him. For some time, his most active preoccupation had been with the idea that it would be nice to go home, and now that he had escaped from the noise and hilarity in the living room, he found himself longing for the moment when he and Abby could be alone.
He looked about him vaguely. He was in Cindy’s and Thorn’s bedroom; it was cool and blessedly silent. He sat down near the telephone table but made no move to lift the receiver. Ed Barnard had driven down to Philadelphia to work with an invalid author and would get home at two or three in the morning. He wondered if Ed knew, and what he would feel about it when he did know. Apart from Abby, Ed was the one person in the world with whom he might be able to discuss this, turn of fortune and the unprecedented emotions crowding his breast because of it.
Never as long as he could remember anything would he forget that first moment when Jake Zatke’s slow-paced voice told him his book had been selected. There was one dazzling, blinding instant of joy, unequivocal and pure, at the vision of hundreds of thousands of people reading something he had written, something into which he had put his faith and his love. Never had he worn a face of scorn for the size of one’s audience; never had he pretended that it mattered not whether ten people or ten thousand saw one’s work. Now many times ten thousand people would see his—the knowledge was a huge burst within him, exalted and exulting.
Later, when Jake had reached the part about the money, there had been another kind of pleasure, of a different nature, less private, more gaudy. This second pleasure one could describe more easily; it dealt with bills and expenses and physical things for Hat and Abby—he thought fleetingly of a large and very white refrigerator. But that first, that inner delight—could he ever share that, even with Abby?
All evening, startling new emotions had been crowding his mind, jostling each other, trampling and shoving, fairly shouting for attention. Not all of them were wonderful.
Gregory Johns suddenly recalled snatches of anecdote he had heard from Ed Barnard about certain authors who had begun to regard themselves as virtually immortal the moment they had their first collision with a large success. The details had varied, but never the underlying pattern: a new air of importance, a shy inability to dissuade those who used the word “great” or even “genius,” a newly discovered passion for extra Lebensraum via duplex apartment or remodeled farmhouse in Bucks County or Westport, Connecticut. There was, too, a universal docility toward anyone who insisted on an interview, a photograph, a radio or television appearance, or a private talk at the Stork Club during the height of the rush.
“All he has to do,” Ed had once said about one such docile newcomer to the Halls of Fame, “is say, ‘No.’ Instead he swills it like a hog and then grieves constantly about how exhausted he is, how unable to work, how astonished at the penalties the world exacts from its authors. And on his desk, he has two framed pictures”—here Ed had begun to laugh—“one of Shakespeare and the other of Abraham Lincoln.”
Remembering, Gregory wished this unfortunate train of thought could be broken at once. Outside in the hall, Thornton called, “Hey, where are you?” and he answered eagerly, “Right in here.”
Thorn opened the door carefully as if fearing to disturb a conversation. “Did you get Barnard?”
“No.”
“What are you doing out here by yourself?”
“Just thinking.”
“I’ve been thinking, too. What do you suppose Digby wanted to know all about your other rights for, in the middle of the night?”
“Why, because—” It hadn’t occurred to him to wonder why. “I don’t know.”
“I bet he thinks there’s a big chance for a movie sale.”
“He couldn’t. It’s not that sort of—”
“Is it the sort for a book club?”
“I’m positive there’s no movie in it.”
“Don’t be positive about anything, not now.” They stared at each other. “Listen, I’m going to send a messenger out for the manuscript first, thing tomorrow. Or maybe Digby and Brown would let go of another set of galleys now. I’ve got to read it right away. O.K.?”
“Sure.”
“I’ll call you the minute—no, you’ll have to call me.”
“All right. When?”
“Early. Right after I’ve talked to—hell, let me think.” He scratched his right nostril thoughtfully. “You’ll be going in to the office tomorrow, won’t you?”
“Your office?”
“Digby and Brown. You’ll have to go see them about all this, won’t you?”
“I—” An odd reluctance began to form in his heart, vague and directionless. “Yes, sure,” he said heartily. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but sure, I guess I’ll be seeing them pretty soon. I want to call Ed Barnard anyway.”
“You’ll have to go there, too. Look, I’ll find out everything by phone first, and you call me before you go over.”
“I’ll do that.”
“Good. And, Gregory—”
“Yes?”
“You’d better get your phone back in as fast as you can.”
“My phone?” Suddenly he was uneasy, even apprehensive; there was no sense to it, but there it was. His vague reluctance had become a nipping, tugging pull of unwillingness.
“This changes things,” Thorn said earnestly. “Not only will I need to call you about things, but Digby and Brown will, and maybe B.S.B. The news is going to break and then a lot of people will want to talk to you about this or that, and it would drive everybody nuts to wait on the mails.”
“I suppose it would.” He hesitated. Of course he would have the phone again. A telephone was essential to modern life necessity alone had made him do without one. “I’ll do it the minute I can,” he said, and for no reason at all found himself remembering the awful, the angry helplessness he had felt as a child whenever is parents made him leave an engrossing story and go do his homework.



CHAPTER FOUR
ON THE MORNING FOLLOWING these events, along the Eastern seaboard of the Continental United States, sunrise was scheduled for 7:25 o’clock, but the only members of the Johns family who could have attested that it occurred even approximately on time were Gerald and Geraldine.
“There’s the sun,” Gerald said, gazing beyond his wife’s shoulder as they sat at breakfast together in their night-chilled kitchen. “Imagine having breakfast at”—he consulted the electric clock beside the breadbox, but Geraldine, as she did every morning despite the fact that it unnerved him, had disconnected it a few minutes before for the toaster—“at sunup,” he concluded lamely.
“It’s better than lie there tossing for another two hours.”
“Maybe for you,” he said. “But I can’t get a nap later.” He remembered how often he had promised himself that he would install a cot or day-bed at the rear of the store, and foolishly given up the plan each time because the delivery men from the pharmaceutical companies’ trucks would think the proprietor of the Johns Pharmacy was getting to be an old man. What vanity; what self-delusion. They could look at him, couldn’t they?
“Nobody needs to nap when they’re this excited,” Geraldine said comfortably, “but it’s too bad you’re going downtown today. It would be nice to talk out everything a little more.”
He laughed. “We didn’t skip much last night.”
“No. Except one thing. One thing we didn’t think of at all.” She sounded serious.
“What one thing?”
“The one thing we mustn’t do. I thought of it after you were asleep.”
“What’s that?”
“Tell people about Gregory. Go around just telling everybody in town. No matter which way we told it, it would sound like bragging.”
Gerald nodded. “I suppose it would,” he said.
“They’ll hear about it on the radio in a few days, anyway, or read it in a newspaper. Anyway, they’ll hear it somehow and then they’ll think, Why those two knew it all the time and didn’t go shouting from the housetops.”
“It would be better that way.”
“A lot,” she said. “Because your friends are always a little upset if one of your children gets rich and famous.”
How wise she is, Gerald thought; she looks like a perfectly ordinary person, but her intelligence is often astonishing. Well, intuition then; her intuition is often astonishing. She understands human nature so well and she has more self-control than I have. I’d have blatted to the first customer that came into the store.
He looked at her admiringly. She was in her old flannel bathrobe, but she never looked sloppy, even in the early morning. Her white hair was cut short and it curled over her head like a child’s. Her blue eyes had the odd three-cornered shape that Thornton alone, of all the children, had inherited, and though she had slept even less than he had, they were clear and rested. She was just plump enough so that her cheeks were round and firm; compared to her he must look all skin and bones. Some people filled out and expanded in flesh as they grew old; others seemed to shrink into themselves and get wizened. He was a shrinker.
“I can’t imagine getting upset if one of the Heston boys got rich and—” He broke off and then said, “But you’re probably right. I won’t say a word.”
He finished his coffee and put his palms on the table. Pushing down on them, he rose to his feet. His knees felt like cement. It would be good to go back to bed, but he never felt comfortable letting Hiram run things alone all day, filling prescriptions as well as managing the counters. He sighed and started for the stairs.
In the bedroom, he slowly drew on the socks Geraldine had remembered to lay out, along with fresh underwear and a shirt, before getting into bed last night.
Last night? This morning; less than five hours ago. He should have made her turn the light out much earlier, but he had felt as much like talking as she had. At Thorny’s, with everybody around, neither of them had said much; they never did any more when they were with young people, even with their own children. Once you were close to seventy, you knew that everything you said sounded pokey or silly, except to other people of seventy; and more and more you kept things to yourself. Even Geraldine hadn’t said much until they had left the party; then she had started and not once during the whole drive home had she stopped.
If Geraldine had any serious fault, that was it. That not-stopping, that need to tell him every tiny thought she had about every single thing, from the reasons she had decided to paint the kitchen or top a cake with a new kind of icing, to the reasons she felt wonderful that this great success had come to Gregory instead of to Thornton or one of the girls.
Well, at least this wasn’t paint or icing; this was enough to make anybody want to talk forever. Gregory, of all the children! There was always something strange and special about that long string bean of a boy, but who in his senses would ever have thought he could turn into a famous author? He suddenly remembered the day Gregory had gone off alone to see the editor—he was fourteen and had never traveled on a train by himself. He hadn’t opened his mouth about his plans but he left a note so they wouldn’t worry. “Gone to New York, back soon,” it had said, or something equally laconic. They had worried; the boy was so immature and impractical compared to the way Thorny had been at fourteen. Why, even at ten, Thorny had a paper route that took him three miles from the house every afternoon; by eleven, he was earning two dollars a week mowing neighbors’ lawns; at thirteen, he was regularly employed every Saturday as delivery boy for the store. But at ten Gregory showed not a spark of ambition or gumption; he kept his nose forever in a book, and if you asked him to phone anybody, he would freeze with shyness.
Maybe Geraldine and he hadn’t been clever about bringing Gregory up. It was so much easier and quicker to send Thorny to the phone, to tell Thorny to water the lawn, to get Thorny to hammer in a nail. It was a real shock when Gregory came jauntily back from New York that day and said, “I’m going to write school news for the Sun. I saw the school page editor and I’m the correspondent for Freeton High.” A boy who had never written anything except bits for the school magazine, having the nerve to tell newspaper editors what he wanted! He never earned more than fifty or sixty cents a week for the items he sent the Sun about class elections and Arista and the S.O.—what had S.O. stood for?—but he was prouder of being “on a real newspaper” than if he’d been captain of half the school teams like Thorn. Maybe that alone should have tipped them off that someday he’d be a big author. Student Organization, that’s what it was, and Thorn had been president of it in his last year, while Gregory had never been elected to anything.
Gerald shook his head, and consulted his watch. It was much too early to go downtown, but he could Start on the Squibb cartons that came yesterday. And, behind the locked doors, alone, he would be able to think everything out. He finished dressing quickly. The store was a good place any time. He was proud of the Johns Pharmacy, especially now that it was the only independent drugstore left in Freeton. He didn’t care how many Liggetts and Rexalls and Walgreens opened up on Main Street, there still would be folks who preferred getting their drugs and cosmetics and sodas in a store that was the lifework of somebody who had belonged to the town for over forty years. They never could have that same confidence, or even affection, for a salaried manager of a unit in a big chain.
His father had owned a pharmacy before him, and his only ambition, as a boy, had been to own one too. From the moment he had married, he had never loved any human creatures except Geraldine and the children, but the store was the other half of his nature and he always went to it with an eagerness that was like love. Once inside, looking out at the world through the plate-glass window, he was undisputed master of everything, challenged by nobody. It was a kingly feeling and he would never be truly old as long as he had it.
Mysterious vitality, coursing through Geraldine’s nervous system, reduced the burden of her housework to the merest chore, and by nine, she had swept and dusted and made beds and washed dishes, had sprinkled and rolled up yesterday’s wash, had made the chocolate nut pudding which would be dessert for supper, had dressed for the street and started down the path to the front gate. She left the house as hurriedly as if she were late for an appointment. Then she paused uncertainly. Nothing was ahead but the marketing.
It was mild for January, but the wind was blowing in steadily from the bay and she shivered. Across the street, Amy Persall, wearing only a gingham house-dress without even a sweater over it, was briskly sweeping the steps of the porch. Gazing vacantly at Amy’s back, Geraldine thought, That’s what it is to be young—she can’t be more than a couple of years older than Gregory, and how surprised she would be if she knew that he had just made a fortune! Geraldine stared at Amy thoughtfully.
The broom made a pleasing swish-swish-swish across the dry planks of the steps. If she were to go across and tell Amy, her broom would drop, her mouth fall open, and her eyes start from her head. Geraldine smiled and remembered her own wisdom at the breakfast table. She promptly opened the gate and turned left. At the click of the latch, Amy looked around and called, “Hello, there.”
“Morning, Amy.”
Amy’s broom came to an expectant standstill, but Geraldine only said, “My marketing,” and went right on. She had said she wouldn’t and told Gerald he mustn’t and that was that.
Suddenly she felt tired. At the corner, the wind flung itself upon her and she shivered again. She had been casual about Gerald’s talk of a nap, but now she wondered whether excitement could support you very long after so little sleep. If you were young, yes; but not if you were growing old. Her blood seemed lukewarm, her bones huddled together. She walked more slowly.
She turned into Main Street, already crowded and bustling though it was still early. Cars honked irritated horns, people went by with blank eyes, even the traffic cop was a stranger. Freeton was growing old too. When Gerald and she had first moved out here, a year after Thorny’s birth, it was scarcely more than a village, with meadows and fields just back of the houses and stores, with sandy gravel roads that had to be tarred each summer, and with so few families you knew everybody. The Long Island Rail Road station was a long wooden platform instead of the concrete and brick slab it had become and there was only a two-story grade school. When boys and girls were ready for High, they had to go to Mineola or Jamaica, and the first talk of building a big high school right in town had seemed like the talk of radicals. And yet, ten years later, when Freeton High was ready, pupils swarmed to it from every direction and it seemed only a matter of months until the building which had seemed so spacious began to be called inadequate. The war had done the usual trick to Freeton’s population. The first war. She always forgot, these days, to specify the number when she said “the war,” but it was that earlier one which would, for her, always remain The War.
Geraldine shook her head, and tried to recapture her earlier mood. Long before there was even a hint of gray in the sky, she had waked with a kind of bubbling-up in her mind. My own child, she had thought again and again, my own son. Gregory. Not Thorn, who had always been successful at everything, in school, in college, in business, but Gregory. The one who had always been—if she had to admit it, which she had never done to one solitary soul all her life—her favorite son. Parents should never have favorites, and among the girls she had none. But from the instant they had put Gregory into her arms nearly forty years ago, so puny, with such a weak little cry—from that moment, something fierce had welled up in her heart. And when Gerald had looked at him and said, “He’s good and long, like his brother was, but no husky bruiser, is he?” she had burst into tears.
Gerald kept right on comparing the two of them, even when Gregory was old enough to understand. She had often gone at Gerald about it, but he was forever getting the two of them to “make a muscle,” talking about Thorny’s husky build and how much he weighed. Thorny would barrel out his chest like a boxer and absolutely shine with conceit while poor skinny Gregory would look on and marvel.
Anyway, it was Thorny’s turn to do a little marveling, now, and that was only right. This thought had in it so much—Geraldine hesitated, searching her heart—so much spite that she was shocked. She was being unfair, really, for Thornton was as happy last night as the rest of the family; his delight and excitement had been a beautiful thing to see. You might have thought, watching him, that this great good luck was happening to him—
“Deeny, oh, Deeny.”
It was Fanny Heston’s voice, somewhere behind her, and she turned quickly, but couldn’t see anybody. Gerald didn’t like “Deeny” for a nickname but all her close friends went right ahead with it, and Fan was one of her closest. Just then, Fan came in sight, stepping out of the recessed entrance to Smith’s Hardware, and they went toward each other eagerly, both calling out, “Hello, stranger.” This they always regarded as a delectable joke, since no more than three days ever went by between visits. Fan and Jim Heston were the Johnses’ oldest friends and neighbors; even after the Hestons had moved to the outskirts of town, they had never lost touch and presumably never would as long as telephones and cars existed. Fan’s arms were loaded with bundles, but, Geraldine thought, she’s as straight in the back as a woman of fifty.
“You were going to phone me.” Fan stopped short and added, “Deeny, are you sick?”
“Heavens, no.”
“But you look worn out.”
“Why shouldn’t I? I never slept a wink all night.”
“Why not?” Fan immediately set her parcels on the sidewalk, and said urgently, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Then why couldn’t you sleep a wink?”
“Nothing bad, I meant.”
“Something good! What was it?”
Geraldine couldn’t help smiling. Just running into Fan, just chatting idly this way—her spirits had already risen to the level they’d been on before seeing Amy. She was considering this phenomenon of the emotions when Fan said, “Deeny, what?”
“I can’t tell you, not just yet.”
“A secret? About what?” Fan moved closer.
“I’ll tell you in a few days.”
“That’s not fair! Teasing me, when we’ve always—”
“I’m not trying to tease you, honestly, Fan.” She was flustered. How on earth had this started? “It’s just something that happened last night and I never closed my eyes. Gerald didn’t either.”
Fanny Heston cried, “What kind of thing?”
“Just something about Gregory.” That far she could go but wild horses couldn’t make her go further.
“About Gregory?”
“About his new book.”
“Has it come out?”
“No, but it’s—” She bit her lip and again thought of the breakfast table.
“I won’t tell a soul, if you say not to. You know I won’t.”
Geraldine sought frantically for some skill which might help her deflect this conversation to other matters, but her mind refused her. And Fan was so concerned, so worried-looking. “Promise? Not a word to anybody?” Her own words startled her.
“Promise. Oh, Deeny, come on.”
“Well, it’s just earned over a hundred thousand dollars.”
“It what?” Fan almost screamed it.
“It’s just been taken by Best Selling Books, that book club, you know, and they pay over a hundred thousand dollars down and maybe more later on.”
“A hundred thousand—you’re fooling!”
“Remember, you promised—”
“A hundred thousand dollars?”
“To start with.”
“Why, he’ll be rich for the rest of his life!”
“Can you blame me for not sleeping?”
“It’s just too marvelous—how proud and happy you must be! Oh, Deeny, I am too. Imagine having your own child—” She could not go on.
The breathless admiration in Fan’s voice sent strong shivers of joy through Geraldine. Telling her couldn’t have been avoided, she decided firmly; somehow things had taken a turn which had led inevitably on, with no turning back, with no side path to duck into. It was, almost, like fate. Nobody could fight against fate.
And since this was true, there was no reason to hold back any of the rest of it. She suggested going somewhere for coffee and then she told Fan the entire story, starting with their arrival at Thorn’s and ending with the way she and Gerald had watched the sun come up. It was wonderful to have somebody stare at you and hang on each separate word; your fatigue and chills vanished; you felt new, reborn. “Oh, let me,” Geraldine cried when the counterman brought the punched tab-ticket; she wished it were for more than twenty cents. When she and Fan finally parted, they each said the same thing: “I’ll call you soon.”
Geraldine went straight to the A. and P., marched up to the meat counter, and ordered briskly, as though she had never laid eyes on the butcher before. “Fine day, Mrs. Johns,” Bill said, “and you’re looking fine too.” Almost coldly she answered, “I was just told I was looking rather ill.” Bill stared at her but she ignored him. That was what had started it, she suddenly thought, that remark of Fan’s about her looking all worn out and ill. She had had to answer that, hadn’t she? And anyway, everybody had the right to one confidante, and Gerald need never know.
Considerably cheered by these reasonable reflections, Geraldine paid for the chops and started toward the vegetable and fruit counters, but a few feet away, she halted. Edith Markham was there, in front of the oranges and grapefruit. Edith was almost as close a friend as Fan, but it might be wiser not to stop even to say hello. Casually, yet soundlessly, she moved backwards, away from the counters. Edith turned around.
“You look so well, Deeny.”
“Why shouldn’t I? I had the most marvelous news last night.”
“What kind of news?”
Geraldine thought, Oh, dear.
The effect on Edith Markham was just as electric as it had been on Fanny Heston. Geraldine again felt her spirit expanding, filling with new sap and juice, like a tree in the spring sun, and as she talked, a delicious vision appeared to her mind’s eye, of other friends even now doing their marketing and destined by fate to cross her path on the way home.
Shortly past noon of that same day, the cash register of the Johns Pharmacy at the corner of Main and Church had already rung up a larger daily total of dollars and cents than had ever been amassed in the entire history of the store, with the single exception of the day the deadly influenza epidemic of 1918 had hit the town. Such a purchasing of tooth paste and aspirin and shaving creams had never been known, of cold cream and cleansing tissues and soaps and nail polish, of baby talc and cough lozenges and bicarbonate of soda, and virtually everything else that could be had without a prescription.
The heavy plate-glass door was scarcely still, and each separate customer, the moment her purchase had been made—her, because it so happened that all the customers were female—each and every one had congratulations to offer and questions to ask. Was it really possible for a book club to pay two hundred thousand dollars? Was it really going to be a Betty Grable picture? Was it true that Gregory was flying out to Hollywood to write on the picture himself for ten thousand dollars every week? And was Abby going out with him, or was she going to let him attend all those parties with movie stars alone, as if he were a bachelor?
If Gerald Johns had had a moment of confusion over the first of these smiling purchases and questions, the moment was short-lived. As was his habit, he had glanced at his watch while a Mrs. George Simmons was offering her happy felicitations; it was half past ten. That meant that today Geraldine had begun her marketing at about nine. He thanked Mrs. Simmons heartily and thought without rancor, Well, I might have known. Aloud he said, smiling as he did so, “Did you run into Geraldine?”
“No, I haven’t seen her yet, but I’ll call her the minute I get home. Perhaps you two could come to dinner soon and—”
“We’d love to. But how did you hear it? I’m just interested.”
“From Beth Martins, you know, lives up on the hill?”
“Yes, I know.”
“And she’s a sister-in-law, or maybe sister, I forget, I’m so excited, of the Pecks, and Linda Peck told her.”
“Linda Peck?” He searched his memory. He couldn’t quite place the Pecks. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I just wondered.”
“Why, is it a secret?”
“Lord, no.” He paused and added, “Not any more.”
“I thought not. Why ever should it be, anything so wonderful?”
“Why indeed.”
The moment Mrs. Simmons departed, Gerald Johns, never one to cry over spilled milk, beans, or apple carts, called out, imperatively, “Say, Hiram.” From the back of the store where Hiram Spriggins, his assistant, was unloading the remaining cartons a deep bass “Yes?” answered him. “Better leave the cartons for tomorrow; we’re in for a busy day.”
For Thornton Johns, it was already a busy day. He had waked before the alarm went off, to find Cindy propped against her pillows, smoking a cigarette, and smiling at him.
This was unusual. Everything about it was unusual. Cindy never awoke until after he had left for the office, Cindy never smoked before breakfast, and Cindy, until she had had her black coffee, never smiled at anybody.
Now, however, she said, lovingly, “Good morning, darling, did you sleep well?”
“Mmm,” Thorn said, and then remembered. He had not slept well. Long after Cindy had gone to sleep, he had lain awake thinking, and even after he slept he had apparently been hurrying somewhere. Now he sat up in bed, stretching. “Not really. I was making plans all night.”
“What sort of plans? Thorny, do you really think there’ll be a movie sale?”
“No. That’s one of the things I thought over after you went to sleep. I shouldn’t have said that to you.”
“Why not?”
“Because I finally pinned Gregory down to telling me more about the book. He does write the damnedest stuff.”
“Oh, Thorn. I had my heart set—” She stubbed out her cigarette but at once lighted a new one. “You’re not going to give up in advance, are you? The book club must think it will appeal to people, so why not the movies?”
He shrugged. “I can’t say ‘why,’ I just have a hunch they’ll think it’s too mental, not enough action, all that. Gregory does too.”
“Even so, the book club—”
“Its name is B.S.B.” He was surprised to sound so testy, but Cindy did not appear to notice.
“Yes. As I was saying, B.S.B. thinks—”
“Look,” he said reasonably. “Would you go to a movie about electing the first President of the World?”
“There’s lots in it beside world government, Gregory said.”
“And about armies demobilizing? And nations giving up the right to make war, and agreeing to live under world law, and a world constitution? Can you see yourself standing in line at Radio City to see that?”
“Oh, Thorn.” She looked at him beseechingly. “It has a love story too.”
“Not what the movies call a love story,” he said. “Of course they’d probably jazz up that part of it, but fantasy just isn’t right for pictures.”
“That old one about Mr. Jordan was fantasy, you know with, I think, Cary Grant going to Heaven after an airplane smash.”
“It wasn’t Cary Grant; it was Bob Montgomery.”
“Anyway,” she said triumphantly. “And what about The Bishop’s Wife, and let’s see—”
He got out of bed. “Cindy, I’m going to read it myself. After that, I might have certain ideas. I told you I lay awake making plans.”
“About trying to sell it to the movies?”
He frowned. “What were we talking about, if not the movies?” He closed his eyes. The down-slanting folds at their corners felt stiff and thickened. He blinked rapidly, several times, and said, “Hangover.”
“Won’t the publishers try?”
“They have a fifteen per cent cut in any movie money. Of course they’ll try.”
“I thought you didn’t remember if they had a cut or not.”
“I remembered perfectly.”
“But suppose it was you who sold it, not the publishers?”
“If God sold it, they’d still get their fifteen.” He began to dress, thinking, If I go on with the idea and it does work, she’ll be sure she put me up to it. And if it flops—
He went to the bathroom to shave. If only he had some good contacts in Hollywood. Or if he knew more about how these things were done by professional agents, what approaches were used, what prices asked. He thought again, as he had done so many times during the night, of seeking out Jim Hathaway once more. For a moment his brush paused in mid-air, dripping lather; then he slapped it to his face in discouragement. This was not something he could do without telling Gregory, like that other visit to Hathaway, and if he asked permission, Gregory would flatly refuse, saying he wouldn’t be “pushy” about his own book. Even the suggestion about dropping in on his publishers this morning had met with resistance—could anyone in his right mind think that would be pushy? Was Gregory going to be extra-mulish now about things that everybody else would take as a matter of course?
Thornton Johns reflected, as so many others had done before him, that he would never understand authors. Admire them, yes, observe them, study them, discuss them, sometimes envy them—yes and again yes, but understand them, never. Even his own blood brother could baffle him a hundred times a year. If he, Thorn, asked, for authorization to take any bold steps about a movie sale, Gregory would have forty reasons for sitting back unless a movie company initiated the courting. But that old fox in Chicago would not be so coy.
Lather, forgotten and unattended, quickly cakes, and now Thornton Johns found his nose twitching. He began to shave with nervous rapidity. It was a shame about Hathaway. The firm of Storm, Goldberg, Miller and Hathaway were specialists in the affairs of radio, movie, and theater actors, producers, playwrights, novelists, and directors. They knew every studio in Hollywood and could arrange—
The hell with it. There was plenty for him to do in the next few days and that was all he wanted anyway. He would never stand in his brother’s way for the long pull; perhaps this very morning when Gregory phoned he’d start him thinking about the need to sign on one of the best Hollywood agents while the news was hot. If the suggestion didn’t issue from him, it would most certainly be forthcoming from Digby. Thorn nicked his jawbone and cursed.
Cindy pushed open the bathroom door. “Thorny, if you did help with a movie sale, would you get—” She hesitated. He stopped shaving and looked at her in the mirror.
“Get what?”
“Any commission? Or I mean, any part of the commission?”
“Cindy!”
“I only thought that with a movie—”
“You don’t take commissions from your own brother.” He rinsed the razor vigorously under the tap.
“Don’t be so superior,” Cindy said. Then, placatingly, “I’m sorry, Thorn. You did say you’d be giving lots of time to things now, and it just seemed perfectly ordinary business, even on the book-club money—”
“It’s not.”
She left and he was suddenly impatient to get to the office, refresh himself on other points in the contracts, and get going. Women were grasping creatures, at times nearly immoral; Cindy probably would have thought it only fair if he had deducted an agent’s commission of a hundred and ten dollars from the eleven hundred that Gregory’s last book had earned him for two years of work! Well, he had never made money on his own brother and he never would, no matter what it came to. Ten per cent of fifty-two thousand was—
He still wouldn’t.
There is, as everybody knows, a large satisfaction in the public renunciation of profit to which one has neither a legal nor moral right; that satisfaction now flooded Thornton’s heart. In this splendid mood, he caught a glimpse of his face in the mirror and suddenly felt sheepish. He finished dressing quickly, went to the dining room, and said, “Skip it, sweetie, I was being a touch touchy.”
“For a change?” she said.
But there was no ill humor in her eyes and when he left for the office, he felt sunny and even-tempered and filled with anticipation once more. By the time Diana came in, he was nearly through with Gregory’s contracts and waiting to make his first call.
Diana proved him an accurate prophet. “Your own brother, Mr. Johns!” Her eyes were round; her voice was awed. Questions bubbled from her beautiful mouth; he answered them graciously, despite an inevitable preoccupation with the notes he was making on his memo pad all the while she spoke. He told her which calls he would make, and in what order, and when she finally left the office, she went, or so it seemed, on tiptoe. A wave of pleasure laved his heart and when at last he telephoned the Treasurer of Digby and Brown, his tone was very nearly affectionate.
So was Jack McIntyre’s. Never before had McIntyre evinced such affability. In the past, when Thorn had sought explanations or information, McIntyre had always seemed impatient to answer and have, done, but as they discussed the tax laws which would force Gregory to accept, and pay taxes on, the whole fifty-two thousand in this year instead of permitting a “spread” over several years, McIntyre was leisurely, even loquacious. He seemed to find such talk enjoyable too and it was Thorn this time who had to maneuver the conversation to a close. “I’m expecting a call from Gregory any minute,” he said regretfully.
“Ed Barnard wired him to be sure to come in,” McIntyre said. “Let me switch you over. Ed will want to hear about his reaction to all this.”
“Oh, no,” Thorn said hastily. “Gregory ought to talk to him himself, first.” But McIntyre was already jiggling the hook and saying, “Put Mr. Johns through to Ed Barnard, please,” and almost at once Barnard said, “Hello, Mr. Johns, is Gregory with you?”
“No, but he’ll be in to see you later on.”
“How did he take the news?”
“Well, you know Gregory.”
“Was he calm or excited or what?”
“I’ll let him tell you himself.”
“But are you sure he’ll be in? I wired him at seven-thirty this morning and haven’t even had a call so far.”
“At seven-thirty?”
Barnard laughed. “Luther Digby started routing all of us out of bed at six, which was five in Chicago—” He laughed again. “You really think Gregory will come in?”
“I made him promise he would. He tried to call you last night as soon as he got the telegram. He was at my house when he heard about all this.” A strange elation twanged Thornton Johns’ nerves: he was in the know; he could report, hand out information, say authoritatively what Gregory had done and would do. When he hung up and began on his next calls, he felt that this was already the happiest day in his life.
By ten-thirty, the magic phrase “fifty-two thousand dollars,” and the, doubly magic one, of “a hundred and four, thousand,” had been formed by his lips, larynx, palate, and glottis over a dozen times. And each time, a resounding confidence, rang through him, allied to the elation he had felt before, but extending to another dimension, as if the delegated right to shape these golden vowels and consonants carried strength and authority and power with it.
Thornton Johns was so sensible a man that he was more than a little aware of this absurdity, yet he could not halt the swift upsurge within him. Sums like these were not the vocal property of nobodies, except in fragile and unvoiced daydreams. He was not daydreaming: He had been given, as it were, due power of attorney over these treasures and so it was not unseemly that he should hear himself speaking like a man of substance. Particularly, he reflected, when other people spoke to him as if he were.
And if he spoke like one, and were treated like one, then why not act like one? Would a major executive in any business firm consult everybody in sight before taking the initial steps toward what might be a large triumph? Why had he been so sure that he could not call Hathaway without first getting Gregory’s permission? Could Gregory conceivably regret a movie sale? The added money? The vaster fame? The Good World on every marquee, on everybody’s lips?
He pushed the buzzer and Diana appeared. “My next call—”
“The Chicago one?”
“No, that will have to wait.” He gave orders and then sat back deep in his chair. He was relaxed, easy in every fiber. How odd that was, when he was using every nerve and all his brains and energy! This was the sort of life he was meant for and he would not give over too easily. If he spent, say, a hundred dollars on any other hobby, who could complain or charge him with extravagance? He smiled at the telephone, and his fingers began on their arpeggio, but lazily. Through the open door to the anteroom where Diana sat, he could hear her making her explanations to Hathaway’s secretary, and ending, “Will you put him on, please? This is urgent.” He drew the instrument to him expectantly and when she signaled him, he said blandly, “Hello, Mr. Hathaway. If Roy Tribble didn’t sleep all morning, I’d have got him to reintroduce us. It’s been a long time.”
“Let him sleep. We’re reintroduced.”
But it sounded uncertain and Thorn said, “During the war, it was. I consulted you about the option clauses in a book contract.”
“A book? My secretary said, ‘Roy Tribble’s insurance broker.’”
Thorn laughed. “I am. The author of the book was my brother, Gregory Johns.”
“Yes, I do remember now. You were acting as his agent—”
“And still am. This is about his new book—and a possible movie deal.”
“I see.”
“And I got to wondering if you might advise me, on a sort of provisional basis.”
“Provisional? We don’t accept contingent arrangements.”
Thorn said, “His new novel has just been taken by B.S.B. for April.”
“B.S.B.?” There was a pause and Thorn said nothing. “They still pay over a hundred thousand, don’t they?”
“A hundred and four. Look, Mr. Hathaway, why don’t we meet and talk my idea over anyway?”
“Well, we might. Any time you and your brother can make it, give me a ring.”
“It would just be me,” Thorn said casually. “Like last time.”
“Not your brother?”
“Not to start with. He’s pretty busy just now. O.K.?”
They made a date for drinks at five that afternoon. Thorn turned away from the phone and thought exultingly, It’s going to work, see if it doesn’t. Again he summoned Diana.
“I’m wiring Digby, instead of calling him,” he said. “Check his office and see if he’s staying in Chicago for tonight and if they say yes, send him this, fast rate: ‘Discussing movie possibilities today will phone this evening please start no Hollywood action without consulting me first since I am still acting as my brother’s agent thanks.’” He looked at Diana. “Punctuate that and sign it G. Thornton Johns and add our address.”
“Yes, Mr. Johns,” she said in her soft voice. She started out.
“Oh, and Diana.”
She turned around.
“Yes, Mr. Johns?”
“I’m working late tonight,” he said, hardly knowing, before he heard his words, what they were to be. “And I hope you can stand by.”
“Of course.” The old caressing note was in it, the old assurance that he was her one concern. But this time there was an urgency beneath the tone, as if she realized well how demanding life on a certain plane could be. “I have a date, but I’ll break it and get a sandwich at the drugstore.”
“No,” he said, and paused. When had he decided to do this? He glanced up at her. Her eyes still held something of their rounded awe, and he spoke gently, as if he were sorry that she should be so transparent, so easily understood. “I’ll have to have some sort of food too,” he said. “We’ll grab a quick dinner together, if you’d rather.”
“Oh, I would, Mr. Johns,” she said.



CHAPTER FIVE
OF THE CONSIDERABLE NUMBER of people who were already privy to the news about Gregory Johns’ novel, the only one who was not by now actively up and doing was the author himself. Gregory Johns was still asleep.
This was due not to sloth but to exhaustion, for he and Abby had talked until five, at which time, finding his mind ridiculously alert, he had been guilty of hypocrisy. “If we’d each shut up for exactly sixty seconds,” he had said, “we’d be dead to the world.” It had worked for Abby; he would have hated to have it succeed for him. He had waited for her breathing to assume a proper tempo, and then had departed for the only unoccupied room in the house—the kitchen—where he could enjoy the sense, if not the physical fact, of mobility. He had begun to walk happily: six fair paces from door to sink; sharp turn and four short ones from sink to stove; sharp turn and seven good long ones on the hypotenuse of his triangle back to the door—enough to give his thoughts unlimited range.
Variety was missing but he did not care. Scraps of talk between Hat, Abby, and himself scurried across his mind. It had all been an unabashed materialism: What does this mean for us? What changes will it bring? What improvements? Until Hat had been shipped off to bed at three, he had told, himself stoutly (and had afterwards told Abby) that girls of seventeen were not frequently notable for the loftiness of their interests, but he and Abby, when finally they were alone, had found themselves still grooved in the rut of practical considerations, and unable to haul themselves out of it.
To this phenomenon Gregory Johns now prepared to give his full attention. He lighted a cigarette; it burned his tongue and he decided on a glass of milk instead. The handle of the Frigidaire against his palm instantly brought back Hat’s first—perhaps only—suggestion about getting something somebody else in the family wanted. To wit, a new icebox.
“But now that we’ll soon be moving out,” Abby had answered, frowning, “there’s no sense buying one for this place.”
Remembering, Gregory thought, Conflict already, the yes and no, the plus and minus. For years Abby had wanted only to rush forth, and buy a gleaming ample magnificence of an icebox, but now, with the means to do it had come simultaneous reasons for not doing it. Only in the dry and frosty vacuum of impossibility could one yearn without hindrance; the moment attainment was at hand, the damp mildew of logic began its sly attack. Poor Abby.
But not poor Hat. From the moment they had left Thorn’s house, Hat had begun a cool, collected presentation of what she saw as the changing picture of her life and destiny. It was as though she had been privately rehearsing for years the demands she would make if anything like a reasonable opportunity ever came her way and as though, after its unexpected knock, she proposed to waste not another minute. That she wanted pretty new clothes was no revelation, nor that she dreamed of a college life not based on free tuition and a lack of dormitory fees. But nothing about his daughter had prepared him for the blueprinted clarity with which she had greeted his offer to let her abandon Hunter College of the City of New York, in favor of any other of her heart’s choosing.
For a few minutes Hat had remained the child he had always known. Gregory Johns closed his eyes; he was again. seeing her, ecstatic rush to him and then to her mother., “Oh, I’m so thankful to both of you, and so proud of Daddy, and so happy I just can’t bear it.”
Abby looked away and he cleared his throat ,and managed to sound very businesslike indeed. “Well, then! Better start in right away, and find out about Radcliffe or Vassar or Bryn Mawr—”
“Find out?’’
“Maybe Wellesley or Smith,” Abby said.
Hat stared at them. “But Vassar is what I want. I might as we’ll stay at Hunter, unless it can be Vassar.”
There was rather a discussion following that, during which Hat remained uninterested in all the colleges of the United States save one. Then Abby steered them to the less parlous subject of new clothes. “In Macy’s Sunday ad—”
“Macy’s? Oh, Mother,”
“Why, Hat, you always loved Macy’s and Lord and Taylor.”
Hat said nothing.
“Where do you want to go?” Abby asked.
“Saks Fifth Avenue. Oh, Mother, I don’t mean to sound snooty and expensive—”
“You do though, dear.” It was said gently.
“For my date things is all I mean, and maybe some tweeds and a couple of real cashmere sweaters instead of just regular wool—”
“Do you know what a real cashmere sweater costs?”
“A terrible lot. I guess I’d better get only one, to start with.”
“How much does it cost?” Gregory put in, and Abby said, too quietly, “Twenty-five dollars, unless Hat prefers a hand knit cashmere. “That might cost forty or fifty.”
Gregory Johns looked at his daughter with the nearest approach to awe that he had ever felt for her. When had she been learning about these things? For how long? And how perilously near the surface must have been her opinion of a nefarious past in which a sweater cost five dollars!
Sudden wealth, he found himself thinking, was a remarkable developer for the unprinted negatives of character. If only it were less immediate—if the emerging picture were not so clear while the hypo solution still dripped from it! He glanced at Abby and thought he saw her swallowing.
But Hat went on exuberantly to other matters. Perhaps a notion that something was amiss had struck her, for it was here that she introduced the subject of the icebox for her mother. Since the landlord wouldn’t spend one cent for improvements while rent control lasted, they’d better do it themselves. “Let’s go out tomorrow, the minute I get home from school, and pick it out.”
“Good idea,” Gregory said heartily.
“Now wait, you two,” Abby said, as relieved as he to be forgetting Vassar and Saks Fifth Avenue and hand-knit cashmere. “We’re not buying iceboxes or hunting apartments until we know what’ll be left after taxes.”
“But whatever the taxes are,” he said mildly, “we certainly can afford one icebox. What would it cost, anyway?”
“Mother,” Hat said. “Fifty-two thousand dollars would buy quite a few iceboxes.”
It was here that Abby frowned and stated the yes and no, the plus and minus. But before anybody spoke again, she went to the desk, took out the family checkbook, flipped over pages, and pointed. “As of this minute,” she said, “we have thirty-four dollars and twelve cents in the bank. That’s what they call fluid assets.”
In common with most long-married husbands, Gregory Johns had moments when he did not actively adore his wife, but this was not one of them. He instantly knew that she had been the one member of his entire family who had never once, during the whole evening and all the hours since—never once overlooked the clean immediate fact of that thirty-four-dollars-and-twelve-cents in favor of fifty-two glittering but distant thousands.
“I wonder when they’ll pay me,” he said slowly.
“When will the book club pay Digby and Brown?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea.”
There was a marked pause. Then Abby said, “You have about ninety dollars coming next month from last October’s royalty statement.” She turned to Hat and explained that prevailing publishing practice was to send out royalty reports in April and in October, but that the sum due on each report did not have to be paid until six months later.
“The fifty-two thousand,” Gregory said, even more slowly than before, “will show up on the April first statement, but they could hold every dime of it until next fall.”
Recalling that melancholy conversation, Gregory Johns laughed aloud. The handle of the Frigidaire still pressed against his palm; the contents of its crowded interior were still revealed to him. The threatening growl which issued forth whenever more than a minute elapsed between the opening and closing of its door now became audible, and hastily he reached into the problem-maker. From the right of the centrally suspended freezing unit he removed two small cans of orange juice, one bottle of water, one long thin rectangle of butter, three covered porcelain containers, stacked one atop the other, and a small square box of frozen and dehydrated lima beans. Only then had he access to the white bottle in the far corner.
He poured his milk and gulped it down. The consternation of the three of them had lessened at last when Abby pointed out that there must be some arrangements at all publishing houses to advance a part of so vast a sum, ordinary practice on ordinary royalties to the contrary notwithstanding. They could ask Thorn first thing in the morning. Gregory had reminded her of their lifelong self-control about not asking for advances from Digby and Brown; she had-answered comfortably that it was a mighty different matter for a publisher to advance your own money, not his.
Unarguable, Gregory Johns thought now. He restored the milk bottle to its rightful place, restacked each of the things he had painstakingly removed, and saw that the other shelves were just as crowded. He reflected that for over fifteen years Abby had gone through this process a dozen times every day, and tried in his head to multiply twelve by three hundred and sixty-five by fifteen.
The threatening growl changed to a deep roar.
He slammed the door and marched to the cabinet where tools were kept. Ignoring the small voice in his mind which murmured something about its being after five o’clock in the morning, he opened a folding six-foot rule and began a meticulous measurement and notation. Seven inches wider, four inches deeper, and six inches taller, with appropriate increases in shelf space, ice cubes, salad bins—Abby should see the damn thing shining at her before the week was out.
A strength and sureness raced in him; he was, after all, the good provider, the dispenser of largesse. He suddenly felt more powerful, more male, more truly the head of a family. He wished Abby were awake, so that he could tell her how much he loved doing reckless, impulsive things like ordering iceboxes for her and colleges for Hat. This was a husband’s role, a father’s role, and only successful men could play it. He had never envied them, but now that he was one—
Gregory Johns stopped short. So soon? he thought. This surge of self-love—so soon?
He stood motionless, gazing down at the measuring stick, still open in his hand. The day before yesterday his book had been the same book, the same black words on the same white paper; he had; been satisfied with it and not dissatisfied with himself. Now a golden ribbon adorned the book and he was at once painting out the old canvas of himself and substituting an image on a grander scale. The larger image or the greater audience—which had he hungered for? He had thought of himself as a reasonably contented man; had he merely been a blind one?
He closed the folding rule decisively; each six-inch segment snapped to with a hard positive click. He set it down on the table and stared at its collapsed smallness.
Then he winked at it, as if it were a person. A little vanity wouldn’t kill anybody, a little stretching out of the old ego at 5 A.M. After all, the words on the paper were his words and not somebody else’s.
Whereupon Gregory Johns was suddenly seized with curiosity. What part of the book had the judges liked best? Did they respond to it from the first page or had they been won over later, as it developed? The opening lines had always seemed to him too stiff and inflexible, too abrupt a thrust at the reader’s imagination, and he had rewritten them so often that he must have stripped all grace from them. He looked at the ceiling, trying to recall the first paragraph.
Against the rosy sky, the beams and girders of the Empire State Building made a weaving, twisting filigree of steel. Barlowe glanced from it to his televisioned wristwatch and longed for a second hour of sleep. At seventy, with half the lifespan gone, a man might begin to avoid undue strain. The unwelcome notion sent his glance to the ticking calendar on his desk. Somebody, perhaps himself, had blacked out the three zeros, leaving a flash impression that the day was October 2 in the year 2.
Gregory Johns tried to imagine one of the judges reading it for the first time, knowing nothing of the fifty other versions which had gone before, some shorter, some longer, some pausing to include the line about Hormoneutron Longevity Capsules, and others ignoring that but referring to World War Five and the loss of ninety million people.
Confusion blew across his mind. Had the final version included the capsules or the deaths? He had to know immediately; he could not sleep, not knowing.
He opened the door to the living room. Hat would never wake; she always slept as if the sofa were the downiest bed in the world, and tonight a shout wouldn’t make her stir. He went to his desk, pulled gently at the lower left-hand drawer, and drew out the cardboard box which had once held a ream of blank paper. If anybody saw me, he thought. The loving author, admiring his own work, keeping nocturnal trysts with it.
He took the box with him and, moving almost stealthily now, returned to the kitchen. He lifted out the manuscript, set it on the table, and then stopped short. That pile of typewritten sheets, 8 1/2 by 11 in linear measurement and perhaps four inches in depth, had been adjudged by—God knows who the judges were—had been priced at more than a hundred thousand dollars.
It was a paralyzing idea. He gulped, and hastily backed off a step or two. Suddenly he wanted nothing but to get back beside Abby and sleep.
Just the one paragraph, he decided.
Abby awoke uncertainly. Was that bell ringing in a neighbor’s apartment or in their own? Gregory was still deeply asleep on his back, his lips slightly open, and she glanced at her watch. It was past eleven. The bell rang again.
She caught up her bathrobe and went to the door. The fact that it was another telegram did not astonish her and she was amused that a wire should so quickly seem no exceptional thing. Since Digby had already wired, this one would be from somebody else at the firm who had just discovered the dazzling virtues of The Good World.
Abby smiled peacefully and went to the kitchen. She set the percolator going, tidied up the usual mess of Hat’s breakfast dishes, and put the folding rule back in the cabinet. She could imagine the flowery declarations which would now issue forth at D. and B.; she could picture the salesmen rushing in on Ed Barnard all this morning to discuss “his author,” pouring out praise for “developing Johns,” asking him to guess what The Good World would “do,” and demanding to read it at once, though normally they wouldn’t be caught dead with the long slippery pages of galley proofs. Ed would listen, refuse to hazard predictions, thank them, and say mildly that editors could do everything for authors except write their books.
Ed always said things mildly and felt them vehemently. He was fifty, had been an editor for nearly thirty years, and unlike many editors was not a disappointed writer. His appearance was an anomaly, for he had the ascetic face of a monk and the massive body of a pugilist. His gray eyes were always clear and rested, despite ceaseless reading of typed manuscripts and published books of a hundred authors, American, British or French, obscure or well known. He loved writing; he loved writers.
