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Editor’s Note

My Introduction praises O’Neill’s theatricality in his masterworks, Long Day’s
Fourney into Night and The Iceman Cometh, while questioning the adequacy of
the prose in both plays.

Laurin Porter consider’s time’s revenges in Iceman and Hughie, while
Doris Alexander investigates the biographical context of Mourning Becomes
Electra.

For Kurt Eisen, the aesthetic failure of The Great God Brown was a
necessary prelude to the success of Long Day’s Fourney and Iceman.

Long Day’s Journey is interpreted by Edward L. Shaugnessy as a product
of O’Neill’s Catholic sensibility, which survived his disbelief.

Margaret Loftus Robinson surveys the early plays, a labor performed
for the middle dramas by James A. Robinson.

Anna Christie is uncovered as a work of uncertainty by Barbara Voglino,
after which Zander Brietzke meditates upon O’Neill’s mixed achievement in
the use of theatrical masks.

In an overview, Romulus Linney regards O’Neill’s career as a self-
finding, while Andrew Graham-Yooll takes us to Buenos Aires to look at
the importance for the dramatist’s development of his down-and-out days in
Argentine metropolis.

That sojourn was part of O’Neill’s experience of mixing with working
class people, the subject of the essay by Patrick J. Chura.

Bound East for Cardiff, a play informed by such experience, is mulled
over by Egil Toérnqvist, after which Doris Alexander concludes this volume
with a study of O’Neill’s last play, the intensely autobiographical 4 Moc
the Misbegotten.
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HAROLD BLOOM

Introduction

I

It is an inevitable oddity that the principal American dramatist to date
should have no American precursors. Eugene O’Neill’s art as a playwright
owes most to Strindberg’s, and something crucial, though rather less, to
Ibsen’s. Intellectually, O’Neill’s ancestry also has little to do with American
traditon, with Emerson or William James or any other of our cultural
speculators. Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Freud formed O’Neill’s sense of
what little was possible for any of us. Even where American literary tradition
was strongest, in the novel and poetry, it did not much affect O’Neill. His
novelists were Zola and Conrad; his poets were Dante Gabriel Rossett
and Swinburne. Overwhelmingly an Irish-American, with his Jansenist
Catholicism transformed into anger at God, he had little active interest in
the greatest American writer, Whitman, though his spiritual darkness has
a curious, antithetical relation to Whitman’s overt analysis of our national
character.

Yet O’Neill, despite his many limitations, is the most American of our
handful of dramatists who matter most: Williams, Miller, Wilder, Albee,
perhaps Mamet and Shepard. A national quality that is literary, yet has no
clear relation to our domestic literary traditions, is nearly always present in
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O’Neill’s strongest works. We can recognize Hawthorne in Henry James, and
Whitman (however repressed) in T. S. Eliot, while the relation of Hemingway
and Faulkner to Mark Twain is just as evident as their debt to Conrad. Besides
the question of his genre (since there was no vital American drama before
O’Neill), there would seem to be some hidden factor that governed O’Neill’s
ambiguous relation to our literary past. It was certainly not the lack of critical

" discernment on O’Neill’s part. His admiration for Hart Crane’s poetry, at
its most difficult, was solely responsible for the publication of Crane’s first
volume, White Buildings, for which O’Neill initially offered to write the
introduction, withdrawing in favor of Allen Tate when the impossibility of
his writing a critical essay on Crane’s complexities became clear to O’Neill.
But to have recognized Hart Crane’s genius, so early and so helpfully, testifies
to O’Neill’s profound insights into the American literary imagination at its
strongest.

The dramatist whose masterpieces are The Iceman Cometh and Long
Day’s Fourney into Night, and, in a class just short of those, 4 Moon for the
Mishegotten and A Touch of the Poet, is not exactly to be regarded as a celebrator
of the possibilities of American life. The central strain in our literature
remains Emersonian, from Whitman to our contemporaries like Saul Bellow
and John Ashbery. Even the tradidon that reacted against Emerson—from
Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville through Gnostics of the abyss like Nathanael
West and Thomas Pynchon—remains always alert to transcendental and
extraordinary American possibilities. The distinguished Robert Penn Warren
must be the most overtly anti-Emersonian partisan in our history, yet even
Warren seeks an American Sublime in his poetry. O’Neill would appear
to be the most non-Emersonian author of any eminence in our literature.
Irish-American through and through, with an heroic resentment of the
New England Yankee tradition, O’Neill from the start seemed to know that
his spiritual quest was to undermine Emerson’s American religion of self-
reliance.