Ed had told her several times that Gregory was as creative a writer as any he had ever known, and had predicted a larger recognition for his work as time went on. But now, being Ed Barnard, he would refuse to triumph openly over the saleschart worshipers at D. and B. To Abby this seemed regrettable and she found herself hoping, with an unexpected fervor, that he would at least entertain a private smugness for never having written Gregory off as “a minor author.”
Years and years ago, when Partial Eclipse and then Horn of Plenty had failed to become best sellers, Luther Digby’s letters had grown more infrequent, less eager for news of work in progress. Then they had stopped nearly altogether, except on business matters. In the beginning, Digby used to talk endlessly—how well she remembered it—about the vital function of the publisher, the duty, the privilege—to discover the new writer, to encourage him, to bring forth his work, even if it might appeal only to a limited public. Perhaps in those days Digby had meant it. After Horn of Plenty, Gregory had dismissed this talk as so much pious wind. “The truest function, duty, and privilege within Digby,” he had once remarked, “is the marketing of commodities for as much profit as possible.”
Apparently others had come to feel the same way. College texts and classics were marketable indeed, but when it came to general publishing, Ed Barnard and Alan Brown were increasingly willing not to “bother” the President of their firm. As for launching serious new writers, they knew he would balk at and often veto, always for the loftiest reasons, virtually every manuscript they believed in, unless it were by a European upon whose work some foreign publisher had already risked pounds or francs.
Abby thought, Ed and Alan are probably as glad as we are that Luther Digby isn’t the whole firm. Whatever he had, besides capital, when he started it thirty years ago, certainly vanished long ago, and if he hadn’t gone over to the business and sales end, D. and B. would practically be a textbook house by now, and Ed Barnard never would have stayed on. She smiled once more, picked up the telegram, and started for the bedroom. The living room was tidy and neat; Hat had restored the sofa to its daytime incarnation, put away sheets and blankets, even emptied and washed the ashtrays. No sudden metamorphosis, Abby thought stonily, about doing chores, no talk yet about a maid. We’ll have to straighten Miss Hat out a bit, I can see that. What was she doing with that measuring stick anyway?
She stopped, her hand on the knob of the bedroom door. That was odd, finding it on the kitchen table; it hadn’t been there last night. But Hat, gulping down her cornflakes and milk, before dashing off for school, certainly had no thought of measuring anything.
Abby glanced back toward the kitchen and then went in to Gregory. She stood watching him and thinking about the measuring stick.
But I won’t let him, I mustn’t, I must make him see it. This is the danger point for all of us, right here, this first lovely inch of new territory where plenty of money lies at our feet. “Gregory,” she whispered.
He stirred, but went on sleeping. How unmarked his face always looked when his eyes were closed, how tranquil and contented. How wonderful it was that he was not a restless man like Thorn. They were so unlike, and yet able to remain so close, as if each needed the characteristics of the other to become a complete person. Would Gregory agree that for all Thorn’s big hearty manner, he was a sad man, seeking, searching, never at rest? She had begun to think that about Thorn the day she had been downtown and had dropped in at his office and then let him persuade her to go along to his club where he was to be in charge of a luncheon meeting. She had watched and listened and applauded with the rest, but she had guessed the truth. If it were the truth.
“Gregory,” she said again. “Wake up.”
He opened his eyes. “Hi.”
“Here’s a telegram.”
“Who from?”
She gave it to him and said, “Whom from.”
“Nonsense.” He put on his horn-rim glasses and held the message so she could read it with him. It was from Ed Barnard: “NOW MORE PEOPLE WILL KNOW. CAN YOU GET IN HERE THIS MORNING?”
“That Ed,” Gregory said after a minute. “I’ll get up and get started.”
“It’s nearly noon already.”
“Five hours isn’t enough, but all right.” He got up, yawning.
“Five?”
“I did the damn foolest thing you ever heard of after you fell asleep.”
“With a yardstick?”
He looked blank. “And the most conceited thing,” he said, without apology. “I read a hundred pages of the manuscript.”
She smiled. “Why shouldn’t you?”
“Pretending I was one of the judges at B.S.B.,” he went on, “coming on everything for the first time. It sort of worked too. Everything read differently.”
“Better?”
“I don’t think so,” he said. “I honestly don’t.”
Without transition she said, “Darling, we had to do college for Hat, and we will get an apartment, but we can’t begin to say, well, the icebox too, and well, just a small car and maybe just a cheap fur coat. We can’t.”
“We won’t say all that.”
He glanced uneasily about the room, avoiding her eyes, and she thought, His mind is about as hard to read as a headline in the Times. She waited for him to look at her but he didn’t. “Where’d you write down the measurements?”
“What measurements?”
“Gregory, really!” She laughed and he looked aggrieved and then unwillingly amused.
“You’re too damn smart,” he said.
“The things I want,” she went on, suddenly intense, “aren’t things you buy in stores and wrap up and send home, anyway.”
“No,” he said.
“For the next five years what I really want is to never see you interrupt a manuscript every minute to do reviews and articles—”
“And me, never to see you add up the stubs twice over before you dare to write a check for six dollars—”
“And you not to go to the Public Library if you need the Britannica—”
“Imagine seeing all the plays we want to.”
“And hearing all the concerts.”
“We might take a tourist boat to Europe sometime.”
“Oh, Gregory,” she cried, “let’s remember, let’s don’t forget, let’s—”
While she was speaking, he came toward her and put his arms around her and leaned his head hard against hers. The thick earpiece of his glasses hurt her temple, but she didn’t move back or say anything.
If not Sam Goldwyn, Luther Digby mused, then maybe Darryl Zanuck. He would rather get to Zanuck first, but Alan Brown’s brother was married to a relative of Mrs. Goldwyn, so that call should be a cinch, whereas it might take finesse and proper introductions to pave the way to Zanuck. Not too much finesse; those fellows out there were dog-eat-dog about big books and no important publisher need go begging when he had one. In the past few years he had forgotten that.
Ever since 5 A.M. when Alan had answered The Question, his mind had functioned with a thrilling sharpness. His headache had disappeared, he had gone back to bed for a few hours, slept through his early appointments, and then waked, free from hangover and with a grand strategy laid out in his mind. He had shaved, showered, dressed, and ordered a large breakfast with lots of black coffee. His mirror had told him there was no sign of last night’s debauch; he looked closer to forty-five than fifty-five, and he felt nearer to thirty than either. This selling trip on the spring list had been his own idea and now he would ring up a brilliant total of orders.
When at last he had phoned about his missed appointments, he had not stooped to over-apology. He had only to explain about B.S.B. to be forgiven, congratulated, and urged to consider nothing but his own convenience about naming a better date.
Jobbers, buyers, bookstore owners, they really were craven little men. How profound and immediate was the change in them the minute they sniffed big business ahead! When he casually explained that he was canceling everything and devoting the day to certain hot possibilities in Hollywood, they redoubled their amiable assurances—a bit sickening to a man of perception, and yet pleasant, too. The only irritating thing all morning was the wire from Thornton Johns, and he did not propose to let that get him down.
What did this unknown brother mean, anyway, sending him orders? Nobody was going to dictate what he, Luther Digby, was to do or not do until this evening or any other evening. The firm’s fifteen per cent would not be jeopardized no matter who pulled off the movie sale, but in the long run, it would be better all around if it were he and not the brother. Everybody knew about the greed of authors, once they’d had their first taste of real money. Never again would Gregory Johns listen to reason about extra rights unless the firm brought off a movie sale of The Good World. Then only might gluttony be beaten back by a decent sense of obligation to Digby and Brown.
Brother or no brother, it thus behooved the President of D. and B. to drive right ahead. It might not be too extreme to switch his plans and hop the next train to Hollywood!
Outside his window, an airplane roared by.
He looked out at it appraisingly. It was headed west and he felt a kinship with it and with everything that sprang from undaunted imagination and unswerving will. A successful man, always, had both.
Within Luther Digby, invisible motors revved up, ailerons shifted, and something soared. Behind him there was a loud knock on the door and he banked steeply and curved around. It was the chambermaid to do up the room. This was her second appearance and her bony old face showed disgust at finding him still there.
“It’s all right,” he said, putting on his jacket and surveying himself once more in the mirror. “I’m just leaving.” He beckoned authoritatively, and she began to wheel in her cart of fresh linens, soaps, and shoe flannels. “I suppose most of the rooms are empty by now.”
“Yeah,” she said.
It sounded like “Yare,” and Luther Digby’s humanitarianism was aroused. This poor illiterate drudge who knew nothing of Big Business! “I suppose you get traveling salesmen mostly, who have to get going by nine.”
“Yare.”
“Like clerks in a store,” he said. “Poor devils.”
“Ain’t you a salesman?”
“No. I’m a publisher, a book publisher.” He stood taller and sucked in his stomach hard, wishing briefly that she were less ugly, less old.
“Books? What kinda books?”
She’s lonely, Luther Digby thought, lonely for companionship, for communication. “All kinds,” he said genially, “if they’re good enough. Do you like books?”
“I seen a movie, came from a book.”
“Lots of movies come from books,” he said. “Many of the books publish are made into movies.”
“You don’t say.” She abandoned her cart and stared at him. “What movies? Maybe I seen one.”
How eager she was to make contact with something less drab than the life she led. Luther Digby smiled in understanding and compassion.
“I’m on my way to Hollywood right now,” he said, “to arrange about a movie from one of my new books.”
“Hollywood? You don’t say!”
“I’m flying out. With so many people to see out there, I can’t spare the time for trains.”
“You goin’ to see any of the stars?”
“Of course. Publishers always talk to the stars about their best sellers.”
She sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and sighed hugely. “Which stars?” she asked, but before he could reply, she added, “Imagine! Me talkin’ to somebody knows Bette Davis an’ Judy Garland an’ Jimmy Stewart an’ them all.”
Her bony face took on the softness of worship and Luther Digby, with a splendid shock, realized that this worship was not directed at Bette Davis and Judy Garland and Jimmy Stewart but at him who knew them and would be seeing them soon.
He put two dollars on the dresser, picked up his suitcase and suddenly thought, What’s to keep me from calling Zanuck myself?



CHAPTER SIX
IN THE CHROMIUM GLARE of the bar where he was to meet the lawyer Hathaway, Thornton Johns sat over a martini, nervously rehearsing what he would say. He had sent up to Ed Barnard for a set of bound galleys of The Good World and had brought it along with him, but he had checked it with his hat and coat; this seemed cowardly, but he could not bring himself to have it right out on the table. It had arrived at his office only at three and in the next two hours he had scrambled through half of it, as if he were cramming for an exam. He could put up a bluff of having read it; he could talk about Owen Barlowe, the girl who loved him, and the funny scenes between Barlowe and the other candidates. During the afternoon he had called Roy Tribble and asked to be filled in on Jim Hathaway, but he scarcely knew whether Roy’s remarks had made him more hopeful or less. “Jim’s still carrying a torch for Roosevelt, so don’t get on politics.” How could anybody talk about this book and not? Well, what the hell. Roy was a relentless Republican; his advice could be partly discounted.
Thorn drank off half his martini and watched the door. Could Hathaway have misunderstood where and when they were to meet? Should he telephone and check up? Not yet; it would sound unsure and tense. He was unsure and tense.
Hathaway arrived then, apologetic, eager to make up for his seeming rudeness, but Thorn was unable at first to press this advantage, and constraint grew between them. Then he decided to plunge: “My brother not only has no real agent; he has no lawyer.” Hathaway smiled. He liked authors, he told Thorn, as people, as friends, as clients. Successful authors had dozens of interlocking problems that unsuccessful authors never faced, and since each subsequent success compounded those problems, the relationship between good author and good lawyer was usually one which went on for life. “On the phone this morning,” Hathaway then remarked, “you mentioned a possible movie deal.”
Thorn nodded, and deliberately fell silent, studying Hathaway’s face. He had forgotten how strong and intelligent it was; he saw too that there was something vain in the set of the mouth and the direct gaze of the dark eyes. Hathaway was a small, wiry man, about his own age, with quick gestures and a biting enunciation. Selling insurance taught one to estimate mood and character and Thornton Johns decided Hathaway would not be averse to feeling himself indispensable.
“Let me give you some background,” Thorn said, almost diffidently, “about my impractical brother and about me—and you’ll see why I screwed up the nerve to ask for your help again. Waiter, another round, please.”
Suddenly Hathaway slapped the table. “You’re the guy who insisted on paying my fee yourself, even though my work was for your brother. It’s just come back, that part.”
The whole atmosphere changed; warmth took the place of constraint; Hathaway abandoned his noncommittal air as Thornton, still using the voice of diffidence, confided in him about his fascination with publishing and writing and his desire to help the one author he really knew. He let himself sound eager, and not too sure about things, and eventually got to Gregory’s book.
“It’s got a political theme,” he said uneasily, “but there’s a love story and humor and so much else—”
“What kind of political theme?”
Thornton Johns hesitated. “World government,” he said, and let the words lie there between them.
Hathaway smiled broadly. “It hasn’t!” he said.
“Let me tell you his plot—no wonder B.S.B. grabbed it.”
But after a moment or two of it, Hathaway began to expound his own notions of world government and the cold war and the peril to the planet itself. Thorn remembered Roy Tribble’s warning and did not contradict him; by the time they got around to his, ideas of how Hathaway might help, the lawyer was obviously convincing himself to go ahead.
Thorn said, “Look, I’ve brought a copy with me. How about reading it yourself?”
In the week that followed, Thornton Johns was to tell himself often that this quick forward pass to The Good World was a brilliant stroke, a bit of perfect timing that had helped assure victory. The pass was completed overnight and Thorn saw Hathaway three more times in the next few days.
Then, excited, as he had not been, in twenty years, he went out to Martin Heights, unheralded, and in the middle of an afternoon. Cindy insisted on going with him; only that morning had he told her what he was up to, and nothing would have dissuaded her from tagging, along.
“Why, Thorn,” Abby cried when she saw them. “Cindy.”
“What’s wrong?” Gregory said.
Behind them in the living room, a voice, could be heard, and Thorn was annoyed at the need of delay until they were alone. Once inside he saw that it was no visitor, but an installation man from the telephone company, checking the new phone, but his relief was mild. “I’ve taken a certain step on my own initiative,” Thorn began, speaking in the low tone of conspiracy, “but a conference is now called for.”
“A step about what?” Gregory asked.
Thorn indicated the telephone with a jerk of his head and made a gesture indicating the need for discretion. The workman dialed a number and they all strained to hear what he said to his distant colleague as if they were eavesdropping on weighty matters. “Testing a new connection from Hanover—” The voice was deliberate and Thorn was annoyed. Couldn’t the oaf hurry? Hadn’t he seen people arrive? Each time the testing bell rang, Gregory winced and Thorn felt vaguely guilty, but could find no reason why he should. At last the intruder replaced the base of the instrument, gathered his tools, slung his kit over his arm, and departed.
Without ado, Thorn began his story about Hathaway. As he neared the climax, he found himself avoiding Gregory’s and Abby’s eyes, and speaking too loudly. “So all I did alone was have myself some fun and engage a hundred dollars’ worth of an expert’s ideas and instructions and contacts in Hollywood. That’s over, as of now. We can forget the whole thing.” But before anybody spoke, he went on.
“Only yesterday, Hathaway made some calls to the Coast, getting a line on things from another big lawyer who’s in with everybody at the studios. And what do you think?”
“What?”
“There’s interest starting up out there already on The Good World! A reader for Goldwyn got the galleys air-mail, and he’s talking it up, and a story editor at Twentieth has sent in a good report to Zanuck.”
“Galleys?” Gregory asked. “Where? From whom?”
“Oh, that,” Thornton answered knowingly. “It’s a sort of black market operation—happens all the time on big books. Maybe some hard-up linotyper at the printer did it, or a secretary at Digby and Brown. Anyway, Hathaway started right in, shaping up our plans. We wouldn’t waste time on minor story editors and readers, of course. His connections would get us right through to the guys at the head. But we can’t do one thing more without your permission. It’s your book.”
Abby and Gregory looked awed. Even Cindy watched Thorn with a kind of proud astonishment, never interrupting once. Then in a funny, halting way, Gregory spoke of gratitude. Thorn’s desire to help him on so bold and creative a scale moved him deeply, he said, but could he accept all the work and nervous tension and risk of failure and disappointment? This wasn’t something that could be tossed off with the left hand, like royalty statements and general business detail, and even that was too much year after year. “What’s more”—here Gregory sounded disturbed for the first time—“if anybody did buy it, they’d leave out everything important unless I was there every minute to watch them.” It was not until this moment that Thornton Johns, who was rarely uncertain of his ability to persuade others into what was good for them or their dependents and heirs, realized he had been in a considerable panic that Gregory would stop him in his tracks. At Gregory’s last statement, panic fled and Thornton Johns had a vision of green lights from Martin Heights to Beverly Hills.
“It took the whole of my first meeting with Hathaway,” he said, “to get him interested enough to read the manuscript, but then he sat up most of the night over it. That turned the trick.”
“Really?” asked Gregory and Abby together.
“Absolutely. I never could have persuaded him, for all my talk. The book did.”
“Why?”
The phone rang and everybody jumped. Thorn said, “Damn that thing,” and Gregory looked at him while Abby answered it. She said, “Yes, just a while ago,” and listened. “That’s fine, thank you.” She turned back and said, “The switchboard girl at Digby and Brown, wanting to know if it’s in yet.”
“Oh, God,” Gregory whispered.
Thorn went back to Hathaway. “With his other big authors, he charges about three thousand a year, and we’re going to need a lawyer like Hathaway from now on anyway. Lawyers are deductible, you know.”
“I didn’t,” Gregory said.
“If Hathaway puts over a big movie sale, his fee goes up to five thousand for the first year, because of all his extra time and work. Of course if there’s no sale, you’re not committed in any way.”
“You mean he’d be willing to gamble on this for nothing?” Gregory asked, grasping at the one thing he had understood completely.
Thorn nodded emphatically. Cindy was nodding with him, but he ignored her. “Now that he’s read The Good World, yes. Suppose it sold for fifty thousand dollars. A regular agent’s commission would be five thousand dollars just for selling it. But if Hathaway and I sold it, you would pay him that same five thousand and get a whole year’s legal work and tax counsel thrown in. If we sold it for a lot more, like a hundred thousand, you’d still be paying him only that same five thousand, instead of ten to a regular agent, so you would save a lot of money too.”
“Mr. Hathaway says he couldn’t take commission, even if there was a movie sale,” Cindy put in. “It’s unethical for lawyers.”
“You could take the commission, Thorn,” Gregory said quickly.
“From your money?”
“Why shouldn’t you? Marilyn Laird would.”
“She’s not your brother,” Thorn said.
“But you’re the only agent Gregory has,” Abby said. “The ten per cent would belong to you, even if you are his brother.”
“If it came to an awful lot,” Cindy said, thoughtfully, “Thorny could pay Hathaway’s fees out of it.”
“I’m not in this for money,” Thornton Johns said stiffly.
Cindy gazed into distant space; Gregory and Abby looked from her to Thorn and then at each other. The phone rang again.
“Damn it to hell,” Thorn said, and because he was nearest it, tore the receiver off the hook and shouted, “Yes?” He listened, and then in his most gracious voice said, “Let me put him on for you. He’s right here.” He covered the mouthpiece, and turned to Gregory. “It’s somebody from some organization of women politicians.” He held out the receiver.
Gregory began to get up, looked embarrassed, and then sank back in his chair. “Ask them for their number, will you? No, never mind, I’d better take it now.”
Shortly thereafter, Thornton Johns decided that further discussion was needless, perhaps hazardous. “Well,” he said, “Hollywood’s a million to one shot, so don’t think about it too much.” He rose and took Cindy off. At the drugstore on the corner, he stopped to telephone Hathaway, and before the evening was out, the siege of Hollywood began.
Three weeks later, the motion picture rights to The Good World were acquired by Imperial Century Studios for $150,000, a price which was destined to be known as “the last big-time money before the slump.”
A subsidiary agreement stipulated that the author, “to ensure the basic integrity of the film to be made from his work,” should be present at all preliminary story conferences, for a term not to exceed four weeks, at a weekly salary of two thousand five hundred dollars. The author’s travel and hotel accommodations were to be arranged and paid for by the studio.
Though final contracts were not yet signed, the studio’s publicity machine began rolling out daily releases about “Imperial Century’s Greatest Picture of the Year,” and in some two thousand newspapers, daily and Sunday, obliging gossip and movie columns co-operated by printing every morsel of official news, as well as conjecture, guesswork, and rumor, collected from sources known only to gossip and movie columnists. In this manner, it quickly became known throughout the nation that the two leading male roles would be played by Gregory Peck and Ronald Colman or by Gregory Peck and Clark Gable, or by Jimmy Stewart and Gary Cooper, or possibly by Spencer Tracy and Sir Laurence Olivier. The heroine was to be Joan Crawford or Bette Davis or Celeste Holm, though Irene Dunne was also a possibility, as was Greer Garson. The screenplay was being assigned to Robert E. Sherwood or Moss Hart, and negotiations for a Big-Name Director were under way with Elia Kazan or Joshua Logan. The budget was set at two million dollars, though some informed executives had stated, in strict confidence, that it would more nearly approach three. Or perhaps four.
It was left to the excellent reporting of Variety, however, to dig out and publish the exclusive human-interest story that the deal had been “agented” by the author’s own brother, and for the first time since June of 1928, when he had shared the honor with several thousand others of his graduating class at college, Thornton Johns saw his name in newspaper print. Variety also stated that “a New York attorney, who desires to remain incog for now,” had been active in the negotiations, but the syndicated and local columns of the U.S.A. saw fit, when they rewrote Variety’s piece, to ignore this mundane detail and give Thorn a solo role. During the ensuing fortnight, if any interested New Yorker had sent regularly to the Times Square newsstand which carries papers from the entire country, he might have seen Thornton Johns’ name in print well over a hundred times.
Thorn was not that New Yorker. He would have blushed to send Diana forth regularly on such a mission. Even when Hathaway had called one. Wednesday morning to say, “You’re in this week’s Variety, page four,” it had been surprisingly embarrassing to send her for it at once instead of waiting until lunchtime to get it himself. He still flinched when he remembered that he had blurted out, “Better get about three copies,” and then, hastily, “Young Thorn and Fred like the damnedest things for souvenirs.” Diana had brought back six copies, each folded back to reveal page four.
“Every crossroads sheet from here to the Coast,” Hathaway had told him a few days later, “is picking up the story.” Thorn had not even considered putting Diana into daily Times Square service. Instead, he abandoned the homeward route he had complained about for years in favor of one twice as mutilating. Each evening, he would leave the East Side subway at Grand Central, fight the mangling mobs on the platforms, shuttle across to Times Square, and there acquire the newest arrivals from the printing presses of faraway cities and towns. He began to look forward to five o’clock and the strange-looking papers with their wonderful names: the Council Bluffs Nonpareil, the Youngstown Vindicator, the Canton Repository, the New Orleans Times-Picayune, the San Antonio Light, and sometimes didn’t mind when he could find no mention of the movie sale.
As he collected his nightly armful, he would imagine himself in these distant places, buying each of these papers in the lobby of the best hotel, as if he were at home all over the large world beyond the Hudson River, beyond the highways of dutiful weekend driving with Cindy and the boys.
He would leave the newsstand in a pleasing haze, hail a taxi for the final lap of his trip, and in the jolting dimness turn page after page in eager search of the item to tear out and hide in his wallet. If he had too many papers to examine before reaching his house, he would halt the cab under an electric light in Central Park or at a corner of Fifth Avenue and sit on comfortably, while the meter ticked and the driver cast questioning eyes at the mirror over the dashboard, wondering, perhaps, at this madman with a paper-tearing psychosis. At home, Thornton Johns never mentioned his changed itinerary; he could not have said why.
By the end of February, a special scrapbook at his office held nearly seventy versions of the story, and a manila folder a larger number of repeats or duplicates. Diana alone knew of the existence of all of them; she assumed that Hathaway cut them out and sent them along, and this happy error permitted Thorn to keep free of explanations. She read each one word for word and Thorn found himself unaccountably pleased by her gentle astonishment and delight. “Oh, Mr. Johns, isn’t it wonderful to be famous?” Or, “I’m so thrilled—a scrapbook about my own boss.” Or, just as satisfying, “Oh, Mr. Johns.”
Occasionally he would show one or two, no more, recent clippings to Cindy and the boys, or to a client, or to a couple of members of the Premium Club, surreptitiously watching their faces as they read. And each time he was singingly happy.
Yet, as day succeeded day, he began to be aware of a sharp, irrational fear biting into these delicious moments, and suspected that as long as the contracts remained unsigned, he would be unable to escape it. He called himself “superstitious” and “ridiculous,” but he continued to sleep badly, eat sketchily, and smoke endlessly. Over and over, the experienced and composed Hathaway pointed out that the deal could not fall through, that the ceaseless publicity from Imperial Century constituted contract enough for any court of law, that there would not be a change of mind, a withdrawal of the offer, a lessening of the price. Thorn would listen, but no word in the English language had yet evolved which could convince or reassure him.
Thornton Johns came to feel, quite simply, that if anything went wrong he would die. He could not bear life if it were to force him down from the pinnacle to which, through courage, persistence, and the nonprofit motive of brotherly love, he had at last climbed. He would have sworn on twelve Bibles that this pinnacle had nothing to do with personal glory. He would have insisted that newspaper publicity, however “amusing,” was basically unimportant to him, that people who worshiped public mention were rather vulgar, and that when he had longed to Be Somebody, he had never given a thought to anything so crass as getting his name in the papers.
For Thornton Johns, in common with most human beings, could discover within himself a depth and purity of purpose that had no relation to the gross results. Thus he never doubted that his chief reward for engineering (with some help, of course) one of the most unlikely sales in movie history came from a sense of flexing, stretching growth when most men his age were beginning to pull in, to repeat, to conserve, to die. He had wanted a hobby and he had found life.
A larger life, a larger Thornton Johns. The persisting fear that something might again reduce him to the lesser Thornton Johns was a nightmare, to put it politely, of amputation. Already it was impossible to remember a time when he had felt himself merely an insurance salesman, devoting a few hours once or twice a year to his brother’s interests. He could no longer have given a coherent recital of the mental processes that had led to his impulsive decision about phoning Hathaway six weeks ago. But where, he often asked himself, where would the Imperial Century deal be today, if I hadn’t had the inspiration and the initiative and the skill to arrange that first appointment with Jim and to make him do what I wanted?
James Whitcomb Hathaway, in addition to being a slightly dishonest lawyer, was an idealist.
Until he had heard the words “world government,” his interest had been drawn more by Thornton Johns’ humble candor than by the possibility of doing business with him, but when he read The Good World he had known he would go ahead with the exploratory work that Johns wanted. And when that exploration showed a sale might conceivably be managed, he had forgotten all about his aversion to contingent bases.
Thus Thornton Johns had been practicing not only modesty but also literal reporting, in ascribing to the book the honor of turning the trick. Had he approached Hathaway ten years before with a novel dramatizing the need for intervention against Hitler and Mussolini, Hathaway would have responded with all his heart; five years after that, a book on civil liberties would have won his passionate interest, and any time since the end of the war, The Good World would have mobilized all his forces. Being the father of three sons, and having been desperately wounded in the Pacific, he had long ago withdrawn from his other causes to throw himself into the movement for world government, and in that movement he was selfless, unsparing of energy, and occasionally effective.
While he knew that no single book could become a propaganda force powerful enough to influence public attitudes, he believed a motion picture might. A hundred million people seeing the film, he had thought, in this country, in England and France and all of non-Communist Europe, in South America, and the Middle East and parts of the Far East—
He had checked this vision with the Chairman of his world government committee, and the Chairman had prayerfully urged him to dedicate himself to having such a film made. He had discussed it with his wife, who was womanly enough always to urge him to follow his current credo. He had not mentioned it at all to his three law partners, Farley Storm, Ephraim Goldberg, and Jonathan Miller.
James Hathaway had known that selling this book would take dedication indeed, in the shape of incessant work, extraordinary skill, and a certain flexibility of method. He had also known that Thornton Johns would need minute guidance and education at every step of the complicated way ahead. These considerations had not deterred him. B.S.B. had selected the book—was that not a hint of the changing temper of the country? Unlike some of its rival book clubs, B.S.B. never chose a dud; its conscientious judges had a genius for gauging the public’s response, to each choice they made. And the clumsy overselling that had begun immediately in Hollywood had constituted yet another sign of the times. His colleagues out there had reported that some eager beaver at Digby and Brown was making frantic phone calls, sending out galleys to every office boy, but Hathaway had decided at once that that sort of scrabbling around would do no permanent damage. Why not start a whole cycle of pictures about world government and peace?
Whereupon, James Hathaway had gone into an obsessive, though minutely calculated, campaign of action. Day by day, he had guided Thorn, pulled strings for him, sketched out what he should write in wires or say in long-distance calls, planted all the proper rumors among the proper big shots in the studios: Sam Goldwyn secretly considered World a great potential box-office draw for the entire family; Darryl Zanuck was crazy about its sure-fire combination of fantasy, comedy, romance, and social significance; somebody at Metro was sketching out songs and dance routines to turn it into a musical, without blanking its dramatic plot. And when Hathaway’s instincts had at last nudged him to do so, he had called the signals for the great Hollywood game of guessing how much money who was offering.
Looking back on the past few weeks, Hathaway could find no error, no missed cue, no waste motion. The Imperial Century deal was, if he had to say it himself, a masterly coup, compounded of political vision, know-how, and constructive delegation of authority. Under his tutelage, Thornton Johns had developed into a perfect front, patient, tenacious, and pleasant to everybody, in every situation. His biggest single talent was a knack for saying things amusingly, and once he had put his air of unworldly devotion behind him, this talent was in constant evidence. “My brother Gregory thinks he’d better go out and play watchdog,” he had said once, dolefully adding, “but if you do work him into the deal, he’ll probably crawl out at Grand Central.” This kind of thing went well in business. The Eastern representatives of the studios soon grew friendly with Thorn, and their willingness to lunch with him and talk with him on the phone became a real asset as the final decision drew near.
Occasionally Hathaway would look at him and think, He’s like a kid out for the school team. He’ll make it. He’s not after money, at least not yet; something else is gnawing at him, and he’s going to go a long way.
Ambition, nerve, dissatisfaction with his lot, an unwavering admiration for fame and success—these were good American traits and Thornton Johns had them all. Would he get anywhere at all if somebody like himself, James Whitcomb Hathaway, were not constantly there to help him, to teach him, to give him orders?
Yes, Hathaway thought, somewhat to his own surprise, Thornton Johns would. And should.



CHAPTER SEVEN
TO REPORT THAT GREGORY Johns was any less apprehensive than Thornton about a possible rescinding of Imperial Century’s great decision would be to place so severe a strain on credibility that the point were better left unmade. Yet the unlikely truth is that during the restless days of the unsigned contracts, Gregory’s chief focus for anxiety was his approaching departure for Hollywood and that he was, as a result, incapable of fine, pure concentration on any other issue.
He had brought the trip on himself—in justice to Thorn and to Hathaway, he never lost sight of the point—but who could have thought that a chance remark, in the days when magnificent speeches cost him nothing, would ever have resulted in the twin strips of railroad tickets in his breast pocket?
He could, of course, have stopped that part of the movie deal, but he had been unable to reject what looked like a chance of getting a more honest and uncompromising picture. He had suspected his own motives, had accused himself of disguising a simple greed for another ten thousand dollars under a cloak of nobler motives, and had recalled horrid stories of many other authors who had built their own set of neat rationalizations before capitulating to Hollywood and its blandishments.
He, at least, would be back in four weeks.
But the fact of his going at all was, even now, almost unassimilable. Do what he might, he could not accept it fully, though at this very minute Abby was in the bedroom beginning to pack the few new things they had bought for the trip, and though he was at his desk, dutifully trying to clear it of neglected correspondence and of the remaining newspaper pieces to which he was committed.
It was the first of March and they were going on the fourth. He kept trying to imagine himself arriving in that city of glittering legend, going to the studio, meeting the fabled men from whose Jovian foreheads countless full-bodied—and luscious—Minervas had sprung forth.
He reminded himself that this same studio also employed producers, writers, directors who, from time to time, had actually offered their cameras “serious adult pictures,” and he comforted himself with the thought that it would be with these men he would be working. He began to frame the discussions he would have with them, about the sequences of scenes, about how to condense and telescope without watering down the book. For some reason, the vision of happy agreement eluded him; everything he imagined himself saying was in rebuttal of something they were all holding out for. He tried to picture himself seriously setting about the business, every Saturday morning, of endorsing a pay check for two and a half thousand dollars, but this also eluded him. Two and a half thousand—it was puzzling that his mind preferred to phrase it this way. The over-all price for the book had been split, on Hathaway’s and Thorn’s insistence, for tax reasons, into five equal annual payments, but he rarely thought about thirty thousand a year for five years, and couldn’t remember to deduct Digby and Brown’s share when he did. There was a curious rolling grandeur in the phrase “one hundred and fifty thousand dollars,” and he heard it, like a secret thunder, among the peaks and valleys of his loftier moments.
Then he would come back to the trip itself and the grandeur would depart and the peaks crumble. It was the social part of Hollywood that he could scarcely contemplate. He tried not to think of the inevitable dinners and parties to which the studio executives would invite them, and whenever he did think, the old inner tightness took charge of his lungs and stomach. At least twice a day he would visualize one of these parties, with everybody in evening dress, himself strangely encased in new black wool and starched linen, attempting small talk and witty banter with some reigning queen of the place. Or he would see himself at a long dinner table, next the hostess; he was gazing at the crystal and silver and candles and flowers, while he floundered desperately for something to say.
At these appalling visions, his breath would catch, his pulse race, and his heart burst with longing for the time when the icebox and Saks Fifth Avenue had seemed important problems.
Life, Gregory Johns thought without attempting to be original, changes. Hat had changed. Hat was being difficult about not going with them to Hollywood. Hat wanted to quit Hunter now so she could go too—and the hell with the lost credits and the longer stay at Poughkeepsie. The prospect of living alone, for a month, free of supervision except for the Zatkes’ promise to look in on her, had consoled her only briefly. Even her new clothes from Saks and the vista of Vassar had begun to lose their honeymoon charms. Though Gregory Johns considered himself no less a doting father than any other father of a pretty daughter, he had come slowly to admit that good fortune was indeed making Hat a bit of a problem. A pain in the neck, he amended, let’s face it.
“Oh, Mother, please! Now that I know I’m leaving Hunter anyway, I can’t finish out the semester.”
“We’ve talked it out and out and out,” Abby said. “We both think you have to.”
“But I can’t bear the place one more day—it’s ghastly.”
“Please don’t say ‘gahstly,’ dear,” Abby said, broadening the “a” even more than her daughter had done. “You’ve never lived in England.”
“That’s another thing. You and Daddy seem to think everything I do these days is artificial or superior or something.”
“Not everything,” Gregory Johns said.
They all go through phases, he told himself now. They get over them, but it’s tough waiting. He sighed and was suddenly grateful for the pile of letters on the desk before him. Purposefully, he read the top one again, drew his yellow pad toward him, sharpened a pencil, abandoned both in favor of notepaper and a pen, and rapidly wrote, “Dear Mr. Lithergowan.” Then he paused.
There were twelve or fourteen letters in the pile; he could not possibly finish them all before starting for town. This would be the last time he would see Ed for over a month, but, clearly, he ought to sit right here and get through every last answer. Since the news of Imperial Century had been printed, his mail had changed character too. Most of this pile had come in envelopes marked URGENT, addressed to him at Digby and Brown, and readdressed, sometimes within the same week, by Ed Barnard’s secretary.
He glanced at the date of Mr. Lithergowan’s letter: February 19th. It was from the Society for the Prevention of Atomic Wars, and was an invitation to address the June 27th dinner meeting of the national council of SPAW at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. He studied the typed line under the signature of the Executive Secretary, saw that it was Lithengowan, and squiggled his pen over the “r” to make it an “n.” It’s no Communist bunch, he thought, or they wouldn’t let a world government speech into the room.
At this point Gregory Johns fell victim to another of his nightmares. He was on a lecture platform before an audience of a thousand people; he was being introduced; they were applauding, looking up at him expectantly; he tried to say, “Ladies and Gentlemen,” but his Adam’s apple was a blob of dry glue on his larynx and he could only stand there working his mouth like a bellows at a fireplace—
Scrupulously he perfected the curl of the comma after the “Lithengowan,” and began to write.
“I am deeply grateful for your invitation to address your June 27th meeting, and of course you must know that I am in heartiest sympathy with the basic purpose of your organization. However, as so many authors do, I have had to make an unbreakable rule, based in part on my belief that the primary function, and perhaps greatest usefulness, of—”
He held his pen in the air, read what he had written, and crumpled the sheet into a tight ball. He drew another sheet from the drawer and wrote again:
“Dear Mr. Lithengowan,
“I can scarcely plead a previous engagement for your dinner meeting five months from now, so I shall not even try to soften my refusal. I have—”
This sheet became an even tighter ball. How goddam coy could you be? And how positive that the unknown Mr. Lithengowan would regard a refusal as a blow that needed softening? He reached for a third sheet.’
“Dear Mr. Lithengowan,
“It is quite impossible for me to accept your invitation for June 27th, but I thank you for extending it.
“Yours very truly,
“Gregory Johns”
He sat back, satisfied at last. He addressed an envelope, folded the page, inserted one corner, and shouted, “Abby, could you look at this?”
Abby came in and read the note. “It’s fine,” she said.
“I wrote a couple of other ones first, but this is all right, isn’t it?”
“It’s pretty brief, but I don’t see why it shouldn’t be.”
“It’s abrupt and arrogant as hell,” he said.
He ripped it across and put Mr. Lithengowan at the bottom of the pile. The next letter was from “Author Meets the Critics,” and as he lifted it, the one below that was revealed. “Tex and Jinx,” Gregory said. “Aren’t they the lucky ones, both having X’s?” He began to riffle through the remaining sheets. “Here’s one from Pegeen and Ed Somebody, and one from a show called ‘Who Said That?’ and one from ‘Meet the Author’ and a couple from other political organizations and one from—”
Suddenly he opened the center drawer of his desk and swept the whole lot into it and out of sight. “I’ll get at them tomorrow,” he said, slamming the drawer and feeling immensely better.
“I can’t see why you won’t let me or Thorn do them.”
“Thorn’s in deep enough with the telephoned ones.”
“He loves it. He’s at his best fobbing people off, and leading them on, and being in the middle of a big to-do.”
“I know he is.” He took off his glasses and dug at his eyes with the knuckles of his index fingers. The arrangement about business calls had begun one morning when the switchboard girl at Digby and Brown had breathlessly called Thornton’s office in a crisis of indecision and apology. She hated to bother him but the Zoring Smith Lecture Bureau was in a terrible state and so was she and she had phoned Mr. Gregory Johns three times with no answer at all and the Zoring Smith Lecture Bureau had an emergency about a lecture for that very evening and she just didn’t know what to do. Thornton, quite happily, had authorized her to give out his office number any time she wished to; he was his brother’s representative and it was no bother at all. Informing Gregory of this step, Thorn had urged the wisdom of extending it to official mail as well. Business letters were murder for Gregory but duck soup for him and there would be tons of them once the book was published and the movie on Broadway and in Podunk.
“I’d let him do some of the mail,” Gregory went on, “if he weren’t so pigheaded. If we did buy him a car or some other big present, he’d refuse that too and we’d have another fight. We don’t fight much but that one sure was a peach.”
“We’ll think of something.”
They looked at each other. They kept coming back to last week’s quarrel: Thorn had exploded into shouting rage. “For God’s sake, if I was right not to take commission when a book earned eleven hundred dollars, what the hell magic makes it O.K. if it earns eleven thousand or a hundred and eleven thousand or a million?” Gregory had shouted back, “But if I’d pay any other agent over twenty thousand, what makes it O.K. for me to pay you not a red cent?” “Lay off, will you? I didn’t have one damn thing to do with the book club, and as for the movie sale, I wanted to try it, and it worked. I’m satisfied.” “Quit thinking only of whether you’re satisfied—how do you think we’re going to enjoy keeping that twenty thousand?”
The deadlock was still unbroken and Gregory and Abby had come to hate it for existing. Neither one had the soul of a bookkeeper, yet they felt that any small present was somehow inadmissible and verbal gratitude no longer adequate. As Gregory had once pointed out, when somebody works day and night for a month to put a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in your pocket, you couldn’t feel right merely by saying, “Gosh, thanks.”
Now Abby said, “Thorn doesn’t want a new car. He’s having a great lark and he gets a big bang out of seeing his name in the papers.”
Gregory looked reflective. “I bet it’s not going to be much fun, getting back to fire insurance and fur floaters, when all this is over. Thorn must think of that.”
“Cindy says he’s reading all your old books again.”
“Just Partial Eclipse. He’s already talked to Hathaway about it.”
They had met Hathaway just once. It was an odd evening; they were so grateful for his belief in The Good World, and for everything he had done about it, that they had expected to like and admire him immensely. But they found him somehow glib even about his political convictions, and they thought him vain and too ready with mentions of well-known people.
“Knowing Hathaway has changed Thorn a lot,” Abby said. “Don’t you think so?”
“He started changing before he ever saw Hathaway.”
“Before?”
“Something got boiling up in him that night Digby phoned from Chicago.”
She tried to remember anything significant in the way Thorn had behaved at the anniversary party. When Gregory pocketed impressions for further examination, he usually drew them out later, one by one, for her to examine with him, but he had said nothing about this.
“I’ve sort of been wondering,” Gregory went on slowly, “whether Thorn wouldn’t really like to chuck his whole life and start over.”
“His whole life?”
“Let’s say, just the insurance part of it.”
“Do you mean just the insurance part?”
“I’m not sure what I mean.”
Two hours later, Gregory Johns, both overcoat pockets bulging, opened the door of his editor’s office. Ed Barnard waved a pencil in greeting, made an infinitesimal x in the margin of a manuscript, dictated to his secretary, “page 430, pearly again,” and made a gesture indicating, “No more now.” Gregory Johns knew that some young author would soon be listening to one of Ed’s best little lectures, on the over-polished phrase, the burnished, lacquered, curved perfection that so often was mistaken for something to say. Except for those specks of crosses in the margins, Ed never marked up a manuscript; he held that editors who felt free to track over an author’s work were exhibitionists and vandals, besides being victims of a jealousy they would angrily deny.
When his secretary left, Ed began to put the manuscript into its box and said, “I’ll have fifty pages of notes on this one. Hello, Gregory.”
“Hello.” He waited, watching the care with which Ed did it. No curled and dog-eared pages either, he thought, anymore than ringed words and long annotations. The dictated notes were for Ed Barnard’s eyes only, mnemonic tricks to guide him later on. To the author of the manuscript, Ed would never say, “pearly again,” or anything else that could wound or depress; Ed never forgot the uneasy pendulum of self-distrust and self-confidence which made the arc of most writers’ lives.
Ed Barnard covered the box, said “There,” and turned toward his visitor. Without speaking, Gregory Johns dumped the contents of both pockets on the desk. Ed glanced through the letters, one by one, a smile of recognition on his face. When he finished, he said, “I wish they wouldn’t all use twenty-pound rag-content bond with engraving that scratches your thumb,” and handed the letters back.
“Does this kind of thing really sell books?” Gregory asked.
“Some of it does.”
“For instance, what?”
“For instance, lecturing. I don’t mean a sporadic speech here and there, but an arranged tour, almost certainly.”
“Not one dinner at the Waldorf?”
Ed shook his head for no. “But on a country-wide tour, there’s a lot of preparation and build-up. Bureaus like Zoring Smith send out leaflets, put ads in the local papers, and get the chief bookstore in the town to send over a stack of books for display in the lecture hall. Then the worshiping ladies in the audience are told they could get an autograph if they had a book.”
“Does anybody fall for it?”
“Sure. Sometimes fifty or a hundred copies go at one clip. It depends on how famous the author is.”
Gregory said, “What about radio and television appearances? Does that sell books?”
“Some people think it doesn’t and others think it does.”
“What do you think?”
“I’m not sure. It ties in, though, with everything else—it makes the author more famous, so his lectures draw more people, so he autographs more, so the radio and television people want him on more shows, so the publisher sells more books.”
He laughed but Gregory Johns did not.
“How many books?” he said.
“There’s no telling. I’d guess a few thousand extra.”
“Three thousand? Ten? What’s a few thousand extra?”
“It varies so, it’s hard to say, even with a B.S.B. selection, and a movie coming. Of course a dud wouldn’t sell one extra copy if the author stood on his head in Brentano’s or Kroch’s.”
“But with B.S.B., and the movie, would you guess the extra sale at five thousand, if I did all the things?”
“I might.”
“More than five?”
“Let’s say five.”
“How much does Digby and Brown make on a copy?”
“That varies too, with size of printings, production and paper costs, the amount of advertising, the price the book is sold at—”
“Will mine be three dollars or two seventy-five?”
“I don’t think they’ve set that yet.”
“If it’s three, I’d get forty-five cents royalty on a copy, wouldn’t I?”
“Once you’re past a certain sales figure—and you’ll go past this time.”
Gregory tilted his head to one side and looked like a man doing arithmetic. “So if I said yes to everything and sold five thousand extra copies, I’d earn about two thousand dollars more and D. and B. somewhere about the same.”
“About.” Ed Barnard looked at him judiciously. “You’d have to say yes to lecturing too, though. A few radio shows, and television, wouldn’t do it.”
Gregory Johns nodded, three or four times, and then fell silent. He did not notice the pack of cigarettes Ed shoved toward him across the desk. He began to hum “Happy Days Are Here Again,” and quit sadly after two measures; it came out sounding like the opening of “The Barcarole.”
“Ed, does Digby feel I owe him every possible co-operation now, after all these years of small sales?”
“I suppose so.”
“Does Alan Brown?”
“Probably.”
“And McIntyre and everybody?”
“I imagine they do.”
“Do you?”
“No.”
The word fell neatly, a small round stone. Gregory Johns sat back in his chair and smiled for the first time since he had come in. Ed reached forward and slid the pack of cigarettes closer; this time Gregory saw it and began to smoke. A minute went by. Then he said idly, “Do you ever listen to ‘Author Meets the Critics’?”
“It’s on television now. You can watch it, as well as listen.”
“That must be worse.”
“You can see the author squirm.”
Involuntarily, Gregory Johns closed his eyes. “It’s a survival of human sacrifice rites, isn’t it?”
“Except that the human sacrifice chooses to be sacrificed,” Ed Barnard said affably. “He walks in on his own two feet, with nobody prodding him in the behind, and submits to being slaughtered.”
“Why does he? Why would any author do it?”
“I’ve been telling you why, a lot of why’s.”
“Practical ‘why’s’—but they don’t explain all of it.”
“Wanting to be famous might. Our national god is Celebrity, isn’t it? To be recognized by shopgirls and headwaiters and taxi-drivers—isn’t that glory?”
“We worship money and success just as much,” Gregory Johns said.
“How many people would collect at Grand Central to see Rockefeller or Ford or Du Pont come through the gates?”
Gregory Johns said, “Touché.” It was the only French word he ever spoke aloud, being the only one of whose pronunciation he was fully confident. “Our national god? Is Europe any different?”
“Of course not. But we have more radios and more television sets and more picture magazines and more newsreels and movies and signed photos and ads endorsing beer and cigarettes—shall I go on?”