O’Neill’s own Irish Jansenism is curiously akin to the New England
Puritanism he opposed, but that only increased the rancor of his powerful
polemic in Desire under the Elms, Mourning Becomes Electra, and More Stately
Mansions. The Will to Live is set against New England Puritanism in what
O’Neill himself once called “the battle of moral forces in the New England
scene” towhich hesaid he feltclosestasanartist. Butsince thisis Schopenhauer’s
rapacious Will to Live, and not Bernard Shaw’s genial revision of that Will
into the Life Force of a benign Creative Evolution, O’Neill is in the terrible
position of opposing one death-drive with another. Only the inescapable
Strindberg comes to mind as a visionary quite as negative as O'Neill, so that
The Iceman Cometh might as well have been called The Dance of Death, and
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Long Day’s Fourney into Night could be retitled The Ghost Sonata. O’Neill’s
most powerful self-representations—as Edmund in Long Day’s fourney and
Larry Slade in Iceman—are astonishingly negative identifications, particularly
in an American context.

Edmund and Slade do not long for death in the mode of Whitman and
his descendants—Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot, Hart Crane, and Theodore
Roethke—all of whom tend to incorporate the image of a desired death into
the great, triple trope of night, the mother, and the sea. Edmund Tyrone and
Larry Slade long to die because life without transcendence is impossible, and
yet transcendence is totally unavailable. O’Neill’s true polemic against his
country and its spiritual tradition is not, as he insisted, that “its main idea is
that everlasting game of trying to possess your own soul by the possession of
something outside it.” Though uttered in 1946, in remarks before the first
performance of The Iceman Cometh, such a reflection is banal and represents a
weak misreading of The Icernan Cometh. The play’s true argument is that your
own soul cannot be possessed, whether by possessing something or someone
outside it, or by joining yourself to a transcendental possibility, to whatever
version of an Emersonian Oversoul that you might prefer. The United States,
in O’Neill’s dark view, was uniquely the country that had refused to learn the
truths of the spirit, which are that good and the means of good, love and the
means of love, are irreconcilable.

Such a formulation is Shelleyan, and reminds one of O’Neill’s High
Romantic inheritance, which reached him through pre-Raphaelite poetry
and literary speculation. O’Neill seems a strange instance of the Aestheticism
of Rossetti and Pater, but his metaphysical nihilism, desperate faith in art, and
phantasmagoric naturalism stem directly from them. When Jamie Tyrone
quotes from Rossetti’s “Willowwood” sonnets, he gives the epigraph not only
to Long Day’s Fourney but to all of O’'Neill: “Look into my face. My name
is Might-Have-Been; / I am also called No More, Too Late, Farewell.” In
O’Neill’s deepest polemic, the lines are quoted by, and for, all Americans of
imagination whatsoever.

I1

By common consent, Long Day’s Journey into Night is Eugene O’Neill’s
masterpiece. The Yale paperback in which I have just reread the play lists
itself as the fifty-sixth printing in the years since publication. Since O’Neill,
rather than Williams or Miller, Wilder or Albee, is recognized as our
leading dramadist, Long Day’s fourney must be the best play in our more
than two centuries as a nation. One rereads it therefore with awe and a
certain apprehension, but with considerable puzzlement also. Strong work



4 Harold Bloom

it certainly is, and twice I have been moved by watching it well directed and
well performed. Yet how can this be the best stage play that an exuberantly
dramatic people has produced? Is it equal to the best of our imaginative
literature? Can we read it in the company of The Scarlet Letter and Moby-
Dick, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Portrait of a Lady, As I Lay Dying
and Gravity’s Rainbow? Does it have the aesthetic distinction of our greatest
poets, of Whitman, Dickinson, Frost, Stevens, Eliot, Hart Crane, Elizabeth
Bishop, and John Ashbery? Can it stand intellectually with the crucial essays
of Emerson and of William James?

These questions, alas, are self-answering. O’Neill’s limitations are
obvious and need not be surveyed intensively. Perhaps no major dramatist
has ever been so lacking in rhetorical exuberance, in what Yeats once praised
Blake for having: “beautiful, laughing speech.” O’Neill’s convictions were
deeply held, but were in no way remarkable, except for their incessant
sullenness. It is embarrassing when O’Neill’s exegetes attempt to expound
his ideas, whether about his country, his own work, or the human condition.
When one of them speaks of “two kinds of nonverbal, tangential poetry in
Long Day’s Journey into Night” as the characters’ longing “for a mystical union
of sorts,” and the influence of the setting, I am compelled to reflect that
insofar as O’Neill’s art is nonverbal it must also be nonexistent.

My reflecdon however is inaccurate, and O’Neill’s dramatic art is
considerable, though it does make us revise our notions of just how strictly
literary an art drama necessarily has to be. Sophocles, Shakespeare, and
Moliére are masters alike of language and of a mimetic force that works
through gestures that supplement language, but O’Neill is mastered by
language and relies instead upon a drive-towards-staging that he appears to
have learned from Strindberg. Consider the close of Long Day’s Fourney. How
much of the power here comes from what Tyrone and Mary say, and how
much from the extraordinarily effective stage directions?

TYRONE (trying to shake off bis bopeless stupor). Oh, we're fools to pay
any attention. It’s the damned poison. But I've never known
her to drown herself in it as deep as this. (Gruffly.) Pass me that
bottle, Jamie. And stop reciting that damned morbid poetry. I
won'’t have it in my house! (Famie pushes the bottle toward him.
He pours a drink without disarvanging the wedding gown he bolds
carefully over bis other arm and on bis lap, and shoves the bottle back.
Famie pours bis and passes the bottle to Edmund, who, in turn, pours
one. Tyrome lifts bis glass and bis sons follow suit mechanically, but
before they can drink Mary speaks and they slowly lower their drinks
to the table, forgetting them.)
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MARY (staring dreamily before ber. Her face looks extraordinarily
youthful and innocent. The shyly eager, trusting smile is on ber
lips as she talks aloud to herself). 1 had a talk with Mother
Elizabeth. She is so sweet and good. A saint on earth. I
love her dearly. It may be sinful of me but I love her better
than my own mother. Because she always understands, even
before you say a word. Her kind blue eyes look right into
your heart. You can’t keep any secrets from her. You couldn’t
deceive her, even if you were mean enough to want to. (She
gives a little rebellious toss of ber head—with girlish pique.) All
the same, I don’t think she was so understanding this time. I
told her I wanted to be a nun. I explained how sure I was of
my vocation, thatI had prayed to the Blessed Virgin to make
me sure, and to find me worthy. I told Mother I had had a
true vision when I was praying in the shrine of Our Lady
of Lourdes, on the little island in the lake. I said I knew, as
surely as I knew I was kneeling there, that the Blessed Virgin
had smiled and blessed me with her consent. But Mother
Elizabeth told me I must be more sure than that, even, that
I must prove it wasn’t simply my imagination. She said, if I
was so sure, then I wouldn’t mind putting myself to a test
by going home after I graduated, and living as other girls
lived, going out to parties and dances and enjoying myself;
and then if after a year or two I still felt sure, I could come
back to see her and we would talk it over again. (She tosses
ber bead—indignantly.) I never dreamed Holy Mother would
give me such advice! I was really shocked. I said, of course,
I would do anything she suggested, but I knew it was simply
a waste of time. After I left her, I felt all mixed up, so I
went to the shrine and prayed to the Blessed Virgin and
found peace again because I knew she heard my prayer and
would always love me and see no harm ever came to me so
long as I never lost my faith in her. (She pauses and a look of
growing uneasiness comes over ber face. She passes a band over
ber forehead as if brushing cobwebs from ber brain—uvaguely.)
That was in the winter of senior year. Then in the spring
something happened to me. Yes, I remember. I fell in love
with James Tyrone and was so happy for a time. (She stares
before ber in a sad dream. Tyrone stirs in his chair. Edmund and
Jamie remain motionless.)