He laughed and this time Gregory joined in. “And more best-seller lists,” Ed went on. “In England and France there’s no such thing, or anywhere in Europe. Book ads don’t shout ‘Number One Best Seller’ at you or even print total sales figures. There’s not half the super-duper tub thumping about a successful book that you get over here. I’m not saying they’re right and we’re wrong, mind you.”
“But look, Ed, it’s a pretty universal trait, to want success for your work, to admire it in others and even long for it yourself.”
Almost severely, Ed Barnard said, “Who’s talking about success in your work? But Robert Oppenheimer, say, or Fermi, or Urey, would any of them thrill a necktie clerk in a store if he bought a tie? I don’t know why I hit on nuclear physicists.”
“I can hit on authors myself,” Gregory Johns said. He sounded comfortable and relaxed. They both thought of authors.
Then Ed Barnard said, “No, we don’t go haywire in this country over success itself or over money itself. But Celebrity?” Unexpectedly, he bunched his fingertips and blew a kiss toward the ceiling.
On the following evening, Gregory and Abby borrowed Thorn’s car and drove out to Freeton, to say good-bye to Gerald and Geraldine, whom they had not seen for a month. They took Hat with them and were delighted that she was apparently becoming reconciled to being left behind. Gregory looked at her from time to time, grateful for this tardy development, and thought, She’s becoming a little beauty, all that curly blond hair and tipped nose and good color; I wonder whether she secretly enjoys her new troubles? Do I? he promptly asked himself, but was sidetracked from this uncomfortable notion by his daughter’s next remarks. Hat said softly, “Timmy Murton phoned this afternoon and asked me to the spring dance. He says the other boys are dying to meet me.”
The Murtons were Martin Heights dwellers also, and though the senior Murtons had never appealed strongly to Gregory and Abby, nor Gregory and Abby to them, Timmy was clearly destined to go down in Hat’s memory as “the first man I ever loved.” He was ten months younger and in a horror of shame about it, but at sixteen was a head taller than she, and the captain of his school tennis team. He was a good dancer, was given plenty of money for movies and banana splits, read comics and movie magazines exclusively, and could borrow his father’s Ford for an hour every time he had gone an entire week without swearing, smoking, or ducking his share of the dishes. His courtship of Hat had not become notably intense until recent weeks but thus far neither of her parents had speculated aloud about the sudden change.
As Hat went on about the dance, and what she would wear, Gregory Johns found himself thinking, The complications, the collateral results. You remain what everybody considers a failure and your life is uncomplex and quite manageable; you become what everybody considers a success and the ramifications go on and on. Not only for you, but for everybody connected with you. He thought of his sister Gloria and her husband Harry Brinton, and in the semidarkness above the glowing dashboard, he grinned widely.
Gloria had managed to endure the endless nuisance of babysitters until Thorn had phoned her the news of the movie sale. Almost within the hour, though the logic of the act was revealed only to Gloria herself, she had hired a full-bosomed English governess, who, it soon transpired, needed a minimum of four highly starched, perfectly ironed white uniforms a week. Harry Brinton, an assistant art director in Macy’s advertising department, and hard-pressed enough before this wanton extravagance, had angrily taken on secret free-lance work for a department store in Brooklyn, only to discover that he enormously enjoyed making a lot more money and that his righteous indignation quickly dissolved into a heartfelt gratitude he could not admit to his wife.
Gregory Johns cherished the memory of the phone call in which Harry had confided these confusing matters. There had been other phone calls, from Gracia and Georgia or their husbands, and a couple of letters from Gwen and Howie Chisholm in Wyoming. Only the Chisholms failed to report new difficulties in their private lives that could be traced to his own changed fortunes.
The news, in each case, had gone forth from Thornton on the very day Imperial Century had met the terms. Thorn had wired Wyoming, not having learned as yet from Hathaway that the telegram, like the letter, was obsolete even for personal communication, and had telephoned everybody else in the family. “I’ve sold Gregory’s book to the movies for a hundred and fifty thousand dollars—isn’t it great?”
“How do you mean, Thorn, you sold it?” One by one his dazzled listeners had got around to this question, and Thorn had immediately ripped off half of his laurels to make a crown for Hathaway—
“It’s the next exit,” Abby said.
“What?” Gregory glanced around him. “I hadn’t realized we were this far out.”
Hat was silent at last, and Abby glanced up at her husband. He was driving slowly, as he always did, what with his bad eyes and the fact that he could only keep in practice with a borrowed car. This trip was his idea; his parents would be hurt, he had said that morning, if they went off on anything so impressive as a transcontinental trip without dropping in to say good-bye. His mother’s delight and gratitude, when Abby had phoned to ask if it was “convenient,” had been touching. Abby tried to think of herself as a woman of seventy, and prayed she would not be so dependent on a kind gesture from Hat.
The car was turning into the small street where Gregory had grown up. Both curbs were lined with cars; he had to drive a block east and another block south before he could find a place to park. They walked back slowly. Apart from the traffic and the well-paved street, little was different since Gregory had left, home twenty years ago. The trees still bent in the wind off the bay, their bare branches glistening in the night dampness as if they had been brushed with a thin black oil. White picket fences shone against the empty space of winter lawns and far behind loomed the high square old-fashioned houses, with dormer windows breaking through the steep slope of their roofs. Yet, Abby thought, change had touched the old town. Television’s metal scarecrows perched on chimneys, gardens had been sliced in half for garages, over Main Street the sky was not the blue black of a country sky but the yellowish pink of a neon-tubed, bulb-spiked city.
“When I was eight or nine,” Gregory said to Hat, “I used to run all the way home from the library after dark. There weren’t even street lights down this way, and that house there”—he pointed to a huge dark shape—“with all those gables and porches, and cupolas used to give me fits.”
“I’d run even now. It looks like an Addams cartoon.”
“Here we are,” Gregory said, looking up. He used to think his house was huge too, though later he wondered how six children had ever been packed into it. It was a shingled house, square under its mansard roof, with a high unrailed porch running the width of it. Each spring, he and Thorny used to paint that porch with battleship-gray paint; their father gave them a dollar apiece for their labor, and always complimented them on doing it “like a couple of pro’s.” Once they had kicked over a can of paint; the thick grayness had poured over jonquils and lily-of-the-valley planted just below the edge of the porch, and Thorny and he had tried, with benzine, to wipe the flowers free of the oily viscous gray.
“There’s a party,” Hat said.
Gregory suddenly noticed that every window on the first two floors was lighted and that voices were drifting out to them. “There couldn’t be,” he said. But the front door was already opening, and his father was calling out welcome. As they greeted each other, Gerald said apologetically, “Your mother asked a few people over and somehow—” He waved to the rooms behind him.
The whole floor was mobbed. Geraldine appeared, bubbling with joy, kissing each of them, talking through everything they said. “So many people want to have a look at you, Gregory—”
“But, Mother,” he began. Unlike Hat, he never said “Mother” except when he was angry, and Abby threw him a warning look.
Geraldine said, “Now, Gregory, be good. I just asked Fanny and Edith and one or two, but everybody called up all day. We know so many new people now, who’ve never laid eyes on you, and they’ve been entertaining us, and I had to ask them back, didn’t I?”
She was in a new dress, not the old black taffeta but an electric blue of a stiffish material that made her look plumper than ever. Her curly white hair no longer reminded one of a child’s; it was marcelled and rigid and faintly blue. Under it her eyes sparkled, her color was high, and as she ushered them into the parlor, she laughed with pleasure.
Fanny and Jim Heston rushed up, and behind them came their two married sons and their wives. George and Edith Markham were there, and Amy and Jud Persall. Seated on sofas and chairs, but already rising to their feet, were Hiram Spriggins and his wife, and the old Blairs, and the Conroys. Other names flew about—somebody Simmons, a woman named Linda Peck, the McGills, Antons, Smiths, Garsons.
Oh, heavens, Abby thought. Mother Johns had firm hold of Gregory’s arm, and was piloting him about the room. From each knot that formed about the pair, phrases drifted back to Abby and she implored Fate to help her devise some quick escape. “Why, Gregory Johns, I remember that day you fell out of the second branch of—”—“Deeny, how does it feel to have a famous son?”—“I declare, I said to my husband, I’d never have dreamed that such a peaky child—”
Gregory was nodding, forcing smiles to his lips and words from his throat. “Thanks, Mrs. Heston, yes, it is wonderful”—“No, Horace, I never expected it at all”—“I don’t know when a movie takes a long time”—“It’s being published in late April”—“Yes, thanks”—“No, thanks—”.
Abby, too, was the center of admiring, congratulating, questioning faces, and off in the dining room, leaning back against the sideboard, the only one of the three thoroughly enjoying herself, Hat was surrounded by younger people. Abby caught her father-in-law’s eye. He at least feels guilty about this, she thought, he knows, he’s ashamed. But Mother Johns! She’s become the queen of Freeton, the Dowager Mother, the female Ward McAllister! Into Abby’s unheeding ear, Fanny Heston bubbled frothy joy. “Twenty years younger, I told Deeny, just made over. It’s true—she’s the most popular thing and so sweet and—”
“Would you excuse me a minute” Abby interrupted, with a meaningful look toward the downstairs lavatory. “The long drive—” She left Fanny in the middle of a syllable and went out to the hall. The telephone was in a deep recess, where the guests’ coats, one atop the other, hung thickly from hooks. She felt choked in cloth and fur as she made her way through them, but she pulled them together behind her into a partial screen and stooped to the instrument. She gave Thorn’s number, and begged Fate for two free minutes of time and a prompt answer to the ringing.
“Cindy, thank God you’re in,” she began. “Listen—” She gave a succinct account of what was happening. “Tell Thorn to call back here, right away. Make up some emergency, some sort of crisis has come up, the movie deal is falling through, anything, and Gregory must dash to New York for a meeting. Will you, Cindy? Please?”
Cindy’s big laugh was sympathetic. “On one condition,” she said, fairly shouting as she always did on the telephone.
“What condition? Hurry—somebody’ll catch me.”
Cindy laughed again and Abby could see her at the phone in New York, tall and handsome and redheaded and full of energy. “I won’t tell Thorn unless you come on over when you get out of there.”
“Tonight?”
“It’s only nine-thirty and we haven’t seen you for days. Drop Hat off at home and come and have a couple of swift drinks.”
“I’d better ask Gregory. He looks dead already.”
“Say yes, or I’ll forget to tell Thorn.”
“All right. Somebody’s coming.” She hung up. It was easy to disapprove of Cindy, but you forgave her when she was so responsive and hearty. Through the forest of coats, Abby went back to the din. On the sofa, Gregory looked trapped, as an unknown young woman lunged at him with an open, fountain pen and a sheet of white paper. “Please, Mr. Johns, so I can paste it in your book when it comes out.”
The telephone rang, but nobody moved, and Abby wondered if anyone but herself would hear it. It rang again. “The phone,” she called out to the room at large. “Didn’t I hear the phone?”
Old Gerald turned and made his way through the crowd. A moment later he came back, paused at Abby’s side, and whispered, “If you arranged it, I don’t blame you. No, sir, not a bit.” He called across the room, loudly, as if he wanted everybody possible to hear, “Phone, Gregory, it sounds urgent.” Gregory jumped to his feet and Abby joined him in the hall.
“Whatever terrible news Thorn has,” she said in an undertone, “don’t get scared. I put him up to it.”
His eyes brightened and he pinched her arm.



CHAPTER EIGHT
AT THE BAR TABLE at the side of the living room, Thorn was preparing a second drink for Gregory and Abby and a third for himself and Cindy. He waved a half-filled glass at his brother and said, “You just weren’t cut out for it, Gregory, I’ll be damned if you were. Now if it were Cindy here—”
Across the room Cindy shrieked, “Me? How about you!”
“I’d get by,” he conceded and addressed himself again to Gregory and Abby. “We all know I like having a fuss made over me, but I’m discovering that God meant Cindy to go to parties or give them. That night we had the Hathaways here, and Fin Blacker of Imperial, and the Leonard Lyonses—”
“Who thought of having the Lyonses?” Cindy said.
“I didn’t have to urge you much. When Fin said he had a date with Lenny and Sylvia that night, you panted to rope them in.”
“I s’pose you wouldn’t pant unless it was Walter Winchell.” She shrieked again, and Thorn thought, She’s getting tight. He didn’t mind. The description of the evening at Freeton had seemed uproarious to both of them and when Cindy ragged him about things she didn’t really disapprove of, she was always amusing. She was as pleased at meeting a columnist as he was, and as eager to meet others. It was remarkable how it spiced up a conversation to say you knew so-and-so, and equally remarkable how often it was perfectly apropos. Since he had begun to read Variety religiously, he had found himself irresistibly drawn to all the columns in all the daily papers, and was astonished at how much he now knew about Broadway and Hollywood, their stars, their plans, their purchases and options and cancellations, as well as their romances, either developing or dissolving. Cindy had become an equally avid reader of the columns; she was as familiar as he with the special vocabularies, internecine feuds, and worthy charities so zealously publicized by the progenitors of these vertical brainchildren.
His favorite column was not a column in the ordinary sense, any more than its sire was a columnist in the ordinary sense. Because of something Hathaway had said, he had begun to read the Saturday Review of Literature every week at the office, and had soon discovered that “Trade Winds” held for him a charm unmatched by any of the others. Could it be because Bennett Cerf also knew the thrill of standing up before an audience and making it laugh?
When he let himself daydream, he would sometimes imagine himself a columnist like Winchell or a lecturer like Cerf. He could see himself standing, easy and tall on a platform, not just at the Premium Club either—
“Quit dreaming, Thorn,” Cindy yelled. “We all need drinks.”
He distributed the new drinks and said, “There’ll be plenty of panting over you, Gregory, when you hit the Coast. Hathaway says they always make a fuss over a real live author. Just get set for it in advance, and then you won’t panic when it comes.”
“I won’t, hey?”
At the dry tone, Thorn slapped his thigh boisterously, but Gregory had not meant to amuse him. Describing what had awaited them at Freeton had made him wonder if it were not a small-town rehearsal of what might happen unexpectedly at any of his relatives’ or friends’ houses. The idea, Unexpected, added a new dimension to the idea, Party. This was a further little nightmare to sweat through.
Thorn was still laughing and talking about giving authors a quick easy course in meeting strangers. Gregory thought, He probably wishes I’d let him try it before I get on the train. The fight’s all forgotten and he’s ready to help out in new ways if he could think of any. He’s always been ready. And me, I’ve always been ready to let him. When you get down to it, I’ve always been perfectly goddam ready.
The tiny clever worm of guilt began to wriggle through him. Had he regarded Thorn’s help as his proper due, belittling it as he accepted it, with phrases about “the left hand”? Abby’s help? Ed Barnard’s? Whenever he heard somebody castigated as selfish and self-centered, he felt pleasantly superior, but had he the right to? He looked at his brother speculatively.
All at once Gregory hated himself. He had offered Thorn commissions and cash payments and they had been fiercely rejected as he must have known they would be. But beyond that his mind would not go—except to a Cadillac, first cousin to the showgirl’s mink coat. His author’s mind, his inventive mind that could—such was the theory—create plot and devise incident! Break a deadlock in a story, yes, but one concerning a sort of moral debt to his own brother? (We’ll think of something later.)
Gregory set his glass down too hard; the drink sloshed on the table. Thorn said, “Did you hear what I just said?”
“Sorry, no. I was thinking about something.”
“Well, quit, and listen. I was telling Abby, if you do agree about the mail, it goes for California too. You’ll be swamped, once the columns say you’re out there. Just dump it on yours truly.”
“Send it back from California?”
“No use letting it pile up till you get home.”
“Oh, Thorn,” Abby said, “out there, I could take over.”
“Sure, but we’re just at the start of this interview and lecture racket, and it’s better to keep handling it from one central spot. Let’s try it while you’re away, and when you get home, we’ll decide whether I keep on.” He wasn’t boisterous now; he was intent, pleading for a favor. “I’ve been finding out about Hollywood, I tell you. The most unexpected things come up out there—you’ve got to be able to hand out the brush-off and you can’t go antagonizing everybody either. Neither can Abby.”
To himself, Gregory said, Unexpected. The most unexpected things. Perhaps the studio arranged things before a man even got out there to say yes or no. He picked up his glass again and took a long swallow from it.
Unlike his brother, Gregory Johns was no follower of journalism’s chattier practitioners, and thus was not so expert about the accepted rituals west of San Bernardino. He had, however, read enough stories, articles, plays, and novels about Hollywood to be fully informed about the chauffeured limousines at the airport or railroad station, the hotel rooms filled with flowers, the arrangements with the press, and all the rest of it, though not once in all his life had he ever connected any of this with lesser lights than Somerset Maugham or Ernest Hemingway or, say, Kathleen Winsor. Had he, he now asked himself, been naïve not to?
With a sinking heart, Gregory Johns replied with a stout affirmative. The studio was already talking of The Good World as a Property; suppose they regarded him as a Property also, and meant, with the natural instinct of property-owners, to make him appear Valuable and Gilt-edged regardless? Suppose their publicity experts had already arranged for photographers at the hotel, suppose they took it for granted that he would be—what was their word?—cooperative with Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons? For all he knew there might already be lecture dates accepted for him, party invitations sent out.
As was his custom under implacable stress, Gregory Johns took off his glasses, drew out his handkerchief, and wiped his face. “I’ve half a mind to call the whole trip off,” he said.
“What?” Thorn yelled, forgetting the mail, remembering only his own prediction to Hathaway. “You can’t back out now.”
His anguish roused Gregory. “Take it easy,” he said hastily, “I just said it off the top of my head.”
“Well, don’t fire things at people that way.”
Cindy said, “Oh, Gregory, once you’re there, you’ll love every minute of it.”
Gregory made a gesture of apology, and did not challenge her verb. He had not confided his liveliest forebodings even to Abby, and certainly not to anybody else. “I’m really looking forward to it in lots of ways,” he said, making his voice convincing. “It’ll be a big experience—new ideas, new scenes, all sorts of new material.”
“You’re so lucky,” Cindy said. “I wish we were going too.”
“Now, Cindy,” Thorn said.
“Wouldn’t it be fun, though, if we were? The four of us on the train together, and having champagne cocktails the way they do on ships?”
“It would be nice,” Abby said.
Thorn stirred uneasily. He looked at Abby and Gregory and then back to Cindy. Her always high color was intensified so that she looked sunburned; her hair had become a little disarrayed and one reddish strand fell over her right eye. Her rollicking good humor was gone; she frowned and clutched her glass.
“I mean, if we could afford any vacation, you know, like Florida or any other place, why, I’d rather it was Hollywood than all the rest put together.”
“Afford—” Thornton Johns rose to his full height. His eyes were blazing blue triangles; his cropped hair seemed to leap off his head. “Don’t, for God sakes, start on that again.”
“Start what?”
“You know exactly what.”
“Why, Thorny, I wasn’t even thinking about that” she said, raising her eyebrows. A hush fell; nobody moved. Thorn flushed; Abby stared at the floor; Gregory closed his eyes.
Behind his eyelids, he could still see the painful humiliation on his brother’s face. An odd sensation came to him, that he himself was the older, the taller, the heavier of the two, the one who could defend and protect. He despised Cindy for lashing at Thorn. She was a nag, for all her virtues, and she would never understand Thorny’s delicacy about things like this. If it had been to Cindy that the commission had been offered—
Gregory Johns gulped. If it had been to Cindy! He had talked only to Thorn, argued only with Thorn, fought only with Thorn—
Suddenly he wanted to go home. He had to go away and be quiet and begin to think all over again. He looked at Abby, signaling an appeal.
Through the silence in the room, Thorn’s breathing was still audible. “I’m sorry if I said the wrong thing,” Cindy said in a small voice, like a child’s. She looked embarrassed, regretful; unexpectedly, Gregory was sorry for her. “About the mail,” he heard himself saying, too heartily, “I guess we’ll work something out. We’re too tired, all of us, to make any sense. Thorn, I’ll drop in at the office tomorrow, and we’ll settle it. What do you say?”
“I’ll be at the office.”
The good nights were stilted, and as the door closed behind them, Gregory and Abby heard Thorn say, “Damn it, Cindy, you absolutely are becoming a—”
They moved out of earshot.
Next morning, Gregory Johns was up early. At the dot of nine he was at his bank, doing something he had never done in his entire life: cashing a check for a thousand dollars. As he left the uniformed guard at the front gate and walked toward the bus stop, he felt strangely uneasy, and though he called himself neurotic for thinking of robbery in the familiar daylight of Martin Heights, his right arm stayed close to the pocket where his wallet lay. In New York he went straight to the Air Terminal Ticket Office on East Forty-Second Street, and when he emerged, he crossed into Grand Central. By ten he was ringing the bell of Thorn’s apartment. Hulda answered his ring and he greeted her in a low voice. “Mr. Johns has left, hasn’t he?” Her nod pleased him. “And the boys?” She nodded again. “Please tell Mrs. Johns I’m here, will you?”
Almost before he had settled himself for waiting, Cindy appeared, tying the belt of a flowered dressing gown as she came. She had not stopped to put on make-up, and the pale puffiness of her face, as well as her ungirdled ampleness, made her seem older than usual. He wondered if they had stayed up as late as he and Abby, and again he found himself sorry for her. But when she spoke, it was with a flippancy that was almost pugnacious. “Hi, Gregory, are you going to tear me apart too?”
“No, I’ve got an idea I want to talk over.”
“At the break of dawn?” She sat down and said, “Would you like more coffee? I would. I’m in a frazzle.” In her strong voice, she called out, “Hulda,” and without lowering it asked, “Gregory, what’s got into Thorn, anyway?”
“How do you mean?”
“Now don’t get all wary and cautious with me,” she said crisply. “The man’s driving me mad, and you know it.” Hulda came in, and Cindy asked if there were any coffee left from breakfast. Hulda said “No,” in a flat, unhelpful way. “Well, please make some fresh. Mr. Johns would like a cup, and I’ll have one with him.” She waited until Hulda, who had made no reply whatever, was out of the room, and said, as she had said once a week for years, “I ought to give Hulda the gate, always grumpy and put upon. What kind of idea, Gregory?”
He reached into his breast pocket, drew out an envelope, and tossed it over to her. “Look at that,” he said, and sat back to watch her. He and Abby had agreed last night that the oblique approach with Cindy was bound to fail. She was too blunt, too intelligent; whether or not she would openly ridicule an artful dodge depended on her mood, but that she would spot it, in any case, was clear.
Cindy was examining the pair of airplane tickets with care. They were for a round trip between New York and California, leaving La Guardia Airport on the morning of March 6th, with the return date still open. She read them, turned them over, and then looked up inquiringly. “What made you decide to fly out?”
“They’re for you and Thorn. Can you get ready in three days?”
“For me and Thorn?” Her hand fell open and the tickets dropped to the floor. She picked them up and set them on the table beside her. “What are you talking about?”
“Partly fun and partly business. Good, hardheaded business, and you’re going to help me get it going.”
“What business?”
“Thorn could get away for a while, couldn’t he?”
“He has, other winters, but he’d never, never—” She reached out and pushed the tickets farther away from her. “Never in a million years, especially now when he thinks I’ve been bitchy enough to hint at it. Bitchy, that’s what I am, it turns out, vulgar, needling you, dropping hints, practically begging. I’m quite a tasty character, I’ve just discovered.” She threw her head back and laughed.
“He was sore, Cindy. Forget it.”
“Men kill me. They’re nothing without other people’s ideas and support, but they never let themselves know it. And here I’ve been thinking all along that I’ve been a good helpful wife to Thorn, bolstering him up, being a fine hostess for his clients and prospects, even giving him pretty useful notions of people to see and things to do. It was who urged him on about the idea of a movie sale—did you know that?”
“No, but look, Cindy, I’m sure he appreciates—”
“He was so positive fantasy was out, and I kept at him about Here Comes Mr. Jordan and The Bishop’s Wife and Miracle on Thirty-Fourth Street until I was blue in the face. I simply wouldn’t let him give up—I even suggested talking to some qualified people, and that’s what put him on to Hathaway. He’s forgotten all that. Needless to remark.”
Gregory waited. Whenever Cindy got wound up, there was nothing else to do. He felt battered by her violence; he also felt that she was not unhappy about Thorn, only outraged, as one is over an ungrateful child.
“Let’s talk business for a bit,” he said, and she suddenly laughed and said, “What do you think I’ve been doing?”
“Cindy, you’re a good tough honest girl, and it’s damn healthy.” He grinned at her. “Now listen to some arithmetic on this movie money. We’ve always talked in grand totals, but now we’re going to take just one year at a time. This year.”
“Let’s. I adore talking about money.”
“Just the movie money, because Thorn would yell that he didn’t have a thing to do with the B.S.B. selection, and he didn’t. But on the movie, this year gives me thirty thousand for my first payment, plus ten thousand for my month out there, and an agent’s commission on that would be four thousand dollars. Even somebody who can’t bear the word ‘commission’ might take a present that shows our gratitude. It would have to be a Big present, not a box of candy or a new watch, or I’d feel like a piker. Say a Buick Roadmaster, convertible. That costs about thirty-four hundred, fully equipped, radio, heater, white wall tires, the works.”
“How do you know what it costs?”
“I phoned from a booth in Grand Central.”
“Thorn wouldn’t touch it.”
“But you will, being a good tough honest girl that isn’t as complex a creature as your husband.”
“Me?”
“I’m not offering it to him. It’s all yours. You can take him for a ride in it, unless—” He paused. He was enjoying Cindy’s face. “Unless you’d rather pass up a car and choose a trip to the Coast, all expenses paid. If he won’t go, you come alone with us and meet all those people he’s so crazy about and then come home and describe them to him—one by one and very, very carefully.”
She stared at him and then shouted, “You angel, you clever angel.”
“Wait, I’m not through. You’re going to get dressed and we’re going downtown. I phoned him too and made a date for just me. But you’re going in first, to tell him all this privately, and if he still says no, I’ll have news for him.”
“What news? Oh, I love this, I just simply love this.”
“That I can’t permit him to try to sell Partial Eclipse or any other of my works by long-distance phone because I think an agent should be right in Hollywood when things are hot.”
“You can’t. He’s buzzing with plans.”
“I also will have to inform him that I will not allow him to handle my mail, my phone calls, or anything else—”
“It’s blackmail,” she said admiringly.
“And, on the other hand, that I do need an official representative now, and that if he won’t be official, I’ll get myself some agent who will. This agent will collect proper and full commissions on anything sold from this moment on, whether it’s anything further on The Good World, like English rights or digest rights or cheap reprints or something else, or whether it’s on any of my old books or any new book or story or popular song I may write in the future.”
“It’s murder,” she said more admiringly still.
At about the time that Gregory and Cindy were emerging from the Wall Street station of the subway and beginning the four-block walk to Thorn’s office, a small dome of faceted glass glowed red on the Digby and Brown switchboard, where the excellent Janet still presided. With an upward sweep of her hand, as if she were plucking a long-stemmed jonquil from yielding earth, Janet pulled a metal-tipped cord out of the. horizontal ledge before her and plugged it into the socket below the bright dome. Simultaneously the thumb of her other hand flicked an inclined switch upright and her lips said, “Digbybrown. Gaftanoon.”
In the earpieces at the ends of two curved wires fitted to the crown of her head, a voice answered, “Good afternoon yourself, Janet. Is Mr. Barnard in?”
“Why, Mr. Johns, first names and all.”
“I always call my favorite girls by their first name, you ought to know that. Is he?”
“I’ll see. I think he’s gone to Philadelphia to work with that author of his. They’re not all like your brother—nobody has to wet-nurse him.”
She clicked off and Thorn idly wondered why he bothered to turn it on for switchboard girls. He always did, at numbers he had to call frequently, and this sassy Janet had a way of talking back that amused him. Someday he might do something nice, like a box of candy sent in for no reason at all. Just his business card and the word “Thanks,” and his initials. No, he thought, if he were going to do it—a phrase leaped to mind and he smiled. “Blessings on you, little Jan.” That’s what he would write. Would she get it? It might be better to wait until summer when she was tan.
“He’s left already, Mr. Johns,” Janet said. “Anybody else do?”
“The President of the firm might, in a pinch.”
Janet giggled. “Mr. Digby is in with Mr. Brown. Just a sec.”
“When do you go on vacation, Janet?”
But she had already clicked off. In spite of his awful night, he had been in good spirits all morning, and if his suggestion were well received, he would be in better. He had said some savage things to Cindy but it might be a good thing to have a row that blasted the air clear once and for all. Like most normal women, she wanted her husband to be the boss, and it took an occasional knockdown battle to remind her that he was.
The thought had comforted him, and he had fallen on his work with a will. He may have neglected getting new insurance accounts for a week or two back there in February, but he had made up for lost time ever since the sale. It was amazing how many people preferred to do business with somebody they had read about. Why, even at the Premium Club lunches, he was being introduced now as “our most famous member.”
He had been thinking about that, and jotting down some properly offhand phrases for tomorrow’s meeting when, out of the blue, had come the thing with Diana. He hadn’t planned to say it; if he had stopped to think, he never would have. For all her soft exclamations of surprise and pride, she still could be more distant and aloof than any girl he had ever seen. To say to her, without the usual excuse of working again afterward—simply to look at her as she came in, and say, “I’m low today, Diana, would you have dinner with me tonight?” had quite literally never occurred to him. But to hear himself saying it, and then to see her lids drop quickly in that enchanting way and hear her murmur an assent—
Right after that had come the call from Jim Hathaway. Jim had just been elected National Public Relations Counselor of his World Government Committee, and was fairly chortling over the honor. He had said all kinds of extravagant things about owing part of it to Thorn for having brought him to The Good World, and had ended by inviting him to the next meeting of his group. “It’s on the fifth. Rex Stout and Oscar Hammerstein will be there, and Kip Fadiman, and Norman Cousins—too bad Gregory will be on the train, but we’ll ask him when he gets back.”
“Mr. Johns,” Janet said in his ear, “Mr. Digby’s back in his office. You can have him now.”
Thorn came to with a start and remembered the phone in his hand. Conversational spice, he had been thinking; nobody could call it name-dropping. Rex Stout and Oscar Hammerstein and—
“Good morning to you,” Luther Digby said.
Thorn wished they would establish a consistent company policy as to whether ten after twelve was morning or afternoon. “Good morning. I have a suggestion I’d like to make, if you won’t think I’m butting in.”
“Another suggestion like splitting up our twenty-two thousand over five years?”
“You’re not going into that again?”
“No, no, I’m only kidding. You know Gregory’s interests come first with us—always have and always will. What’s on your mind?”
Thornton Johns had come to detest Luther Digby. The absolute gall, he thought now, still harping on his fifteen per cent. The fool would rather let Gregory pay out most of the movie money in taxes, just so it suited the firm’s convenience to get their cut in one lump sum.
“Gregory’s old books,” Thorn said. “I want to talk it over with Ed Barnard too, but he’s not in. Shouldn’t they be reissued in new editions, now that he’ll have a national audience who never heard of them?”
“I was thinking of just exactly that yesterday,” Luther Digby said. “Isn’t that a funny coincidence?”
“Very.”
There was a pause. Then Thorn said, “It’s nice we see eye to eye on it. Maybe just as the movie is released would be a good time for the first one, if The Good World is slowing down by then, and perhaps at six-month intervals after that. I’ve read every one of them again, and they’re wonderful.”
“I’ve been doing that very thing.”
“Yes?”
“That is, I’m halfway through Partial Eclipse. It brought back old times too—you knew it was I who gave him his first contract, didn’t you?”
“I’m sure he must have told me.”
“I’ve always felt he was my special charge around here. That’s why I put in all that spadework with Zanuck and Goldwyn, phoning and sending galleys straight to them. Lucky thing I did, wasn’t it?”
“Very,” Thorn said again.
“Might never have been any active bidding at all if Imperial Century hadn’t had some stiff competition.”
Digby went on about everybody pulling together and Thorn was seized by a paroxysm of coughing. “Cigarette,” he sputtered, and used the time to get control of himself. The little credit-grabber! The only real competition had come from R.K.O. and two independent producers; Hathaway had cursed because the approach to Zanuck had been all fouled up. This Digby—you were supposed to be urbane and friendly in business, but who could be, with this little horning-in cheapskate, who made you think of the bug-eyed little man on the covers of Esquire? Since a selling trip to Chicago and Kansas City and St. Louis, Digby had put on an imperious air, as if he were J. Pierpont Morgan and U.S. Steel rolled into one. Whatever Barnard and Alan Brown thought of him in the office, Digby had status in the world outside and it was impossible not to resent that. Yes, status. A publisher automatically had position in the eyes of most people, while the ablest of insurance men had to fight for even a passing recognition. Passing. The roughest word in the language.
“I swallowed some smoke from my cigarette,” Thorn said to the phone. “Now about this idea of new editions, what would you say to a conference, when Barnard gets back?”
“Good. Good. I’ll set it up for tomorrow or day after. I’ll have a preliminary talk with Alan and Jack, and acquaint them with our thinking on it.”
Our, Thorn thought, and permitted a chuckle to escape him, “Fine,” he said. “Well, so long then.”
“So long. Ah—I’ve wondered if—” Digby’s voice trailed away.
“If what?”
“If—that is, will you continue acting as Gregory’s agent on, well, in the future? Or does he think now that it might be wiser—?”
Thorn smiled and let Digby struggle. So the little man was worrying already whether the next contract would slice the firm in on extra rights. Did he think a man learned nothing from success?
“Wiser and more businesslike—” Digby went on, and halted again.
“I hope to continue as my brother’s agent for the rest of my life,” Thornton Johns said slowly. “Just as you, I’m sure, hope to continue as his publisher for the rest of yours.”
That was neat, Thorn told himself as he hung up, just the right touch. It was turning into an exciting morning in all sorts of ways. He stared at the phone, made a decision, buzzed for Diana, and said, “Get Digby and Brown right back, will you?” Mornings were like that; if they started to go exciting on you, they kept popping of their own accord.
“It’s me again, Janet,” he said crisply. “I want Jack McIntyre too, and then Alan Brown.”
“F’reaven’s sake, are you going right around the office or something?”
“Just about. When do you take your vacation, Janet?”
“My what?”
“You heard me. V-a-c-a—”
“Why, July, August, whenever they let me, but—”
“Just wanted to know.” There was a tap at his door and he called, “Come in.” Oscar Hammerstein and Rex—
“Here’s Mr. McIntyre now,” Janet said at his ear.
“No, hold it, wait a minute. Jack, I’ll have to call you later.” He hung up and automatically rose to his feet. Diana was ushering Cindy into the room. In ten years Cindy had not come downtown to see him more than half a dozen times, and then never without phoning first.
Thorn glanced from her to Diana and, idiotically, felt himself blushing. Diana withdrew.



CHAPTER NINE
GREGORY AND ABBY JOHNS’ arrival in California was slightly marred by two natural phenomena. It was pouring rain, and Gregory had a cold.
The rain had begun at the edge of the desert and from San Bernardino on, through Pasadena, through the orange groves bordering the roadbed for the last miles into Los Angeles, it emptied out of the close gray sky with unremitting ardor. The porter told them that water was good for vegetation, that the end of the rainy season was at hand, and that they would see the most glorious sunshine in the world before they returned East. But they were both sorry that their first impressions of California should be so untraditional.
Gregory’s cold, he kept saying, was nothing much. It had begun after their eight-hour stopover in Chicago, between the arrival of the luxurious Century and the departure of the luxurious Super Chief. In their private drawing room, which could have accommodated four people handsomely, Gregory airily ascribed the ache in his back and legs to their relentless day-long pursuit of landmarks and museums, but Abby sent for aspirins, bicarbonate, and hot lemonade, just the same. Not wishing to rob her of these rare wifely pleasures, Gregory swallowed everything, only to sneeze six times and settle down to his first illness since his thirtieth birthday. The prospect of being bedridden in such luxurious surroundings delighted him; he saw it not only as a heaven-sent excuse to avoid the camaraderie of the lounge car but as a virtual command to satisfy one of his curiosities and order an extravagant dinner served in their room.
Heretofore the most ambitious traveling either of them had ever experienced had been their trips to the Cape to visit Abby’s parents when Hat was small. These had been accomplished in day coaches smelling of plush and pickles, or in an upper and lower berth, with the baby tucked in beside Abby for half the night and then hoisted up to Gregory for his turn. This time, as they left New York (nearly the whole family east of Wyoming had gathered at Grand Central to see them off) Abby had gone into raptures about their drawing room. She had exclaimed over the color scheme, the movable armchairs, the washbasin and clothes closet and tiny bathroom. She had worked the air-conditioning and radiator and fan, discovered how to empty the streamlined ashtrays, pulled down the window shade, and turned on the blue, night light in the ceiling. When Gregory coldly asked, “No icebox?” she had laughed hysterically and hugged him and laughed again.
Gregory had enjoyed himself too, despite his cold, but his largest happiness began after Chicago and had nothing to do with fans, thermostats, and plumbing. It came because, for the first time in many weeks, he was able to do sustained work. Propped against three pillows, and comfortable in his new dressing gown, he spent part of two nights and all of one day writing, and when, on the last morning, he finally packed away his pencils and yellow pads, he had eight acceptable new pages.
Which is to say he had written enough to fill thirty or forty unacceptable ones. This seeming imbalance between Total Effort and Total Achievement occurred during the first half of every one of Gregory Johns’ novels (though it was rarely in evidence when he wrote anything else) and sprang from his conviction that no paragraph came even close to what he wanted it to be until he had tried it four or five different ways. Sometimes he would struggle for an hour with one sentence in the paragraph; often he would tear up an entire page and begin afresh, only to enter mortal combat with each substitute sentence. His passages of brief, sharp dialogue first appeared as lengthy, snail-paced exchanges between people who spoke in perfectly rounded periods; his spare, precise descriptive touches, to which critics gave their praise, had to be; carved away from massive blocks of verbiage.
Gregory Johns knew that some authors wrote entire books without pausing to read back or do over; he knew that others could abandon an obstinate passage or scene temporarily and go on to the next, but the first kind of author he would not, and the second he could not for the life of him, emulate. As for him, he had to do battle with each sentence, with each, phrase, until he had won unconditional surrender.
So it was that, when he carefully packed away his eight dearly won pages—which he would later call his first draft—Gregory Johns was suffused by the warm glow of accomplishment. Unlike the author who writes to sublimate sorrow, or to make an ex-employer sorry he fired him, or to take a purely coincidental revenge on an ex-wife or ex-husband—unlike any of these, Gregory Johns wrote because he was happy writing. Not happier, not happiest, but a simple uncomparative happy.
And Abby was happy with him. As she sat watching him put away his manuscript and pads, the only part of his packing he didn’t dump on her, she was thinking it was lucky she wasn’t a woman who resented her husband’s work or felt it a rival. Quite the opposite. With them it was always best when Gregory was working hardest, and that meant not on a newspaper article, not on a review, not on a story, but on a novel. Hours might go by without an exchange of words, but then the pause would come, the talk, the closeness.
She glanced at Gregory; he was fidgeting with his wallet. He looked rested and well, except that he had occasional bouts of coughing. He had read his eight pages aloud at two in the morning—they were so scribbled over she had been unable to decipher them herself—and she had thought them quite fine. Now she realized she had an odd personal sense of gratitude toward them, as if they had added depth to her happiness during the trip. Unaccountably, she felt her face flush, and she thought, Well, really! And thought instantly, It’s the sense of privacy we’ve had in this place, never having to worry about Hat in the next room. And thought again, Well, really, making up excuses!
She turned toward the window and watched the neat-clumpy trees slipping past. From the air these endless groves could look like nothing more than green meadows, their orange globes of fruit unseen and unsuspected. “I wonder how their flight was,” she said.
“We’ll know soon enough. I wonder how they celebrated their first night in Hollywood.”
“I wouldn’t have flown out, and missed this trip for anything, would you?”
“No.” He had taken two bills out of his wallet, and sat fingering them uncertainly. One was for five dollars and the other for ten.
“You’re not arguing that out all over again?” Abby said sternly.
“Five might seem awfully mean. With all the trouble he had about me being in bed the whole time.”
“Give him the ten, then, and stop worrying.”
“But overtipping is as bad as under.” He put the ten away, and folded the other bill into an inch-wide strip. “I should have asked Thorn about tips in fancy trains and hotels.”
“He’ll take care of it at the hotel. You know, I’m glad Thorn’s out here. I mean, apart from our real reason for asking them out. It’s helped you already.”
He said, “I know what you mean,” and sounded as though he didn’t.
“Look how relaxed you’ve been about getting in, not all worked up about whether you’ll find a little delegation at the station or what.”
“Like so many generous ideas, this could work out to my own advantage?” He laughed and the laugh made him cough. The cough was tight and hard; it turned into a paroxysm, and Abby watched him anxiously.
The train was now slowing down to the barest possible forward motion. In the narrow aisle, the thumping of suitcases, hatboxes, and golf clubs had given way to the sound of talk and laughter, as the people moving up toward the platform yielded to that noisy abandon which comes at the end of a long, well-mannered trip.
“Los Angeles,” the porter called, as if he were pronouncing the name of The Eternal City. “Los Ang-el-eeze.”
“All of a sudden,” Gregory said, “I’m as excited as a kid.” He pulled out his wallet. “Damn it, it’s going to be the ten.”
In a roped-off area in the station, at the bottom of the longest inclined ramp they had ever seen anywhere, Thornton and Lucinda Johns were waving and shouting hello. Then all four were greeting each other, asking about their respective trips and all talking at once. Thorn and Cindy might have been old-time settlers welcoming newcomers, as they apologized for the rain and warned them not to be discouraged by the dismal look of downtown Los Angeles.
“Wait till you see the Strip,” Cindy cried, “and Beverly Hills and the hotel. We have two rooms and two baths and a sitting room and a balcony stringing along outside the whole suite. It’s heaven, and we’re dining tonight at Romanoff’s with the MacQuades.”
“At Romanoff’s?” Abby said.
“The MacQuades?” Gregory asked. Josh MacQuade was the head of publicity at the studio—the last man he expected to be seeing so promptly.
“You’ll like him,” Thorn said firmly. “We had drinks and a big talk last night, and he knows all about you.”
While he spoke, he took the luggage checks out of Gregory’s hand, signaled to a porter, and counted the pieces of cardboard. Then he handed them over, said, “A dark green Cadillac in the right-hand lot,” and led the way out of the station.
“Whose Cadillac?” Abby said.
“The distances are so huge,” Thorn said. “I let Josh lend me his to fetch you. I’ve rented us a car; we’ll have it tonight.”
“A Cadillac?” Gregory asked.
“No, a big Buick.”
Gregory and Abby glanced at each other. Thorn was in fine fettle, and so was Cindy. An air of excitement and adventure clung to them both; the strain of disagreement had vanished and it was as if they were sharing a triumph equally earned.
Thorn supervised the stowing of luggage, tipped the porter—Gregory tried to see how much, but couldn’t—and opened the back door of the car. “You girls get in there,” he said. “We have to talk business.”
For most of the long drive Thorn proceeded to tell Gregory what he had accomplished since yesterday afternoon. His activity had already gone far beyond the talk with MacQuade. He had met Hyman Bernstein, the screen writer assigned to The Good World, whose office Gregory would share; Dick Morosky, the director; and Harry Von Brann, President of Imperial Century, who had bought the book and would produce the picture. These three had been teamed up, he told Gregory, on some of the most respected—and successful—pictures ever made; Gregory was a lucky man to have his book in their hands. There was a big rush on already. “Shooting script May first,” Thorn said with authority, “and in the cans October first. They’ll release around Christmas, to get under the wire for the Academy.”
“Whew. You’ve been covering some ground, haven’t you?”
“I’ve been finding out how things work around here. Josh is a great help. He’s letting me use an office down the hall from his—there’s a lot of stuff piled up already for me. I told you there would be. And Josh seems to think I’m O.K. to have around.”
“Evidently.” He said it with a sort of warm helpless admiration, and looked at his brother inquiringly.
“Over our first drink,” Thorn explained modestly, “I happened to hit on a happy phrase, and it appealed to Josh. I said I was out here as your non-pressagent. He apparently likes things on the offbeat. ‘Business representative,’ I said, ‘and non-pressagent.’ I told him the way you feel about things, and he pumped me about how I fit into this whole deal. So I gave him an earful.” Here Thorn took his eyes from the road to glance at Gregory. “‘Non-pressagent,’” Thorn said again and laughed.
“It’s a good way of putting it,” Gregory said obligingly.
Thorn looked back to the road. “This damn traffic is as bad as New York. But at least they stagger the lights, and they do have some bright gimmicks worked out. In Beverly Hills, they have the street names right at the curb, painted on in big black letters, so your headlights can pick them up at night. And every block is a new hundred block.”
“A new what?”
“Hundred block. Suppose there are only four houses on one street and the last one is number Three Thirty-Two. Just the same, the first house on the next street will be number Four Hundred. So you get the three-hundred block, the four-hundred block, the five, the six. You can’t get mixed up or lost. It’s bright, isn’t it?”
Gregory smiled. “You’re a push-over for the place, aren’t you?”
“There is something about it. And for all the money and the fame and success, it’s so human. Everybody got the point about the way you feel, not just Josh.”
“Were they planning interviews and parties or don’t they do as much of that as people think?”
“Never mind what they were doing,” Thorn said with satisfaction. “The way I’ve got it now is no interviews, no pictures, no lectures—there’s a terrible woman named Martin—no, never mind her. All that’s left now is maybe one or two parties. The Von Branns have asked all of us for Friday night and you can’t tell the man who bought your book to go to hell, can you?”
It happens that in the month which followed the uncertain transfer of that ten-dollar bill on the station platform, nothing venal occurred in the life and work of Gregory Johns. At the studio, no single assault was made on his integrity; not one of the men assigned to his book was a genius; nobody told him what to think or what to write; no seven-year contracts or complex option deals were offered to him. Neither Von Brann nor Morosky nor Bernstein wanted to improve his book by adding a chase, a killing, a case of amnesia, or even much more of a love story than it already had. A change in title was not even discussed; the movie was to be called The Good World.
The happy result of these six negatives was a seventh: by the end of his first working week, Gregory Johns no longer heard the thin persistent wail of his Martin Heights forebodings. My God, he thought, I like working with these people; it’s going to be all right; it is all right. I’ve learned a lot out here already; I’ll learn more. And Hy Bernstein and I could become real friends.
Since inner contentment is conducive to general well-being, it thus becomes all the more remarkable that, on Friday afternoon, Gregory Johns should have found himself thoroughly ill. At lunch he had suddenly gone hot and flushed; by four o’clock his eyes were stinging, his head buzzing, his cough strangling.
“That’s quite a business,” Hy Bernstein said, after one paroxysm which left Gregory wrung and limp. “Better get home and take care of it.”
Gregory shook his head and looked grateful for Hy’s concern. Hy was a few years older than he, a short, homely, unassuming man who had once written verse for poverty-stricken magazines. From amorphous poetry to rock-firm construction of screenplays was a long voyage, but it had taken Hyman Bernstein to a port he was content to call home.
“I was all through with that damn cold,” Gregory said. “I forgot I ever had it. Now look.”
“Go ahead and knock off for now. I’ll finish laying out the scene alone. You get to bed and stay there.”
“I can’t. We’re going out to dinner.”
“With that?” He picked up the telephone and asked for a taxi. Then he said, “No, better get me Thornton Johns’ office instead.”
On the drive home, Thorn spoke familiarly of Virus X. “Half of Hollywood’s had it. Sometimes it sends you to a hospital and sometimes it hits you for a couple of hours and then you feel great.”
“It’s not Virus X,” Gregory said.