CURTAIN
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Critics have remarked on how fine it is that the three alcoholic Tyrone
males slowly lower their drinks to the table, forgetting them, as the morphine-
laden wife and mother begins to speak. One can go further; her banal if
moving address to herself, and Tyrone’s petulant outbursts, are considerably
less eloquent than the stage directions. I had not remembered anything that
was spoken, returning to the text after a decade, but I had held on to that grim
family tableau of the three Tyrones slowly lowering their glasses. Again, L had
remembered nothing actually said between Edmund and his mother at the
end of act one, but the gestures and glances between them always abide with
me, and Mary’s reactions when she is left alone compel in me the Nietzschean
realization that the wuly memorable is always associated with what is most
painful.

(Ske puts ber arms around bim and bugs him with a frightened,
protective tenderness.)

EDMUND (soothingly). ‘That’s foolishness. You know it’s only a bad
cold.

MARY. Yes, of course, I know that!

EDMUND. But listen, Mama. I want you to promise me that even if
it should turn out to be something worse, you’ll know I’ll soon
be all right again, anyway, and you won’t worry yourself sick,
and youw’ll keep on taking care of yourself—

MARY (frightenedly). I won’ listen when you're so silly! There’s
absolutely no reason to talk as if you expected something
dreadful! Of course, I promise you. I give you my sacred word
of honor! (Then with & sad bitterness.) But I suppose you’re
‘remembering I've promised before on my word of honor.

EDMUND. No!

MARY (ber bitterness receding into a resigned helplessness). I'm not
blaming you, dear. How can you help it? How can any one of
us forget? (Strangely.) That’s what makes it so hard—for all of
us. We can’t forget.

EDMUND (grabs her shoulder). Mama! Stop it!

MARY (forcing @ smile). All right, dear. I didn’t mean to be so gloomy.
Don’t mind me. Here. Let me feel your head. Why, it’s nice
and cool. You certainly haven’t any fever now.

EDMUND. Forget! It’s you—

Mary. But P'm quite all right, dear. (With 4 quick, strange,
calenlating, almost sly glance at bim.) Except I naturally feel tired
and nervous this morning, after such a bad night. I really ought
to go upstairs and lie down until lunch time and take a nap. (He
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gives her an instinctive look of suspicion—then, ashamed of bimself,
looks quickly away. She burries on nervously.) What are you going
to do? Read here? It would be much better for you to go outin
the fresh air and sunshine. But don’t get overheated, remember.
Be sure and wear a hat. (She stops, looking straight at bim now. He
avoids ber eyes. There is a tense pause. Then she speaks jeeringly.) Or
are you afraid to trust me alone?

EDMUND (tormentedly). No! Can’t you stop talking like that! I think
you ought to take a nap. (He goes to the screen door—forcing a
joking tone.) I'll go down and help Jamie bear up. I love to lie
in the shade and watch him work. (He forces a laugh in which
she makes berself join. Then he goes out on the porch and disappears
down the steps. Her first reaction is one of relief. She appears to relax.
She sinks down in one of the wicker armchairs at rear of table and
leans ber bead back, closing ber eyes. But suddenly she grows terribly
tense again. Her eyes open and she strains forward, seized by a fit of
nervous panic. She begins a desperate battle with berself. Her long
fingers, warped and knotted by rbeumatism, drum on the arms of the

chair, driven by an insistent life of their own, without her consent.)
CURTAIN

That grim ballet of looks between mother and son, followed by the
terrible, compulsive drumming of her long fingers, has a lyric force that only
the verse quotations from Baudelaire, Swinburne, and others in O’Neill’s text
are able to match. Certainly a singular dramatic genius is always at work
in O’Neill’s stage directions, and can be felt also, most fortunately, in the
repressed intensities of inarticulateness in all of the Tyrones.