“You get a hot bath and a good long rest. We’re not due at the Von Branns’ until eight.”
But by seven-thirty it was clear that Gregory was in no shape to go anywhere. Abby had telephoned for a doctor, who had taken his temperature, pulse; and blood pressure, looked down his throat and into his ears, stabbed his finger for a blood count, written out three prescriptions, and ordered him to stay in bed until further notice.
When Abby went in to report to Cindy and Thorn, she found Cindy putting on her second earring and Thorn sitting half dressed on the edge of the bed. They both looked worried. After Abby told them the doctor thought it only a relapse, they continued to look worried. “You two go to the party anyway,” Abby ended comfortingly.
“We wouldn’t dream—” Cindy said, and glanced longingly at herself in the mirror. Her new dark red evening dress was immensely becoming; she had had her hair done differently; she had for the first time in her life experimented with blue eye shadow and mascara.
“You have to go,” Abby said calmly. “Two missing at a dinner isn’t as bad as four.”
Thorn waved this aside. “Mrs. Von Brann had to ask me and Cindy, but it’s Gregory and you they planned this around. If you can’t go, we stay home too.”
“We wouldn’t want to go, anyway,” Cindy said with no ring of conviction, “and leave you to sit here alone, with Gregory sick.”
“Oh, heavens,” said Abby. She marched to the telephone and explained at length to Mrs. Von Brann. When she hung up, she said, “You’re expected. They’d feel awful if you didn’t show either, so run along and have fun.”
“Well, in that case,” Thorn said.
“And please drop these at the drugstore,” Abby said, “and say it’s a rush.”
Cindy reached eagerly for the prescriptions, as if they held absolution for an undefined crime, and said, in a practical tone, “Thorn, if we’re going, you’d better hurry.”
Abby said, “You look lovely, Cindy,” waved vaguely at both of them, and left Thorn to his dressing.
She went back into the bedroom and over to Gregory. He was sleeping. She tiptoed about, putting away his things, closing the open lid of the jeweler’s box in which lay his new evening studs and cuff links. Still virgin, she thought, and smiled to herself. She hung up his never-worn dinner jacket, whose travel-creased lapels she had been pressing when he had come in from the studio. As she hooked the hanger over the suspended horizontal pole in the huge empty-seeming closet, the coat swung into her only evening dress, and the two garments swayed together as if in a dance, slow-rhythmed and graceful.
She opened the window wider and paused. Gregory’s breathing was now deep and regular. She went over to him and cupped her palm lightly over his forehead. It seemed cooler already, and his face untroubled, even tranquil. She stood looking down at him and, in the semidarkness of the room, smiled once again.
High on a hill in Pacific Palisades, looking out to the ocean, the Von Brann mansion might have been a huge sprawling lighthouse at the edge of a cliff. The boom of the surf made a distant unchanging pedal point to the staccato laughter and voices issuing from the house. The fragrance of flowers and shrubs and trees, the moonlight shining down upon two tennis courts and a kidney-shaped pool, the shining hoods of many Lincolns and Cadillacs (and, unexpectedly enough, on the great hulk of a moving van parked at one side of the six-car garage)—all these attested to the fact that here life was well indulged, expensive, and cajoling.
Inside the house, thirty-two dinner guests could have attested to the same thing. And none more soulfully than Lucinda and Thornton Johns. The Von Branns were wonderful hosts; from the first moment, Harry and Peg Von Brann had acted as if it were even better to have an author’s relatives to show off than the author himself. It was true that for about fifteen minutes, Thorn and Cindy had found themselves victims of a faint discomfort, as at too big an experience, but with the second round of drinks they began to absorb more easily the undeniable fact that they were in the same room with such people as Joan Crawford, Danny Kaye, Betty Hutton, the Bogarts, Jill Goodwyn, and Darryl Zanuck. It was a dream; it was unbelievable; it was happening; it was life on the grand scale, and no other kind of life could even compare with it.
Then a minor mishap occurred.
“Mr. and Mrs. Thornton Johns,” Peg Von Brann said for the tenth time, as two more couples came into the room. “Martha and Fred Maynes, Bob and Alice Cohen—”
“Oh, Mr. Johns,” Alice Cohen cried, “I’ve read the galleys of your book and—”
“My book—Good Lord, I didn’t write it!”
“Oh, Alice!” said Peg Von Brann. “I said ‘Thornton Johns.’”
“I’m sorry—I—please forgive—”
Thorn had given one agonized thought to the proximity of the Bogarts and Joan Crawford. “It’s my brother, Gregory Johns, who’s the author, not me,” he said, with an affability he did not feel. “I’m just his agent, manager, representative, whatever you want to call it.”
Alice was more flustered than ever. “Well, anyway, please tell your brother I loved every word of his book. Wherever I go, I spread the good word.”
“Spread The Good World I trust,” Thorn said lightly and the burst of laughter from Alice Cohen and Peg and the others complimented him for being adroit. Then everybody talked about the book at once. They had read the galleys, or were just reading the galleys, or had been promised a set of galleys that very afternoon and could scarcely wait until they had them in their own two hands. Where was his brother? When could they meet him and thank him for so wonderful a piece of work? How long had he been ill? Was it serious? Virus X, Virus X, Virus X.
By the time the last of the guests had arrived at nearly nine o’clock, Thornton had had to disclaim authorship once more, but this time he did so without even an initial start of confusion: By then there had been a great deal of talk about books and plays and movies—“Didn’t Dudley Nichols write Mourning Becomes Electra?” somebody had asked.
“No, it was either Mankiewicz or Trumbo.”
“I bet it was Dudley.”
“Well, it wasn’t. You’re thinking of For Whom the Bell Tolls—he wrote that.”
“He did not. It was that boy Ardrey.”
“You’re crazy. Ardrey wrote Madame Bovary.”
Nobody, including the host and hostess, seemed to wonder when they were going to eat, and with sudden shame, Thorn remembered his tense misery at home when Hulda kept guests waiting ten minutes for dinner. He glanced at Harry Von Brann. Harry was talking to Humphrey Bogart and Cindy, or rather, Thorn thought uneasily, Harry and Humphrey Bogart were listening to Cindy. Cindy was animated, her voice ringing even more than usual, but apparently she was being amusing, for both men were laughing. Thorn wasn’t as lucky; he was talking to two men whose names he had not caught. Discreetly he managed a look at the clock above the mantel; it was twenty minutes to ten.
Just then the doors to a vast dining room were thrown wide. For a moment there was silence, and then everybody cried out at once.
“Peg, how wonderful!”
“Harry—how divine!”
“When did you have it changed? Just for tonight? Oh, darlings, how thrilling!”
The room was large enough for a ball. Even Thorn and Cindy knew at once that this was not the Von Branns’ ordinary decor for a dining room. Except for four large round tables, and the chairs around them, there was no sign of furniture in the room, no pictures, no rugs. “We had everything moved out in that van you saw,” Peg was explaining somewhere behind him. “It’ll all be moved in again tomorrow.”
The walls and ceiling of the room were hung with hundreds of yards of rippling blue velvet, iridescent with patches of sequins in the shape of stars, moons, comets; in a great swath above them was the Milky Way. The tablecloths and napkins were of the same blue and sequins; suspended from the two huge crystal chandeliers were thousands of glass icicles, and for centerpieces on the tables were four great confections of spun sugar that might have been snow. The floor was blue-white and gleaming.
“It’s ice,” somebody shouted.
“It’s ice. It’s real ice,” everybody echoed. One of the men tried to slide on the floor; another bent down to touch it. “It’s not ice, it’s warm. It would melt if it was ice.”
“It’s plastic,” Harry Von Brann said. “My wife,” he added indulgently, with a wave that included the Solar System around and above him, “has gone mad.”
“Oh, the glasses, oh, how clever, Peg.” This shout, too, instantly swelled into a tone poem of rapture.
“I will admit,” Peg said modestly, “the glasses are rather sweet.”
The water tumblers and wine goblets were not supposed to look like snow or ice or stars in a blue sky. They were merely crystal, but instead of being the conventional array of assorted sizes and shapes, the four glasses at each place were all identical—brandy glasses of giant size. Rapid calculation told half the ladies in the room that there were one hundred and thirty-six of them—a froth of anchored balloons which might float skyward at any moment, carrying the tables aloft with them.
The babble of praise did not die away until a butler and a bevy of footmen in tailcoats and white ties began to serve the first course. Across the distance of their separate tables, Thorn’s and Cindy’s eyes met in a look of mutual congratulation.
Thornton saw that Cindy was well placed indeed, with a handsome young actor on one side and their host on the other. As for him, he was ecstatic, with Peg Von Brann at his left and, at his right, the beauteous, the famous, the sensational Jill Goodwyn, star of Fire, Fire, and My Life For Love, and I’ve Gone Away.
When he could absorb what was being said to him, Thorn realized that Peg was talking about skiing and ice-skating. The whole table now took her up and discussed favorite vacation sports and resorts. They ranged the world, from the Riviera or Honolulu for swimming to Sun Valley or Switzerland for skiing. The Riviera, Switzerland—suddenly Thorn was back at his office window in New York, looking down at the two rivers and their freighters and ocean liners, moving slowly off and away. Who could have predicted, that aching afternoon, that in hardly two months he himself would be an entire continent removed from that window, that office, that derisive inner voice telling him he was a nobody and would always be a nobody?
Thornton Johns gulped with emotion. He did not dare to meet anybody’s eyes, and he was glad that Peg was now talking about her children, for that meant no calls on him beyond appreciative nods and monosyllables. His eyes kept roaming the room; they could not get their fill of the spectacular sight and the spectacular women and their spectacular jewels. His mind stumbled over the effort to believe he could be present in such surroundings and in such a gathering. Nobody could joke this off as the blathering of the clans or complain that there wasn’t one good hot prospect in sight. He was hip-deep in hot prospects! For an instant, the cool concise voice of Opportunity spoke to him.
At that moment, a remarkable thing happened. His wandering eye met the eye of Joan Crawford at the next table and, without thinking, he smiled at her. She smiled back.
Thornton Johns’ inner spirit glowed bright as tungsten. Nothing seemed too remote, too impossible. He had not yet dared to turn from the comparative safety of Peg Von Brann to the hazards of Jill Goodwyn, but now he felt himself unbeatable. He made appropriate remarks to Peg and looked to the right. The most famous profile in Hollywood was still talking about vacations.
“And are you,” he cut in, “packing off next week to the other side of the world?” His tone was somber, as of a man who had brooded long and bitterly on this possibility. The profile became a full face and he almost blinked.
“Not till summer. If I’m not dead by then.”
“You’re doing a picture?”
“I’m always doing a picture. Finish one, start another. That’s my life.”
“Chain-smoking.”
Jill Goodwyn gave him a dazzling smile. “Exactly. You’re bright, aren’t you?”
“Am I?” His smile was just as dazzling.
“Yes. You were beautiful over that silly Alice Cohen,” she said. “I almost applauded. I mean like this.” She clapped her slender hands twice. “And anyway, you have to be bright to be people’s agents. Says my agent.”
“I’m not people’s agents—just my brother’s.”
She looked at him inquiringly. Her great gray eyes were kind, even encouraging, and Thornton Johns thought, This is really going, this could go on if I play it right. “I’m not even a real honest-to-God agent,” he said with a kind of humble bravado, as if he were risking everything on honesty. “What I really am is an insurance broker.”
“An insurance broker?”
“Just another salesman with a foot in the door.”
Jill Goodwyn smiled again. This time it was not a dazzling smile but a gentle, pensive one and it was a pretty thing to see. Fleetingly Thornton Johns remembered Diana’s smile, and a brief pain went through him, as at a guilt yet to be established.
“At least your foot isn’t in your mouth,” Miss Goodwyn said, “like my insurance man’s. What a fool that one is.”
“Shopping?” Thorn said quickly. “Or just winning friends?”
She laughed. “I’m not sure,” she said. “Yet.”
The cool concise voice of Opportunity spoke once more and, as if in rebuttal, another voice immediately said, Don’t be cheap. Well, if not cheap, then at least inopportune. Take it easy. Wait. See. This could lead you places that have nothing to do with being Gregory’s brother or agent or manager or anything else. Thornton Johns looked once more about the room. He could feel Jill Goodwyn watching him, but he took his time. When he spoke, he lowered his voice. “Is your husband here?” he asked. “And does he decide about your insurance—or your friends?”
“I haven’t a husband,” Jill Goodwyn answered. “And when I had, he didn’t.”
“About either?”
“About neither.”
There was a pause. She picked up one of the fragile glasses, and held it cupped lovingly in her hands. Through her fingers the wine made curving rays of red; she tilted her head to one side and studied the effect. It was like a cartoon of sunrise, as if she were holding a bubble of a world while a new day came up on all sides at once. She knew Thornton Johns was watching her, not missing the lowering of her lids, not deaf to her small sigh. He was more attractive than anybody she had met in months. It wasn’t only that he was handsome, with his three-cornered blue eyes and tow-headed crew cut and striking tallness; handsome men were all over this place, where else? But the handsome men of Hollywood were stars too; they looked at any girl or woman, even at a Jill Goodwyn, expecting to be adored. This man watching every flick of expression on her face wasn’t expecting anything. He was thrilled to be near you, to see you smile, to hear you talk. He was ready to adore you. He remembered you were the star. Jill Goodwyn raised her glass to her lips and took a small sip of wine. Then, without turning to Thorn, she spoke. “Would you and your wife like to come lunch with me on Sunday? And your brother, if he’s well enough?”



CHAPTER TEN
THE “TERRIBLE WOMAN NAMED Martin” was on the telephone when Thorn arrived at his borrowed office on Monday morning. It was the fourth time she had called him, and his usual fund of patience with people who were offering money to Gregory was running very thin. Besides, he was in no mood to cope with terrible people offering anything; he had enough problems for a Monday morning as it was. Gregory, who was still too ill yesterday to go to Jill Goodwyn’s luncheon party, had insisted on reporting for work today and would no doubt end up in hospital for the rest of his contract. And at breakfast, Cindy had treated him to a masterly tirade on the subject of Hollywood gossip, and the subtle difference between admiring your hostess and openly groveling before her at the edge of a swimming pool all afternoon while twenty famous people watched you.
Thornton picked up the telephone lifelessly. “Good morning, Mrs. Martin.”
“It’s me again, Mr. Johns,” she said brightly. “Helene Martin, of the Hollywood ‘Friends of Books.’”
“Yes. Good morning.”
“It’s just that I’ve talked with the Vice-President and the Treasurer, and they think we could make it five hundred instead.”
Thorn’s fund of patience grew larger. Not that Gregory would lecture anyway but one kind of finesse was called for at one level of finance and another at another. The two-hundred level, he thought, as Mrs. Martin went on talking, and the five-hundred. The two-hundred block and the five-hundred.
“So, with this emergency,” Mrs. Martin was saying, “if I could just come up and see you personally, I could at least report I’d left no stone unturned.”
“Well, then,” Thorn said graciously, “if it’ll make you feel any better, come up and turn some stones tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? I’m right in the neighborhood this very minute and—well, you see, the meeting is day after tomorrow, and it is my first year as President of ‘Friends of Books’ and—”
Twenty minutes later she was being shown in, and as Thorn rose to greet her, he wondered why she should need to be so ardent a clubwoman. She was no Jill Goodwyn, but she wasn’t a Hokinson either. She was slender and Thorn’s eye told him that her heavy linen suit came from no budget basement. She was fortyish but, he thought quickly, who isn’t? Even Jill Goodwyn, so delicately young on the screen, was, at a swimming pool in brilliant sunlight—
“So we decided to go as high as five hundred,” Mrs. Martin was explaining rapidly. “Why, for a half hour’s talk, that’s awfully high pay.”
“A half-hour?”
“Well, I’ll put all my cards on the table.” She tossed her head defiantly. “It’s our tenth anniversary, and we had a cancellation, and all the famous authors out here now are booked solid this whole week. So we’re really stuck. It’s awful to be stuck for your tenth anniversary.”
“Yes, it is.” Thornton Johns shook his head in sympathy.
“And it would be such an easy lecture—you know, not politics or anything he’d have to write out first. It’s the personal little things, like where he gets his ideas and how he started writing and what hours he writes best, and all.”
Just then Josh MacQuade opened the door, paused, said, “Sorry,” and started to back away.
“Come on in, Josh,” Thorn called and proceeded with introductions. To MacQuade, Mrs. Martin recapitulated her arguments so winningly that Thorn suffered with her when Josh said, almost coldly, “It’s too bad Gregory Johns is so set against public appearances, but even the studio isn’t trying to pressure him.”
“It is too bad,” Thorn echoed, but with a kindly tone. “And especially because he could tell you just the sort of thing you want. Reams of it. Why, when he was nine or so he started his first book—writing one himself I mean. It was the damnedest plagiarism you ever heard of.” Thorn smiled reminiscently, and the others smiled with him. “The kid lifted not just one plot from one book, but all the plots and all the characters of the entire printed works of Ralph Henry Barbour.”
“Oh, how darling,” Mrs. Martin said. “Who was Ralph Henry—”
“And one day,” Thorn went on, warming up to a responsive audience just as he did at the Premium Club, “one day when he was around thirteen or fourteen, he up and departed for New York City—all alone, mind you, this shy gawk of a kid who’d never been anywhere.”
The visit to the editor hypnotized Mrs. Martin. In desperate supplication she begged, “Can’t you persuade him, can’t you possibly persuade him?” She turned to Josh. “Mr. MacQuade, couldn’t you persuade him? This is just the sort of thing we’d love!”
“They’re nice yarns, all right,” Josh MacQuade said. He was watching Thorn almost as intently as Mrs. Martin was.
“And the press,” she continued to MacQuade, “does cover our author lunches when they’re this important.”
“And there’s one other story,” Thornton said, ignoring the small exchange between the two. “It hasn’t a thing to do with writing, but it’s my favorite story about my brother, just the same.” In anticipation he laughed outright, throwing his head back. His magnificent teeth, not one marred by a filling, inlay, or crown, were all revealed, and his laughter was so loving, so contagious, that Josh and Mrs. Martin laughed too.
“Tell us,” Mrs. Martin urged. “Please!”
“It was at a birthday party of mine, my, let’s see, fifteenth, no, sixteenth birthday party. I had a girl named Janie Hyatt—my first girl—and it was a real grown-up affair. You can imagine how grown-up. Well, all of a sudden, out of the blue—”
Thorn mimicked the piping of a little boy’s voice and collapsed, sputtering, while Josh and Mrs. Martin roared. “Going to have a puppy—” Thorn said once more in a dying whisper, and all three laughed again.
“Oh, I could weep,” Mrs. Martin cried. “They’re wonderful stories, and you make them so wonderful, the way you tell them!”
“I’ve got a million of them.”
Mrs. Martin’s face went tragic. “I could die,” she said. “I can’t bear to go back empty-handed, now that I have heard them.” She looked at Thorn wistfully. “I wish you were your brother. I wonder if you—”
She paused and silence fell upon the room. Josh decided that the look on the face of Thornton Johns was the innocent pleasure of a child who has been good and knows it. I wonder, MacQuade thought, if he knew he was going to put it into her mind, or whether blind instinct guides him.
“You wonder if I what?” Thorn asked Mrs. Martin.
“I can’t help wondering,” she said in a rush, “if you would address our meeting. You could tell us about your brother.”
“Me?”
“Why not?” Mrs. Martin said ecstatically. “People often lecture about authors.”
“Horn in on Gregory? Thanks, no.” Thorn spoke indignantly, but his eyes sought MacQuade’s.
“Horning in? You’re being invited on your own. Begged, implored. I could go back and say, well, Mr. Gregory Johns never does, but his good-looking—his clever brother—” She wheeled toward MacQuade. “It’s a new angle, isn’t it, Mr. MacQuade? An author who won’t lecture and a brother who—”
“It is a publicity gimmick,” MacQuade said. His eyes were still on Thornton’s face.
“Oh, it is. I know Louella personally. I’m sure I could get her to come to something so different from regular author-lectures.”
“We’d notify all the papers,” said MacQuade, looking at Thorn judiciously, “as we always do. It might get a big play in the columns.”
“And the fee,” Mrs. Martin said archly at Thornton, “would be yours.”
Thornton Johns rose and began to walk aimlessly about. “I’m sure Gregory would forbid it anyway,” he said. A dubious note in his own voice surprised him. Could Gregory really forbid him the chance to make five hundred dollars for himself, when Gregory must realize that a lot of cash was going right out of Cindy’s and his pockets, despite Gregory’s idea that he was treating them to everything? What about all the extra clothes they had had to get for this trip? The meals at Romanoff’s and LaRue’s that Gregory and Abby knew nothing about? The thank-you orchid sprays for Peg Von Brann and Jill Goodwyn? Gregory didn’t even know that things like that were proper. It always cost you money when people invited you on trips as their guests, and it was only right that if you could defray your extra expenses in a perfectly honorable way, and perhaps get valuable publicity at the same time for the book and the picture—
“Couldn’t you ask your brother?” Mrs. Martin said at last.
“I might talk it over tonight.”
“Oh, no, I’d have to know right away.” Once more Thorn looked at Josh MacQuade. MacQuade nodded. Reluctantly Thorn said, “If Josh here insists—”
Jill Goodwyn was in the audience, and for a moment Thornton Johns came closer to queasy panic than he ever had before in all his forty-three years. He had been calm enough when he saw Cindy and Abby and Peg Von Brann and Kitty MacQuade, but Jill Goodwyn’s entrance had unnerved him as much as it had thrilled the whole roomful of twittering women. He had scarcely tasted his food, and now as he sat on the platform between President Martin and Vice-President. Black, he watched the assembled ladies fuss with demitasses and lipsticks and mirrors and wished to Heaven that he had never used the five-hundred clincher on Gregory. More passionately he wished he had not blabbed to Jill Goodwyn when she had phoned about his spray of orchids. But blab he did—complete with the date and street address and, for all he knew now, the zone number. What modest man would have guessed that she would quit the set in the middle of the day while a million-dollar production sat around waiting?
Thornton Johns forced himself to look at Cindy. At her side, Abby was smiling and talking, but Cindy, was ignoring her and doing what everybody around her was doing—watching Jill Goodwyn. Unlike everybody else, Cindy showed no sign of pleasure in doing so. Mrs. Martin rose and stepped forward. As she concluded her introductions and stood nodding at him, a burst of applause filled the room and Thornton Johns suddenly remembered that he was on a raised platform, looking down at upturned and expectant faces. His panic fled. He got up slowly, bowed to Vice-President Black, shook hands cordially with President Martin, and went forward to the lectern. It was breast-high and cut the effect of his six-foot-three. He frowned at it, shook his head, stepped around it, and smiled happily at his audience.
“Ladies and—” He paused and looked about once more. If there was a single man in the place besides himself and the waiters, that man was hiding under a table. “Ladies,” he concluded and grinned.
A soft rippling washed over the room. “Ladies and ladies,” somebody whispered loudly. “Isn’t that darling!”
Thorn waited for another fraction of time. “Your chairman didn’t give you any title for this small talk of mine, and for an excellent reason. She didn’t know it. The reason she didn’t is that until a minute ago I didn’t know it. When she coaxed me into speaking to you today, as a poor substitute for my brother, whom all of you really wanted to hear, I began to make notes about what seemed most important. To my dismay, all my notes were about me!”
Now the sound was louder. Palm of my hand already, Thorn thought. These babies will take anything.
“So I tossed those notes in the garbage can and started all over. The second time I did manage to squeeze my famous brother in—in fact all these notes”—he waved a single card in the air—“are about him and nobody else. As I glanced through them just now, the right title for this little talk, the only fitting title, popped into my head. I’m calling it, simply, ‘My Brother, Gregory Johns.’”
He said this so modestly, but with so engaging a smile of triumph for having hit upon it, that once again there was the : buzz of whispering, of pleasure experienced and pleasure anticipated.
“Now, your President says you want me to tell you what started my brother writing. That’s one thing I can’t do, but I can tell you when he started and that takes us all back thirty years. My brother Gregory was nine then, and crazy about some books by Ralph Henry Barbour or Barber, or however B-a-r-b-o-u-r is supposed to be pronounced. Does anybody know for sure?”
Thorn paused and looked around appealingly. A cross-hatched sound of Barbour and Barber arose from the tables in a demonstration of audience participation that told him the babies would not only take but give. He had to gesture for silence before he could go on. The word “plagiarism,” he knew, would bring the house down, and when he reached it, he spoke it almost in a whisper.
“But luckily, Mr. Barbour or Barber never heard about my brother’s wholesale crime, so Gregory was never hauled up before the Authors Guild or the courts. I have noticed, though, that to this day a plagiarism case in the daily newspaper gets to him in a mighty peculiar way. He reads every word, goes livid with rage, and for the next week hides his manuscript even from his own mother.”
As he again waited for silence, Thorn let his eyes wander to the tables reserved for the press. Its concerted gaze was upon him, a wary gaze, estimating, judging. His heart sank. These hard-boiled professionals were hold-outs; they were finding his speech a shade less newsworthy than they were supposed to. They might give it and Gregory and the book no more than a buried line or so!
At this horrid notion, a deep necessity within Thornton Johns abruptly gave birth to a reckless invention. Turning squarely toward Jill Goodwyn, and finding her eyes on him, he deliberately blew her a kiss. In instant response, she blew one back at him, her arm describing a great arc as she did so. Then clasping both her famous hands high above the table, she gave him the gesture of public congratulation and accolade.
A small gasp went up from most of the assembled ladies, and a sudden activity possessed the pencils of the press. In an effervescence of delight and regret, Thornton Johns told himself he shouldn’t have done it. It was folly—and not only because of Cindy, whose presence in the room he had momentarily forgotten. This was not the sort of thing one wanted in print, especially magnified and distorted, as it would be bound to be. Is Jill Goodwyn starting a new romance with a visiting New Yorker? Visiting New Yorker? Hell, they’d probably put his name in.
Thornton Johns found himself suddenly cheered. He went on with his lecture and knew he was surpassing himself. By the time the long-ago puppy was putting in his scheduled appearance, another kind of regret bubbled up in Thornton Johns. His brief half-hour on the stage was drawing inexorably to a close.
“For a non-pressagent,” Josh MacQuade said to Harry Von Brann the following Monday afternoon, “Thornton Johns does very well indeed.” As he spoke, he set an armful of beautifully mounted news clippings and pictures on the long mahogany table at one side of Von Brann’s office.
“Very well indeed for the book, or the picture, or Thornton Johns?” Von Brann asked.
“All three,” MacQuade said. “God knows the book and the studio are getting a huge play—no matter how much of it sticks to G. Thornton Johns en route.”
“What’s the G stand for?”‘
“Gerald, for his father. Now that he’s entered public life, he’s going to drop the G officially. When he told me, I remarked offhandedly, ‘Bernard Shaw did,’ and he didn’t get sore. He just nodded and said, ‘I know it.’”
Both men laughed. Von Brann was past fifty, with an almost bald skull, a trim goatee, and a hint of sideburns. It was one of his characteristics never to let himself seem harassed or even very busy. “No coronaries or ulcers for me, thanks,” he would say. “If you’re any good at your job, you don’t have to have them.” This made him widely unpopular with other producers but he did not mind. Nothing mattered to him but his work, his children, and his wife. In that order.
Now he said, “Peg says Thornton is very good on a platform, not just handsome. ‘The right mixture of syrup and sass,’ she said, ‘to panic a ladies’ club.’” .
“I’ll say he’s good. The day after that little performance of his, he got himself signed up for two more, one next week, and one the last week they’re here. I don’t see why the hell you don’t can me and hire Thornton Johns.”
Von Brann shrugged. “On the rest of our properties, he mightn’t put his heart and soul and sacred honor into it.”
“That’s the damnedest part of it. Everything he does or says is focused on Gregory.”
“The kiss,” said Von Brann quickly, “wasn’t.” He crossed the room to examine the publicity. The Sunday papers had taken up lavishly where the dailies had left off and the dailies had been lavish enough. Two papers had large pictures of Thornton Johns, one alone and one with Cindy, who had managed to look as smiling and proud for the photographers as a contented wife should. In adjacent columns were larger pictures of Jill Goodwyn, who looked smiling and proud and not contented at all.
“I wish,” Von Brann said, “that he’d blown his kiss at an Imperial Century star, that’s all.”
“Give him another week.”
“He’s giving me another week. He wants me to buy any or all of Gregory’s earlier books, or let him offer them to Dore or Darryl next Monday.”
“Are they any good?”
“Partial Eclipse might make a picture. The synopsis came down yesterday.”
“He’ll sell all of them,” MacQuade said glumly.
“Not if this damn slump keeps up, he won’t. Nineteen more theaters closed last week.”
“Give him time. That one could talk his way right through a national depression.”
“I thought you were so keen about him,” Von Brann said, returning to his desk.
“I was. I am. But God, the man’s changing by the minute. He grabs off everything in sight—last Friday he damn near got me to take out more life insurance, through him. I bet if he cuts a finger, hot brass comes out, and he’s becoming so damn calculating, you see logarithms when you look at him.”
Von Brann laughed lazily. “I wonder how Gregory’s taking all that.” He nodded to the table.
“I asked Hy, and Hy said that Gregory just clammed up after the lecture and is still clammed up.”
A buzzer sounded and the intercom on the desk nasally told Von Brann that Mr. Bernstein was on One One Three. He pressed a button on the single telephone instrument before him, picked up the receiver, and said, “Yes, Hy?”
“Could we see you? Gregory’s got a notion for that airplane argument—maybe it will play this way.”
“Come on in. How’s he feeling?”
“Pretty rotten, like the start of last week, but he’s in.”
“Did you put him on to my man, Hy? Goodman’s the only doctor in town is any good with these recurrent cases.”
“Gregory says he’s leery of fancy doctors.”
“Well, it’s too bad he had to miss Alice Cohen’s shindig Saturday night. It was a beaut.”
Through the receiver Hy’s laugh was audible all over the room.
“Virus P,” Hy said. “That’s what he’s got I’ve diagnosed it at last.”
“Virus T?”
“Not T. I said P. P as in Parties.”
Cindy had seen the Sunday papers while Thorn was still asleep. Her first impulse was to murder Thorn plus Jill Goodwyn plus William Randolph Hearst. Then the room service girl told her she “took just lovely,” and the waiter with her breakfast tray asked her how it felt to be famous. By eleven, she had had three phone calls, had accepted invitations to a luncheon party for herself and two dinner parties for herself and Thorn, and had given up all ideas of forcing Thorn to change his tactics. It was wrong to interfere with your husband’s career.
To be bitter and happy at the same time is no mean feat for the human heart, but long before Thorn was awake, Cindy was managing it nicely. She was sorry she had gone at him tooth and nail after the lecture, considered returning his penitential present of half the fee, and vetoed that notion as quixotic. She ordered additional stationery and twelve airmail stamps from the front desk, and called the newsstand for two extra copies of each paper, deciding it might be wiser to get the other copies she would need from newsstands on the street later on. “Now, Mother Johns,” she would write, “don’t go bragging all over Long Island about your other famous son.” She would write the boys, too, and the rest of the family. She wondered if Leonard Lyons or Walter Winchell ever saw the California papers, and wished Thorn hadn’t dropped postcards just yesterday to Oscar Hammerstein and Rex Stout. “Thought you’d liked to know I’ve taken to lecturing about world government and Gregory’s book out here,” the cards had said, but if they hadn’t gone off, the clippings could have been sent instead.
She looked at the papers once more. That old hag, she thought. Her face has been in the papers a million times, but mine is news. There was a knock at the door; she folded the papers quickly, picked up a magazine, and called, “Come in.”
It was a bellhop with the stationery, stamps, and extra papers. He also had a package for which he asked her to sign. “It came last night,” he said. “There was a mix-up downstairs.” He threw her a shy glance and looked away. She gave him a dollar, and as he started to get change, waved her hand graciously and turned aside.
The package was heavy and addressed merely Johns, with the name of the hotel. She opened it and wondered when Thorn had found time to go to a bookstore or when he expected to read. Not only did he attend to Gregory’s mail, phone calls, and requests for donations, not only did he collect and deposit Gregory’s weekly pay check, pay his bills, keep him supplied with pocket money, not only did he spend hours talking to people about Gregory’s old books—as if all this weren’t enough, Thorn also kept in almost daily touch with his own business in New York. That sinister-looking Diana Bates sent him a letter by every mail; every few days she wired or phoned about some client who was miffed by his absence. Miss Bates, Cindy thought, certainly believes in keeping in contact with the boss.
I wonder if he’s ever blown her a kiss. What do I mean “blown”?
It wouldn’t be a Diana, nor even a Jill Goodwyn, Cindy decided stonily, who could damage Thornton’s attitude toward home life permanently. But it could be women in the mass, all tittering over his darling jokes and looking up at him adoringly and clustering around asking questions afterward, until the janitor swept them out.
For a disloyal moment, Lucinda Johns wished her husband had never mounted that platform, or that he had proved a dud once he had. She glanced at the folded newspapers and was instantly cleansed of this treachery, but she gave rapid thanks that there were only two more lectures to come. She had asked if he were going to make the next two different in any way, and he had replied, “If you have a hit show, why search for new lyrics?” For one, the fee was only fifty dollars, but already he could no more have said “No” than a snowball could roll up a hill.
Snowball and hill, she thought wanly; he’d make a joke out of that and have them in the aisles. Well, once we’re home, he’ll be limited to the platform of the Premium Club. Talking to men about annuities and term insurance and liability, even Thorn can’t be so goddam darling.
Comforted, she turned her mind back to the package of books. There were a lot of them and she picked them up one by one. Joe Miller’s joke book, Chic Sale’s joke book, Bob Hope’s joke book, two books, by Bennett Cerf and two by John Mason Brown.
“No!” exclaimed Cindy aloud, and hurled John Mason Brown halfway across the room.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
THE ALICE COHEN SHINDIG was the last big event planned around Gregory and Abby Johns during that month in the City of the Angels. Immediately thereafter, word got about, as word will, about Gregory’s second untimely relapse, and though everybody was sad that he should be so frequently ill, it was as true in Hollywood as anywhere else that a hostess finds it calamitous to have her guest of honor drop out just as the canapés are being prepared.
“Anyway, I bet he isn’t as much fun as Thorn,” Alice Cohen was heard to remark that night, “authors are so stuck on themselves.”
Thus the only social life which Gregory and Abby Johns experienced on the Coast was an occasional evening where the word “party” would not have been a mot juste. To have dinner with Hy Bernstein and his wife could scarcely be called a party, and this they did several times. They also spent two evenings with the Moroskys and their four children, and one, slightly stilted apart from the good shop talk, with Harry and Peg Von Brann. Each of these occasions was singularly free from sequins, plastic ice, or rooms bubbling with brandy glasses.
On most of their evenings, Gregory and Abby stayed at home, or went for a drive, or went to the movies.
Because of their new wealth, each of these activities held new and seductive charms for them. At the movies they always sat in the loge. At the hotel, they slowly trained themselves not to refold damp towels for further use. On mild evenings they had dinner on their awninged balcony, against which blew the spiced air of eucalyptus, sycamore, and pepper trees. They accustomed themselves to buying cigarettes a carton at a time instead of a pack, and gradually lost their guilt at paying thirty cents for an air-mail Herald Tribune on weekdays and sixty on Sundays. Twice they telephoned Hat—at night rates.
But their greatest pleasure came from the drives they took along the curving coast, generally going north, with the shining roaring ocean on their left, and the leather-colored hills of the Malibu chain on their right; in other moods they drove inland through the lush green fertility of the Valley. During their last two weekends, with Gregory in perfect health again, they took two long trips: the first to San Francisco, which they found so glorious a city that they broke through their tight schedule and had to drive most of Sunday night to get home again in time for the studio on Monday; the second, to the desert, past the honky-tonk look of Palm Springs to the small town of Indio, where they stayed at a de-luxe motel at the edge of a date ranch.
“A date ranch,” Gregory said. “Can you tie it?”
“What about that carrot ranch in the valley, and the beet ranch?”
The desert astonished and moved them. They had always pictured it as a flat dead expanse of white sand, like movies of the Sahara; they were charmed by the soft scattering of spring flowers, by the sage green of tamarisk trees and the tender fluff of smoke trees. They looked far off to the snowcapped Santa Rosa Mountains, and at bare, iron-streaked Mt. Gorgonia and Mt. Jacinta, towering, it seemed, just over them. Once during the night, they left their cottage and walked along the road, looking up at the close shining web of the stars. Across miles of space, a cold wind blew, persistent, against their faces. “I guess,” Gregory said, “it used to be like this on a sailing ship at night, halfway across the ocean.”
And often during the week, they drove just before going to bed, impulsively, just for a half-hour or so. They would wind up at some neon-lit drive-in, refuse the speedy discomfort of car service, and go inside to sit lazily in a booth over coffee and doughnuts or cornflakes and milk. Here they talked about Thorn and Cindy and the newspaper stories and the parties they were no longer invited to, but which they could never wait to have meticulously described.
“I suppose I could stop him from lecturing about me,” Gregory said uncertainly, the night after the Sunday splash of pictures. “Thorn’s got the bug so hard, it would kill him, but I could just stop him.”
“Don’t go through it all again,” Abby said.
“It’s one thing to say you feel philosophical and remote, and another to feel it.”
“It doesn’t affect you in any basic way, though. You were right on that. If you made him cancel the two new dates—”
“He wouldn’t cancel. We’d have a bloody row and he’d go lecture about God knows what anyway and maybe get even sillier publicity.”
“About ‘Modern American Writing,’” Abby said.
“No, he wouldn’t,” Gregory said sharply. “Not until he’d studied up on it first.”
“I’m sorry, darling.”
“Today he told me all over again he was leaving the puppy out, and that he’d never dreamed it had hurt me when I was a kid.” Gregory hesitated. “You know what?”
“What?”
“I suddenly felt a fool for having jumped him so hard on it.” Abby didn’t answer. “And I turned right around and told him to go ahead and use it every time, if it got him any laughs.”
They both picked up their coffee cups and sat on in silence. Then Gregory said, “Come on, let’s get back to the car.”
Most of their driving was done not in the big rented Buick but in a small rented Ford. This was due to no distaste for Dynaflow Drive, Valve-in-Head Engines, Pushbutton Window Control, or Bodies by Fisher, but to frustration too often repeated. It would have been impossible to say anything but “yes” when, nearly every evening, Thorn and Cindy asked in worried voices, “Is it all right for us to take the car tonight, since you’re not going out?” Yet when the late impulse for a drive did arrive, both Gregory and Abby found it depressing to have to squelch it because no vehicle was available. That it was a vehicle for which they were paying made it neither more nor less depressing, but they could not bring themselves to date up the car in advance when there was no guarantee that at the last moment they might not both prefer to get into bed and read. Ultimately, they rented the Ford, and Thorn’s and Cindy’s nightly worry was abolished.
With so much practice Gregory became expert at the wheel for the first time in his life. He found rhythmic, soothing satisfaction in the act of driving, and Abby never grew weary at his side. “We’re born tourists,” she said one evening as they returned to the hotel and began to undress. “We never knew it, but we are.”
Gregory lighted a cigarette and snapped the match across the room. It missed the ashtray he had aimed at, and he walked over to rectify his error with what can only be described as a swagger of pride. “We sure are. The long brown path before me, leading wherever I choose. Walt Whitman. The oiled macadam road, the concrete six-lane highway—someday we’re going to drive right across the U.S.A.”
“Oh, Gregory, I’d love it.”
“So would I.” He grinned at her.
“I wonder how long it takes.”
“Hy and his wife did it once in four days and four nights spelling each other at the wheel. But they knocked themselves out and never saw anything but the white line and the filling stations.”
Abby shook her head disapprovingly. “Me, I’d like to take eight days and eight nights.”
“Me too. Mosey along and take all sorts of side trips.” They looked at each other solemnly. “I bet the Grand Canyon is really astonishing in the flesh.”
“People say no matter how many pictures you’ve seen beforehand, you can scarcely believe it when you’re right there on the Rim.”
Again they looked at each other. Then Gregory said, “Abby, let’s do it.”
Abby was not a wife who says, “Do what?” or “You mean, buy a car and drive home?” Instead, she gave a little jump on the bed, like a child, and said, “Oh, darling, let’s!”
“We said we’d buy a car at home, what’s the use of waiting?”
“Could we get one right away? Is there any shortage? What kind will we get? Won’t we have to buy one of those canvas water bags they hang over the radiator when they go into the desert?”
Gregory laughed. “Hold everything; let’s see. We’re through here Tuesday, April fifth, and publication day is the twentieth. We could do it easily; we could take ten days if we felt like it.”
“The train takes three and Hat certainly can go on alone for another week. Oh, Gregory, have we a road map somewhere?”
“Nothing but California. No Arizona, no New Mexico, no Colorado, Nevada, Wyoming—lord, the names themselves! I wonder what route we’d take.”
“Let’s get a map now and see. Let’s go out and find a gas station that has big maps.”
He shot out his wrist, but said, “We wouldn’t sleep anyway,” before he looked at his watch.
Abby was already getting into her dress again. “What kind of car do you think?”
“Well, I’m sort of used to the Ford.”
“A Ford would be fine. Oh, Gregory, it’s lovely we’re going to do it. I can’t wait to tell Thorn and Cindy—”
They looked at each other without saying anything. A moment went by. Then Gregory said, “They’d rather fly.” And Abby said, “I’m sure they would.”
Two days later, if Gregory and Abby Johns had been standing on their balcony, looking down and beyond the hotel’s blue-tiled swimming pool and bright deck chairs and umbrellas to the geranium-banked parking area, they would have found themselves gazing at the first automobile they had ever owned.
It had been delivered Thursday afternoon and Gregory was at the studio with Hy, but the moment Abby telephoned to say the Ford had arrived, he became useless for truly creative collaboration. A few minutes later, Hy shoved back from the desk and said, “For Pete’s sake, get out of here and go take a drive in it.”
“Nothing doing.”
“Go on. You’re worse than a starlet with her first diamond ring.”
Gregory phoned for a taxi—Thorn was over in Culver City with the Buick—and asked the driver to hurry. At the hotel, the doorman told him, needlessly, where to find Abby. Gregory met his wife on the front seat, kissed her roundly, and grabbed the ignition keys. The loud-speaker at the pool chose this moment to say it was paging Mr. Johns.
“It’s for Thorn,” Gregory said, and inserted the key. “Look at the mileage. Zero, zero, zero, zero, eight. That’s new.”
“It smells new! I’ve been sitting here smelling it.”
“Mr. Gregory Johns,” the loud-speaker bellowed, and they both groaned.
“Come on then,” Abby said, “whatever it is, you’re too ill to go, aren’t you?”
“I’m dying.”
They raced past the pool and the terrace and into the lobby. At the front desk, the assistant manager said, “This parcel just came in air special. Did you want to see it before your drive?”
“I certainly do,” Gregory said. “Thanks for catching us.”
It was medium in size, oblong, plastered with stamps, and addressed in Ed Barnard’s own handwriting. It could be only one thing. The first one from the bindery.
“Let’s go up a minute,” Gregory said.
“Several letters too,” the assistant manager said, and gave them to Abby. She glanced at them in the elevator; one was from Hat, one from Digby, and one from Mary Zatke. She slipped them into her pocket and followed Gregory down the hall. In the living room, she stood a little apart and let him tear off the wrappings of his parcel.
“Oh, it’s a beauty,” she cried.
Gregory didn’t answer. He held the book on the flat of his hand for a moment and then lifted the cover and turned some pages. They had indeed made a handsome book this time. The paper was clear and heavy, the margins wide, the binding a rough-textured linen, the color of oatmeal. He closed the book and looked at the spine.
THE
GOOD
WORLD
JOHNS
At last, he thought. For months, for years, he had known it only as ideas, as yellow pads, pencils, manuscript, galleys, known it only as phrases, sentences, scenes, chapters, known it only as hopes, fears, discouragement, and hope again, known it only as discussions with Abby, work with Ed, as hours at a desk, hours of pacing, nights of work until he was kneading his fingers to rid them of cramp. Now all that past was gathered up into twelve or sixteen ounces of paper, linen, buckram, thread, and printer’s ink, and there was this swift catch in his heart.
He remembered Abby and gave her the book. She looked at the title page, the dedication page, the opening of Chapter One. She began to read, but he did not read with her. A sample, a snatch here and there—no. He would wait until he could settle down to the one thing he had never yet done—read it without a pencil in his hand.
A line on one of the turning pages, “Owen Barlowe knew the tenacity of pain,” had caught at him, and for no reason he could name, it stayed on in his mind. He left Abby and walked into their bedroom. Abruptly, precipitantly, Gregory Johns lost all interest in the studio. He wished he need not go back tomorrow, that there weren’t another ten days before they could pack and start East. He wanted to be back in the world of Ed Barnard and publication day and a book review in his paper every morning and new work before him on his own desk; all at once the very vocabulary of picture-making bored him. We fade in, we pan to, we dissolve, to—it was foreign to him still, it would always be foreign; the camera trucks back, the angle widens, Owen Barlowe rises, Owen Barlowe walks, Owen Barlowe faces his opponent, the present tense, always the present tense, always action, speech, gesture. You could not offer the great cameras with their waving cranes, like thrusting antennae of monstrous one-eyed insects—you could not offer them a sentence which said, “Owen Barlowe knew the tenacity of pain.” Out here you were always strapped into the straitjacket of the external. The test of everything was, “Will it play?”
Well, why not? Gregory Johns asked himself harshly. It is the test for the movies. It’s the test for the theater too. The curtain rises, the curtain falls—they’re in the present tense too, and stage right, stage left, are no less alien to me than fade and cut and dissolve. What am I getting so fancy about?
He felt better at once and went back to Abby. She was still reading and he said, “Let’s see the letters.”
“Heavens, I forgot.” She fished the three letters from her pocket, gave him Luther Digby’s, and said, “Hat’s written a big one at last.”
“Fifty!” Gregory said an instant later. “Good Lord.”
She paused over the flap of her letter and looked up. Gregory was laughing. “Digby says the fifty extra copies Thorn ordered are coming parcel post and should get here in time.”
“Fifty—what for?”
“Autographs. Thorn told me he was sending for a few extra copies for me to sign before we left. A few—quote, close quote.”
Abby didn’t find it funny. “And we pay for them?”
He nodded, and waved his letter in the air. “Digby has decided to give me ten free copies this time instead of the usual six. It shows you what a publisher can afford with fifty-two thousand dollars of book-club money.”
This time Abby smiled. “Are you going to sign all fifty?”
“Well, I could get Thorn to do them for me. Nobody out here knows my signature.” He struck a pose. “To Louella, with all admiration and love from Gregory,” he intoned. “To beautiful Jill in memory of—”
“Stop it!”
The telephone bell rang and Abby answered it. “A person-to-person call from New York City, New York,” the operator said primly. “Mr. James Hathaway for Mr. Thornton Johns. Is Mr. Thornton Johns there, please?”
Abby was helpful about where Mr. Thornton Johns could be reached, and drew Hat’s bulky letter from its envelope. In a moment she whispered, “Gregory.” He saw her face, tossed Digby’s letter aside, and reached for the page she had just finished.
“The most unbelievable thing has happened,” it began, “I’m really in love for the first time in my life. I’m not being silly and you needn’t worry, but boys like Tim Murton really are too adolescent and crummy and this is so glorious! Last week I met the older brother of a friend of Tim’s who’s just as adolescent as Tim, the friend I mean, and then in walked his older brother, and after about an hour, he dated me right under their noses. His name is Patrick King and he’s grown up and sophisticated with the most beautiful manners and you will be crazy about him when you meet him and he will be too. He went to Princeton and dances divinely and is as tall as Dad and he’s in the theater and it’s the first time in my whole life—”
It went on for six pages. Abby finished first and began at once on Mary Zatke’s. Silently, Gregory followed her example; her instinct had been correct. Mary was writing about Hat, and her first sentence was blessedly to the point.
“Hat said she was writing you,” Mary began, “but she may not say I’m chaperoning her to death. I’m being totally ‘un-understanding,’ and the door to your apartment stays open when they’re in there. Hat hates me, but you won’t—”
Mary had made some discreet inquiries and could supply certain details Hat had ignored. Hat had been fed earfuls of Hollywood reports by Thorn Junior and Fred, and she had just happened to be describing the plastic ice party to Tim and his friend, when Patrick King put in his appearance. The Bogarts and Joan Crawford and Danny Kaye and Jill Goodwyn were all tossed in airily as friends of the family, with no mention of the minor point that her own parents had never met them. Patrick King was twenty-seven, and, apart from summer stock, had been unable to get a part in any play for over a year. So fascinated had he been by Hat’s every word that she had lost her head and spilled all the arithmetic of Gregory’s picture deal, including a three-thousand-dollar weekly salary. Then Hat had remembered that she just happened to have some Winchell and Lyons and Ed Sullivan clippings in her purse.
Here, Mary had pasted a half-inch of type to the page.
Gregory Johns, whose “Good Worlds” is the current Book-of-the-Month is currently in Hollywood trying to persuade his close personal friend, Jill Goodwyn, to accept the lead in his film.
“One other thing I don’t like much,” Mary Zatke ended, “is that Hat seems to be cutting classes at Hunter pretty consistently. But that’s a different sort of worry. On your major one, I believe there’s no immediate nonsense to fear. I have now met this unemployed Adonis three times, and my hunch is that if you ever do decide to break it off until Hat gets a little perspective, you could just quietly arrange a screen test in Hollywood and watch his dust.”
By the time Gregory came to the end, Abby was reading Hat’s letter once more. He picked up only the last page of it; as before, two sentences seemed to leap out at him. He read them a second time, and once again felt a jump of alarm jar every nerve.
“Pat and Hat! Isn’t that just too neat, the way our names pair up?”
The door was flung open and Thorn came in exuberantly. At the telephone, Abby was saying, “—but what about tomorrow’s flights? Yes, I’ll wait.” She glanced up and absently said, “Hello, Thorn,” and returned to the telephone.
“By George,” Thorn said, beaming. “It looks as if Metro will go for Horn of Plenty, it really does. We even talked price this time—around fifty is all, but we better grab it, fast, because this whole town is scared limp by the slump and television and the Red cleanup—” He stopped uncertainly. “What’s the matter? Aren’t you interested?”
“Yes, sure, of course,” Gregory said. “But half an hour ago—
“I’m not quitting on Partial Eclipse either. Where’s Cindy? Good God, if Metro can lick a story about a crippled old woman—” He slapped his thigh. “I knew if I could just talk Jill into it—she has one commitment a year there. I read parts of it aloud to her—don’t mention that to Cindy—she’d misunderstand. ‘A change of pace, a dramatic role,’ I said. ‘Look what Livvie did with Snake Pit,’ I kept saying. Once Jill even switched the talk to insurance, an extra policy she said”—Thorn’s tone took on a hint of nobility—“but I switched her right back to Horn of Plenty.”
“Hello,” Abby said impatiently to the telephone, “hello? I think they’ve cut me off.”
Gregory crossed the room and put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t make an actual reservation, Abby, until we get our call through to Hat or Mary.”
“We can always cancel.”
Thorn’s exuberance vanished. “What happened to Hat? Gosh, I’m sorry. I didn’t catch at first. I—”
Into the phone, Abby said eagerly, “Yes, I’m still here.” She jotted numbers and words down rapidly, said, “Picked up by when? Nine tonight? Yes, thanks again,” and hung up. She turned to Gregory. “I’m flying back tomorrow no matter what Hat and Mary say. I have to be there. I’d never forgive—”
“What’s wrong?” Thorn said. “Tell me, for God’s sake. Is Hat sick? Is she hurt?”
“No,” Gregory said. “She’s gone and fallen for a guy who looks pretty bad stuff—”
“Is that all?” Thorn said heartily. “She’ll be all right. She’s probably a bit haywire for the time, sure, the way my boys are.” He shook his head sadly. “Kids are gluttons for fame and publicity. They all want to be hot-shots.”
Gregory opened his mouth and then closed it. The telephone bell rang and Abby leaped for it. A moment later she said, “It’s Jim Hathaway, Thorn. Did he get you at Metro?”
“No.” He took the phone and shouted, “Hello, James, my boy. I was going to call you later on. What’s with you?”
Thorn’s face grew quiet as he listened, then pleased. “Why, the stuffed shirts,” he said once and listened again. Abby looked at her watch twice and Gregory said quietly, “Easy, darling. They said she’d be out an hour.”
“Hat may have come in.”
“We’ll try the minute Thorn’s off.”
Thorn was saying, “Now let me tell you something.” He began excitedly about Horn of Plenty and was again discussing what Jill could learn from Livvie and Snake Pit when the door opened; with skillful transition he was instantly talking price, the spread of payments, and the possible separation of rights.
Cindy had entered, followed by a pageboy bearing two large packages. “I hoped you’d be home, Abby,” she screamed happily, hardly glancing at Thorn and at Gregory. “Wait till you see the evening dresses I got. No alterations. Did you know Saks out here will let you charge to your New York account? The funniest thing happened about it. I started to give my name—”
Across the room Thorn said, “Cindy, for God’s sake, I’m on the phone.”
“—to give my name the way our Saks has it, ‘Mrs. G. T. Johns.’ The salesgirl said—right out loud and everybody heard her—she said coyly, ‘Mrs. Thornton Johns, isn’t it?’ Everybody stopped in their tracks and stared and whispered and I felt like a movie star!”
Thorn slammed up the receiver and said, “Damn it, Cindy, you’re the most self-centered—oh, skip it.” He turned excitedly to Gregory and Abby. “What do you think that was about? Jim’s contacts out here have been reporting back to him about things—you know, the lecturing and how we’re doing in general—and Jim began talking a bit too big about pulling off The Good World sale. What happened serves him right.”
Abby rose and went to the phone; Thorn raised his voice to compensate for hers.
“So, his partners began to dig out the facts about Jim signing us up on a contingent basis and charging five thousand dollars instead of three thousand this first year. Their corporate ethics were outraged; they’re returning the extra two thousand to us, and Jim is furious at being slapped down.”
“We’re rich!” Cindy shouted. “Let’s have a drink on it. Abby, get off that phone—we’re calling the bar.”
Suddenly Thorn’s face changed. He looked at Abby’s back apologetically. “God, Gregory, I plumb forgot. I was all steamed up over Metro and then Jim—”
“What about Metro?” Cindy yelled. “More good news? Abby, hurry up.”
Thorn pounded on the table and glared at his wife. “Damn it, forget the bar, can’t you? They’ve had bad news about Hat. Abby’s trying to get her on the phone.”
Cindy’s face changed too. “What bad news?” She went over to Abby, but Abby was talking to the operator, and Cindy wheeled on Gregory. “What happened to Hat?”
As Gregory explained again, she made sounds of sympathy, offering to help in any way she could, sounding worried and reassuring and worried again. As Abby hung up, Cindy rushed over and said, “It’s awful, I know just how you feel. Can I do anything? Anything at all? Oh, Abby, I would take the first plane too.”
Then Cindy stopped short, consternation in her eyes. “You can’t! Your wonderful trip—you can’t give that up.”
“We’re going to, though,” Gregory said. His voice was tired.
“But the new car—can you cancel it?”
“It’s already here. We’ve been in it.”
“Then how would you get it back if you don’t drive?”
“Forget the car,” Gregory said. “We’ll ship it by freight. I’m certainly not going to drive East by myself.”
“All that way alone?” Cindy was horrified. “I should hope not.”
“Shipping a car by rail costs a fortune,” Thorn said with authority.
Cindy’s eyes lighted up, but before she could speak, Gregory said hastily, “I’ll fly back myself the second I’m free.”
“Of course you will,” Cindy said soothingly. “I asked if we could do anything. Well, we can!” She looked about with triumph. “We’ll drive the car for you, won’t we, Thorn?”
“I’m sure you will,” Abby said.
Although due and resounding credit was publicly meted out to Thornton Johns during his last three days in Hollywood for the sudden sale of Horn of Plenty to Paramount, it was not this that finally solidified the name he had begun to make for himself.
Nor could it have been his second and third lectures, smash hits though they were with their respective audiences, nor yet his increasing appearances with Cindy at swimming pools, lunch tables, and formal parties where Jill Goodwyn was shiningly present.
Even his one lamentable brush with scandal was only a factor in the final result, though for a day or two it assumed, to the unreflective, a larger importance. This unfortunate event might not have happened at all had Thorn not been momentarily hurt in spirit and assailed by self-doubt. The person responsible for this pain was none other than England’s Daphne Herrick, arrived that very day from London and barely given time to array herself for a huge party in her honor.
“Oh, Mr. Johns,” her beautiful British voice said, and with a shock of foreboding, Thorn realized that a stranger to Hollywood could still make the old error. He tried to head her off, but she rushed on. “Wherever I went, my one night in New York, they were talking about your b-r-r-r-rilliant book.”
“Good Lord, I—”
But at that precise instant Daphne Herrick was wheeled around by strong hands upon her shoulders and Thorn’s disclaimer was locked in his throat. The strong hands belonged to an English actor, who kissed Daphne on the lips and bore her off and away to a corner where they could talk.
Thorn watched Daphne Herrick go and knew that in a moment he would have to go after her. But until I do, he thought, she’ll keep on thinking I wrote it.
Whereupon a curious and lonely upheaval took place in the breast of Thornton Johns. To Daphne Herrick he was, for that one moment, an author, not an author’s brother, not an author’s agent or manager or press agent or representative, but an author, the author of the book New York was already talking about.
He stood there motionless, in his heart a sudden unbearable question. What could it be like to be the man who had written it? To be Gregory, who wasn’t mingling with all these famous people, who wasn’t at ease in these lavish surroundings, who never stood on platforms and heard the magic sound of applause, Gregory who was fool enough to stay home reading or go out driving with nobody but Abby, but who knew all the time that he had written The Good World!
It was the first time this question had ever occurred to Thornton Johns; it burned and twisted within him; he looked at Daphne Herrick and loathed her. Jill Goodwyn came up to him, and for one preposterous second he almost loathed her too.
“You look low,” Jill said softly.
“I’ll be back,” he answered and marched over to Daphne and her actor. “Sorry to interrupt,” he said coldly, “but you mistook me for my brother, Gregory Johns. I shall tell him what you said; it will delight him, I am sure.” He bowed formally, turned, and said to Jill just behind him, “I am low. Talk to me.”
“About?” she said as he moved off with her.
“About anything.”
Jill could catch a man’s mood as quickly as the next divorcee. She gave him a look of guileless compassion. “About my planning a trip—don’t change expression, Cindy’s looking at us and she’s pretty tight—my planning a trip to New York in June?”
“In June?”
“A business trip. Have we any business to transact in New York that we never got around to out here?”
All at once Thorn was his own man again. If Gregory chose to spend his life as far removed from Jill Goodwyn and Daphne and Bette as any smelly occupant of a balcony seat—why, that was Gregory’s affair. “New York in June,” he said. “You giving up chain-smoking?”
Jill laughed. “I might. But remember, only for business.”
“Like that extra policy you keep harping on?”
“Could be.”
He slipped her arm through his and steered her toward the open terrace doors.
Just as they were stepping through, there was a commotion behind them. Above the din, Cindy shouted, “Damn it, I’m going home.”
The buzz and hum and motion in the room barely had time to become localized before Thornton had Cindy outside and in the Buick. All the way home he told her, expertly, just what he thought of people who made cheap scenes that would set the town clacking. But all the while, he was thanking his luck that it had been no worse. Slapping faces, tearing hair, smashing glasses—these went too far, but a bit of piquant gossip couldn’t really hurt anybody too much.
As usual, his estimate proved correct. Within three days, the piquant bit of gossip had taken its normal rank with his lectures, his frequent appearances in the papers, his spectacular double play from Metro to Paramount, and his matchless talent for making important people feel freshly important.
Ultimately all these disparate elements coalesced into a solid recognition of Thornton Johns as a luminary in the shifting sky of greatness over Hollywood, Beverly Hills, Brentwood, and Pacific Palisades. In two dozen famous houses, which is to say in the only houses that mattered, it became increasingly certain that when the talk ran thin on such matters as last week’s Academy choices, or reports from those who had “caught” the Boston tryout of South Pacific (“It will be as big as Oklahoma!”) and the usual professional chatter about casting, box-office ratings, and scene-stealings by stinkers who probably were Communists—when this talk petered out, it was replaced by the subject of Thornton Johns.
He was praised and criticized, extolled and castigated, claimed and disowned. He was and he was not using his brother’s talent as a substitute for any of his own; he did or did not have anything except good looks and the gift of gab; he was dreadful to that attractive wife of his or perfectly marvelous even to stay married to such a loud-mouthed managing aggressive ambitious bitch; he was and he was not sleeping with Jill Goodwyn, who after all would fall for such calf-eyed adoration even from a sick grocer, darling, after being walked out on by three husbands and eight lovers in rapid succession.
There are certain people who can keep a hostile discussion focused upon them, in their absence, for a full five minutes; others who can keep it for ten; still others, more rarely endowed, for a full hour. Thornton Johns, when at last the time came for him to head East, had by no means achieved the full run on this clocking mechanism, but he was no five-minute sprint either.
In short, in Hollywood and its environs at least, Thornton Johns had become A Somebody, A Name, A Celebrity.



CHAPTER TWELVE
IN THE END, GREGORY and Abby drove back. A certain succinct statement of Hat’s had made this possible, a statement Gregory cherished, though privately, since Abby could not, or would not, share the delight it gave him.
When the long-distance call to Martin Heights had finally gone through, it was supposedly a three-way conference, with Abby in the living room and himself on the bedroom extension. However, until the close of the discussion was in sight, he had cravenly let Abby carry most of the load alone. He had thoroughly admired the restraint and tact with which she had probed for evidence, to allay or support her worst, fears, though he had secretly deprecated her lack of faith in their daughter’s natural good sense and in their own upbringing. At last it had dawned upon Hat where her mother’s skillful questioning was really leading, and in that tone of barely concealed contempt so characteristic of loving daughters of seventeen Hat had finally met it head on.
“Oh, Mother! You’re trying to cross-examine me about are we having an affair!”
“Why, Hat, I—”
“Honestly,” Hat interrupted crisply, “nobody I know would do anything so corny!”
Gregory had laughed into the telephone. This, it turned out, had been an error; afterwards Abby laid him out more roundly than she had done for years. And when, after a long talk that same evening with Mary Zatke, Abby had canceled her air reservation, Gregory had disgraced himself once more.
“I knew nobody else was going to drive that car home. I saw the fire in your eye when Cindy made her offer.”
The only thing Abby had approved of in his entire performance was that he had gone stern all over with Hat about her attendance at classes. “I’ve never threatened anything in my life, Hat,” he had said, “but if you get low grades at Hunter, there will be no Vassar for another full year from next October. You are going to stay put until you leave with a decent record behind you. Get it?”
Hat had got it and during their remaining days in Hollywood, two further letters from her convinced them that scholastic redemption had begun. Gregory magnified this one virtue into all virtues, succeeding so well that most of Abby’s original eagerness for their return by car was restored.
They drove off an hour after Gregory’s last afternoon at the studio. April had brought a sharp rise in temperature to all of Southern California, and Thorn had relayed advice from many experienced motorists that they drive mostly at night until they were beyond the heat of the desert. This advice suited Gregory’s impatience to be off on their adventure; they decided that, despite their afternoon start, they could do nearly three hundred miles for the first lap, to a town near the Arizona line. Without consulting them, Thorn telephoned ahead for reservations in an air-conditioned motor court there. “You’ll appreciate it,” he said with authority. “Even at night, that desert can boil.”
It was two in the morning when they arrived. As long as they had been in motion, the heat had not been too intense, but whenever they stopped they were both grateful for Thorn’s farsighted efficiency. As they drove through the dark silent streets of the small city, there was no one about to direct them to their motor court; only on the railroad sidings was there sign or sound of life: locomotives being switched, freight cars being coupled and uncoupled, lanterns being waved in mysterious night signals. When they finally found their motel on the far side of the town, everything was in darkness save for a single bulb glowing above a sign at the entrance. The sign said “No Vacancy.”
“There must be a night bell,” Gregory said.
Uneasiness attacked Abby. The place looked white and clean and inviting, but it looked dead. After prolonged ringing, a man in a T shirt and pajama trousers opened the door marked “Office.” There was no welcome on his face and when Gregory spoke of reservations and gave his name, the man looked belligerent.
“We held the room till twelve,” he said.
“But you were told we’d get here late,” Gregory protested.
“If there’s a deposit mailed in, or wired in, we hold. Otherwise we let go after twelve. I can’t afford to get stuck with it, can I?”
“Why the hell do you take a phone reservation without saying that?”
The man looked aggrieved, and cut across any further discussion by telling them where there was another motor court they might try. Then he said, “Next time, mister, just remember one thing. Everybody who calls up is supposed to be a big shot in Hollywood. We can’t go by that. You’ll get fixed up all right at this other place. They only charge six dollars.”
Gregory turned on his heel.
The other place was atop the railroad tracks, or so it seemed to Abby. It was not air-conditioned; their box of a room smelled of dust and clattered with noise. As they undressed, Gregory said they must never stay on the road so late again, but Abby was too tired to answer him. They sat on the edges of their beds, testing the mattresses, and Gregory said, “Not too bad,” lay down, and stretched elaborately. A moment later he kicked off the top sheet and fell asleep.
Abby tried to imitate him and could not. The air lay upon her like paste; and in five minutes her nightgown was gluey; the freight cars outside the window might have been crashing together under her pillow. Eight dollars mailed or wired in, would have assured them the cool quiet of the other place; it was dreadful to be deprived of a night’s rest for so small a reason. If Thorn and Cindy were traveling with them, Thorn would have found out about deposits in plenty of time.
So petty a thought shocked Abby. She rose and went to the washbasin to slosh cool water on her face; the stringy little towel made her think longingly of their beautiful rooms in Beverly Hills. She dropped the towel hastily, and went to the door, opened it, and stood just inside the doorway, waiting for cooler air to strike her face. It did not do so. Leaving the door ajar, she returned to her bed and closed her eyes with determination. It really was outrageous of Thorn to have been so careless.
Outrageous, Abby thought. Outrage. The heat isn’t what’s keeping me awake. I can’t sleep because I’m so angry.
At Thorn?
Or at this come-down from what we’ve grown used to?
Or at that man treating us to cheap sarcasm about pretending to be big shots in Hollywood?
Abby’s eyes flew open and she sat up. Her last sentence echoed in her mind, and she looked quickly at Gregory as if he might have heard it. We are big shots in Hollywood—is that what she had felt in rebuttal? Mr. and Mrs. Gregory Johns don’t need to pretend anything?
No, Abby thought violently, no. I didn’t feel that. I couldn’t. Here I’ve been laughing at the frightened little scrabblings for importance you find everywhere—I couldn’t have gone in for it myself!
And towels and mattresses don’t matter that much to me; I don’t set any value by those trappings of smart hotels for rich people, I don’t, I don’t. It was lovely to have them for a while, a new experience, part of our adventure, but that’s not what life is all about, that isn’t what makes you happy or unhappy.
She fell back against her pillow; the bedspring creaked rustily and she heard Gregory shift his position. No wonder Gregory could sleep, heat or no heat; nothing had been churning inside Gregory about what was due him, what was fitting to his position. Finding the reservation canceled had made him angry, but on a different level. He was sore over arrangements gone wrong at two in the morning, over being sent off to look for a substitute room. But no outraged dignity, no outraged sense of power, no I am Gregory Johns, I am the author of The Good World, I am accustomed to the best.
Nothing like that had ever occurred to Gregory in his whole life and nothing like it ever would. What protected him from the hundred traps set by sudden fame and fortune? What guided him so surely? Upbringing, family example? Thorn had had the same. His sisters had had the same.
She had had the same too.
Abby drew a deep breath. Until tonight, she hadn’t been trapped either. Marriage to Gregory had shaped her attitudes and desires so closely to his that she hadn’t had to exercise any more care than he to stay clear, but this time she had suddenly stumbled off the path they had both found most natural and agreeable.
Well, it was a funny kind of trap; if you did stumble into it, you could turn right around and walk out of it the minute you felt like it. Abby turned over on her side. The minute you felt like it, the minute anybody felt like it. There was comfort in that. Trap. A queer word, onomatopoetic, snapping down on you. Trap. Trappings. The trappings of fame. A blurry image of Thorn and Cindy in evening dress began to form in her mind, but it gave way to a picture of Hat in her cashmere sweater. She wished Hat were right here so they could talk for a long time; she could imagine Hat running down the steps next week to welcome them home.
The next minute Abby was asleep.
The twentieth of April fell on a Wednesday, and two nights before, at Ed Barnard’s invitation, Gregory Johns had dinner alone with his editor. It was good to get away from the recurring Pat-and-Hat debate at home which had gone on intermittently for over a week, and even if Ed had not sounded so commanding, Gregory would have started for town with alacrity.
“I want to brief you about publication day,” Ed had said.
“You never briefed me on the others.”
“This one will be different.”
But the ominous note had disappeared when Gregory joined him at a small restaurant in the East Thirties. Ed showed no sign of getting to his briefing; he was in one of his we-have-all-night moods and it suited Gregory to have it so. Ed was avid for a full and unexpurgated account of Hollywood, and Gregory happily obliged, omitting only the topic of Hat. This omission came hard, since it forced him to withhold not only her cherished pronouncement, but also any mention of Patrick King’s several visits since their return.
Ed was joyous at what he did hear. “Going out there doesn’t seem to have changed you much,” he said at the end. “Maybe it proves that in Hollywood you find what you’re really looking for.” Ed stirred his coffee thoughtfully. “Or in New York or Paris or Sodom and Gomorrah. I’m not sure about Moscow.”
Gregory smiled. “Well, when we finally got back home, the family gathered to honor the heroes. But, of course—”
“With Cindy and Thorn beating you in by a full week,” Ed said appreciatively, “you and Abby were a bit of an anticlimax?”
“Something like that.”
“Like the second Armistice Day.” Ed watched the waiter clearing their table for dessert. “One remarkable little thing, Gregory. Between Thorn and Hollywood, the book’s a whole industry already! If we never published it at all, it would still be a whole industry to a lot of people.”
Ed Barnard fell silent and, illogically, Gregory thought of Patrick King. Several days ago, that young man had prevailed upon Hat to lend him an advance copy. His literary craving had apparently been thoroughly slaked by its physical possession; he talked frequently about “having it before it’s out,” but thus far had read no more than the first two chapters. Apart from a rather tony air, Patrick King could have been worse, and at a time when Hat was feeling fairly tony herself it was probably inevitable that Mr. King would appeal to her. Twenty-seven and good-looking and “in the theater,” as he invariably described himself, Patrick King would represent masculine glamour to a lot of girls more experienced than Hat. But just the same—
“It would still be a whole industry,” Ed repeated, as if there had been no pause after his last sentence. “Only we are publishing day after tomorrow.” The ominous note returned. “And this time they’ll be laying for you.”
“Now, Ed,” Gregory expostulated, “I’ve been pretty grateful to critics in the past and so have you.”
“That’s when you were getting criticism. Nice, pure criticism in a literary sense, an appraisal of where a book succeeded and where it didn’t, some decent weighing and balancing of virtues and faults. You’ll get some of that now too.”
“And some of what else?”
Ed Barnard looked at him quizzically, “Did you know that you wrote The Good World just to hit a big book club?”
“But I—”
“—and that you studied the Hollywood formula, carpentered everything to fit it, and typed it all on the keys of a cash register?”
“But my God—”
“—and that it isn’t even a novel? It’s a tract.”
“It is, hey?” Suddenly Gregory relaxed.
“Most certainly. Novels must deal with the eternal unchanging stuff of the human heart, love, pain, greed, jealousy. Didn’t you know all that?”
“Sure I did. The fear of war and the awful longing for peace—they’re not in the human heart at all. Sure I know that. Try again.”
“You’re being irreverent,” Ed said. “I’m not sure I like that. Critics know what novels must deal with, don’t they? Don’t even ex-critics who write learned little prefaces once a year for the Christmas trade in Thoreau and Thackeray tell you what all novels must deal with?”
“Who’s irreverent now?”
Ed Barnard lighted a cigar and managed to look like an ascetic pugilist turned banker. Gregory waited. He began to hum a tune; after three or four bars the melodic line went off on its usual tangent and, sighing once, he let it go.
“They may let you off a little,” Ed went on, “in spite of B.S.B. and the movie sale, because The Good World is a fantasy. In a fantasy, the author is given a little more leeway about political implications, even if his book makes money. But I wouldn’t count on it, Gregory, I wouldn’t count on it.”
“I won’t,” Gregory said docilely.
“Now that you’re beginning to listen to me, I’ll show you two reviews. We get next Sunday’s book sections on Monday now. That’s one reason I phoned you.” He reached into his pocket and drew out two folded pages of newsprint. “I wish I had Wednesday morning’s instead.”
“Wednesday morning’s?”
“You’ll be reviewed in both papers Wednesday.”
Gregory gulped. It was one thing to be discussing critics in general and another to be faced with two actual reviews and trying to visualize the Times and Tribune devoting their full book columns to The Good World right on publication day. Not one of his books had ever been reviewed the same day it appeared; often, not the same week. Horn of Plenty had dropped into a dark void for a month; the first notice of it came in a collective review where it was lumped with three other novels.
Gregory reached for the pages. Ed unfolded and glanced at them first and handed only one across the table. “Page three,” he said with satisfaction, “and a two-column cut.”
It was a long piece; the large heading said, “Incisive Wit, Ingenious Plot.” Gregory glanced at the line and then, at Ed. “It doesn’t sound as if this one’s laying for me.” He read the entire review. “Why, it’s good,” he said. “Most of it is really good. I think he has a point about Voronovsky’s suicide. I never was too certain about it.”
Ed Barnard took it back and read parts of it again. “It’s not what we call ‘a hot selling review,’ but it is good.”
Gregory reached for the other one, but Ed still would not yield it. “This is by Bill MacNiccol,” he said cautiously. “You’ve read his novels.”
“Just his first one, Monday in May.”
“The only good one of the lot. How could they expect a guy who’s done nothing but dismal repeats ever since to be fair with somebody who manages something fresh each time?”
Gregory laughed. “MacNiccol’s novels dig the same ground pretty often, but out West I read his new book of stories. He still has some freshness.”
Ed snorted. “The two best ones in that appeared ten years ago in the Atlantic, before he even wrote Monday in May. The jacket blurb didn’t mention that little fact.”
“Well, I’m warned.” Gregory nodded at the second review, but Ed still did not proffer it.
“This belongs to that self-love genre of criticism,” Ed said, “where, after a brief opening, we have to listen to the critic’s superiorities—especially his political ones. On world government, Mr. MacNiccol is right in bed with Pravda and. every isolationist in the U.S.A.”
“Hand him over. I’m ready for anything.”
“Some novelists,” the review began, “write out of sheer will power. Will power is essential to the completion of any book, to the long, arduous, patient, lonely effort of writing even four hundred bad pages. Mr. Gregory Johns, whose new novel was swooped upon by the august Best Selling Books and then showered with Hollywood gold, has will power. The Good World is four hundred pages long.
“But talent? True wit? Creativeness? Political clarity? Of these, the present reviewer sees not one sign in this dull and endless novel—”
Gregory Johns ordered himself to stay calm; only fury and hatred answered him. To criticize, to find fault, even to parody—these were the rights of anybody invited to review a book, but this outspewing of venom, this savagery?
“Someday you’ll laugh at it,” Ed Barnard put in quietly.
Gregory looked at him.
“Maybe not,” Ed added hastily. “Dickens never got so he could bear the London Times reviews. In all his life, the Times never gave one of his books anything but cold scorn or full-dress hell.”
Gregory read on to the end. For a long time, then, they discussed MacNiccol’s piece, and Gregory at last regained his composure. But not until he widened the field of his observations to include drama critics and their power did Ed know his self-imposed assignment for the evening was concluded.
“At least,” Gregory said, “half a dozen MacNiccols can’t close the whole country’s book stores by Saturday night.”
“In a couple of Saturday nights,” Ed Barnard said, “MacNiccol’s going to be smashing in Brentano’s windows.” He laughed and was pleased that Gregory could join in. Ed began to fold up both reviews but Gregory said, “No, you don’t. Abby might as well see them now.”
“You’ll have more good ones than MacNiccol thought,” Ed said. “I should have an advance copy of the Saturday Review tomorrow and maybe a make-ready of Time before the day’s out. That leaves Newsweek, the New Yorker, and sometime next week the May issues of Harper’s and the Atlantic.”
“You really think, every one of them right off the bat?”
“This time, it’s going to be right across the board. You’ll see. Are you coming in again tomorrow night?”
“Again? Why, no.”
“At Times Square,” Ed said, “the next day’s papers hit the stands around eleven.”
“I guess we’ll wait till morning.”
But on Tuesday evening, at about ten o’clock, Gregory and Abby Johns simultaneously decided to go for a short spin in their car.
On the great Wednesday, Thornton Johns entered Luther Digby’s office just before ten o’clock and was grabbed by the hand and pumped half off his feet.
“American News,” Digby said, “just reordered another thousand!”
“American News?”
“Biggest book jobbers in the country. Thorn, we’re in! What did I tell you last night when I saw those two reviews?”
Mr. Digby’s secretary ran in without knocking on the door. “Macy’s wants a thousand more,” she cried and ran out again.
“Like old times,” Mr. Digby said. “Just like old times. Sit down, Thorn, sit down. And everybody talking about the slump in the book business—”
His phone rang shrilly and he dived for it. “Seven-fifty? Great guns! Send Jack in, and Alan.” He looked up at Thornton. “Womrath’s,” he said. “It makes seventeen hundred and fifty since last week.”
Thorn sat down. He could scarcely believe that this was Luther Digby, for ten years the Titan of the Textbook Division. The door was flung open and a salesman Thorn knew only by sight came in, spoke rapidly, and departed. “Muncy’s been getting a busy signal for forty minutes. They want another five hundred.”
“Muncy is with Brentano’s,” Digby explained, reaching for a pencil. “Let’s see. A thousand, a thousand, five hundred, seven hundred and fifty—over three thousand already. I haven’t seen anything like it since I don’t know when. Where’s Gregory?”
“He said he might be in. If he doesn’t show soon, I’ll phone him.”
“He gets me sick, missing all this.” Digby looked up in quick apology. “I don’t mean he gets me—”
“That’s all right, Luther.” Thorn spoke gently. Any hatchets still extant had been buried at midnight when Digby had telephoned him, demanding to know where Gregory was; he had gone out, his daughter said; was he there? was he expected? had Thorn seen tomorrow’s papers? Did Thorn know what two rave reviews like that would mean in the office in the morning?
“As fast as that!” Digby had insisted. “You get Gregory and come in. You’ll see fireworks, and no carping Sunday reviews will put the brakes on them either.”
Thorn had pondered the metaphors, but only in passing. Remembering MacNiccol’s review, he had thought, Luther would call a blockbuster “carping.” He had tried Gregory’s number repeatedly until, at about one, Hat had said, “I’ll wait up, Uncle. Thorn, I can’t sleep possibly. Daddy will call you. Read me the rest of what they say—”
But when Gregory did call, just before two, it was impossible to pin him down about going in or not going in to the office. He might meet Thorn there and might not; Thorn was, to go ahead anyway.
“We’ve been up at Ed’s,” Gregory said. “We can’t believe those reviews yet. We might buy some more Times and Tribs when we wake up, just to see if they’re still the same.”
Digby’s secretary ran in again. “Doubleday, another six hundred,” she said. “Anybody that answers, they order from.” She disappeared.
“Doubleday?” Thorn said, “Oh, the Doubleday bookstores.” Digby missed it. He was rushing forward to meet Alan Brown and Jack McIntyre. The two men left the door open behind them and their greetings to Thorn took place to the accompaniment of a hubbub he had never before heard in these staid offices. Down the corridor, through open doors, bells rang, voices shouted, feet scurried. Digby raised his voice another decibel and compared notes with Alan and Jack, exchanging figures, adding totals. Alan Brown wore a patient look, but Thorn thought Jack McIntyre was planning a prompt escape.
“We better get on the ball right now with another printing,” Digby said. “How big, do you think? Twenty thousand?”
“We have ten on hand,” McIntyre said. “I just checked stock.”
“Maybe we ought to wait,” Alan Brown said.
“What’s that?” Digby was as shocked as if his partner had spat upon the flag. “Ten thousand will go by Friday.”
“This is Wednesday,” Alan Brown said, with a glance at McIntyre that plainly told him, “You and I will decide this later.”
The sales manager came in, a sheaf of notes in his hand. “Dimondstein’s five hundred, Beacon Hill fifty, Chaucer Head fifty, Byrne and Cooper ninety, even the Waldorf book stand—they couldn’t get through to American News, so they called direct.” He looked up triumphantly and then rushed through the rest of his slips. “Forty, sixty, twenty-five, a hundred, fifty—get this—the Columbia U. Shop wants another fifty by lunchtime.”
“May I use the phone?” Thorn said. “I’d like to tell Gregory about this if he’s not coming in—”
“We’ll put thirty thousand on press,” Digby interrupted, his voice raised, his face red. “Or we’re, out of stock in two weeks.” He faced his colleagues and slapped his desk. “We’ve been small potatoes for so long we’ve forgotten how to be big punkins. I’m calling Chicago right now, so Kroch’s and Max Siegel will know what’s happening and get set. Alan, you get on to Boston and Philadelphia, Washington too. Get somebody to cover Cleveland and St. Louis and Indianapolis. Thorn, I’ll be with you in a minute—stay right there.”
Thorn had no intention of leaving. So this was what a “runaway best seller” meant. This was how even a Luther Digby could become a generalissimo, this was what McIntyre had meant, months ago, when he had wistfully said, “If you ever get hold of one, you know it by ten o’clock in the morning.”
Thorn glanced at his watch. It was just past eleven; Digby’s latest figure on the pad before him was 4215. These were reorders; the advance sale had been 19,000, and B.S.B.’s hundred and four thousand dollars was a minimum guarantee against nearly half a million copies to its own members. There was no telling what the maximum might be.
There came over Thornton Johns a dizzy respect for publishers, for bookstores, book clubs, book jobbers, book critics, book readers. And, he amended hastily, for Gregory. This matched even Hollywood for excitement and glamour.
It had been a little frightening to turn his back on everything he had won for himself out there, Thorn suddenly realized as Luther Digby put in his Chicago call, and he had been a bit let down his first days in New York.
Except, of course, the evening he’d got constructive and sent Lenny Lyons a message at his nightly place of business, or beat, or whatever a columnist called his regular stand; he had a scoop about Jill Goodwyn, his message had said, and would Lenny call him right back? It had worked; courage and decisiveness always worked, even about getting past that damn rope at the Stork Club. That very evening he and Cindy had gone down, and the next night, with Jim Hathaway, they had gone through the grilled door to “21.” To be at home in such places had given New York savor again, and Jill had never said definitely that her trip East was a secret.
Digby rushed past him and Thorn decided to call Diana to tell her where he was. The phone was apparently dead; he jiggled the hook and Janet’s voice blasted at his eardrum. “Not one line’s free, Mr. Digby,” she said with asperity, “you’ll have to wait too.”
Women, Thornton Johns thought. Even Janet’s feeling her oats, and when Diana knows what’s happening to us—
Diana. How she had changed! He had been unperceptive not to see it the instant he returned. Only a day or two later had he suddenly said to himself, She’s different. Diana looked older, lovelier than ever, but older. Had she suffered while he was away? He could not be egotist enough to suppose so, but something had indeed altered her. There was a hint of sadness about her now that called forth everything protective in him. Women like Jill and Cindy, with their hard bright surfaces—how had he come so close to letting Jill Goodwyn’s used, expert beauty make him forget Diana?
Digby rushed back. The phone on his desk was screaming and he scooped up the entire instrument. Thornton forgot Diana, Cindy, Jill, even the Stork Club and “21.” He handed Digby a pencil. A moment later, Luther Digby, who was not a profane man, whispered softly, to the phone, “Dear Christ, you don’t mean it!” He turned, with a look of beatitude upon his face, the face Thornton Johns had once thought popeyed and disgusting.
“American News just called back,” Digby whispered, “and reordered one more thousand.”
Thorn could think of nothing befitting the churchlike muting of Digby’s voice. Again he thought of calling Gregory, and this time wondered whether Ed Barnard had already beat him to it. He rose hastily, made farewells which Digby scarcely heard, and went down the hall.
He found Barnard’s door open to the din, and Barnard himself leaning back in his chair with his hands clasped behind his head. There was no smile on his face but his eyes proclaimed a holiday.
“What a morning,” Thorn greeted him. “Have you phoned Gregory?”
“I’ve tried to. They need more lines on the switchboard.”
“I thought I’d call him myself.”
“You’ll do better from the booth in the lobby,” Barnard said. “I won’t try again up here for a while, and nobody else has time.”
It was spoken soothingly and Thorn thought, Is he trying to kid me or what? He stifled the notion and said, “Five thousand copies already, I make it.”
“It’s over six,” Barnard corrected. “It will probably be eight thousand by noon. It’s being quite a day for Gregory.” He surveyed his visitor reflectively. “And for you too, Thorn,” he added.
“Me?”
“I mean,” Barnard said quickly, “for all of us who are close to him.”
Again Thornton Johns wondered whether this was as innocent as it sounded. Again his instincts told him not to be hotheaded, certainly not with Ed Barnard. Thorn said, “Well, I’ll call him now,” and started for the door. Barnard rose and said jovially, “I hear you made a great hit in Hollywood. Congratulations.”
“It wasn’t much,” Thorn said and all his doubts of Barnard’s integrity vanished. He strode down the hall as if he were racing someone to the lobby, but in the reception room he stopped at the sliding glass panel that protected the switchboard from the outside world. Janet’s hair was disheveled, her forehead damp; her fingers flew at the cords, her thumbs flicked switches up or flipped them down. She glanced at him and for one instant her hands stopped in mid-air. Half the bulbs glowed red.
“How about knocking off, Janet, and coming out for some coffee?” She giggled and turned back to her flaming board.
Around the public booth downstairs, a cluster of irate people were soon glaring in upon him, but Thorn ignored them. Eight thousand by noon! He called Gregory, their parents, Jim Hathaway, and then Gloria, Georgia, and Gracia. Let the poor saps glare. Their book wasn’t a runaway the whole country would soon be discussing.
Before the week was out, the newspaper loyalties of the entire Johns family, as well as those of their friends and acquaintances, underwent a rapid metamorphosis.
At noon on Saturday, Thornton called Martin Heights and then Freeton, Long Island.
“Mom, get today’s Evening Post and look at page eight of the weekend magazine in. it.”
“Your father likes the Telegram.”
“Tell him to bring home a Post too. They have a best-seller list covering New York and The Good World is Number Two. After three days!”
“Why not Number One?” She sounded indignant.
Thorn was patient about explaining and went on to predict that, a week from tomorrow it would also show up in the national list in the Times.
“Why don’t they put it in tomorrow?” He was less patient this time, but he told her why.
“That always was a pokey old paper,” she stated. “The News wouldn’t wait a whole week.”
“For Heaven’s sakes, listen to me!” He hoped he had not been so dense, when Luther Digby had explained these mysteries half an hour before. “National best-seller lists only come out in the Times and the Tribune, and there’s always a time lag.”
“I never thought much of the Tribune either. Those big ones have no snap to them.”
Thorn restrained an impulse to slam up the receiver. “There has to be a time lag. They get figures each week from all the biggest bookstores and jobbers throughout the entire country. Then they have to collate them and arrange them in proper sequence. And remember, the book sections, where the lists appear, are printed a whole week before they’re sent out with the Sunday paper, just the way the magazine section is, and all the other sections that aren’t last-minute news.”
“But Gregory’s book is last-minute news.”
Thorn decided that filial obligation did not demand further anguish and turned to his other calls. Before the afternoon was out, there was a run on all the newsstands of Freeton. Posts were sold to such staunch Republicans as the Hestons, the Markhams, the Hiram Sprigginses, the Persalls, McGills, Antons, Smiths, Garsons, some of whom went so far as to reserve copies for Saturdays to come. In Metropolitan New York, no shortage developed; nevertheless, for very nearly the first time in their lives, Gloria and Harry Brinton bought two newspapers in the same afternoon, as did Georgia and Fred Mathews. Gracia missed it, but on the way home from the last show at Radio City Music Hall that night she insisted on buying all five Sunday newspapers. “Maybe it is in already,” she said firmly to her husband. “Thorn could be wrong.”
The following Saturday, Thornton Johns made his telephonic rounds once more, feeling himself akin to every five-star general who had ever dispatched communiqués to a waiting country. “It’s Number One for the city and Number Eight in tomorrow’s Times. And it’s going to jump straight up—eight, four, two, one—the real ones always go something like that.”
In actuality, it went eight, four, three, two, two, one.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
IT TOOK GREGORY JOHNS many days and nights to absorb the exhilarating shock of his book’s reception by the public. The country-wide reviews (most of them), the sales, the new printings, the best-seller lists, the deluge of mail, the smiles of his neighbors, his parents’ pride, Thorn’s bulletins, Hat’s delirium, Abby’s joy, his own inner turbulence and sense of miracle—all this combined into a force to stun him.
On publication day he lived from moment to moment, scarcely able to think, for the rapidity of impression and sensation; for perhaps a fortnight more, he welcomed endless talks with Abby, with Ed, with Thorn and each of his sisters and their families, with the Zatkes and his mother and father. One night Mr. and Mrs. Digby came out to pay a call; a strange and lively delight possessed him at the sight of them, and even Digby’s spate of reminiscence and rosy froth of prediction did not dispel it completely.
Little by little, the process of absorption did go on and though, even by early May, Gregory Johns could not yet go back to regular work on his new manuscript, he did quiet down enough to take up his old habits of observation and reflection. As he pondered certain bits of new behavior or speech or attitude on his own part, as well as on the part of his daughter, wife, brother, relatives, he found himself frequently remembering a phrase that had once amused him. He could not recall the precise circumstances of its genesis, and decided that these must have concerned Hat, or his parents, or perhaps his speculations last winter about whether Thorn really wanted to chuck his old life and start all over.
The collateral results, the phrase had run, the ramifications going on and on. Could Patrick King be called a ramification, Gregory asked himself? Could the small steady household wrangle over their vacation plans for August? The polite stubbornness that had developed over the merits of three weeks in Provincetown versus three weeks of touring in Canada was a phenomenon he never had encountered in the days when they couldn’t go anywhere. And there were other complications, not yet fully emerged from the cocoon which, instinct told him, would be terribly big butterflies before Abby or he knew it.
By an association of ideas whose classicism he would have appreciated if he had only been aware of it, Gregory Johns instantly thought of Jill Goodwyn. Thorn had not mentioned her since their return from California; indeed, though Thorn had continued to report every other hour on what he was doing, Thorn had recently become highly noncommunicative about what he was feeling.
Who, Gregory Johns thought, ever knew more than a fraction of what anybody else was feeling? You thought you knew, you secretly congratulated yourself on being more intuitive than less knowledgeable fellows, but the day came when life pitched you a fast curving one and left you fanning the air.
Thornton Johns was fully and gracefully prepared to take a back seat for quite a time, now that The Good World was the talk of the nation as well as the town. But he was caught short on South Pacific.
For it to go and open just thirteen days before the pyrotechnics of publication day, so that everywhere he went people were talking about that too, was, he could not help feeling, just too much. It was one thing to give over the center of the stage to your own brother, but to have the whole proscenium arch and footlights and aisles ripped out over something you had had no part in at all—the justice of this kept eluding him.
Not being a man to harbor grudges or carry on vendettas, Thorn forced himself to sound gracious about South Pacific whenever people mentioned it, but it took something out of him each time he did. And so it was that one morning in the middle of May he found himself unexpectedly listless as he sat at his desk, waiting to call Digby for a report on yesterday’s orders.
As he meditated, the fingers of his right hand, for the first time in months, began to beat out their old restless tattoo; the rapid arpeggio from the pinky, the two downbeats with the ring finger. Soon his mind supplied lyrics to go along with the muted tune of fingertips on wood: the little arpeggio was accompanied by a long sighing SOUTHPA; the two raps by a pianissimo and dwindling “cific.”
He glanced at his watch and the telephone: SOUTHPA cific, SOUTHPA cific. It was still too early to call Digby. Each time he waited to call, he was reminded of the superstitious fears he used to have before the Imperial Century contracts were finally signed. If Digby were to tell him one morning that orders for The Good World had suddenly stopped dead, the blow would be unbearable.
And yet, Thorn thought, and yet.
He gazed vacantly around him. He was busier than he had ever been, even in Hollywood. It was nearly all desk work, though, paper work, tax work with Hathaway, trying for a digest sale, setting foreign publication in motion, planning a year ahead of time on cheap reprints to come. He was learning something every day and succeeding in everything he tried. There was no more solid satisfaction for any man, and yet—
Diana came in with a huge stack of mail and he welcomed the sight of it. She also unrolled a proof of a large newspaper advertisement. “Mr. Digby sent it down by boy,” she said,“B.S.B.’s running it June first in all New York papers. They’re scheduling a lot of out-of-town insertions too, and did you have any suggestions?”
Thorn smoothed the proof out on his desk. It was a distinguished-looking advertisement, despite the large coupon in the lower right-hand corner. The type face was conservative, the only illustration a life-size copy of The Good World, and a facsimile, signature reading “Lyman French, President.”
THE PROUD MOMENT COMES . . .
Book Clubs in America are sometimes attacked by thoughtless men. The ideal of making books available to millions—so runs the charge—is too often offset by the dissemination of ignoble work aimed at ignoble tastes.
Best Selling Books, Inc., has chosen to bear in silence its share of this sly attack. Knowing the dedicated, the uncompromising search made each month by its six renowned judges, and knowing that sooner or later the proud moment comes when a book so fine—
Thornton Johns tossed the proof at the brand-new basket marked “Clips” and turned eagerly to the letters. Before May first there must have been fifty lecture invitations to Gregory, even though major lecturing dropped sharply in the summer. Now requests for next fall were pouring in, as well as for sporadic dates during July and August with garden clubs and special functions of one kind or another. What a pity, what a waste! It had become peculiarly poignant to him to think of all those eager groups, not so much the political ones asking for a speech on world government, but the other groups, little literary clubs just like Hollywood’s “Friends of Books.” The first kind, the World Federalist Chapters all over the; country—:who could have guessed there were so many?—could take care of their own speeches, but the second kind appealed to everything in him. To them, it almost killed him when he wrote back in that stern unbending negative.
Thornton Johns leaned back in his chair. For a long time he sat without moving, his mind drifting back to “the terrible woman named Martin,” to the press table, to the kiss blown so thoughtlessly, so uncalculatingly, at Jill.
Unwittingly, his hand strayed to the batch of mail before him. If only he didn’t have to sound so cold and inhumane when he wrote; if a friendly tone, an understanding sympathy could go into the refusals.