It seems to me a marve] that this can suffice, and in itself probably
it could not. But there is also O’Neill’s greatest gift, more strongly present
in Long Day’ Journey than it is even in The Iceman Cometh. Lionel Trilling,
subtly and less equivocally than it seemed, once famously praised Theodore
Dreiser for his mixed but imposing representation of “reality in America,” in
his best novels, Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy. One cannot deny the
power of the mimedc art of Long Day’s Journey into Night. No dramatist to this
day, among us, has matched O’Neill in depicting the nightmare realities that
can afflict American family life, indeed family life in the twenteth-century
Western world. And yet that is the authentic subject of our dramatists who
matter most after O'Neill: Williams, Miller, Albee, with the genial Thornton
Wilder as the grand exception. It is a terrifying distinction that O’Neill earns,
and more decisively in Long Day’s Journey into Night than anywhere else. He
is the elegist of the Freudian “family romance,” of the domestic tragedy of
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which we all die daily, a little bit at a time. The helplessness of family love
to sustain, let alone heal, the wounds of marriage, of parenthood, and of
sonship, have never been so remorselessly and so pathetically portrayed, and
with a force of gesture too painful ever to be forgotten by any of us.

III

Like its great precursor play, Strindberg’s The Dance of Death, O'Neill’s
The Icernan Cometh must be one of the most remorseless of what purport to be
tragic dramas since the Greeks and the Jacobeans. Whatever tragedy meant to
the incredibly harsh Strindberg, to O’Neill it had to possess a “transfiguring
nobility,” presumably that of the artist like O’Neill himself in his relation to
his time and his country, of which he observed that “we are tragedy, the most
appalling yet written or unwritten.” O’Neill’s strength was never conceptual,
and so we are not likely to render his stances into a single coherent view of
tragedy.

Whitman could say that: “these States are themselves the greatest
poem,” and we know what he meant, but I do not know how to read O’Neill’s
“we are tragedy.” When I suffer through 7he New York Times every morning,
am I reading tragedy? Does The Iceman Cometh manifest a “transfiguring
nobility?” How could it? Are Larry Slade in Icezan or Edmund Tyrone in
Long Day’s Journey into Night, both clearly O’Neill’s surrogates, either of
them tragic in relation to their time and country? Or to ask all this in a single
question: are the crippling sorrows of what Freud called “family romances”
tragic or are they not primarily instances of strong pathos, reductive processes
that cannot, by definition, manifest an authentic “transfiguring nobility?”

I think that we need to ignore O’Neill on tragedy if we are to learn
to watch and read The Iceman Cometh for the dramatic values it certainly
possesses. Its principal limitation, I suspect, stems from its tendentious
assumption that “we are tragedy,” that “these States” have become the “most
appalling” of tragedies. Had O’Neill survived into our Age of Reagan, and
observed our Yuppies on the march, doubtless he would have been even more
appalled. But societies are not dramas, and O’Neill was not Jeremiah the
prophet. His strength was neither in stance nor style, but in the dramatic
representation of illusions and despairs, in the persuasive imitation of human
personality, particularly in its self-destructive weaknesses.

Critics have rightly emphasized how important O’Neill’s lapsed Irish
Catholicism was to him and to his plays. But “importance” is a perplexing
notion in this context. Certainly the absence of the Roman Catholic faith is
the given condition of The Iceman Cometh. Yet we would do O’Neill’s play
wrong if we retitled it Waiting for the Iceman, and tried to assimilate it to
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the Gnostic cosmos of Samuel Beckett, just as we would destroy Long Day’s
Fourney into Night if we retitled it Endgame in New London. All that O’Neill and
Beckett have in common is Schopenhauer, with whom they share a Gnostic
sense that our world is a great emptiness, the kenoma, as the Gnostics of the
second century of the common era called it. But Beckett’s post-Protestant
cosmos could not be redeemed by the descent of the alien god. O’Neill’s
post-Catholic world longs for the suffering Christ and is angry at him for not
returning. Such a longing is by no means in itself dramatic, unlike Beckett’s
ironically emptied-out cosmos.

A comparison of O’Neill to Beckett is hardly fair, since Beckett is
infinitely the better artist, subtler mind, and finer stylist. Beckett writes
apocalyptic farce, or tragicomedy raised to its greatest eminence. O’Neill
doggedly tells his one story and one story only, and his story turns out to
be himself. The Icernan Cometh, being O’Neill at his most characteristic,
raises the vexed question of whether and just how dramatic value can survive
a paucity of eloquence, too much commonplace religiosity, and a thorough
lack of understanding of the perverse complexities of human nature. Plainly
Iceman does survive, and so does Long Day’s fourney. They stage remarkably,
and hold me in the audience, though they give neither aesthetic pleasure nor
spiritually memorable pain when I reread them in the study.