“And so,” he could hear himself dictating to Diana, “though it does look as though my client and brother, Gregory Johns, will not change in attitude toward invitations to speak, there is always the possibility that at some later date he could be persuaded to. If you happen to be near my office, and feel in the mood to risk a waste of your time—”
Sooner or later it would be bound to happen. Sooner or later somebody named Martin or Jones or Smith would have her own emergency. Sooner or later she would come, in person, from White Plains, or East Orange, or Mamaroneck, to plead that he use his influence with his brother. If nothing but some good talk and an exchange of anecdotes resulted—
Suddenly a brightness was in the room, and, ignoring the buzzer before him, he shouted, “Diana.”
By late May, Hat had become an inveterate browser in bookstores. She would wander about, picking up first one, then another, current novel, occasionally even glancing through a copy of The Good World. Often Patrick King accompanied her.
Parental limitations were still in effect on evening dates during the school weeks but Hat often found Pat waiting for her when she came out of her last class. He was fascinated with her game; he said he loved to see the displays and the number of copies piled up; he remembered every store they had already been in and kept her from repeat visits. It was he who urged her, one warm afternoon, to try the large Doubleday store on Fifth Avenue, pointing out that they’d see more sales being made.
“Fifth printing,” Hat exclaimed a few minutes later, as she turned to the copyright page of The Good World. “I didn’t know they had run another.”
A clerk came up and spoke with bright, nonurgent politeness. “Did you want a copy? It’s our biggest—”
Patrick King laughed. “She has a copy,” he said. “Her father wrote it.”
The clerk said, “Oh.”
Hat said, “Now, Pat, you shouldn’t—”
“Well, Miss Johns! You ought to be very proud of your father.”
“I am,” Hat said, with a gracious inclination of her head.
“It’s coming out as a movie at Christmas,” Patrick King said. “Did you know that?”
“Yes indeed.” He turned back to Hat. “Do you suppose your father would come in and autograph a few copies for us, Miss Johns? So many of our special customers want an autographed copy if they’re going to buy any book.”
“I could ask Daddy,” Hat said helpfully.
The conversation was not carried on in hushed voices; Hat was aware that several real customers were hearing it, one sidling up to listen, another looking her up and down with respect. Hat thanked her stars she was wearing her new cashmere sweater from Saks, and when they were outside again, she squeezed Pat’s arm in delight. “Wasn’t that fun?”
“It just popped out, Hat, telling him who you were.”
“I realized it was an accident. I do wish Daddy would go in, and I’d go with him.” Her voice became aggrieved. “Everybody else has autographing parties at Brentano’s or even at the Ritz—I can’t see why my father has to go and say it’s being a salesman for your own wares. He’s so queer.”
“Your father,” Patrick King said, “is the most wonderful man I have ever met. It is a privilege to have him like me.”
Hat went on quickly. “It isn’t as if he thinks autographs are wrong or anything. Look at the ones he does at home for Gran’pa and Gran’ma’s friends, and all the aunts and uncles and the people in their offices or stores. The whole family keeps driving out with stacks.”
“I hope he didn’t think I had a nerve, taking out those eight copies. It does help, if you send something around to a casting director.”
Hat made vague sounds of reassurance, and he added, “I’m no name-dropper, but show business is crammed with gossips and somehow they all know I know Gregory Johns.”
“Can you imagine what it’ll be like, once the movie’s out?”
He stared at her as if a glory were unrolling before him. “It must be wonderful, having a famous father.”
“If Daddy would get normal, it would be.”
Well, Hat comforted herself, perhaps Daddy would see the light later on. He was peculiar about feature interviews in the papers too, except for one skinny column in each of the Sunday book sections. “But why?” she had asked him. “If they’re all right, why can’t you let all the others, and Life and Look and all?” He had laughed. “‘The author in pajamas,’” he had said, “that’s Life’s idea about what you do on a book. Or, ‘The author collapses after a hectic day at the Boston Book Fair.’ Or, ‘The author with his lovely wife and daughter.’” He had looked at her apologetically after the last one. “I’m sorry, Hat, but you see, Breit on the Times and Hutchens on the Trib are interested in books and writers, not in pajamas.”
Sometimes, Hat thought helplessly, parents are creeps. They won’t be in Life magazine, they won’t take you tonight clubs where you could see all the celebrities, they could be celebrities themselves and they throw it away. Why should her two cousins, Fred and Thorn Junior, be getting more fun out of everything these days than she was, and as for Uncle Thorn and Aunt Cindy, going out every night to the most glamorous places—
Pat noticed her doleful face and suggested a soda for her and a martini for him—a combination of orders possible only at Schrafft’s. She glanced up at him and her spirits rose. How handsome he was, how well dressed, how much a man of the world! Whatever Dad and Mother thought they were doing by being modern and letting her have him to the house all the time, hoping she’d get sick of him if they didn’t pull a Montague and Capulet on her, they weren’t either of them fooling her. Anybody like Patrick King was just beyond parents, that was all. But the girls at Vassar would know, the minute they laid eyes on him and wished he was theirs.
Hat looked happily about her. They were at Rockefeller Center; the clean sharp buildings, the flying flags, filled her with exhilaration, as the visit to Doubleday’s had done. “It’s just two blocks to Brentano’s,” Hat said. “What say we drop in there first and look around?”
Scarcely two blocks from Brentano’s, in a beauty parlor on Madison Avenue, Mrs. Luther Digby was having her gray hair dyed. “I’m shaky,” she told the hairdresser, “I really am. Look at my hand.” She held it out, palm down, fingers extended.
“Every lady is afraid the first time.”
“After all these years of saying I never would!”
“Every lady says it for years until—”
“It isn’t that I want to look younger,” she said. “I just got so tired of seeing myself in the mirror.”
“Of course,” he said soothingly. “All the ladies say it’s a lift, more than a new hat.” He thought, Why this talk always, not to look younger?
“You’re absolutely sure it will come out like the sample you did?”
“Just like the sample. Every lady worries; it always comes out the same as the sample.”
“And not red at all? Just ash blond? My husband—”
“Not even one little tinge of red. Your husband was right to suggest you should try it.”
“I can’t understand him. He was always against anything like that.”
“All the husbands are against. And then!”
She couldn’t understand anything about Luther any more, she thought miserably, as the thud thud of wet cotton wrapped around a stick patted her skull. He hadn’t suggested it; he had practically ordered her to. And to get some new clothes, and to fix up the house. They would be doing a lot more entertaining, he had said, and he was sick of the way they lived, and settling down like two old people. He was going to a gym every day now; why couldn’t she go to one of those places they rolled around on the floor? And maybe it was chic these days to get rid of gray hair. Times change, he had said, in that lordly way he said everything now, times change.
He had changed. He was trying to get himself invited to address that Writers’ Conference they held every summer in Vermont, and he hadn’t said a word about taking her with him. He never stayed home any more in the evenings; he always said it was business, but there was a wild swaggery look on him sometimes—
“Now we rinse and look,” the hairdresser said. “I keep it light, light, light, to start. We can go darker later. It will be beautiful. You will see.”
He pressed her head back against the metal drainboard. Her neck felt as if it would crack, and a spray of furious water tore at her temple. It was nice to have money for new clothes and new furniture and new hair, but she couldn’t seem to be happy about any of it. If the truth were known, she was always shaky these days. I’m going to hate my hair, Mrs. Digby thought suddenly. I’ve always hated dyed hair. He doesn’t want an old wife any more, that’s what it all means. He goes strutting off every day—a lump stood hard and insoluble in Mrs. Digby’s throat. What she really hated, she thought, lowering her voice even in her own mind, was that horrible book.
Turning first to the best-seller list in the Times, James Whitcomb Hathaway began on the Sunday papers. What a book, he thought, what a client to have. He turned next to the best-seller list in the Herald Tribune and was equally pleased. Thorn kept him posted beforehand, calling him as soon as the advance sections were received at Digby and Brown. But it was good to see things in print anyway.
Hathaway had taken the papers outdoors with him to a terrace chair on the lawn of his country house in Connecticut. He had also furnished himself with pencils and a long pad of foolscap, and he was wearing nothing but a pair of swimming trunks. It was hot for the end of May and this year he meant to start his sun-bathing early.
Lolling back in his chair, Hathaway soon discovered that there was no other news that interested him and gave himself up to private matters. In the motionless air, the abandoned papers lay on the grass without fluttering, and even after many minutes, the pad propped upon his knee was blank of writing.
The family was not downstairs yet; he and Frances had been out late last night with Thorn and Cindy at a party given by his client, the famous playwright, Maude Denkin. That eccentric old lady apparently never went anywhere but when she gave a party she could invite Ethel Merman or Tallulah Bankhead or Jimmy Durante and God knows what other great stars, and be sure that most of them would come. He had had a strong motive for taking Thorn along last night, and the result was what he had expected. Thorn had always had a flair for getting on with people; Hollywood and his fling at lecturing and now the success of The Good World had developed that flair into nothing less than genius. Especially if the people were famous.
Hathaway stretched and shifted his forgotten pad from right knee to left so he would burn more evenly. As always after too little, sleep, he had waked early, his body tired but his mind clearer than usual, as if he had not laid thinking aside at all.
There was no doubt about it. The time had come to talk over his new idea, with Thorn.
The Hathaway-Johns Agency, Incorporated. It was a nice name; there was a resounding syllabic conformation to it. Turned around the other way, people might misread Johns for John, which would do neither Thorn nor him any good. Thorn would see that.
James Whitcomb Hathaway shifted to a more vertical position. His pencil began to move on his pad. H.J., it wrote. H.J. HHHH$$$$$$$. Thorn and he together could carve out hunks of the literary agency world; he had begun to think of it after his big row with Farley Storm and Ephraim Goldberg, even before Thorn had managed the Horn of Plenty sale alone. The whole development of Thorn in these last months had been beautiful to see, beautiful in a clinical sense, as incisions and sutures and grafts could be beautiful to a surgeon. It was doubtful whether Thorn ever once stopped to ask himself why he did what he did, why he said what he said, where he got his flawless timing. The two charge accounts! Undoubtedly Thorn could have arranged them as soon as he had begun to be a regular and frequent patron, but he had waited until after publication day to decide he’d like to sign checks at “21” and the Stork.
Not too much capital would be needed for the Hathaway-Johns Agency, and since Thorn had none, it would have to be Hathaway capital complete. It was a good risk. They would need a specialist to head up a magazine fiction department, and later another expert for a radio and television department, but on everything else Thorn and he could start tomorrow.
Hathaway shifted his pad to his right knee and thought of the authors and playwrights whom he always called “my clients,” and not “our clients.” His pencil became more purposeful.
Gregory Johns $3,000.00
Maude Denkin 3,000.00
Nell Abbott 1,500.00
The list grew rapidly, and almost touched the bottom of the page; the important matter of a balanced sunburn was forgotten. About thirty names and nearly one hundred thousand dollars in annual legal fees! To most of the thirty, the firm was just a background anyway; to most of them he, Jim Hathaway, was “my lawyer,” not Storm, Goldberg, Miller, and Hathaway. Nobody liked to leave a lawyer who had been intimate with his tax returns and royalties and contracts for years, and any author who could get agency representation, legal counsel, and tax work in the same office would hop to it pretty quickly.
As for new clients, Hathaway-Johns would be perfection. Plenty of youngsters began to write because they itched for fame; unconsciously they would gravitate to Thorn. It wasn’t wise for a lawyer to be too much of a cafe-society figure, but in another few months at most, Thorn would be as frequently mentioned by Winchell and Sullivan and Walker and Earl Wilson as he was now by Leonard Lyons. And by Christmas, when The Good World was on every marquee in the land, Thornton Johns would be all the celebrity any firm could use.
Several mornings later, in a classroom at Columbia University, Thornton Johns, Junior, was asked by his English professor why he had not yet turned in his term paper on Shakespeare.
“He was reading his uncle’s book again,” a voice replied from the back row.
A manly snicker swept the room, and young Thorn writhed. Along with his father’s crew cut, he had inherited his mother’s florid complexion, and in embarrassment or anger he went carrot all over. As the professor rebuked the class, his thin old voice sternly demanding silence and order, Thornton Junior grew bitter at the perfidy of his fellow students. They had kept at him and his brother Fred for inside stuff about the book; they had licked their lips over every word of Hollywood; they had asked what Jill Goodwyn was like off the screen. And now their jealousy was making him and Fred absolute outcasts. If any of Columbia’s twenty-two thousand students weren’t cracking wise behind their backs, he’d like to know who it was.
It was a terrible thing to stand out from the crowd; the reward was great, the penalty greater. “For within this hollow crown”—Shakespeare knew, as Shakespeare knew everything. “’Tis better to be lowly born, And range with humble livers in content, Than to be perked up in a glistering grief, And wear a golden sorrow.”
It was grief; it was sorrow; but there was no sense cringing. Neither Fred nor he had made that mistake. And if Mr. Hathaway’s new plan went through, why, the whole of Columbia and Barnard could go jump in the Hudson. If it went through, Uncle Gregory wouldn’t be the only author hobnobbing with the family; trips to Hollywood would become annual affairs, and if you were a ’50 man, you could maybe get to go along next year as a graduation present.
The period had come to an end and Thorn Junior returned to more immediate problems. Looking neither right nor left, he made his way up to the front of the room. “Professor, could I talk to you?”
“Perhaps you’d better, Johns.”
“I left a note in your office, asking could I take some extra time to polish up my paper. Didn’t you see it?”
“No.”
“It was last week, and I thought silence meant assent. Consent.”
The professor said, “I see.”
“I’ll turn it in tomorrow, sir. I’ve been doing a lot of extra collateral reading in preparation,” young Thorn went on. “There was a fascinating essay, in Ariosto, Shakespeare, and Corneille, I think it was. It wasn’t on the assigned list, but I read it anyway, and I was tempted to crib whole parts of it.”
The professor smiled. Johns was an engaging student, always was, and willing to work. Perhaps a little forbearance was called for during this attack of swell-headedness. The modern educator had to be a psychiatrist as well as a teacher, and in a country where every stenographer and bank clerk had visions of becoming famous, or working for somebody famous, or meeting somebody famous and gaining importance by telling about it at every opportunity—in such a culture, perhaps young Johns was not to be blamed for his Prince of Wales psychosis.
The professor was pleased at his own largeness of spirit and smiled once more. Thorn Junior sensed the softening attitude. “Speaking of cribbing, sir,” he said, “reminds me of a family anecdote about my Uncle Gregory and Ralph Henry Barbour—”
At the end, the professor laughed aloud, and as they walked out of the room together, strolling along in leisure like old friends, the old man said, “You know, Johns, twenty years ago your uncle was a student of mine. He took this very course, and my course in the nineteenth-century English novel. Did he ever tell you that?”
“Why, sir, I—”
“I was just talking about that at a faculty meeting yesterday,” the professor said, in his eyes an unmistakable glint of satisfaction, “and to some of my personal friends last night.”
Young Thorn remained silent. He thought, I bet the old duffer lugs Uncle Gregory in, every chance he gets. But forbearance rather than blame filled his heart.
At this same moment, young Thorn’s father was very much in the thoughts of the estimable switchboard operator at Digby and Brown. Janet reached into a five-pound box of candy Thorn had just sent her, set her teeth firmly into a caramel raisin nougat, and prayed that no call would come in for ten seconds. Her prayer was not answered. She said, “Gaftoon, Dig—” and gave up further conversational effort except “Uh-uh.” She didn’t care what she sounded like today. The whole office had got a five-dollar raise, and for the first time in four years she felt rich. Besides, Mr. Johns, that wonderful fascinating man—
She reached again for the box of candy but withdrew her hand and picked up the card beside it instead. “Blessings on you, little Jan—” It was so mysterious; it put her in mind of something but she couldn’t say just what. He had never called her Jan; only her boyfriend called her Jan and he’d been calling her that for six years, so it didn’t have this feeling of meaning something special.
Boyfriend indeed. The run-around artist, that’s what Dick was, always breaking dates at the last minute, acting as if she was nobody and would come running the instant he got good and ready. And half the time here recently, even when he was good and ready, he’d just drop in around nine to listen to the radio with her so he wouldn’t have to part with a dime!
A dome flashed red and she swallowed the last of the caramel raisin nougat.
“Gafta—well, Mr. Muncy, why don’t you close up down there and give the printing presses a rest?”
“I’ll do that. Will you buy me a lunch, if I’m broke?”
She put him through to Sales and adjusted her earpieces. Kidding around with a Big Executive at Brentano’s! Getting presents from somebody like Thornton Johns!
She glanced at her watch. It was nearly one. Vigorously she spun the dial and, as she asked for Dick MacMulligan, she tossed her head haughtily at the elongated horn suspended before her nose.
“I’m awful sorry,” she began, “but I have to stand you up for lunch.”
“You what?”
“I just can’t make it today.”
“Well, I like that. I was just starting out. Got a better date?”
“Hold it a minute.” Cut-offs riled him, but she couldn’t help it. She took her time on the incoming call and pulled out three dead cords before she flicked herself back. “I’m not going out, that’s all,” she said.
“Did your relief drop dead or what?”
“Hold it a minute.” He’s real sore, she thought, trembling happily. The magazines were always saying you should feel and act glamorous, but you had to wait until your life really got glamorous. She clicked Dick’s key open. “Suppose I do have another date?” she said. “Matter of fact, just now, one of the biggest executives at Brentano’s was asking me could I lunch with him soon.”
A moment later, her earpieces were conveying to her astounded ears an invitation for dinner that very evening, and a thousand closed philosophies suddenly opened to her.
“O.K.,” she said. “But listen, I don’t want to just hang around after, see?”
“Who wants to hang around?”
“There’s a picture with Betty Grable at the Roxy,” she said. “We can go there.”
Not even by circuitous routes did news of Janet’s swift change of social theory and Mrs. Digby’s swift change of hair get through to Gregory Johns, but he had not been hungering for matters to occupy his mind.
He was glutted. He was also swamped. He no longer told Abby that “next week it will quiet down.” It never quieted down. He kept vaguely planning rebellion at some future date but he was as yet too amiable to abandon vagueness; his adrenal gland maintained a beneficent adjustment and refused to spurt forth the juices of anger and action.
Thus, one sweltering morning, he was busily answering letters from readers and telephone calls from everybody. Abby was out searching for a new apartment.
In the heat wave that had begun early in June and now promised to break all records, Gregory had urged her not to go but she had simply looked at him without answering. Ever since their return from the West, she had kept at the search. “All they want to show is houses,” she had said. “Great big fifteen-room houses. Do real estate brokers read the bestseller lists too?”
Gregory opened the door to the front hall, hoping for a breeze, and returned to his desk. The bell from the downstairs lobby rang twice, the mailman’s signal for the eleven o’clock delivery. Gregory went down to the box and returned with another handful. Letters from readers he would permit nobody but himself or Abby to answer. They were sent first, at Thorn’s insistence, downtown to his office so that proper records could be kept of all names and addresses, but despite Thorn’s arguments, every last one was then forwarded out to Martin Heights.
Gregory began to read the newest batch; he never could resist an unread letter in favor of finishing what he was doing. After the first page of the first one, the telephone rang. He did not leave his desk for it; a week after publication day, it had been placed on a small table within reach of his long arm.
“It’s Harry,” his brother-in-law said. “Of Harry Brinton Ink.”
“What do you mean, ‘Ink’?”
“No longer of R. H. Macy Ink—that’s what I mean.”
“You pulled out for good?” Gregory listened with pleasure. Harry had become his favorite brother-in-law; Harry’s rush to success was so free of self-delusion.
“By God, Gregory, every time your book goes another edition, Gloria wants something else. I’ve been taking on one more account, and one more, and one more, and suddenly I thought, What the hell, I’m free-lancing up to my ears, why do it at night and weekends?”
“That’s great, Harry, just great.”
“Did I get a bang out of resigning! And out of telling Gloria. I even owned up how glad I am she hounded me to take the first step.”
“She knew it all along, didn’t she?”
Harry laughed. “Mind your own business. She phoned me just now. As of tomorrow, we’ve got not only a British governess, but also a French maid.”
Gregory said, “Next comes a Danish cook and an Italian gardener and you’re a whole new Marshall Plan.”
“Give her time, give her time. But for God’s sake, don’t write anything new for a while!”
“Not for a while,” Gregory said and returned to the letters. Abby answered the general ones, those Thorn had dubbed the it’s-wonderful-you’re-wonderful ones, but to anybody raising points about world government as an idea, Gregory replied himself. Often, he had to write a long, careful reply, but he never resented or begrudged time and energy spent this way. It was heartening to find such deep earnest agreement, such a passion of longing that there might yet be time to strengthen the United Nations, to change the Charter so that world law and powers to enforce that law might at last be achieved. People everywhere believed it the only solution, not just illustrious people like Churchill and Bevin and Douglas of the Supreme Court, not just a quarter of Congress and a fifth of the Senate, but men and women everywhere, in every State of the Union, in every walk of life.
It made him happy to read their letters, to write his answers. It was perhaps as deep a reward as any other single reward for having written his book.
He read the rest of the new mail, picked up his pen, and went on with the letter he had been writing. “Of course Communists hate—” The telephone rang again and he tried to ignore it. What would life be like without Thorn taking ninety per cent of the calls? Whatever one felt about Thorn, he did spare him most of the load. In the two months since publication day, the quantity of business mail had quadrupled, and the character of it had changed. Thorn showed him only a fraction of it—would he sponsor this movement, endorse that demand on Congress, sign his name to this public protest, be guest of honor at that function, send a check here, there, the other? “We understand from Mr. Thornton Johns that you never speak, but the use of your name and your presence on the dais would mean so much to the success of this important occasion.”
But it was the telephone that made consecutive thought or consecutive work impossible. What would happen next week when the new phone book came out with his number listed? Up to now only those people who by-passed Thorn, Digby and Brown, and the U. S. Post Office, and who had the idea of calling Information could get his number. Only those strangers, he amended. The family and a hundred other people had it anyway.
The phone was still ringing. Gregory gave in and answered; it was Thorn.
“French publication too!” Thorn called so often now he never wasted time on greetings. “Jim’s sending out the preliminary agreement.”
“That’s wonderful! What publisher?”
 “Librairie Hachette. Jim says it’s one of the best houses in France. A hundred and twenty thousand francs’ advance; that’s around three hundred and fifty dollars. I think they’ve got a nerve, but Jim says that’s tops.”
“Thorn, it’s terrific.” Thorn must know by now what news like this meant to him. Back in April, Thorn had asked Hathaway and Ed Barnard for a list of the leading publishers and agents in Europe, and had air-mailed each of them a copy of The Good World, together with best-seller lists, sales figures, and major reviews (Bill MacNiccol’s excepted). Publication had already been arranged in England, Italy, Sweden, and Norway. Each time Gregory joyfully reported a new country to his editor, Ed Barnard called it “just a start.” In the calmest of tones, Ed would say, “Give it time. It will come out in Turkey and India and Occupied Japan and South America—everywhere except Russia and the satellites.” Long ago Partial Eclipse and Horn of Plenty had been published abroad, but only in England; the idea of seeing The Good World translated into foreign languages had moved Gregory unaccountably. Thorn was always kicking because so little money would result—”A few thousand all together, and with ten per cent for the foreign agent and then nine per cent for me, it’s just peanuts left over for you.” But even Thorn admitted there was something besides money involved. Thorn called it “world-wide publicity, including the Scandinavian.”
“One more thing,” Thorn said now. “Could Jim and I drop in on you tonight?”
“Sure, what’s up?”
“Jim put an idea to me a couple of weeks ago; I’ve been thinking about it and talking it out with Cindy and the kids, but now I’d like to hash it out with you. And so would Jim.”
They made the date, and Gregory reread the beginning of his sentence. “Of course Communists hate—” He picked up his pen and wrote, “—any concept of a world government, but in five years, or ten or twenty, maybe after one more full or partial war, if the fifty non-Communist nations were actually beginning mankind’s first experiment—”
The telephone rang once more and a feminine voice said mellowly, “Good morning, Mr. Johns, this is ‘Meet the Author.’”
Gregory stiffened. This was the newest radio and television entry into the Let’s-Kill-the-Author Sweepstakes; the course was rougher, the fences higher, the water-jumps wider. “Good morning,” Gregory said. “My brother Thornton—”
“Yes, we know. We’ve written him three separate times and called him as well, so Mr. Boland decided it would be all right to telephone you direct.”
“Mr. Boland decided that, did he?”
“You see, Mr. Johns, we do understand how you feel about public appearances, but it is such a big subject, and so many people join us in thinking it deserves a huge audience. Our current rating—”
“I know your program has a huge audience.”
“And I’m sure you yourself would want the largest possible discussion of world government. We have a wonderful program lined up. Norman Cousins will take the affirmative—”
“I admire Mr. Cousins very much, and his editorials on world government always move me.”
Victory blew its heady scent into his caller’s nostrils. “Mr. Boland says we could keep the entire program on a nonpersonal plane. Just the ideas, just the book itself. Wouldn’t you agree that a lively debate, a public forum on world government, might help convince a great many people?”
“Indeed I would.” He fell silent, and this time she held her peace. It was a disturbing moment; they had put it to him on a new level; it threw him. Perhaps some part of that huge audience would be stimulated enough to think and talk and ask about world government.
An idea flashed through his mind. “In that case,” he said, “since we all seem to want the large public forum, I have a suggestion to make.”
“Oh, we really do. Mr. Boland and all of us here.”
Gregory Johns spoke very slowly. “It’s rather an odd suggestion. Why not go ahead without me there, just the book?”
“Just the what?”
“For this once, you might call it, ‘Don’t Meet the Author,’ and really discuss only the book, and its ideas.”
“You’re joking, Mr. Johns.”
“About the title, sure. But you said it wouldn’t be on a personal plane, that all of you wanted a lively debate on world government. You certainly could have a lively one. There are several critics who’d love smashing at the book again.”
For a moment there was no answer at all. Gregory thought of the letter he had just had from Hy Bernstein: the screenplay was almost finished, and Von Brann was sure they’d have a box-office smash as well as everything else they wanted. Fifty million people might see The Good World, Hy had said. Perhaps this refusal to Mr. Boland wasn’t robbing world government of too much.
“Why, Mr. Johns, I’ll ask, but I think I can say now—”
“I think so too, and I’m sorry to be so unsatisfactory.”
“Well,” she said stiffly, “it’s just that most authors are perfectly delighted to appear with us.”
“I really am sorry, and thank you for inviting me.”
Once again he turned back to the same sentence in his letter, but he had lost the desire to go on. His refusal troubled him, unimpeachable in logic though it might have been.
Suddenly he remembered Marvin Kitterly and the dentist’s office. That was ten years ago, before television, but after writing a novel that had set the country talking, Kitterly had begun to guest-star on just about every radio program on the air. “If you tuned in on ‘Information Please,’” Ed had said recently, “there was Kitterly every other week; on ‘Town Forum,’ on quiz shows, word-defining shows, current-events shows, child-psychology shows, prison-reform shows—unless it was a full symphony orchestra or a heavyweight fight at the Garden, there was Marvin Kitterly.”
“Even I heard him often.”
“So one day at his dentist’s, Kitterly was chatting with the nurse, and another patient kept stealing surreptitious glances at him. Kitterly saw it and preened a bit—of course he’d had interviews and pictures all over the place too. At last the stranger couldn’t stand it any longer. ‘Excuse me, aren’t you Marvin Kitterly, the author?’”
“‘Why, yes,’ Kitterly beamed at him. ‘Yes, I am.’”
“‘I thought so, Mr. Kitterly. I recognized your voice.’”
At his desk, Gregory Johns picked up his pen. As for me, he thought, I’d rather have somebody recognize a paragraph.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
BY THE BEGINNING OF JULY, Thornton Johns forgave South Pacific.
This act took place late one afternoon as he approached the Park Avenue offices of the Zoring Smith Lecture Bureau, and was signalized by his spirited whistling of “I’m In Love With a Wonderful Guy.”
Though it was the off season, he had lectured three times to unheard-of little groups, and though there had not been even a mention of him in any but pipsqueak local papers, he had proved the two things he had wanted to prove. Ladies’ literary clubs were the same in the East as in the West, and he hadn’t lost his touch.
What was more, he had new material. He could take the ladies with him into a publishing office when a runaway came in; he could talk learnedly about the time-lag on national bestseller lists; he could get a gasp by saying, “And next Sunday it’s still Number One.” He could talk about foreign publishing and about Imperial Century’s shooting schedule and quote his favorite Hollywood phrase, “If it pends, it peters,” enjoying their bewilderment until he said Horn of Plenty might never have been sold at all had he not remembered just in time that Jill Goodwyn had one commitment a year with Paramount also, and then refused to let Metro keep the matter pending until it petered out for good.
Why, if he left out all the old anecdotes about Gregory, he still could keep going for three hours. If the breathless ladies assumed that the “we” who went to the plastic ice party included Gregory, that was no lie on his conscience. Or to the Daphne Herrick party, or the Danny Kaye party, or the Bogart party.
He had taken a taxi uptown to see Smith; the subway was faster, but he was in no mood for subways. A few days ago he had sold the digest rights of The Good World for ten thousand dollars, netting himself an unexpected thousand, and in a week more the book would cross the unbelievable mark of a hundred thousand copies. Who was he to ride in subways?
It was a glorious hot day, one he would long remember. The heat wave everybody else moaned over made him feel as jaunty as if he had just had a workout at the Racquet and Tennis Club, where Jim was putting him up for membership. He always felt wonderful as a summer bachelor, and tonight he was taking Diana out to dinner again. They’d go to a quiet place on the Island and be leisurely; this time he meant to break down the reserve that cloaked her continuing sadness. It was too bad he had had to lie to Cindy about staying in town all weekend for business reasons, but instinct had told him to keep Saturday and Sunday available.
He wasn’t quite sure what he would do about Jill next week, but that was too far ahead to worry over now. Jill had called him from Hollywood an hour ago; she had adored his last two letters; they were the bright spots in the longest draggingest picture she had ever been stuck with. Retakes were nearly done at last and she was absolutely starting East on Monday. She would stay two whole months and wasn’t telling another soul in New York until she’d had some rest, so would he meet her at the airport? She was fed up, beat, worn out, and she wanted a new lease on life. “Got a new landlord all picked out?” he had asked.
After that, he’d picked up his pigskin portfolio and set forth as if the Smith contract were already in it. In the impressive reception room of the Zoring Smith office, a pretty redhead explained that Mr. Smith was talking to London and would be only a minute, and Thornton looked about him with satisfaction.
Around the dark green walls ran wide strips of tan cork, an endless belt of bulletin board, and he rose to read the handsome leaflets and folders about Zoring Smith clients. With a stable of winners like that, no wonder this was one of the largest bureaus in the country—authors, explorers, economists, industrialists, professors, publishers, radio quiz masters, astrologers, monologuists, scientists—apparently he, Thornton Johns, wasn’t the only one who enjoyed being on a stage and having people flock in to see and hear him.
The folders contained photographs, short biographies, and titles of speeches, as well as quotes about the charm and personality and audience appeal of the lecturers. Thornton Johns imagined one about himself, and was, for one second, abashed. Like selling prize livestock, he thought. No, that was the sort of thing Gregory would think; he must watch himself. Anyway it was natural for an out-of-town club to try to size up what its honorarium was buying. Why was it always an “honorarium” in letters, and a “fee” in conversation?
The door opened and the redhead looked out at him apologetically. “The overseas connection went bad,” she said; “it will only be another couple of minutes.”
Nobody knew about this visit except Diana. Not Jim, not Cindy, nobody. Least of all Gregory. Nobody except Diana knew about the three new lectures either. He had taken her along to the one in Morristown—how shining and proud her eyes had been as she sat there looking up at him, hearing the applause burst all around her. Once, long ago, he had seen that shining look when she discovered that a second-string radio star was a client of his and might come into the office where she could meet him. Diana would find Roy Tribble mighty small beer now!
If Jim and he went ahead next fall, their offices would be uptown, somewhere right near here, on Park or Madison; they would lunch clients at “21” or the Ritz; words like “liability” and “compensation” and “term” and “annuity” would never come to mind again, except when he collected his renewal commissions on his old accounts. All he’d have to do for that was keep his license alive.
The Hathaway-Johns Agency. The Johns-Hathaway Agency would sound just as well, of course, and it had been surprising to find Jim so intent on getting top billing. There always was a streak of self-promotion in Jim’s character and at times it emerged so vividly it was embarrassing. Nevertheless it was Jim who would be putting up the capital, and when Jim had finally pulled the alphabet on him, the discussion of tonal effects became pointless; h, i, j was irrefutable.
In any case, final escape from the insurance business was at last more than a hopeless daydream and nothing could chip away at his gratitude to Jim. An imaginative and bold new agency, Jim had said repeatedly in their talks the last few weeks, could make huge money almost from the start; there needn’t even be any questionable “raiding” of the established literary agencies. All Jim’s authors and playwrights and actors were forever yakking about how little their present agents ever did to earn their ten per cent—
The door opened once again and this time the secretary stood aside in signal for his entrance. As he shook hands with Zoring Smith, Thorn thought, He’s hard as nails, I’ll have to watch it. Zoring Smith was no taller and no heavier than Jim Hathaway, but he had a slow deliberate speech instead of Jim’s quick clean delivery. He spoke the way you would expect a plump, affable man to speak, and as he talked about tours he had arranged for other best-selling authors, Thorn wondered whether it had been too risky to leave the purpose of this visit so equivocal.
“That’s what’s eating me,” he said. “With The Good World riding the top of the list, all my brother wants to do is take his family on a vacation and get on with his next book.”
“He still won’t lecture? You said—”
“I said I wanted to talk about a sort of try-out tour.”
Zoring Smith looked at him without expression, and again Thorn thought, He’s hard as hell. Well, so am I. He opened his portfolio and slid the largest of the Hollywood newspaper stories across the desk. Then he sat back and watched. He saw the uninterested first glance; he saw the dawn of recognition; he saw Smith read the captions and then the whole piece.
“That was my first lecture,” Thorn said easily. “I’d like to tell you a bit of a story about how they persuaded me to try it.”
Ten minutes later, Thornton Johns was thinking, When old Zoring smells business cooking, he softens up like butter. “So now I’ve tested myself in the East, in absolute secrecy, of course. Even my brother doesn’t know about the last three dates. Or Lenny Lyons or Winchell or any of the columnists or anybody who could even tell a columnist.”
“Why not?”
“My brother Gregory might act up and stop me cold. He came close to that out West. But next week, they’re heading for Wyoming. They’ve got the touring craze, and a problem with their daughter, and they’ll be gone until Labor Day.”
For the first time Zoring Smith permitted himself a smile. “While requests for lectures by Gregory Johns still keep coming in?”
“Precisely.” Thornton Johns smiled also.
“You’ve thought out every aspect of it, haven’t you, Mr. Johns?”
“I know summer is dead for big lectures, but if you could fix up a few minor dates, we might get some pretty good quotes and blurbs for your folders. Then, whatever happened after Labor Day could go ahead and happen. I’m working out a new lecture that nobody could stop me from giving.”
Zoring Smith was looking hard once more. “There’s a big draw in a title like ‘My Brother, Gregory Johns,’ you know.”
“‘Runaway Best Sellers’ is no slouch of a title, is it? There’s all kinds of stuff available—I’m collecting quips and anecdotes all the way back to David Harum.”
An unwillingness fell upon Mr. Smith. “Building up a new lecturer is a sizable investment,” he said. “Printing, mailing, sending wires, advertising in small towns all over the country. ‘Runaway Best Sellers’ might be a draw—”
“With my name played up so they’d get the hookup at once?” Thorn asked. The unwillingness visibly lessened. “I’m sure you’d find a way to link my billing up with my brother’s book. What other runaway best seller would I be talking about?”
“You have thought out every aspect of it.” Admiration touched Smith’s face with sudden brightness. From a black marble inkstand he plucked a ballpoint pen, wrote rapidly, and then read aloud. “‘Thornton Johns, Public Relations Counselor to Gregory Johns and Other Leading Authors.’”
Thorn nodded. “Mind you, I’m not looking for trouble—I usually can win Gregory over. He blazes up but then he’s apt to go philosophical and shrug things off.”
“I’m sure he does. I’ve often noticed that people who are high-hat about publicity are perfectly able to appreciate the vast benefits that accrue from it.”
Thornton laughed. “Anyway, I’d say we could plan on using the old title for quite some time. By the way, do you ever send out scouts? I have one more date of my own, a garden club, really, in Kingston on the tenth. My friend Miss Goodwyn is coming from the Coast for several weeks, and I thought she might drive up with me.”
Smith tipped back in his chair and looked appraisingly across the desk. For several moments he said nothing whatever. Then he reached for his phone and pressed a button on it. “Dot, bring in the list of opens, will you?”
Thorn watched him run down the typed schedule sheets, checking off one, then another, then another entry. After nine check marks, Zoring Smith looked up. “Do you think you’d be ready to tackle a New York City audience by the end of August? In, let’s say, the Waldorf-Astoria?”
Thorn jumped. “Good Lord, the Waldorf!”
“The Grand Ballroom, about a thousand people. It’s a special function and it’s hard to book speakers out of season like that.”
“A thousand people?” Thorn quailed. But hadn’t he proved he could face an audience anywhere? A thousand people applauding at once—
“It would be a shame to waste Miss Goodwyn on Kingston,” Zoring Smith said gently.
Early that same morning, when Thorn had phoned Cindy about being kept in town all weekend, damn it, on important business, he had also informed her of Gregory’s and Abby’s sudden choice of Wyoming for their vacation. Both pieces of information had made Cindy snap with annoyance. It was turning into a terrible summer.
It’s all right for Thorn, she had thought. He’s busy every second; he doesn’t have to sit around this awful beach and talk to these awful middle-class people and wish something would happen. Something does happen to him all the time; everything that happens to Gregory’s book Thorn takes over bodily and makes it happen to him too. And it’s only right that he should. I suppose Gregory and Abby never admit how much of The Good World’s success is due to Thorn. If he hadn’t sold it to pictures and there hadn’t been all those months of exciting movie publicity all over the country, publication day might have been a mighty different affair.
This wifely defense of Thorn, coming on the heels of wifely resentment, confused Cindy. She looked around at the beach, then at the two women who had plopped down beside her the moment she had arrived, and she thought of the month she had spent with the greatest movie stars in the world. Pain pierced her and though she had barely been out doors for twenty minutes, she made vague excuses and returned to the house.
The house was more awful and middle-class than the beach. Three years ago when they had first come out to Quogue for the summer, the rented Cape Cod cottage had seemed colorful and charming; now the varnished rattan furniture and glassy cretonnes chilled her blood. Their apartment in New York was inane too. Gloria’s apartment, Georgia’s, Gracia’s, the house in Freeton—how different they were, how dismally, sadly remote from the great dramatic places of Beverly Hills and Brentwood!
A heavy thump-thump slapped at her ears and she glanced toward the kitchen. She had screamed at Hulda about those bare feet; Hulda would listen stolidly and slide into the broken-down sandals she had stepped out of in the middle of the kitchen floor. Two minutes after Cindy left, the naked, thump-thump would start once more.
This was the last summer for Quogue.
Other summers, Thorn always came out on Thursday evenings for long weekends. Now that was unheard of, and every other Friday the phone would ring and before she picked it; up she would know. Next week Jill Goodwyn was arriving—a preliminary anguish squeezed Cindy’s vitals. She went outside once more and sank onto a weather-beaten canvas hassock.
The heat, the implacable heat! Right on the beach, ten o’clock in the morning, and there was no stir of air, nothing but this stationary choking heat. If only she were going to Wyoming too! The boys were still asleep; they might as well stay asleep around the clock for all the companionship she got out of them this summer. Beachcombers by day, the town beaus by night, they had become as impossible as their father.
I need a facial, Cindy thought, or a new dress.
She was suddenly seeing Magnin’s and Saks in Beverly Hills. “Mrs. Thornton Johns, isn’t it?” Again an anguish gripped her. In New York, it hadn’t been so galling a comedown; at places like the Stork, it still meant something to be Mrs. Thornton Johns. She was perfectly sure she could get in at the Stork now even if she went without Thorn.
She glanced at her watch. With that endless drive, lunch in town was out, but she could shop in air-conditioned stores during the afternoon, go to the Stork with Thorn or somebody for cocktails, and spend the night at the apartment. A new dress would help; just getting away from this blaze of hot sand would help.
She went inside to the telephone and called Thorn back. His reply merely stiffened her resolution; let him have business appointments right through the afternoon and evening, if that’s what he really had. Men were so naive; they expected their wives to believe every single thing they told them, never, realizing that even wives who weren’t taken-in at all might decide on compromise rather than showdown, provided enough was at stake. What fool would give up everything Thorn had won for himself this year, and the larger things Thorn was moving toward?
Cindy put in a call to Fran Hathaway; Fran was just as bored with Stamford as she was with Quogue and most certainly could meet her by four-thirty. They could have drinks, an early dinner, perhaps an early movie, and if Cindy did decide to drive back tonight, it wouldn’t be too awfully late for her. Cindy thought, If not a new dress, a new hat, and I’ll wear it to the Stork.
A pumping energy sustained Lucinda Johns through the long slow trip; it carried her through eleven try-ons in Ready-to-Wear Millinery at Bergdorf Goodman and through six try-ons in Ready-to-Wear Millinery at Saks Fifth Avenue, at which point a click of recognition told her she had found a love of a hat. It was early for black velvet, but her rough caramel straw was poison. She adjusted the triple mirrors on the small table at which she sat, and studied her left and right profiles. The sweep of blue-green coq feathers at one side really was dashing. “I’ll wear it,” she said. “You can send my old one.”
“Is it a charge?”
Cindy nodded carelessly. She didn’t like this salesgirl, a mousy, studious old maid, with bifocals. “Mrs. Thornton Johns,” Cindy said to the pad in the girl’s hand. The hand went on nipping carbons between the sales checks, and a tiny geyser of anger erupted in Cindy’s heart. Obviously this creature never read Leonard Lyons or Danton Walker or even Winchell.
“What was the name?” the salesgirl asked.
Cindy paused. Had the last bill been corrected, as per written request, to Mrs. Thornton Johns, or had it still been addressed to Mrs. G. T. Johns?
“Mrs. G. T.—” Cindy began. The pencil waited. Through the upper half of the bifocals, the enlarged eyes looked up bulbously. “Now please don’t get it confused with Mrs. Gregory Johns,” Cindy said. “It’s—”
The pencil jerked away from the pad. “Gregory Johns? Are you related to Gregory Johns the author?”
“He’s my brother-in-law.” Cindy glanced once more at her left profile under the iridescent sheen of the feathers. “And we are forever getting each other’s bills. Mrs. G. T. Johns; better put down Mrs. Thornton Johns too. The account is being changed over.”
“Oh, Mrs. Johns, I’m a real bookworm, and I just can’t tell you what a thrill—”
Cindy interrupted to give the address. The mousy one went on gabbling; Cindy signed the sales check, nodded in farewell, and left. As the elevator doors slid silkily open, she thought, A new hat always does set you up; no wonder I feel better.
Gregory Johns’ suggestion about Wyoming, as a solution to the family vacillation between Canada and the Cape, had come one blistering afternoon after Abby had lost her temper at a watermelon.
It was only half a watermelon, and even before she had tried to fit it into the icebox, a sense of impending disaster had threatened her all day. The mailman had brought nineteen more letters from readers and for the first time Gregory had looked at them with lackluster eyes. “Eight hours a day for me, and four hours a day for you, for over two months,” he had said. “We’re never going to get back to normal, and I’m never going to get back to my manuscript.” She had asked if the time had not come to call a halt on answering readers, and he had curtly replied it had not.
For three weeks the temperature had never dropped below ninety except for a couple of hours before dawn. There were almost daily scenes with Hat about extra money for clothes, about a larger allowance for everything, about why she couldn’t stay out as much as she liked in the evening, now that she had made all her grades at Hunter and was supposed to be having a vacation and some fun before starting Vassar.
The search for an apartment also had precipitated two or three quarrels with Hat, the latest one that very morning. “I saw the most divine apartment yesterday,” Hat said, as Abby started wearily on the real estate ads once more. “Pat and I were passing this new building going up on Fifth Avenue and we stopped to look at the floor plans pasted on a window. The renting agent came out and I told him who I was and he took us right up in the workmen’s elevator. There’s only one apartment left—it has a terrace running around three sides of it—”
“I suppose,” Abby said, “you didn’t ask what the rent was.”
Hat looked at her mother pityingly. “None of the good buildings going up on Park or Fifth are for rent. They’re all co-operatives—you buy the apartment. This has six rooms and is just divine.”
Abby’s irritation over this had revived her irritation over last night’s episode about the car. Hat had been learning to drive, and it was inevitable that sooner or later she would ask to go out in it alone, without Gregory. At dinner last night, with Patrick once more the family guest, Hat had suddenly said, “Look, I know won’t be allowed to drive this year, but Pat has a license.”
“I’ve had one for eight years,” Pat said.
“Couldn’t we go out for some air?”
It was clear Hat was not suggesting a family drive. Refusal would have been so revealing, and so difficult for modern parents to defend; in the presence of Pat, discussion had been stilted and surface-thin. “Well, be home by ten, please.”
And then, by ten-thirty, the resentment at disobedience; by eleven, the intrusive unwelcome visions of what they might be doing; by eleven-thirty, the terror of a smashup. To have the pair of them blandly explain, at midnight, how they had taken the wrong turn off the Speedway and driven for miles along the Belt Parkway—
Abby had waked this morning, still roiled, and found herself remembering it off and on all day, angry each time. But it was the watermelon that pulped her remaining self-control. The fact that it was only half a watermelon, by some secret mathematical logic of her own, had quadrupled her rage. Properly iced in the market’s ceiling-high vault, it was guaranteed to remain cold until dinner, and she had carried it home eagerly at five o’clock, a magnificent coolness in her wilted arm. Thirty minutes later, she had looked at it suspiciously on the kitchen table, rolled back the cellophane over its pink flesh, touched it with a forefinger, and even spooned out and tasted a round chunk of it. Then she had taken it to the old icebox and opened the door.
A strawberry couldn’t have been fitted in anywhere.
Suddenly Abby wheeled, took the watermelon in both hands, and hurled it at the sink. Her aim was bad. The pink fruit splattered all over the wall. Whereupon Abby did something she had not done in ten years. She ran to her bed, threw herself down upon it, and sobbed.
When Gregory came, she tried to joke about being an actress in a B production, with B production sobs, but she only wept the harder. Gregory had heard the squashy thump, and in a moment he left her to investigate. The watermelon had rolled halfway across the floor, leaving a slippery wet track; a good deal of its flesh clung to the rough plaster wall. He found a pancake turner, scraped off the wall, retrieved the watermelon, and dampened a kitchen towel, which he used indiscriminately on plaster and linoleum. Then he returned to his wife.
“Three weeks at the Cape or in Canada in August always was a silly idea,” he said. “I want to go somewhere that’s too far away for mail, the telephone, the Sunday papers and visits from Patrick King. Let’s go out to Gwen and Howie.”
Abby sat up. This time she did behave like the traditional wife. “You mean drive all the way out to Wyoming?”
“And take Hat. If she won’t come, just make her come.”
“She’d kill herself rather than miss another big trip. But I wrote Gwen and Howie we couldn’t possibly get anywhere this summer for more than a couple of weeks.”
“We can write Gwen and Howie and say we can.”
“But all that way in three weeks?”
“We’ll make it six weeks.”
“We just were out West.”
The telephone rang and Gregory left her. He said, “Hello,” and then nothing for several minutes. “I’ll talk it over with your mother and we’ll see.” He listened once more, and finally said, “Of course you can; he’s always welcome here.”
Gregory returned and sat on the edge of the bed. “A perfectly respectable weekend at Fire Island,” he said, “staying with somebody named Mike Kellerton, a best friend of Pat’s; Mike Kellerton is having a girl out too, so nobody could be alone very much.”
Abby rose. “I think I’ll take a deep cool tub for a while.”
“How soon could we pack, Abby? I’d like to have Hat back for a while, in old clothes, and no dates, and no Mr. King.”
“Oh, Gregory, so would I.”
“Let’s write Gwen and Howie now.”
“Oh, darling, let’s be like Thorn and call them.”
In the candle-pierced darkness of the outdoor dining-room near the Sound, Thorn thought Diana more beautiful than ever. Driving out, when he had told her about his lecturing contract, she had looked almost happy, but now her eyes were dark and veiled. He wanted to stop talking about himself, but she made that difficult. She couldn’t abandon her new vision of him as a country-wide lecturer.
“That’s off in the future,” he said. “For the rest of this year, I’ll be too tied to Gregory’s work to accept any big-time tour.”
“There are plenty of places just overnight from New York.”
“But it’s the national swings Zoring goes for. He says a real draw can get to clear ten, maybe twenty, thousand dollars on a three or four months’ tour. If I make good, why, maybe by this time next year when our second movie hits the screen, I’ll be trying out the big stuff.” He hadn’t told her a word about the Hathaway-Johns possibility; the time hadn’t come for that, any more than the time had come to tell Zoring Smith about it. Nor to tell Hathaway about Zoring Smith.
Diana looked at the tablecloth. “Even this year, you’ll be gone from the office so much.”
Here it is, Thornton Johns thought, the perfect opening, and I’m as tongue-tied as a kid. No light turn of phrase came to him; it never did any more with Diana. But he couldn’t go mawkish and heavy either. “You’re not pretending you’d miss me?”
“Oh, I did miss you when you were on the Coast.”
“You might have missed having a proper boss; you didn’t miss me.” She looked up at him and then away. “You’ve probably got some handsome young man in your life who keeps you from missing anybody. For all I know, you’ll be getting married one of these days.”
“Oh, no, I’m not marrying anybody, ever.”
“Di,” he said, and covered her hand with his. “You’re unhappy—you’ve been unhappy so long.”
“Yes, I have.” She drew her hand back, and clasped it with her other.
“Can’t you tell me? We’re friends, we’ve been friends.”
She shook her head, and fumbled for a cigarette. She never smoked in the office; only when they had dined together or gone driving in the car had he ever seen her smoking. A dread of next week suddenly came into his heart; Jill was brilliant, glorious, a triumph of a woman, but she was spoiled, imperious. Diana was a girl, a soft lovely girl, who demanded nothing, who suffered in secret, a girl he could make happy.
“There’s nothing wrong about confiding in a friend, Diana,” he said. “I can’t go on, day after day, seeing you so sad, trying to guess what it is.”
“Seeing me?” She turned to him. “You’ve known it all along?”
For answer he took her hand into both of his. “Of course. And now you’re going to tell me about it.” He hesitated. “I think I have the right to know.”
She glanced down and her lips parted. She was wearing green silk, so dark it was nearly black. It was cut into a deep V, closely fitted, discreet. Her throat was beautiful and suddenly Thorn wanted to be kissing it—he had never felt this about Diana before; for months and months he hadn’t felt this about anybody.
“I am unhappy,” she said slowly, “and why wouldn’t I be?”
He waited. In the flickering light from the hurricane lamp, shadows moved across her lips. They seemed to be trembling. He wanted to kiss them too. His heart began to pound.
“Wouldn’t you be unhappy,” she went on, “if you were—”
“Were?”
“Were hopelessly in love with somebody who’s married and isn’t the kind to get a divorce?”
Thorn’s breath caught. Hopelessly in love. Hopelessly, steadily, unchangingly in love, tormented by the secret of that love, brave with the secret, unwilling to reveal it until he had forced the revelation from her. A wild longing came, to be young, free, not to have the boys, not to have Cindy.
“How long,” he said gently, “have you felt this way, Diana?”
“Oh, forever.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Perhaps, for a while, she could be content with his love alone; perhaps for a year or two more, until the boys were out of school, Diana and he could find in each other—“Why didn’t you tell me?” he repeated.
“It seems like ‘forever,’ anyway,” she said. “Ever since the first day I met him in the office.”
“Met him?”
“Since before I met him,” she whispered. “When you told me he was a client, I nearly died. I’d always been in love with him, just listening to him on the air, and when he came in that day and. you said, ‘Diana, this is Roy Tribble—’ ” She squeezed her eyelids shut and tore her handkerchief out of her bag.
For this brief respite from observation, Thornton Johns thanked God.
During the next hour, Thorn found it all too easy to stop talking about himself; Diana scarcely allotted him time for a syllable. In her low voice, still the caressing voice that had for so long assured him he was her one concern, she began her story all the way back at the precise moment when a pivoting needle swept around a radio dial and stopped over a voice singing a love song. For a while Thorn listened intently, but as she proceeded unhurriedly through her growing conviction that the unseen, still unmet Roy Tribble was addressing himself directly to her, Thorn began to discover within himself an ability he had heretofore suspected only with his wife. He could listen intently to each word and pay no attention.
His mind was on more speculative matters. He had never been egotist enough to ascribe Diana’s sadness to his absence, but he should have known long ago that it was abnormal for a girl to remain so cool, so aloof. So free of guile was he that even when he had seen her go all shiny at his first mention of Tribble, he had done nothing but accept, humbly accept, the dictum that girls like Diana wanted a man more glamorous than a salesman in a city of salesmen. Not once had it occurred to him that she merely wanted Roy Tribble.
Diana the Unreachable, he had called her. Diana the Un-huntress. Her pride in his first successes, her wide eyes looking up at him in awe—she had been playing The Perfect Secretary all the while. Her readiness to go out to dinner with him whenever he asked her was a secretarial readiness too, or a marking-time readiness. He had always been square with Diana while she—
He had to get away alone as soon as possible, to cope with , this debacle. Cindy wasn’t expecting him this weekend, but now his farsighted alibis for remaining in town jeered at him. In her discreet haunting dress, Diana shifted position and he looked directly at her. She was assuring him that hers was a virtuous love still, unspoiled by yielding to. what could only corrode its inner purity. Quite suddenly Thorn prayed God to speed the day when Diana Bates would bitterly regret having thrown away, for a minor celebrity like Roy Tribble, her one chance at somebody really famous.
“Thank you for telling me,” he said, “for trusting me enough.” He slipped his hand over hers and this time, as if accepting the open expression of a sympathy she had sensed in secret all along, Diana curled her fingers inside his. Thorn spoke to her of courage and the long view; he praised her for her strength and wisdom in eschewing compromise. Eschewing struck the membrane of his ear with a dull archaic thud but he ignored it.
“I’m going to take you home now,” he said at last, “and then drive out to the beach tonight.”
“Oh, Mr. Johns.” She spoke in the same gentle astonishment he had heard when she had first seen his name in print.
“Not all that way tonight? You’ll never get there before two or three in the morning.”
“I know it.” He met her glance, but only briefly. “Seeing you so unhappy, realizing there’s no easy out for you and Roy—it’s just flattened me, Diana. I’ll feel better after a quiet weekend with my family.”
Like the new self-sealing inner tubes on the latest cars, Thornton Johns’ nervous system was usually able to heal its own wounds almost instantaneously. This time, however, there had been no sharp clean puncture but an untidy sprawling rawness, and it took longer for large protective layers to form over it.
Nevertheless, aided by sun and wind and many neighborly martinis, as well as by Cindy’s, young Thorn’s, and Fred’s obvious delight at his sudden availability, Thorn’s unscheduled visit to Quogue gradually restored most of his self-confidence and by Sunday morning he was glad he had come. He had tried not to think about Diana, and when he failed, he found his thoughts had at last veered to a larger, more philosophical plane. What Diana did not yet know, in her poor dreams that a Roy Tribble could one day make her happy, was that in this day and age, a minor celebrity was almost as dismal as an absolute nobody. Once you were a cut above the mob, you wanted to be several cuts above, and after that there was no satisfying you until you got clear to the top.
He suddenly remembered a painting he had seen years ago; since he hadn’t been to a museum since college, he must have seen it in Life. Perhaps it was an etching or drawing; anyway it was by Breughel and though there were people in it, what he remembered most vividly were all sorts of swimming fish, curving, swooping, mouths open, eyes as uncovered as marbles. It was called “The Big Fish Eat the Little Fish,” and it was so ugly you could scarcely call it a masterpiece, but it had certainly stayed with him for a long time though he couldn’t explain why he had thought of it now.
As always, on those rare occasions when Thornton Johns discovered the joys of reflective thought, particularly if these were coupled with the joys of artistic appreciation, he was reluctant to sip them too briefly. But at this moment guests began to arrive for lunch; he rose to greet them, and the rest of the weekend sped by. Whenever his pain threatened to throb again, Thorn made himself think either of his Zoring Smith future or his date to meet Jill Goodwyn at the airport tomorrow night. Had all gone well with Diana, his appearance at the airport would have had to be a perfunctory gesture of helpful friendliness. Now it might be anything.
Back at the office on Monday morning, Diana’s greetings were flustered and her glance uncertain. Obscurely this pleased Thornton Johns, helped him achieve his habitual manner with her, and seemed to release an effervescence of energy within him. This pleased him too; it always meant new action was in the offing, in what direction, toward what specific goal, he did not yet know. Obeying an impulse without examining it, he dialed Roy Tribble, found him free for lunch, and promptly invited him to the Premium Club.
There, though he would never betray Diana’s confidences, Thorn was so persuasive in his argument that everybody’s future was unpredictable, and so eloquent in his defense of a periodic re-examination of one’s long-view savings program, that Roy Tribble was deeply impressed. “Give me the dope again, Thorn,” he said eagerly, “on an extra twenty-year endowment policy.” A pencil was immediately forthcoming from Thorn’s breast pocket, and a Premium Club tablecloth, from which scribbled premiums and maturity dates were scoured out at each laundering, forthwith acquired its new batch.
That evening, with Jill Goodwyn not due at La Guardia Airport until nearly midnight, Thorn dined, with Jim Hathaway and Maude Denkin, going to Le Persiflage, a small French restaurant Miss Denkin had specified and of which Thorn had never heard.
This dinner was one of a series Jim had arranged with all of his three-thousand-dollar clients, to sound them out, one by one, on the subject of Hathaway-Johns, Incorporated. Thorn was automatically invited each time and he admired the way Jim kept everything perfectly hypothetical, perfectly candid, and absolutely confidential from the members of his old firm. All he was doing, Jim made it clear, was canvassing the exciting possibilities with his own clients—would they be interested in making a change, as soon as any existing contract with other literary agencies expired or was otherwise disposed of? Gregory Johns, for instance, was only too eager to come along, actually regretful that he had to wait until October or November for such unified service. “Hathaway-Johns,” Jim would say to each of them, “is not going to be any weak little premature infant, I promise you, with clients like that already signed up. We wanted to see how you feel about our new baby.”
Jim didn’t phrase it just that way to Maude Denkin, and Thorn was relieved. He had admired this already legendary old lady the night the Hathaways had taken him and Cindy along to her party of Broadway stars, and he had pumped Hathaway about her in preparation for this evening. She was indeed an eccentric, with her diatribes against jeweled fingers, costly furs, and what she called “the rubberneck restaurant, with everybody craning to see who’s four tables down.”
Now, sitting here with her and Jim, over a gourmet’s dinner and important wines, Thorn was doubly fascinated by her; with her shabby clothes, her indefatigable play-a-year for twenty years, her movie-a-year for the past ten or twelve, and her old-maid passion for six nephews, four nieces, and seven Persian cats. Whenever Miss Denkin stopped talking about her newest play or her last play or what would be next year’s play, she began enthusiastically on the cats and nephews and nieces, all of whom she appeared to adore with indiscriminate fervor.
And soon Thornton Johns found himself wondering about her generosity. Having started her big-time successes so long before taxes jumped through the ceiling, Miss Denkin must have a million or so tucked away. Could he take her out to lunch alone one day, and interest her in securing endowment insurance for each of the ten kids, to provide them with certain sums of cash at the milestone moments of their lives—at graduation, marriage, the launching of business careers?
The effervescent energy that had moved him to talk insurance to Roy Tribble suddenly bubbled higher than ever. How odd that, at the moment when final deliverance from insurance was at hand, he was finding himself so keen to beat all his previous records for new business.
Was it Jill’s impending arrival tonight, and the memory of her chatter last spring about untransacted business on an extra policy, that had turned his mind so sharply again to insurance? Or Maude Denkin’s present chatter about six nephews and four nieces?
Hip-deep in prospects. Not Tribble-sized prospects either. At the outside Tribble might be good for another twenty thousand; Roy’s annual premium on that would be a thousand dollars; commissions on it only four hundred the first year, and fifty a year for the next nine. No longer would that make a Thornton Johns reach, stretch, put his full powers to work. But a hundred-thousand-dollar deal, spread among Miss Denkin’s beloveds? Or an additional policy of a hundred thousand to Jill Goodwyn? If the assured were age thirty-five, the annual premium on a hundred thousand was about five thousand and the broker’s commission would come to two thousand the first year and two hundred and fifty dollars per year the next nine.
Thornton Johns smiled into Miss Denkin’s watery old eyes and thought, I wonder how old Jill really is. Suddenly he longed to see her once again. At this very moment, she was in the skies above Illinois or Ohio, lying back in her adjustable chair, resting, thinking ahead. Just before dinner, he had wired the plane, “THE NEW LEASE IS READY, IF YOU’LL SKIP THE SMALL TYPE,” and though he was not certain what he had meant by the last phrase, it set his pulse racing to imagine Jill trying to interpret it. Sentimental young girls, after all, were not his style. To a mature and gifted man, the spoiled imperious demanding woman offered more of a challenge. And in many ways more of a reward.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
IF HARRY VON BRANN were a man for an ulcer or high blood pressure, the summer of 1949 would have seen him felled by one and terrified by the other. Two-other studios were rushing out films with world government themes, and Harry Von Brann was no man to trail anybody. Thus, weekends were abandoned for the entire summer by everybody with what Von Brann now called “a civilized employment contract,” and even the Fourth of July was no official holiday for Hy Bernstein, Dick Morosky, or himself.
Instead of “in the cans by October and on Broadway by Christmas,” the new schedule called for “sneaks by Labor Day, and goddam it Broadway right after that.”
The news of the early release date reached Gregory Johns and his family a few days after their arrival at the H Bar C Ranch, the official name for the large, untidy, prosperous Chisholm place, and, immediately, Gregory’s inner seismograph began again to register his old tremulous fear about the movie. Hy’s last letter had said nothing of this speedup, but that was back in June, and it would have been in character for Hy not to mention it even if he had known it at that time. Hy had written only of the script, of the new opening he was suggesting to Von Brann and Morosky—“a moody device,” Hy had called it, “to establish the mood, I mean, not moody. If it plays right, it ought to be larger than moodiness, and when the delayed dialogue begins, Barlowe’s lighthearted first speech, the one we agreed on, should have redoubled impact.”
Abby and Gwen and Howie were delighted at the comparative nearness of the picture and Hat was sent into a spin of excitement, as if she could see it next week. Gregory warned Hat that even Von Brann could be frustrated, that there was still, an excellent chance the picture could not be ready until October, by which time she would be at Vassar, and not present, for the official opening.
Hat took this warning lightly and dashed out to the corral to tell all her Chisholm cousins. The Chisholms raised horses; a couple of hundred were off in the hills and about thirty in the corral. Along with two hired hands, the three older Chisholm children were responsible for them, and Hat pitched in on all the heavy work they did. She was up at six every morning; in a week she could ride as well as they. She did not limit herself to pleasure rides, like the occasional tourists the Chisholms put up in the two dude cabins they had built a year ago; she quickly got tough enough to go along on a full day’s roundup.
In levis and plaid shirts, Hat no longer bore a resemblance to the pages of Vogue; since her cousins showed no interest in what dormitory she was to live in at Vassar, she soon dropped all references to Strong, Lathrop, and Cushing; she even forgot cashmere sweaters and the desperate necessity for a fur coat. Watching her, her parents sometimes wished they need not return East for a long time.
Gregory and Abby rode clumsily, with no hint of carefree ease in the saddle, but they soon loved riding as much as Hat did. Occasionally, with Howie and Gwen, they would ride off directly after six o’clock supper and watch the sun go down in pure brilliance behind the jagged red rock skyline of the Big Horns. They could hear the roar of Shell Creek cutting down through Shell Canyon; the gradual night came down soft and hesitant; the dry heat of the day blew to nothingness in the wind from the mountains.
Sometimes they drove all the children twenty miles to Greybull to see an early movie; occasionally ranchers and their wives would come down from Lovell or all the way out from Cody, to visit the Chisholms and meet the Johnses.
“You didn’t think ranchers read books, did you, Greg?” Howie Chisholm asked Gregory after one such visit.
Gwen said, “Let him alone, Howie, and how many times do I have to tell you he hates to be called Greg?”
Gregory laughed. “Anything Howie calls me is fine.” In the ten years since the Chisholms’ last trip East, Gregory had forgotten how much he liked both of them. Howard bore no resemblance to the rangy, gimlet-eyed rancher in Westerns; he was mild in manner, short and squared-off in build. During the winter months he went back to his reading of Aeschylus, Euripides, and Sophocles in the original; he had meant to teach Greek and the Attic tragedies at Missoula, and had done so for one year after getting his B. A.
“Damn my hide,” he liked to say, “if Uncle Bill didn’t die just in time and leave this place and twenty skinny cow-ponies, I might have stayed on forever and become a trustee.”
This gave Gwen her opportunity to say he might at least have made a good trustee. It was Gwendolyn who was the driving force behind the ranch. She was as easygoing and gay as a colt, but it was she who set the prices and did the trading on the horses, ordered the supplies, kept the books, ran the hired hands. It was she who had insisted on building the two cabins and who was planning two more in the fall. “It kills me,” she said, “to have tourists drive up when the sun’s going down, afraid to try the pass to Sheridan in the dark, and have to say no room.”
After a few days on the ranch, days of riding, fishing, chopping wood, Gregory rediscovered the solid good ache of forgotten muscles, the big muscles never used at a desk, the thigh and calf muscles, the chest and shoulder muscles; he swore they would return every summer as long as the Chisholms would have them.
If anybody had told Gregory Johns that he had been in a state of shock since publication day, he would have laughed. At most he might have conceded, “Well, a happy shock.” But now, a sense of strain, of watching, of waiting for Thorn’s news and bulletins and reports—all this began to die away, with the gradualness of the mountain-clinging daylight of Wyoming, and, in its dying, proclaimed its onetime existence.
In the third week at the ranch Gregory began to write. Only the middle hours of the day went into working; after breakfast he would hang around with all the kids at the corral, or go riding with them, or alone with Abby. Toward ten he would go to his room, emerge for lunch at high noon, and then go back until four. Since the train trip to the Coast, he had worked on his new book only in bits and pieces, spurts of a few hours at a time, days apart, each stop a reckless throwing away of momentum, each new attempt a digging down within himself to recapture ideas, sequence, mood.
But now, day after day for most of August, he wrote, and the slow arduous pages once more began to pile up in a blessed yellow sheaf. The last chapter of The Good World had been completed nearly a year ago; a writer had at last to write forward steadily or feel part of himself die.
Thorn’s letter about the Waldorf shattered his calm.
It came on their last day at the ranch, and Thorn explained that he had decided to write rather than wait for their return, to give Gregory plenty of time to see what it had meant to him, in case they should later feel like reopening the question of his lecturing again. “I had put the whole idea behind me, of course,” Thorn wrote, “and the idea of speaking again took shape so slowly, it was scarcely an act of will at all.
Weeks ago Zoring Smith approached me on this plushy affair at the Waldorf, a centennial for the Carstairs Paper-Co. They wanted outside speakers, not just the usual vice-presidents, and since they supply half the book presses in the country, Zoring thought a talk about the No. 1 best seller would liven up the proceedings. Finally I gave in and now that I’ve tried the Big Time, I just can’t tell you what it’s done for me. And, in the damnedest unexpected way, for the boys. They were there that night—I’d never realized how big a lift kids get when it’s their own father earning all the applause.”
Gregory swore. “So now I’d be robbing young Thorn and Fred,” he said to Abby.
Thorn had enclosed small notices of the talk. The blare of Hollywood was missing; there were no pictures; the tone was pleasing. “The longest speech was the last one, by Thornton Johns, who spoke about his brother, the author of the highly praised best seller, The Good World. The delighted audience applauded him to the echo, as did the guests of honor seated on the platform. These included—”
Gregory ignored the dozen names, but over his shoulder, Abby read aloud, “‘—and Jill Goodwyn, who will appear next year in a Paramount picture based on Gregory Johns’ earlier novel, Horn of Plenty.’”
“Where did it say that?” Gregory went back to the last paragraph and read it word for word.
“Do you suppose they’re having an affair?” Abby said.
“Not unless it’s on a lecture platform with every seat sold.”
Later they got back to the rest of Thorn’s news. The Hathaway-Johns Agency was still problematical; time had flown so quickly, it would be next spring before they could hope to start. This presented a basic problem. If Gregory’s next book should be ready in the spring or summer of 1950, Thorn’s first obligation would be to that. He hoped Gregory could, on his return to New York, give him some Indication of schedule on his new manuscript, also some Idea of its theme. In the greatest confidence, of course. It was a touch embarrassing to have people ask him what the new one would be about and not to know enough to sound convincing when he replied that it was even better than The Good World but that he was pledged not to reveal a word of it. “You see, I’m laying the groundwork for the next big push already.”
“The more Thorn does for me,” Gregory said, “the further away from him I feel. That’s base ingratitude, I guess.” Abby made no answer and he fell silent. He was thinking about young Thorn and Fred.
Hat hated to leave the ranch, but just as they were starting, they had a telegram that made her feel she would explode with joy. The Good World was completed and private screenings for New York’s most influential people were to start before she left for Vassar!
How many girls her age had ever seen a preview of a movie, she asked herself again and again, during the long drive home. How many Vassar girls had ever been invited to a screening for New York’s most influential people? What luck to have something fascinating to talk about, instead of gawking around the campus, the way new girls always did at college. She could kiss Mr. Von Brann and all of Imperial Century for pulling this off in time, and if some Act of God forced them to delay the Previews after all, she would simply die.
Had Pat ever been to a private screening of a movie before the public was allowed to see it? She couldn’t wait to see Pat again either; she could imagine his face when she casually invited him. to the preview with her. That is, if Daddy and Mother would let her. If? With college taking her away from home so soon, they certainly wouldn’t be silly enough to start a row about anything she wanted. She’d wait until they were back in the apartment and then, with her trunk half packed with new clothes, and separation looming large, she would ask them.
Often in the next days, Hat wished they could pull off on the shoulder of the highway, park and lock the car, and take a plane to New York. Eventually they did reach Martin Heights and, no Act of God having disturbed Imperial Century’s schedule, full details about it were waiting for them on Uncle Thorn’s lips. The private showings were to begin on Monday, the twelfth, and take the place of any gala Broadway opening at the Palladium Theater later on; Von Brann didn’t want that kind of fanfare for this picture. On Monday, in the afternoon, Gregory and Abby alone would see it with Harry Von Brann, and after that there would be a showing every night for five nights, to Imperial’s blue-chip list of influential people.
In Hat’s hierarchy of thrills, neither her shopping expeditions to Saks Fifth Avenue’s College Shop nor her reunion with Patrick King could rank with the excitement of accompanying her parents to Imperial Century’s spacious projection room, as large as a newsreel theater, and seeing her father’s name on the screen and hearing words he had written issue forth from the famous lips of her adored Stephen Fields and her adored Jean Singleton. She could scarcely believe that this was she, seated in the midst of people whose names and faces everybody in the world knew, nor that the tall slim man beside her, her own familiar, often unsatisfactory father, was basically responsible for drawing such audiences together. Before the week was out, all the movie critics in town were there, all the columnists, newspaper feature writers, radio and television people who knew everybody, journalists who knew everybody, publishers who knew everybody, visiting producers from other studios, visiting Hollywood stars, local Broadway stars, and Kukla, Fran, and Ollie.
Hat went all the time her parents went, except for the first hush-hush afternoon when even Uncle Thorn was excluded. For the real showings in the evenings, Uncle Thorn, of course, was all over the place, best pals with everybody, and Aunt Cindy managed to horn in twice. Daddy did let her invite Pat along, and the instant Pat looked around at the audience, he lost his resentment that she was not saving a single one of her last evenings in New York just to date him.
All week Daddy behaved well; after each showing, after all those great people had applauded the picture like mad, Daddy would forget about being shy and talk to everybody who came up. The movie critics and newspaper people would leap at him first, and make a hoggish circle around him, so it was only in the reception room, coming in or going out, that wonderful things could happen. But there Uncle Thorn or Mr. Von Brann or the New York executives of Imperial Century did introduce them to Gregory Peck and Moss Hart and Kitty Carlisle and Bette Davis, whose glorious eyes were still wet over the picture, and to the Quentin Reynoldses and Celeste Holm and Gertrude Lawrence and Bennett and Phyllis Cerf. One evening Oscar Hammerstein came, and Robert Sherwood; another time, Uncle Thorn pointed out Russel Crouse and Howard Lindsay and told her that all these famous playwrights belonged to a world government committee and worked awfully hard on it. “Does Daddy know that?” she asked him. “Of course he does, Hat.” It was the only time all week her old disapproval came alive again. Daddy talked often about the dull people who were for world government, even dead ones like Wendell Willkie and Nicholas Murray Butler, but he never once had told her that the idea made sense to terrific successful people like these. Maybe there was something to it after all.
When Gregory Johns saw The Good World for the first time, he wept. Except for Abby, Von Brann, and himself, the projection room was empty. They sat well back, tiers and tiers of empty seats before them. Even before the ceiling lights dimmed far above them, they did not speak.
The light receded; Gregory sat rigid. In the darkness, as the first bar of a thin troubled music drifted through the air, as the first beams from the projector hit the screen, there came not the traditional opening, not Imperial Century Studios Presents, not the names of the stars, not the title, not Screenplay By, Directed By, Produced By—
Nothing at first but a world of desolation sweeping across the screen; cities half crushed, spires fallen, forests blackened and blown, rivers-and ports emptied of ships.
Nothing after that but a .laborer walking down an empty street, a woman and child in a tumbled doorway, a Red Cross ambulance careening around a corner.
A narrator’s voice came gravely across the music. “It is Sunday morning. Three months have gone by since the end of the Fifth Atomic War. Ninety million people were killed in twenty hours and the rest of mankind is still afraid.”
Suddenly then, across the entire screen, came
THE GOOD WORLD
and Gregory’s eyes filled and his ribs could not contain his heart.
The “cards,” as he had learned to call them in Hollywood, now appeared in due and hallowed sequence; they were a dancing brightness, he could not read them.
Beside him, Abby took his arm, but he could not turn to her. Harry Von Brann lighted a cigarette; the flame was like a sword. The empty seats were a cause for love. Today he could not have borne it if he had had to speak, smile, give an opinion of this that his book had become.
Not one of the three theaters in Freeton would show The Good World until November, and old Geraldine was furious. She went and talked to the manager of the Main personally; he assured her he was as. sorry as she. “Not till it’s off Broadway,” he said. “We never get a quick shot at the real big ones.”
On opening day at the Palladium, Gerald couldn’t leave the store because Hiram was sick; Geraldine, and Fan Heston went to New York without him. They took an early train, but even at eleven in the morning, the line waiting for the box office to open went clear around the block to Sixth Avenue.
At first Geraldine couldn’t understand, why Gregory was so crazy about the picture, and the critics too. She and Fan were surprised at the queer opening, and, though neither of them said so, disappointed. The book hadn’t begun that way; Geraldine had expected to see Stephen Fields looking at a television wristwatch and a calendar that said 2000. But when the action and the dialogue began, she cheered up, and so did Fan, and soon they began to enjoy it as much as anybody else. There was a hope to it, under all the sophisticated talk and humor; it really made you believe the time would come—
When Gregory’s name came on, after that silly backward way the film began, Geraldine was furious. The title of the book was in letters as large as houses, but Gregory’s name was small, down at the bottom of the screen; it hardly stayed on long enough to read. At least it didn’t say “Based on” or “Adapted from.” It did say, “By Gregory Johns.”
“I should hope so,” Geraldine said aloud and a man next her shot a quick annoyed look in her direction. She wanted to turn to him and say, “My son wrote it,” she wanted to scream it aloud so the whole theater would hear. All the way through she sat there wanting to, and at the end she could have kissed all the people who burst into applause. She wanted to talk to everybody, she wanted to stand on a seat and shout, she wanted to cry.
She shushed Fan on the way out so she could hear everything said around her. Only one man said anything nasty. “Capitalist malarkey,” he called it, and she wished she could follow him and turn him right in to the F.B.I. If there was anything that came out clearer for her in the movie than it had been in the book, it was just that, about those Russians. They could veto everything they wanted about world government, right up to the time there was one, but then if they were the only ones out of it, they’d be like people without passports, or criminals who had lost their citizenship, or businessmen with no customers. “I just hope it doesn’t take five more wars, Fan,” she said. Fan shuddered but didn’t answer. Fan was still obeying the Shush.
But once they were out on the street, Fan began to chatter and whir like an eggbeater. Fan’s face was red, her hat was crooked, she would stop in the middle of the street and say, “Oh, and that scene where—” and start describing it as if Geraldine hadn’t seen the picture at all. “I can’t wait to get back home,” Fan said, “and tell everybody.”
A small pang, like a stitch, shot through Geraldine’s side.
That was a cruel thing for Fan to do, rubbing it in. Once it would have been Geraldine who told everybody, before the change, before the conspiracy. It was just like a conspiracy, except that it hadn’t started all at once. It had just crept up, and last week, when she tried to arrange a big party to go to New York to the Palladium, Fan Heston was the only one who would go.
It was then Geraldine had realized that something had been going on behind her back for weeks and weeks and weeks. Scarcely a soul in Freeton, except the Hestons, had dropped in or even phoned, and when she did meet the Markhams on the street, or the McGills or the Antons or the Smiths or the Garsons, and start to tell them about the bestseller list or the total sales, they would stand there as if they were worried about the parking-meter running out.
Once she had asked Gerald about it and he had passed it off heartlessly. “I was getting all worn out from all those parties, and so were you. Anyway, at the store, business is hotter than ever.” And now here was Fan being heartless too.
“Shall we, Deeny? I’ll treat,” Fan said.
“Shall we what?”
“Have some of these hot doughnuts and coffee? The smell is killing me.”
Geraldine looked around her. They were at a large plate-glass window, behind which great shining machines were spilling forth golden doughnuts. The smell of baking always cheered you, Geraldine thought, and she made for the revolving door. Inside, as they squeezed into two tight little chairs behind a table no bigger than a breadboard, a vast humanity entered Geraldine’s heart. Fan couldn’t help rushing right out to the Markhams and McGills and Antons, and telling them about the picture and the line around the block and the bursting applause. It was just human nature. If Fan wanted to batten off her fame, why, it was perfectly all right with her.
If Geraldine Johns had waited for the Palladium’s afternoon show that day, she might have seen her daughters Gloria and Georgia and Gracia standing in line for tickets, and her daughter-in-law Lucinda taking two guests in on passes.
Since Cindy had been to two previews, she was not aquiver to see the picture again, but it was wonderful to have so fine a reason for asking Maude Denkin and Nell Abbott to lunch. Without the official passes, they might have thought her pushy to call them; as it was, it had gone off perfectly. She’d felt marvelous, going in with them under that great marquee shouting The Good World at all of Broadway, and besides she liked just sitting there between them, half watching the picture, half letting her mind drift.
Thorn had arranged with the Publicity Office of Imperial Century to get as many passes as he needed, and she had asked him not to throw them around too casually. After that dreary summer in Quogue, she had explained, she was going to do a lot of entertaining—
Cindy smiled and leaned luxuriously back into the wide loge seat. Whenever she said “dreary summer” or the equivalent, Thorn promptly acquiesced to whatever the phrase had prefaced. At least while Jill Goodwyn had been in town, he certainly had. Like any wife, Cindy had let him stew about what she knew and what she didn’t; it would have been madness to admit she didn’t know anything and that she would have swallowed it if she had. Ever since that smash triumph of his at the Waldorf and ever since he had let her in on the secret that he was going to make a lot of money from a spring lecture tour as well as from Hathaway-Johns, Inc., she had actually found it easy to avoid an open break about Jill Goodwyn or anything else. Those tabloid pictures had nearly tripped her, but she had caught herself just in time.
And such good sense was paying oft, as it always did. This month Thorn had doubled the money for running the house; he hadn’t carried on much about the new draperies and rug for the living room; this morning he had said, “Of course, engraved;” when she had asked him about the cards.
It seemed crazy to order Christmas cards so far in advance, but she had never waited beyond October 1st, even with the cheap printed ones they had always sent out. This morning she had shown Thorn the stack of their old ones; she always kept a sample, so there wouldn’t be duplication, and she had run through about ten for him, going back before the war. Thorn had agreed they looked garish and cheap; that kind of thing wouldn’t go now, he had said. This year they’d be sending a card to everybody they had met in Hollywood, to all the possible clients of the Hathaway-Johns Agency, to dozens of movie critics and journalists and publishers and columnists and Heaven knew who all. “Go ahead and order something good. Let me check your list first.”
The moment he’d left for the office, she had begun on the names. The old list, Thorn’s clients and the family and their old friends, was in a cubbyhole at the right of her desk; she could put her hand on that in five minutes. But the new list had occupied half the morning. Making it had excited and thrilled her—it was a kind of shorthand record of the fabulous year they’d just had. No wonder she had finally had the brainstorm about what the card should say!
All the while she’d been adding names to the list, her mind had been searching for something original, something clever and witty and, above all, smart. No Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, no Best Wishes for the Holiday Season, none of those middle-class things the stores showed you in catalogues. Not this year, thank you. She’d design one herself, and write out the message herself, and then it would be right. It would be the kind that opened like a book, with a decoration or picture on the cover and the engraved words inside. She remembered one they had received last year from the investment broker, Bryson Goodhue. A well-known artist had done an etching of the Goodhue town house on Fifth Avenue, and the whole card had breathed wealth and elegance the moment you opened the envelope.
She had put the Goodhue card out of her mind and begun making sketches and writing out phrases; two minutes later her brainstorm had happened and she’d taken some of her best note paper and put the whole thing down.
It was in her bag now. If Maude Denkin wasn’t on one side of her and Nell Abbott on the other, each gulping with emotion one moment and laughing the next—if she were alone, she would take it out and look at it right now in the dim light that swam up from the screen.
Cindy closed her eyes and saw it anyway.
THORNTON AND LUCINDA JOHNS
HOPE THAT IN 1950
YOU WILL INDEED FIND IT
A GOOD WORLD
Again, as it had that morning, a rare joy filled Cindy’s heart. It was clever and witty; it was sophisticated and smart. The decoration on the cover might be something like a little spinning globe, garlanded with holly; she hadn’t fully thought that part out, but the notion rather appealed to her. The Goodhues’ etched town house loomed before her and momentarily blotted out her garlanded globe, but she refused to let dissatisfaction, nibble away at her pleasure. Maybe by this time next year? Or the year after next? After all, if Thorn kept having one triumph after another, it was perfectly possible. Not on Fifth Avenue, of course. The side streets were really considered smarter.
In the third week of the Palladium run, Ed Barnard asked Gregory to see the film with him there. “It’ll be different from the previews,” Ed said. “We’ll get the feel of a regulation audience. We could go to the four o’clock show and then have an early dinner.”
Gregory had already seen it twice in the theater, and with the same motive, but since his visits to the Palladium had been the seventh and eighth times he had seen The Good World, he could not bring himself to confess them, even to Ed. The loges were sold out, so they sat in the orchestra, and Gregory reflected that only on the fifth or sixth viewing had he begun to see approximately what everybody else was seeing. Until his inner clamor had really died away, the emotions generated from the screen had been overlaid, threaded through, tangled with fifty separate private emotions. Apparently Ed, too, had found it impossible, the first time, to be simply “one of the audience.”
At dinner, Ed discussed this phenomenon at length, and praised the picture almost without reservation. “It’s lost some of the subtlety of the book, of course, and they’ve glamoured it up a little too much in places, but everything basic was kept. It’s really a beautiful job in building up suspense and human drama.” He waited for Gregory to say something, but Gregory only nodded. After a moment, Ed said, “Are you ready to tell me about the new manuscript?”
“Not for a few weeks more. I think you might like this one.
“There’s always that chance.” Only infrequently did Ed Barnard feel like prodding Gregory to talk before he chose to; this was one of the times. He held his impulse in check, and as silence continued, he began to wonder whether Gregory would tell him what he felt about Thorn’s current lecturing. He decided to wait about that too. At the office, clippings about Thorn’s lectures were beginning to pile up; last August there had been dozens of more enticing ones from the gossip columns, about Thorn and Jill Goodwyn at the Stork, Thorn and, Jill Goodwyn at the Copacabana, Thorn and Jill Goodwyn at Le Persiflage, suddenly booming as a new favorite with the Gourmet Set. Haskell’s Clipping Service, in its zealous coverage—WE SPOT IT EVEN IF IT’S SIXPOINT—could not have included these under the Digby and Brown contract-but for the fact that no columnist ever spoke of Thorn, without lugging in his relationship to the author of—
“What are you so amused about?” Gregory, asked.
Ed looked bland. It was a matter for regret that he could not emulate Haskell’s and manage to include Thornton and Miss Goodwyn in the official area of his concern. Those tabloid pictures of Thorn bidding farewell to Jill Goodwyn at La Guardia had certainly, said more than a thousand words. “Thorn keeps asking me about the new book,” Gregory-said. “I keep telling him even you aren’t in on it yet.”
“He doesn’t regard that as a convincing point, does he?”
“You’re wrong. You and Alan Brown are the whole firm to him. He says, the ladies heckle him about the next one; in the question periods after his lectures.”
“You do know he’s lecturing again. That’s fine.”
Gregory told him about the letter to Wyoming. “Abby heard him at White Plains last week. She says he’s not going in for so much horseplay and that there’s nothing to bridle at, take umbrage at, or raise hell about.”
“Have you ever heard him?”
“No, but I’m going to sneak in on one soon.”
Ed grinned widely. “As a female impersonator? I’ll sneak in with you.”
“We’ll wait until there’s a mixed audience.” Gregory fished around in his pocket, drew out some old envelopes, and searched through them. “He’s giving one this week sometime; it’s an evening date and it is a mixed audience. My mother wants me. to go with them. All my sisters and their husbands are going; and Cindy and some of her guests.”
“How does Cindy like—er—Thorn’s lecturing?”
Gregory looked up, saw the sly smile, and laughed. “Abby says Cindy has forgiven Thorn about Jill Goodwyn, if that’s what you mean, and it is Abby guesses that Jill was a small price for Cindy to pay, to acquaint Daily News readers with Thorn’s name and handsome features. I think my wife’s gone a little catty.” He went on with the notes scribbled on his envelopes. He glanced at his watch. “Maybe it’s tonight. Would you drive out with me if it were?”
“Sure would.”
‘“The Thursday Lit Club,’” he read aloud. “What’s today?”
“Tuesday.”
“Hell. I’m just in the mood.”
“You’ll be in the mood Thursday night too. Where does the Thursday Lit Club have its being?”
“Roslyn.”
“I’ll drive my car out Thursday night and pick you and Abby up.”
“Let’s get there early, so we can sit away from my mother. In spite of her assurances, I’m afraid she’d just manage to let the whole audience know—well, anyway, let’s get there early.”
But on Thursday night it rained, and Ed found traffic over the bridge bumper-to-bumper slow. By the time he stopped by at Martin Heights for Gregory and Abby, he was already twenty minutes late, and the eighteen miles to Roslyn delayed them more. When they arrived at the lecture hall, every parking space in a five-block radius was occupied. Walking back to the hall drenched them, and they stopped only for a second before the large poster, Thornton Johns Speaks Tonight on “MY BROTHER, GREGORY JOHNS.” The man in the ticket office had his back to the barred window and was talking sharply to an attendant behind him.
“They forgot these autograph cards,” the man said. “And this pen. You get them up on the platform when it starts to break up. The Bureau says they mob this one.” The ticket-teller turned forward again.
“Three please,” Ed said.
“Sorry, sold out.”
“But just a minute. This lady and gentleman with me—”
“Standing room is all gone too.” He pulled open his cash drawer and Began busily to count bills.
“Just a second,” Ed began angrily. He felt a tug at his sleeve, and he turned. Abby looked disappointed, but Gregory, his thumb raised and jerking backward and away, was convulsed with laughter.
The man behind the wicket looked up from his money and surveyed Gregory Johns coldly. “What’s the big joke, Mac?”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE TABLOID PICTURES OF Thornton Johns bidding bon voyage to Jill Goodwyn—those pictures which had nearly tripped Cindy into a scene and had tripped Ed Barnard into a cliché—had slowly assumed a symbolic importance in Thorn’s mind. Two New York papers had devoted over half a page of space to something involving him. Not something involving Gregory’s book, or Gregory’s movie, or a lecture about Gregory’s book and movie, but something solely involving him.
Any milestone of success, Thornton Johns supposed, gave a man a heady feeling, and breaking into the New York press on your own was certainly a milestone. Two or three million people had seen those papers, had seen his pictures, had read his name in large type beneath them. In each paper the picture was superb, too revealing of his emotion, perhaps, at saying good-bye, but not to be condemned on that score. The great airplane in the background, the movable stairs leading upward, Jill on the lowest step and leaning over the banister for one last word with him—it was a magnificent shot. If it had been posed by the greatest director at Paramount or Imperial or Metro, it couldn’t have been better. The cameras had caught them both in profile; their smiles had been gay but their eyes had plainly said, “This hurts.”
It did Thorn good to leaf idly through his press portfolio every once in a while and come suddenly upon the pictures again, and on a certain bright morning in mid-October, that is what he was doing. It promised to be a difficult day; Luther Digby was in a swivet over something and wanted him up there at once, and Thorn was in a bit of a swivet himself. For some time now he’d been in a dilemma and a dilemma was no place for him to be.
Instinct told him to ignore Digby and dilemma for another little while, and Thorn obeyed. The portfolio was still open before him and he thought of Jill. Nearly six weeks had gone by since she had left, but at times he still found it hard to believe that what had happened actually had happened. Soft, feminine, appealing Jill—
Thornton Johns’ Heart seemed to balloon out until it occupied his entire rib-cage. He and Jill hadn’t hurt anybody after all, and he wouldn’t have missed that week before the Waldorf for a million dollars. What a way to say it: “The week before the Waldorf;” Once everything had dated from the B.S.B. selection, from the date of the first movie sale, the arrival in Hollywood, publication day. But now he had his own calendar of red-letter days.
That week before the Waldorf was Jill’s last in the East; she had seemed terribly aware that her visit was drawing to a close. He had not been egotist enough to think she was saddened at leaving him; but one night they had gone out driving and in. the. car he had sensed something almost desperate about her. Many times before, she had been reckless about things she said, but he had always turned them off. Scandal would do her no good, he had repeatedly told her, with the moralists buzzing all over Hollywood and the country at large; if she wouldn’t think of her name, her career, her happiness, he had to think or her. The car that evening, she had confessed she was frightened about returning to the Coast; just below the edge of all the glitter out there ran the bottomless chasm of her loneliness.
“The thought of it,” she had said, “makes me feel so old.”
“Old! You’re young, Jill, in all the ways that count.”
The moment came back so vividly that Thorn tightened his hands on the outer edges of his portfolio as if it were the steering wheel of his car. “The ways that count to a man.”
Jill was again moving to the left on the wide seat, toward him, putting a hand on his arm. “What did you mean about the small type, Thorn? All these weeks, I’ve waited for you to tell me.”
Without answering, he pulled the car off the road. She expected him to if he drove stolidly on, she would-be offended. He turned and took her into his arms. Jill Goodwyn, he thought, I’m kissing one of the greatest stars in the world.
“Take me home,” she whispered after a few minutes. “I want us to be in a room, behind a closed door, where we can really talk.”
In silence he started the motor. Scandal was ugly; she might not be afraid of it, but it would hurt Cindy, and the boys. Zoring Smith wouldn’t like it either.
“You’re awfully quiet,” Jill said when they neared the Queensborough Bridge.
“I’m afraid to say anything.”
“Afraid? Why?”
“God, Jill, I don’t want to be sensible either, but you’re such a little thing. I have-to think of you. I’m going to take you to the hotel now and go off till I—” He hesitated. His voice was tight. “Till I can manage myself better.”
They drove across the bridge, both of them looking straight through the windshield. As they turned into the traffic of Second Avenue, Jill spoke softly.
“Thorn, we never did get around to talking about business. I didn’t say it, that time, only for the gag. I know I ought to be saving more—I do need your advice. Most awfully.”
For one moment he had been angry. He was not for sale, no matter how delicate the negotiating. Then he was horrified. As if she could be crass enough! He took her hand in his and crushed it with his fingers. Cindy never could know…
Again Thorn’s right hand clenched, but on leather and paper, and he remembered he was at his desk, still holding his press portfolio. He glanced at his watch, knew he’d be late for Digby, and did not move. He was locked into memory; every time he thought of Jill, he lost his freedom for a little while. For several days, Jill’s savings plan had not come up again, and not once had he permitted himself to remind her of it. Then she had telephoned her insurance man in Hollywood and demanded accurate figures within an hour.
The over-all picture had shocked Thorn. “He must be a fool, Jill; you said he was and he must be. If you do retire, in ten years, and split your two hundred thousand endowment over ten more years, you’d have only twenty thousand a year. If you split it over twenty years, you’d have only ten thousand a year. The way you live? Why, the man’s a criminal as well as a fool. Does he think that ten years from now you’re going to give up your house, your clothes, your servants, and crawl into a little apartment hotel? I could twist his neck.”
It had frightened her and she had begun to ask questions. But again his pride had held him back from overselling. After she had finally confided her age, he had been more reluctant than ever to urge her too far; at age forty-seven, premiums came high. But the instant she had made her own decision, he had called the company, told them Who-and-How-Much, and arranged her medical examinations for the next day. Before he had seen her off at La Guardia, the papers were signed.
Altogether Jill had been a marvelous experience. A man’s first quarter-of-a-million-dollar policy was a rejuvenating—
Thorn glanced at his watch once more, slapped the portfolio closed with a triumphant thud, and made for the door. Diana tried to stop him; Jim Hathaway was on the line. “I’m late now, tell him. I’ll call him the second I get back.”
Jim Hathaway. Hathaway-Johns, Inc. The Dilemma, Inc. It was unreasonable of the dilemma to insist on being solved now, when the Hathaway-Johns Agency was not an immediate possibility, but insist it did.
No longer could a man of honor, Thornton Johns reflected, as he seated himself in the detested subway—no longer could an honorable man permit his friend and onetime mentor to go on planning a partnership from which the honorable man might, at the last minute, wish to withdraw.
Yet no sensible man could wish to withdraw prematurely and without sufficient cause from something he had so desperately desired. The sufficient cause was missing; there was no true cause at all.
After the Waldorf and White Plains and Roslyn, the time had finally come to tell Hathaway about next spring’s lecture tour. Jim had been thoroughly reasonable.