For sheer bad writing, O’Neill’s only rival among significant American
authors is Theodore Dreiser, whose Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy
demonstrate a similar ability to evade the consequences of rhetorical failure.
Dreiser has some dramatic effectiveness, but his peculiar strength appears to
be mythic. O’Neill, unquestionably a dramatist of genius, fails also on the
mythic level; his anger against God, or the absence of God, remains petulant
and personal, and his attempt to universalize that anger by turning it against
his country’s failure to achieve spiritual reality is simply misguided. No
country, by definition, achieves anything spiritual anyway. We live and die, in
the spirit, in solitude, and the true strength of lcezzan is its intense dramatic
exemplification of that somber reality.

Whether the confessional impulse in O’Neill’s later plays ensued from
Catholic praxis is beyond my surmise, though John Henry Raleigh and
other critics have urged this view. I suspect that here too the influence of
the non-Catholic Strindberg was decisive. A harsh expressionism dominates
Iceman and Long Day’s fourney, where the terrible confessions are not made
to priestly surrogates but to fellow sinners, and with no hopes of absolution.
Confession becomes another station on the way to death, whether by suicide,
or by alcohol, or by other modes of slow decay.

Iceman’s strength is in three of its figures, Hickman (Hickey), Slade,
and Parritt, of whom only Slade is due to survive, though in a minimal sense.
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Hickey, who preaches nihilism, is a desperate self-deceiver and so a deceiver
of others, in his self-appointed role as evangelist of the abyss. Slade, evasive
and solipsistic, works his way to a more authentic nihilism than Hickey’s. Poor
Parritt, young and self-haunted, cannot achieve the sense of nothingness that
would save him from Puritanical self-condemnation.

Life, in Icernan, is what it is in Schopenhauer: illusion. Hickey, once a
great sustainer of illusions, arrives in the company of “the Iceman of Death,”
hardly the “sane and sacred death” of Whitnan, but insane and impious
death, our death. One feels the refracted influence of Ibsen in Hickey’s
twisted deidealizings, but Hickey is an Ibsen protagonist in the last ditch.
He does not destroy others in his quest to destroy illusions, but only himself.
His judgments of Harry Hope’s patrons are intended not to liberate them
but to teach his old friends to accept and live with failure. Yet Hickey, though
pragmatically wrong, means only to have done good. In an understanding
strangely akin to Wordsworth’s in the sublime Tale of Margaret (The Ruined
Cottage), Hickey sees that we are destroyed by vain hope more inexorably
than by the anguish of total despair. And that is where I would locate the
authentic mode of tragedy in Iceran. It is Hickey’s tragedy, rather than
Slade’s (O’Neill’s), because Hickey is slain between right and right, as in the
Hegelian theory of tragedy. To deprive the derelicts of hope is right, and to
sustain them in their illusory “pipe dreams” is right also.

Caught between right and right, Hickey passes into phantasmagoria,
and in that compulsive condition he makes the ghastly confession that
he murdered his unhappy, dreadfully saintly wife. His motive, he asserts
perversely, was love, but here too he is caught between antitheses, and we are
not able to interpret with certainty whether he was more moved by love or
hatred:

HICKEY. (Simply) So 1 killed her. (There is a moment of dead silence.
Even the detectives are caught in it and stand motionless.)

PARRITT. (Suddenly gives up and relaxes limply in bis chair—in a
low voice in which there is a strange exbausted relief.) 1 may as
well confess, Larry. There’s no use lying any more. You know,
anyway. I didn’t give a damn about the money. It was because
I hated her.

HICKEY. (Obliviously) And then I saw I'd always known that was
the only possible way to give her peace and free her from the
misery of loving me. I saw it meant peace for me, too, knowing
she was at peace. I felt as though a ton of guilt was lifted oft
my mind. I remember I stood by the bed and suddenly I had
to laugh. I couldn’t help it, and I knew Evelyn would forgive