“Of course you should go ahead, Thorn. You’ll be making new contacts all over the country, getting all that wonderful publicity, and we would open our doors on the crest of it when you got back.”
“But how about other tours, after we’re running? I can’t make use of Zoring Smith for a season, and then drop him cold because I’m too busy to leave New York. It’s a sizable investment, you know, building up a new lecturer. I’ve got to play square with him.”
“Playing square is my one cardinal principle, Thorn. I’d never want you to let him down.”
“But I’d be letting you down, the first couple of years, if I went off for three months at a clip and left you holding the bag.”
They had discussed it repeatedly; the last time Jim had altered the profit-sharing ratio by five per cent in Thorn’s favor. “It isn’t the money, Thorn, it never was with you. The first time I saw you I knew you were wasting yourself, peddling insurance, and by now you’ve proved it a thousand times over.”
Jim must have felt the success of that. He kept harping on a man’s natural instinct to raise his status in life. He referred frequently to the heads of large literary agencies like Curtis Brown, Ltd., and Brandt and Brandt. They were professional people, not businessmen. Jim always made “businessmen” sound very sharp and clipped; his enunciation softened over “professional men.”
It was potent arguing. Thorn reacted to it each time. Just the same, something which had once been clear-cut and clean-edged had fuzzied over with doubt.
If it pends, Thorn thought, it peters. Something’s gone flat, that’s all. Would it be doing Jim dirt to back out? It would not. Jim would team up with somebody else and go right ahead anyway. I would be his client on Gregory’s law and tax work, and we would remain the best of friends.
When had the dilemma begun? It was as hard to pin it to a date as to pin it to a cause. It wasn’t the extra money he had been making on Gregory’s work and on lecturing; it wasn’t the upsurge in his insurance income. His coup with Jill meant over five thousand dollars this year, but the cost of living for well-known people was staggering in New York and he actually was running behind more than ever.
The subway stopped at Grand Central and Thorn changed to a local. At Fifty-First Street, he took the steps two at a time and blinked as he reached the street. It had turned into a beautiful morning, sunny and crisp, and it was even nicer now that he was uptown. What was Digby so impatient about; urging him to break everything and get up there without delay? Luther no longer asked hopefully about whether Gregory might not find it more businesslike to change to a professional agent. At Digby and Brown, partnership with Jim would get him nothing new. That much was sure.
The dilemma, the dilemma. No matter where he started, he was back at the dilemma. What had changed? Why had the vision of himself as Jim’s partner lost its terrific appeal?
Thorn suddenly stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. Would Variety have run special human-interest stories if Curtis Brown sold a property to the movies? Would two New York papers show half-page pictures of Brandt and Brandt seeing Jill Goodwyn off at La Guardia?
How blind could you be? It was the old man-bites-dog difference, and until this instant he hadn’t seen it. All the .appeal in Jim’s proposition—the impressive uptown offices, the professional status, the widening contacts with Maude Denkin and Nell Abbott and the rest of Jim’s clients—all of it paled before this sudden sun of recognition.
Why, at his lectures they always lapped it up when he said meekly, “I’m just an insurance salesman; World War II started me on my hobby of keeping my brother’s royalties straight.” Would they lap it up if he said, “I’m a literary agent and my brother is my client?”
All at once, Thornton Johns was on air. Insurance-salesman-with-a-hobby was a combination that had won everything in sight for ten months; insurance-salesman-with-a-hobby would go right on doing so for ten years.
Traffic streamed by him, ribbons of color in flashing horizontals, and he glanced about him in delight. Across Park Avenue a crane was swinging a beam aloft nearly twenty stories. He stood watching until it was level with the top floor of the giant steel skeleton; his spirits soared with it. Jim had talked of finding space for them in one of the good office buildings going up around here; a large sign proclaimed May, 1950 as the completion date on this one. It would be a smart address, all right, and a handsome place to work—practically all glass, like most of the new skyscrapers.
A faint regret pinched Thornton Johns’ heart.
Another beam began its ascent into the air, and he realized how earth-bound such regret could be. If he wanted a Park Avenue address, he could have a Park. Avenue address without the Hathaway-Johns Agency. He could move his own office; he could be an insurance-salesman-with-a-hobby on Park Avenue as well as anywhere else. The hell with the extra expense; the hell with holding back from anything he wanted.
Behind him and to the north, a sundering of metal and stone tore through the noise of traffic, and Thorn looked around apprehensively. A wrecking gang was pulling down four old brownstones in a row. More new construction! Two great new buildings almost facing each other.
Both sides of the avenue, Thornton Johns thought happily, as he began again to stride on toward Digby and Brown. Both sides of the street. The literary side and the insurance side. He hadn’t needed Jim Hathaway to meet Jill Goodwyn, and as for Maude Denkin and Nell Abbott and the rest of Jim’s big authors and playwrights, he had met them already. He could phone any one of them on his own, take them out, get to know them and their problems; he had only been holding back as a matter of discretion and timing. Adding another insurance policy didn’t mean breaking off written contracts or moral commitments, the way leaving an agency did; people, placed policies with different brokers all the time.
Both sides of the street. It was like the title of a song.
Whistling, Thorn entered the Digby and Brown building. Upstairs he paused at Janet’s sliding window. “Why, Jan,” he said, “you look like spring.”
She turned square around in her chair, the board ignored. “I feel like spring. You like?”
She was wearing a yellow dress and green earrings. “I’m crazy for it,” he said.
“Here’s what I’m crazy for.”
She held up her left hand. On the fourth finger was a ring; from the way she flaunted it, the tiny stone might have been four blue-white carats.
“That damn boyfriend!” Thorn groaned.
“Dick? I gave him the cut-off for good when I got back from my vacation. This”—she flashed the ring once more—“is from a fellow is Mr. Muncy’s assistant at Brentano’s.”
“Tell him he’s got the top of the list,” Thorn said and went on down the hall.
Luther Digby looked relieved when he saw him. “At last,” he said and stood up. “I thought maybe you’d misunderstood about it being today.”
“Hi, Luther. I was held up.” Digby was still standing, but Thorn sat down. “What’s eating you?”
“I’ve got an idea, Thorn, a big idea. I’ve talked it out with Jack McIntyre and he thinks it’s a great idea, if we can manage it. I want you to promise you’ll keep it in strictest confidence, whether you say yes or no. Alan Brown and Barnard haven’t an inkling of it.”
Thorn studied him. Digby was excited. His face was repulsive again; the eyes bugging, the florid skin turning to scarlet. Obviously the answer would be no. Better yet: Well, I’ll turn it over in my mind a bit, talk it out with Gregory, and let you know tomorrow.
“I promise.”
“Not even to Gregory?”
“What?”
“You won’t even talk about it to Gregory?”
“Now look here, Luther,” Thorn said with dignity. “I represent Gregory. Everything I do is for Gregory. Anything whatever that concerns his books or his contracts or his future work—”
“This is about you.”
“Me?” Digby was puffing up like a pigeon; having preened himself in public for ten months on The Good World, he couldn’t stop. At Thorn’s lecture in Stamford last week, Digby had got himself introduced to everybody; his voice was all over the place. The publisher of The Good World, the discoverer of Gregory Johns; Mr. Johns’ publisher, for twenty years an unwavering’ confidence—
“What do you mean, ‘about me’?” Thorn said.
“That lecture of yours,” Luther said, “bowled me clean over.”
Thorn smiled. The old butter-up process while the knife was being honed. “Thanks.”
“You could expand it,” Digby went on, “into a book.”
“I could what?”
“McIntyre heard you at the Waldorf and now I’ve heard you too. We compared notes. My God, Thorn, you’ve got enough material for two books. You would, anyway, if you put in everything about your own childhood too, and how you grew up, and the insurance business, and how you first decided to take on Gregory’s work. And the two movie sales and, ah, your good friends in Hollywood.”
Thornton Johns stared across the desk at a vision. The sincerity in the man’s eyes! The urgency in his voice! Luther might be an ass at times, and a knave—it certainly was knavish for a man to grow famous on another man’s talent, though Digby could never see that. But when it came to handling a runaway, he was a master. Thorn remembered publication day. “Me write a book? I wouldn’t know how to begin.”
“A tape recorder,” Digby said “or a stenotype machine. We’d pay for it, arrange it, have an operator there taking down every word, at four or five lectures. After that it would be an editing job, a patching job; writing in transitions. It would be a natural, I tell you, a sensation.”
Thorn thought of the white cards and the fountain pen. Wherever he lectured now, the ladies implored him for autographs. He wasn’t as old-fashioned mulish as Gregory, but he hated the white cards. Filing clerks’ cards—that’s just what they looked like. Probably that was just what they were. To autograph a real book, your own book—Thornton Johns quickly lowered his lids against Digby’s scrutiny.
“We’d like you to rush it,” Digby went on. “In this bad slump, nonfiction’s the only thing selling—apart from one or two novels a year. We have nothing big on the list for 1950, and with that title—”
“What title?”
“Why, the same as on your lecture.”
As if he were in his own office, Thorn rose and began to pace the room. Behind him Luther Digby sat motionless, watching the swing of his long legs, noting the tight muscles around his mouth. If this wasn’t constructive, creative editorial thinking, what was? Ed Barnard hadn’t the only editorial mind in the place, as Ed Barnard; seemed to think. Barnard was always saying an editor shouldn’t parcel out ideas; that an editor should only discuss, talk, encourage, listen, and then edit.
If people like Barnard headed publishing houses, there’d be no money for editors’ salaries. Barnard was forever citing Max Perkins as his ideal; yesterday Barnard came back from lunch and went around telling the whole office that Scribner was preparing a collection of the Perkins letters to Hemingway and Scott Fitzgerald and Tom Wolfe and everybody else. Well, Barnard and Max Perkins and all the other great editors could have their theories and try to sign checks with them.
Thornton Johns halted before his desk, and Digby had to tilt his head back to meet his glance. “If I did say yes, Luther, how much of an advance would you give me?”
“Advance? I hadn’t even thought of an advance.”
“I have. A thousand ought to be a safe bet on a thing like this.”
“A thousand! Good God, we never gave Gregory a thousand.”
“You never had The Good World before either.”
Now it was Luther Digby who paced the room. And for one moment, after Thorn finally had left, just before Mr. Digby’s rage died away, he wished wanly that he had never had this burst of editorial creativeness. One thousand dollars! A straight fifteen per cent from the first copy. No extra rights. Maybe Barnard was right.
Luther Digby sank back into his chair and sat quite still. Minute passed after minute, and he did not move. Nowadays Thornton Johns always treated him like a subordinate. Up at Vermont, those authors had flocked around, asking a thousand questions about The Good World and about methods of leading publishing houses like Digby and Brown; he was invited back for next summer, and he probably would go out to Montana for the Western Writers’ Conference right afterwards. At the seminar in Columbia’s School of Journalism a couple of weeks ago, they had kept him sitting there for three full hours. He might write to old Johnny Backing at Yale and tell him about it; Johnny gave the same sort of course.
And that gorgeous blonde, Evelyn Larkin, who seemed to prefer literary men and who had dined with him twice, had opened her blue eyes wide and said, “Why, Mr. Digby, you’re becoming a regular Dean of American Letters.”
Subordinate indeed. For a moment he hated Thornton Johns and Gregory Johns as well. A piercing clarity came to Luther Digby and he realized he never had liked authors. Authors piously prattled about self-expression; how many of them would write books if their names were left off? Hypocrites! A ravenous greed for fame drove them; every last one was a celebrity hound, and a doting public threw them great juicy hunks of it while publishers and editors starved for any recognition at all. Scribner might do well enough with the Perkins book next spring, but that would only prove the rule.
Luther Digby gazed at the ceiling. He gazed at the rug. He was mesmerized by the perforated wing-tip of his right shoe. Then he buzzed for his secretary. “Joyce,” he said briskly, “bring in all the Gregory Johns correspondence right away, please.”
“All of it? Did you say all?”
“And then tomorrow I’ll want to start going through my correspondence with our other authors. Even the ones who have gone to some other house.”
“Yes, Mr. Digby. Did you say all of the Gregory Johns correspondence?”
“Every letter I ever wrote him or he ever wrote back. Starting with 1928 or ’29, before he was out of college.”
For the next few weeks, an invading bitterness swept the soul of James Whitcomb Hathaway every time he passed the corner of Park and Fifty-Seventh. For Thorn to back out at this stage, after Ephraim, Farley, and Jonathan had discovered the plan, for Thorn to have signed a five-year lease on an office for himself the day before announcing he was backing out, for Thorn to have dug up that preposterous lie about writing a book to explain kicking him aside—all of it sent acid gushing through Hathaway’s veins.
“Digby came after me, Jim, with such a huge advance, I owed it to my family to accept it. So there just won’t be the time now.”
Hathaway had argued, cajoled, offered to delay for a full year, had even notched up the profit ratio another three per cent in Thorn’s favor. Thornton Johns scarcely heard him. Thorn seemed encased in some new armor of his own, against which Hathaway’s words went ping-ping-ping. When Thorn told him he had already borrowed three thousand dollars from Gregory for office furniture—“I want light woods and dark walls, something like Von Brann’s at Imperial”—Hathaway had withdrawn into an armor of his own. Most of the time he was still in it.
Ambition, nerve, dissatisfaction with one’s lot, an unwavering admiration for fame and success—long ago it had been clear that these traits would take Thornton Johns far. But who could have suspected that in less than a year Thornton Johns, so naive then, so diffident, would be demolishing the beautiful edifice of the Hathaway-Johns Agency, and stand immaculately apart from the rubble on the sidewalk?
“You’ll get somebody else, Jim, somebody far better than me. ”
That air of modesty—wormwood with the acid!
This phrasing bothered James Whitcomb Hathaway but he did not pause to change it. The gall of the man, the unspeakable calculating gall of him, to crawl out on the person who had launched him into the Big Time.
Nobody could criticize Thornton Johns for wanting to be well known. To defeat the awful gray anonymity of life—it was natural for any man to want that. But Thornton Johns wouldn’t be satisfied until his name was a household word from New York to California.
Damn it, Hathaway thought, it will be. This is the country for people like. Thorn, this is the age. It may take him another year or two, but he’ll get there. Fifty thousand a year minimum income and a household word with every family that reads or goes to a lecture or has a radio or television set.
Radio and television. James Whitcomb Hathaway winced at the syllables. Two days after the crawl-out, Thornton Johns had suggested lunch at Le Persiflage. Perhaps he’s changed his mind, Hathaway had thought; perhaps something’s made him ashamed of himself. I’m glad I covered up enough so he thinks we’re still friends.
“Say, Jim,” Thorn had said, after the preliminaries were over, “I’ve been wondering about these personality programs on the air, and on television. Like the Tex and Jinx Show, Faye Emerson, Mary Margaret McBride—don’t they have lecturers quite often? Couldn’t you fix me up on some?”
Hathaway dropped his fork. The headwaiter retrieved it himself, bawling at a busboy, “New fork for Mr. Johns’ table.”
“Not just as a favor, Jim,” Thorn had continued with his magnificent smile. “Except at first, maybe. The moment you do team up and become Hathaway-Somebody, Incorporated, of course we’d switch to the usual commission basis.”
Hathaway had wanted only to reach across the table and hit him. He remembered Gregory’s law work and chose withering sarcasm instead.
“Are you seriously suggesting, Thorn, that I’m going to end up being agent to the great Thornton Johns?”
Thorn had looked hurt. By God, Hathaway had thought wearily before Thorn could answer, by God, I suppose I am.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THE GOOD WORLD CLOSED its record-breaking run at the Palladium the last week in October, and during November it was playing, as Variety put it, The Nabes. It played Poughkeepsie early; it played Martin Heights, Roslyn, and Freeton; out in Wyoming it played Greybull, Lovell, Cody, and Sheridan before the great snows began.
To virtually everybody in the Johns orbit, the tempo of life stepped up once more.
Hat’s letters from Vassar were, for the first time, ecstatic. For a while, like her occasional weekends at home, they had been so casual that they had worried her parents; they had sounded guarded, too filled with details about courses and teachers and not enough about friends and fun. Now they became lyrical; a lilt of joy ran through every one of them. “It’s playing right on campus at the Juliet, and I gave a party and took ten girls, and then on up to the Pub on the Hill afterwards. I’m stony but I don’t care. This is the most wonderful place in the world, and I’m so happy living at Cushing, I could die. Could you possibly send me fifteen dollars extra right away?”
From Freeton, Gerald or Geraldine telephoned nearly every day for a week, and only when The Good World was replaced by Pinky did Geraldine sound subdued. “You have to do something for me,” she told Gregory one morning. “Maybe it’s silly of me, looking way ahead to January, but your father and I want our next anniversary party to be out here in our house and you have to promise you’ll come.”
Gregory said mildly, “Now look—” but his mother’s voice trembled a little as she interrupted and went on.
“When you get old, even your close friends neglect you,” she said, “but I think your father blames me. I told him long ago that people never like it if somebody else’s child gets famous, and then when Thorny started to get famous too, it just broke their nerve.”
Gregory restrained an impulse to discuss the point.
“Anyway,” his mother said, “an anniversary would be a real reason to invite everybody in again. And they’d all accept if they knew you and Thorny were both coming.”
“Of course we’re coming,” Gregory said heartily. “We’ll throw the biggest anniversary party you ever saw. You go right ahead and ask all of Long Island.”
By Thanksgiving, Harry Brinton was pulled in for the art work on his first national advertising account. The president of one of the largest hat companies in America wanted a testimonial campaign on Distinctive Hats for Distinguished Men, and was told that Brinton not only had an A-1 art service, but also great influence with his brother-in-law, Gregory Johns. And since Gregory Johns had never yet signed any known testimonial, his photograph wearing a Distinctive hat, and his signature to a Distinctive statement, would clearly be even more distinguished than most of the distinguished signers they could line up more readily.
Upon hearing from Gloria of Harry’s latest and greatest new account, both Gracia and Georgia turned upon their respective husbands and demanded why they couldn’t show a little red-blooded American ambition.
“We belong to a famous family,” Gracia said, “and look at all the good it. does us.” Georgia’s remarks paraphrased her sister’s.
Up on Morningside Heights, Thorn Junior ran for the presidency of his two clubs. His fellow students, having mellowed considerably since their Shakespeare class at the close of the spring session, elected him unanimously, and young Thorn got gloriously drunk for the first time in his life.
“The trick,” young Thorn decided boozily, “is keep your, trap shut. The fellows know who’s Big Man on Campus anyways.”
In a beauty parlor at the Ritzy Mrs. Luther Digby repeated stubbornly, “Not even a rinse. Don’t touch it up at all. That’s why I changed from my old place—they won’t let me let it grow out. I like it gray.” She stared bleakly at the mirror before her. She had known it wouldn’t do any good; with Luther buried up to his ears in musty old letters whenever he did condescend to stay in for an evening, he wouldn’t notice it if her hair were dyed lime green.
At Digby and Brown, the switchboard came under the ministrations of a girl named Mabel, tall, angular, and inefficient. Janet married Mr. Muncy’s assistant, and, as she was leaving to do so, earnestly told two of the secretaries that if they’d only realize how high-class it was to work for a big successful publishing house instead of, say, for some hardware company or button manufacturer, they’d begin to feel and act glamorous and improve their position in life the way she had.
In an elegantly decorated three-room office on Park at Fifty-Seventh, a stack of new memo pads sat on a desk of off-white mahogany. They were engraved, “From the office of Diana Bates, Executive Assistant to Mr. Johns.” Since moving uptown, Diana had got a typist to assist her on routine work, a twenty-dollar weekly raise, a nutria coat, and a new point of view. Having inadvertently stayed in on a California call eight seconds too long, in her official desire to check the clarity of the connection, she had recently overheard one remark of Jill Goodwyn’s, noiselessly replaced the receiver, and proceeded to Think Things Over. If famous movie stars had to compromise with life and accept the risk of scandal and disaster, might it not be wise to give in at last and embrace the second-best possibility long offered by “Roy Tribble?
Diana gazed at her off-white desk, the dark charcoal walls, the white Venetian blinds against the glittering expanse of wall-to-wall window. She stared at her new memo pads and saw the buzzer by which she might now summon help.
The lids on Diana’s beautiful eyes lowered and as if from behind a veil, she delicately dialed Roy Tribble’s number.
Hulda no longer drove Cindy mad. Hulda no longer indulged in bare feet, sullen looks, or sotto voce rudeness to the Mister or Missus. Hulda never went to market without getting dressed up and never ordered without first demanding loudly, “You seen that movie yet?” Whether the answer was yes or no, Hulda took it as a signal for prolonged discussion, and proved herself an expert on box-office figures at the Palladium and the entire Loew circuit. Whenever the butcher did try to palm off a tough chicken or stringy steak, Hulda resorted to a remark she had made three times a week for over a month. “Mr. Gregory Johns comin’ tonight, won’t eat nothin’ but the best.”
A New York institution, founded in 1939, and known as Celebrity Service, Inc., received twelve calls in one day from subscribers so conditioned to the ways of The Great that it had not occurred to any one of them to look for Gregory Johns in the telephone book.
Dedicated to duty, Celebrity Service sought once more to expand the meager information which, unknown to Gregory Johns, had begun to appear in its files last January, when the book columns had announced the B.S.B. selection. The files still showed nothing that had not appeared in the public prints. And this was only a fraction of what they showed on Thornton Johns.
Thereupon, Celebrity Service, also detouring the telephone book, called the Stork Club and asked for Thornton Johns’ number.
Diana and Mr. Johns being out to lunch, Diana’s new assistant redirected Celebrity Service to Mrs. Johns.
Cindy had never heard of Celebrity Service. As she listened to explanations, she scarcely believed that there was anything so glamorous as a firm that bothered only with celebrities. And when she realized that her own husband was listed with them, she could scarcely contain herself. The Social Register, Who’s Who, Burke’s Peerage—all of it was mid-Victorian, stuffed-shirt, old-hat. She, Lucinda Johns, was married to a man who had been crowned in true twentieth-century style.
From Wyoming, in December, came a thick letter enclosing several clippings and snapshots. Gwen and Howie, who had remained endearingly simple about the book and movie, had been amused by these pieces from the Wyoming press, which declared that Gregory Johns and his family were annual visitors to The Equality State, and would again be staying at the Chisholm ranch at Shell Canyon next summer. “Have a look and laugh,” Gwen wrote.
Gwen then went on to her news. She had finally talked Howie into gambling on six large cabins instead of two small ones. The stone foundations and outside chimneys were already complete, the log walls were nearly up, and as the snapshots would prove, everything ought to be ready in the spring. Resort advertising in the Saturday Review of Literature had already been contracted for and the new entrance from the main highway was finished and handsome. “If you were a civilized tourist or dude,” Gwen wrote, “wouldn’t you find it inviting?”
The photographs of the entrance showed tall rough-hewn gateposts with a horizontal fifty-foot beam suspended across them in true Western style. From this beam swung a forty-foot sign which proclaimed THE GOOD WORLD RANCH. Below it, in a smaller but still highly legible square, hung another sign: “Gwendolyn Johns Chisholm, Manager.”
Precisely one week after Abby announced she was through with apartment-hunting until spring of next year, the Zatkes ended the search for her. Mary Zatke had often made the rounds with Abby; Mary said it would be hateful to have their closest friends give up and move to New York, and the Smiths and the Feins down the street agreed with her.
But in all of Martin Heights, the only apartment that would be available this year was 3B, across the court from the Zatkes and the Johnses, and one room smaller than each of theirs. A place that would give Gregory a study and Hat a room of her own simply did not exist in that world of Garden Developments. Families that needed six rooms had never concerned its architects and builders; they had always regarded two-, three-, or four-room apartments as the American Norm.
And then Jake Zatke decided on a year’s sabbatical from teaching, to take advance courses for an M.S. degree. His sabbatical would date from the end of the current semester but budgeting had to begin immediately. Drastic cuts had to be made and 3B offered a fine beginning.
May and he discussed this thoroughly, saw their landlord, and inspected 3B. Then Mary flew in upon Gregory and Abby,
Gregory was working, but she told them about 3B anyway. “So you take ours, and knock a door through in that wall, and you’ll have two apartments thrown into one. They’ll let you do the door; Jake asked them. You’ll have to pay for it and restore, the wall when you finally move out—the landlord said, ‘Even for Mr. Johns, we don’t put out a cent on painting or improvements, this rent-control is killing us off.’ But a door won’t cost much, and there’s your six rooms.”
“And two baths,” Gregory said.
“And two kitchens and two iceboxes,” Abby cried. “Oh, Mary.”
“Our living room could be Gregory’s study,” Mary said, “and our bedroom could be Hat’s room, and the extra kitchen could be I don’t know what.” Mary pointed to the wall beyond the sofa where Hat had slept for so many years. “There’s where the door has to go. Jake looked at the girders on a blueprint.”
For the next ten minutes Abby and she forgot Gregory completely. “I’ll use Hat’s room while she’s away,” Abby said.
“You’ll use it?” Mary asked.
Abby laughed. “As my study. Imagine not typing on a bridge table in your bedroom any longer.”
“Oh, Abby, we’ll plan the room that way. Let’s go look at it now. Whatever Hat wants it to be, she couldn’t object to a nice desk and a big armchair in it too. You could do all your reading for your reviews.”
Abby could see herself working in comfort at last. The weekly batch of reviews might seem silly to some people now, but Mary and Jake had understood as completely as Gregory. With Hat gone, with Gregory engrossed in his work day after day, she had begun to miss the Monday morning package of juveniles and detective stories, to miss the rush toward her deadline. Even to miss the pride in adding her bit to the family income. When the postman had once again brought her the familiar old envelope with a check for twelve dollars and twenty cents, it had mattered in a way she could never explain.
Mary was gathering her purse and gloves and Abby followed her across the hall. The moment they were gone, Gregory Johns picked up the telephone. He dialed nervously and gave his name.
“On that order I gave you last week—”
“It’s on the way, Mr. Johns. It had to come from the warehouse, but it should get there any minute now.”
“Damn it. Would it be possible to—”
The bell on the kitchen door set up a clanging and a voice shouted, “Anybody home for this Frigidaire?”
The news of their impending expansion was to be kept as a surprise for Hat. She was due home again shortly, for the Christmas holidays, and Abby found the last days of waiting oddly difficult. Though she had not done so before, Abby at last told Gregory she was sure something had gone wrong at college. After Hat’s one lyric outburst of communication, she had relapsed into her earlier Poughkeepsie style—too casual, too uncommunicative. She rarely mentioned Pat King; she never mentioned her roommate; she was getting honor grades in each of her courses.
“She’s homesick,” Gregory said uneasily.
“It’s worse than that.”
They both went to the train to meet her, and Hat hugged and kissed them as if she had not seen them, for years  instead of since the Thanksgiving weekend. All the way out in the car, she talked and laughed and asked questions; it was wonderful they’d been to the theater so much and bought the big Magnavox and the records; she hoped they had some dance records too and hadn’t seen every good play by now; she’d give anything to see Streetcar before it closed, and Mr. Roberts, and of course Kiss Me, Kate, and South Pacific. Lordy, it was good to be home for a big long time.
And when they reached home, and Hat saw four partially packed cartons and barrels in the living room, she guessed the news and was delirious. Abby explained about the Zatkes. “Before you go back, dear,” Abby said, “we’ll go shopping and pick out everything for your room, plus a desk and big reading chair you and I both like.”
The gaiety lasted through most of the evening. At last Hat introduced the name of Patrick King. “I’m not dating Pat till next week,” she said. “I wrote you he came up to the Snow Ball, didn’t I?”
“You rather glided over it,” Gregory said.
Hat didn’t answer that and Abby put her hand on Hat’s arm. “What went wrong, dear?”
Hat looked at her parents with a forlorn dignity. “Just everything. Other times Pat’s been up, the girls said he missed being white-shoe, you know, Ivy League men with their sloppy buckskins. I used to think they were all jealous, but for the Ball, Pat had a navy dinner jacket and oh, he sort of stuck out like a smooth character against all those men down from New Haven. And he’s become the most slurpy name-dropper too—it was just horrible.”
Without further ado, Hat burst into tears. “I hate Vassar, I don’t want to go back there. Please don’t make me go, please let me stay home and go back to Hunter, I just can’t tell you how awful it’s been even before the Ball, with everybody giving me the ice and talking behind my back because I won’t wear sneakers and blue jeans or khakis on campus.”
It was a long time before they had the full story. Through the pain of seeing her in pain, Gregory and Abby both felt an underlying relief. And a confidence they had not had for a long time. Now was the moment, Gregory thought.
“Name-droppers,” he said quietly, “aren’t very lovable, wherever you find them, Hat.”
“Oh, Daddy, Pat King’s so cheap! I can’t tell you—”
“I don’t mean Pat King.”
Hat looked at him quickly. For several seconds she said nothing. Her fair skin suddenly colored and she said, “But you’re my own father!”
“And it’s marvelous to have my own kid proud of me,” he said. “But, Hatsy, boasting isn’t marvelous. It’s cheap, the way you say Pat is cheap.”
Anger roared up in Hat. He hadn’t called her “Hatsy” since she was a child, but that couldn’t soften this unfair blow. It wasn’t true; she had never boasted; she had only told people—
Hat glanced at her mother, but though Abby looked unhappy, she seemed relaxed, as if she wouldn’t lift a finger to stop Daddy.
“You’re going to tell me you never boasted,” Gregory went on. “And that it would be unnatural, when people talk about the book or movie, for you not to join in, and that if you do join in, how can you help mentioning the best-seller lists and all the foreign rights and the Palladium run.”
Hat refused to meet his eyes.
“And that leads you on,” Gregory continued, “to the previews and Bette Davis and Gregory Peck and Jean Singleton and Jill Goodwyn and Hollywood in general and before you know it—”
“Daddy, stop.”
Now Abby did make a gesture to Gregory; and she went over to Hat and held her in her arms while Hat cried. After a while, above Hat’s shoulders, Abby motioned toward the bedroom: and Gregory left them. Abby talked about Hat’s phrase from long ago; “Timmy says the other boys are dying to meet me”; she asked Hat to consider her sudden scorn for Macy’s and Best’s and sudden love for Doubleday’s and Brentano’s; little by little she took Hat backwards over the road she had traveled so quickly since the night last January when their fortunes had been changed by a telegram read to them over the phone by Jake Zatke.
“But Daddy is a celebrity,” Hat cried. “I can’t help that, can I?”
“He really isn’t, Hat.”
“Of course he is, he can’t help being. He’s famous, and if you’re the daughter of a famous—”
“His book’s famous.” Abby scarcely emphasized the noun. “And I’m sure he’d be happy if every book he ever wrote became famous. But that’s not the same thing.”
“But, Mother, it’s such a waste, throwing it all away. Think of all the fun—”
“Has it been such fun at school, dear?”
Hat made no answer. There was silence for a long time and then Abby said, “Look, Hat. You’re going to go back to Vassar, and you’re going to be different, and it’s going to take them a long time maybe, but someday your roommate and all the other girls will know that you’ve changed back to the way you used to be, the way you were again in Wyoming, the way they have never seen you. And then they’ll love you as much as Daddy and I do.”
Long after Hat was finally asleep, Gregory and Abby talked on. At two, they went out to the kitchen where the huge new icebox dwarfed and demeaned all the shabby old equipment, and provided themselves with cheese and crackers and milk.
“Maybe she had to go through it for herself,” Abby said. “Maybe we did try everything we could. Perhaps we shouldn’t blame ourselves or Thorn or Cindy or the family or anybody.”
Gregory let the discussion lapse. When he spoke again it was in a different tone. “Pretty soon Imperial Century Studios hand over another thirty thousand, don’t they?”
Abby welcomed his change of mood. “The second payment’s due on January tenth.”
“And this time,” Gregory said, “I’m ready for Thorn and his scruples. Next year I’ll be ready too.”
“Are you going to cancel his three-thousand-dollar loan? He’d never let you.”
“I know he wouldn’t. This hasn’t anything to do with cash. When we go to. Europe next summer, we’ll take them as our guests again. And in ’51, if we do fly to South America—”
“But we’ll want to go tourist and stay at inns,” Abby said. “And they’ll want the Queen Elizabeth and the Savoy.” She suddenly looked wicked. “Oh, Gregory, it’s going to cost us lots more than three thousand a year to keep Thorny’s conscience clean.”
Always considerate, Thorn had not yet risked an interruption to Gregory’s creative mood by mentioning his own work progress. They had scarcely seen each other, he suddenly realized, since the previews. The telephone had become their stand-by; the lazy old evenings spent together seemed a thing of the distant past.
That’s not too good, Thorn thought. It makes us like nothing but business acquaintances.
He buzzed through to Diana and asked her to get Gregory. Diana said, “Righto,” and buzzed through to her assistant. “Righto” was a new expression for Diana, Thorn reflected, more pert than her usual style. Diana had once again changed. Her eyes were happy, smiling, warmer in their glance to all their new clients.
I certainly did something for Diana’s morale, moving her into a smart neighborhood, giving her a raise, letting her make something of herself. Beneficence flooded Thorn’s heart.
“How’s it coming?” he said a minute later to Gregory.
“Fine,” Gregory said. “The connecting door is in already. We’re nearly settled.”
“I mean the new book.”
“Well, it’s going faster than usual.”
“How far along would you say?”
“About halfway, maybe.”
“Great. Say, Gregory, how about Cindy and me coming out there one of these nights?”
“Come on. Bring the boys.”
“I meant next week, after the holidays. Cindy’s driving me crazy with parties and dinners, but after New Year’s—”
“Any time, Thorn. You name it.”
Thorn hung up thoughtfully. It might be wise not to bring up Digby’s idea with Cindy there; Cindy always put her foot in anything subtle. The stenotype technique was working brilliantly; there were three hundred pages of recording already. With all due allowance for inevitable repetition, about half of that was clearly usable.
Thorn reached for a cigarette and wished Digby would come up with as good an idea about an editor for it. Last week Thorn had suggested Ed Barnard, but Digby had summarily rejected the nomination.
I wonder if Gregory himself—
This notion so startled Thornton Johns that he burned his fingers with the match he had lighted.
There would be a sort of justice in it, he thought a moment later. When you consider the larger aspects of everything—the two movie sales I engineered, and his month at Imperial. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars over five years on those three deals alone! Gregory does owe me something. And all I’m taking is a thousand a year commission for five years on Horn. Apart from foreign and digest peanuts.
The Collector of Internal Revenue was taking nearly sixty thousand this year—on Gregory’s old level that would have been thirty years’ income! In 1950, the Collector of Internal Revenue would take even more—ninety thousand in royalties became payable in February. Digby’s slice of the two movie sales would total thirty thousand on top of fifty-two from B.S.B. before they even began to count their regular profits from book sales on World. Even Hathaway would get fifteen thousand over the same five years.
God, Thorn thought, if I didn’t have standards.
But he did have standards and he was glad he did. Let them all milk Gregory for everything they could squeeze out of him; let them all wonder why they had to take sleeping pills every night. Did the Collector of Internal Revenue take sleeping pills every night?
Thorn smiled over this conceit and pondered Gregory’s “faster than usual.” It worried him. Could Gregory conceivably finish before the tour was over in late April? This time there could be no waiting around for galleys and book clubs; he had promised typed manuscript to Von Brann, to Metro, to Paramount, and all the rest of them. He was building up quite a head of steam for the new book in Hollywood; it mustn’t be allowed to cool off.
Impatience bubbled high in Thornton Johns. He longed for the time when negotiations could begin; there was nothing quite like the potency that came when you had a property the moguls were all bidding for. This new one better be good. “Better than The Good World” was quite a prediction.
Again he buzzed for Diana. “I’m going out to Martin Heights. I won’t be back today.”
Within five hours Thornton Johns was cursing himself and his impulsive visit. After an anguished night, he ordered his garage to rush his car over and went down to the sidewalk to wait for it. A moment later he hailed a taxi and gave Gregory’s address. He was too unnerved to do any driving; he had hardly slept. In his pigskin portfolio was the cause of his agony. If only yesterday’s mission had failed! If only Gregory had not broken a lifelong rule about unfinished work!
Thornton Johns, Master of Timing. Thornton Johns, the man in the know. What would he give now to be out of the know, at least until after the spring tour?
Hell, it was better to know, know now, know while there was still time. This would take tact, softness, self-control; he had them all.
As he paid off the cab, Hat came out of the house, and said, “Why, Uncle Thorn!” In an offhand way he said, “Business again,” and was glad she was dressed for town. He waved good-bye and dashed inside and up the steps, put his finger to the bell, held it there, and then remembered the need for self-control. If any of God’s creatures were vainer than authors, he didn’t know which. Thorn arranged a smile upon his face and when Abby opened the door he laughed. “A little morning call,” he said.
Through the connecting door to his new study, Gregory came in. Thorn waved his portfolio and said, “I told you I’d read it fast. It’s marvelous, Gregory,” That didn’t sound right. “Remarkable, original. You are going to surprise them with this one.”
Gregory looked at him quizzically. Thorn went on with his praise until he saw Gregory and Abby exchange glances. “But I have a suggestion to make,” Thorn said.
“Fine,” Gregory said,
“I thought about it all night. I wondered if you could perhaps—”
“Perhaps what?”
“Perhaps set it aside awhile. Not make it the very next book, but the one after the next.”
“Thorn,” Abby said.
“I take it,” Gregory said, “you don’t think it’s so marvelous.”
The tone unnerved Thorn, but he forced himself to stay calm. Affably he went on, “I do. I’m looking at the over-all picture. If the next, one could just, consolidate our position, why then, after that—”
“This is the next one,” Gregory said.
Something exploded inside Thornton Johns. “It can’t be,” he said loudly. “You can’t do this to me. Or to yourself.”
“Leave me out of it, thanks.”
“All my hard work, all my buildup for the next one, everything I’ve counted on for you, and now—”
Gregory opened the portfolio, drew out his manuscript, and carefully set it on a table at his side.
“You’ve got to believe me,” Thorn went on. “No magazine will touch this, no book club will take it, no movie studio will bid on it. My God, I can’t even make out what it’s about. Aborigines? Pygmies? Native blacks in the jungle? God!”
Gregory’s right hand went rigid. He picked up the manuscript again and carried it off and out of sight into his study.
Abby said, “Oh, Thorn, you shouldn’t have. I’ve never seen him so furious.”
Thorn went toward the open door. “I don’t mean to upset you, Gregory,” he called. “It really is marvelous. It’s just—”
Gregory returned and almost collided with him. “You listen, Thorn,” he said. For a second no one moved. “There’s one thing you can’t do, and you’ve done it. Everything else I don’t give much of a damn about, one way or another. You can go right on—lecture about me, get in the papers, be photographed, hobnob with Big Names, be more famous every day. But the one thing you can’t do is tell me what to write and what not to write.”
“I only said that this next book—”
“This next book or the book after that or the hundredth book from now.” Gregory’s voice did not rise in pitch, but each word was a rock hurled. “Not now, not ever, are you or anybody else going to tell me what to write and what to throw aside, and if you don’t want to go ahead on those terms and on no other terms in this world, you don’t have to.”
Gregory turned on his heel and slammed out of the room. Abby started to follow him, but pulled her hand back from the doorknob, and sat down slowly on the sofa.
Thorn stared at the blind expanse of the door. He looked at Abby’s appalled face and turned away. He had never seen Gregory like this either. Compared to this, last winter’s shouting fight about commission was nothing.
And on no other terms in this world. He could have punched Gregory for that. But Gregory had the pay-off punch; Gregory always had it. Gregory could stop him cold. Gregory alone in the whole world. Not Hathaway, not Cindy, not anybody else. But Gregory. He had forgotten that. Damn it, Gregory let you forget it for a year at a time.
Thorn wished Abby would leave the room, go out of the house. He had to think; with her eyes boring holes in his back, he would never collect himself. She was like another Gregory. She would wangle it all into something larger than stubbornness and better than ingratitude!
He forced himself to look at her. Abby said, “Thorn,” in a shaken voice, and fell silent once again. Minutes went by. “Thorn,” she said more firmly, “you’re thinking he’s forgotten everything you’ve done for him. But there’s one thing you’ve forgotten.”
Abby did not know just how to start. At the center, she thought, of the great widening circle of the agents who sell a book and the printers who print it and the publishers who publish it and the critics who review it and the bookstores who sell it and the readers who read it and the movie studios who buy it—at the center of all this world was an author who wrote it. Haltingly she tried to put this into words for Thorn. “Without that author,” she ended, “where would any of that world be? If he hadn’t leaned over a pad of blank paper, or faced the dead motionless keys on a typewriter, where would any of it be?”
Thorn looked at her, and she thought, Now he knows. Somehow they all know. Sooner or later, they all know. She did not ask herself who they were or what they all knew; but again she thought, Now he knows.
“You mean,” Thorn said, “without Gregory, where would I be.”
“It’s not only you and Gregory.”
“You do mean,” Thorn went on slowly, “without Gregory’s brains and talent, where would I be. Downtown selling insurance, you mean.”
He sat down and shielded his face with his hand. Looking at him, Abby suddenly remembered the rainy night when Ed had driven them out to Roslyn. Thornton Johns Speaks Tonight on “MY BROTHER, GREGORY JOHNS.”
In her mind, voices seemed all at once to be calling out to her: My father Gregory Johns, my son Gregory Johns, my uncle Gregory Johns, my brother-in-law Gregory Johns, my client Gregory Johns, our author Gregory Johns, our new property Gregory Johns—
Behind his shielding hand, Thorn was thinking, I shouldn’t have put that into her head, about where would I be. It was true once; it’s not true any more. Nothing could put me back downtown, an insurance salesman and nothing more. Just the same, one more fight like this could stop everything else cold.
He saw the piled-up stenotype record in his office; he tried to imagine the moment when Gregory would have to be told about it. Suddenly Thorn could feel himself tearing the three hundred pages to shreds. Prudence paid off better than punches, prudence and patience. A book about aborigines and native blacks was useless but the next one after it might be another Horn of Plenty or even another Good World.
“I know what you meant, Abby,” he said at last. “I won’t ever forget it.”
Abby nodded without looking at him and, after a bit, he crossed the room and knocked on Gregory’s door. “May I come in a minute?”
“Come ahead.”
“I just wanted to say—” He hesitated; there had been no welcome in Gregory’s voice, but no truculence either. Thorn opened the door. Gregory was standing at the window, facing the garden court, but he had taken off his glasses and Thorn knew he wasn’t looking directly at anything. Thorn waited for him to put them on again and turn toward him, but Gregory just stood there, holding the curved horn shaft and gently swinging the glasses to and fro.
“I thought,” Thorn began, “that we ought to talk this out a bit more.”
Gregory turned. “We really oughtn’t. We talked out all there is to talk out.” He left the window and sat down at his desk. As if his glasses; were a new kind of paperweight, he set them down squarely in the center of his yellow pages of manuscript.
“Any agent worth his salt,” Thorn said, and stopped. He never was aware of Gregory’s glasses but now they held him; as if they were eyes looking up at him, from Gregory’s work. “Any agent would try to brief you on markets and possible sales for anything you showed him.”
“If I asked him about markets and sales.”
“I’d do that if I weren’t your agent,” Thorn said. “You’d try to give me a steer if you thought I was getting off the track, wouldn’t you? Sure you would.”
The last words were spoken with such, warm confidence that Gregory found himself thinking, Please! No brotherly love, not just now. Even unspoken, this sounded so churlish; that he said aloud, “Probably I would, but—”
“That’s really all I was doing, Gregory. But the minute you tell me you’re not on the wrong track, that it’s the one track you want to be on, regardless, then what I say is ‘Fine, just fine.’”
Now the warmth was for Gregory’s judgment, for his rights as an author. If Gregory had thought, the tone said, that Thorn would ever dream of forgetting those rights, then Gregory had misjudged and even wronged him.
“Just fine,” Thorn repeated urgently. “You never gave me a chance to say that.”
“Let’s leave it at that.” Gregory’s hands began to move restlessly about the desk, shifting pencils, moving pads, finally coming to rest on his glasses. There was a pause.
“God, Gregory, put them on, will you? You look like a stranger.”
It was so unexpected that Gregory automatically complied. He glanced up; Thorn’s face was strained and flushed. Suddenly Gregory remembered the night when Cindy had humiliated Thorn in front of him and Abby, with her hints about affording a vacation, and, as it had then, an odd sensation came to him, of being the older brother, the taller, the heavier of the two. All at once the rest of his anger evaporated. “Take it easy, Thorn,” he said. “We’ve had it out; we had to have it out once. Now stop worrying about the rest of your applecart.”
He heard Thorn swallow and for one moment Gregory Johns longed for the old Thorn, the one who had never sold a movie, who had never made a deal with a studio. The old Thorn wouldn’t have let Cindy send out those Christmas cards, wouldn’t have sold Jill Goodwyn that policy, wouldn’t have told Hathaway at the last minute to go peddle his papers elsewhere. Long ago a process had started; in this age it was a process that could go on and on, faster and faster. In a year or two would this Thorn be the old Thorn? Were there to be newer and newer Thorns?
The ramifications, Gregory Johns thought, the collateral results. Sometimes you laugh at them, and sometimes you watch them and feel deprived and lonely.
“The hell with the applecart,” Thorn said then. “I wasn’t worrying about that.” He glanced at Gregory; it was the old Gregory again, no longer a stranger. “Or maybe I was. An applecart a day—” Gregory smiled, and Thorn thought of the relief he always felt when an audience of strangers laughed for the first time and became an audience of friends. Pretty soon the spring tour would be starting; Zoring had already signed on six or seven dates in Hollywood and Brentwood and Beverly Hills. This time he would be going out alone—no Cindy, no Gregory and Abby, just himself, unhampered and free.
He looked at his watch. “Well, Gregory, I’d better get back to the office. I’ll be seeing you one night next week. Remember?”
He waved genially and went back to Abby, slapping the door to behind him. Gregory could hear their voices and then the thump of the front door. He’s recuperating already, Gregory thought, and was unexpectedly glad. In a day or two the applecart would be rolling along as usual. It never would tip over all the way; it was a nice twentieth-century applecart, on stout wheels, complete with resilient springs, perfect lubrication, and white-wall tires. Plus jet propulsion and calliope sound effects. Here comes Thornton Johns; there goes my brother.
The door opened again and Abby looked in anxiously. He smiled and she came toward him, around the desk and behind him. She reached down and moved the top page of the manuscript so she could see it. This part hadn’t been typed yet, hadn’t been shown to Thorn. Gregory looked down at it too. Words were scratched out, rewritten and scratched out again; lines were struck through entire sentences; a great X bisected the whole center. The entire page was black, scribbled over; every margin was filled, every inch of space covered over.
She waited until he looked up at her. Then she said softly, “Page 153. Quite a lot of progress since a month ago when you were at 200, isn’t it?”
The holidays were over, the New Year came in, and on Monday, the sixteenth of January, 1950, the Cathedral chimes on Fifth Avenue began to ring out six o’clock.
In an office high above the street, the five judges of Best Selling Books, Inc., stared at each other hopelessly. With five votes now instead of six as it used to be, thought Ethel Flannegin, the renowned novelist, lecturer, and book-club judge, deadlock should have been impossible. But two monolithic immovable stand-pat die-hards could achieve deadlock too. Miss Flannegin heard the chimes, looked at her watch for corroboration, and then glanced around the table. Each weary face was stubbornly dedicated to duty; in each pair of eyes was a miserable but pure mulishness; each pair of jaws was set with the willingness to do battle for another two hours.
“Why,” Miss Flannegin whispered tentatively, “don’t we compromise?”
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