| had to call on a woman bent
on visiting hospitals and

organizing hymn sings among the

patients, and to discourage her.

Our church is, I
believe, the first
split-level church
in America. It has

x w

five rooms and two Togw
. va W — z e
baths downstairs . . . 7255 ¢

. * < <
There is a small z2Tad

. e —
worship area at %5 8 S
(7] i g .
one end. 587

'boyish’. Round and yearning, they stand out, among the
drawn intellectual’s lineaments, like eggs in the wrong nest.

t‘=b- Let us hope,’

R o= = =] | prayed,
=

F.8 o8 . ‘that a kind
= o 3 = = = Providence
=S 553 il put
® o = § o o speedy end
;l'g_m R B o= to the acts
= i 2 ® of God under
o P ag @ E which we
= = =" = have been
D =~ =g 2 [4-] 5 =
i i & labouring.

=

Mackerel has a long, slender face, its rather peevish constituents
relieved by red cheeks and blue eyes that have often been termed
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CHAPTER ONE

LIKE most irntable people I rarely lose my temper (a dog
that’s let out for regular exercise 1sn’t as apt to run away
when 1t does escape), but I was losing 1t this morning. I said
into the telephone, ‘Office of the Zoning Board? Thus 1s Mr
Mackerel. Reverend Mackerel — of P.L.

‘?’

‘People’s Liberal”

‘Oh, yes. That church.’ The voice at the other end was a
female one. “What can I do for you, Reverend Mackerel ?’

I want to report a billboard 1n the Mobile Bay section,” I
said, glancing out the window over the treetops to an inter-
section where the offending object was plamnly visible. “This
15 a residential area, where I need not remind you pubhc
hoardings are strictly forb-’

‘Yes, I know. You're triple-A out there. Please don’t get
upset, Reverend Mackerel. Go on.” The woman — or more
likely, girl — was audibly eating something, a fact not calcu-
lated to soothe Mackerel’s nerves or cool his pique.

‘I assume a waiver was granted by the Zoming Board or
the signboard wouldn’t have got as far as it 1s,” I went on.

‘How faris1t?’

‘It’s up! I can see 1t now from my study window, over
there on Cooper Street. And I don’t like 1t.”

“What does 1t say, Reverend Mackerel 2’

‘It says ' I craned my neck to look out the window, as
though I had agam to venify the testimony of my senses. ‘It
says, “Jesus Saves”.”

‘Oh, yes.” There was 2 silence at the other end, except for
an act of deglutition, and then a famnt crackling noise which
I could believe was that of a successor to a swallowed caramel
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being unwrapped. ‘I only work here,’ the girl declared at last,
‘but T do remember something about the board deciding that
wasn't strictly commercial.’

‘Commercial | That’s not the pomnt. It’s vulgar. And the
lettering 1s that awful new phosphorescent stuff — green and
orange. No, this 1s a bhight on the landscape and I
protest.’

‘I know what you mean, now that you mention it. You're
not the first to complain. The Presbyterians are appalled. The
Episcopalians are sick. All the better element there, with
property values at stake -

‘Oh, property values! Please get that out of your mind,
miss. Do you think I own the parsonage I ive m? I'm talking
about spiritual values. Spiritual and aesthetic ones. How do
you expect me to write a sermon with that thing staring me
n the face? How do you expect me to turn out anything fit
for civilized consumption?’

‘T know. It's terribly de trop. And in that part of town —
the Mobile Bay section!” There was another silence, but a
thoughtful one this time, and unbroken by any of those
annoying sounds. Then she said, ‘But do you think you’re
entirely right m opposing this? I know this man 1s a cheap
huckster of religion — your rehgion — but 1t’s the form his
faith takes, and don’t we need all the faith we can get today?
Doesn’t the crisis of our time, the mess mmn which we find
ourselves, come from our not having any belief?’

‘Nothing concerns me more than the crisis of our time,
Miss -

‘Calico.’

‘Miss Calico. Nothing concerns me more than the crisis of
our time, but, believe me, nothing concerns these people less.
They're content precisely to let this life go hang for the sake
of another, which you and I know doesn’t exist.’

‘Well ..." she said, worredly.

‘Oh, come now.’
‘But the world needs restraint. Some moral order. And that
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should be on any level the given person Gan grasp. What
does the Apostle Paul say?’

‘I have no 1dea, but Oscar Wilde reminds us that while
crime 1s not vuigar, vulgarity 1s a crume. Jesus doesn’t save
any of these people, because all they want to do 1s boost their
paltry souls nto heaven, while completely shn’Elng the
oBhg'atloH to evolve. What we see around us these days is
not a revival at all but a kind of backshding, and I do mean
that — a failure of taste as well as nerve.” To make my point
I had resorted to a phrase from my last Sunday’s sermon, and
I felt 1t only fair to the girl to favour her wath the entire pas-
sage. I therefore continued, ‘Let us think and do according
to our tyme. Let us graft on the Chnistzan principle of selfless-
ness, as Auden so cogently urges, the Freudian one of
maturity, and come up with an 1deal suited to our era. Thus
two people, each bent on pursuing a different one of these
two systems, would die baving hived 1dentical hives: one of
consideration for others.’

‘Put 1t under the phone book so 1t won’t blow away.” The
gul had evidently moved her head a little to address a fellow-
worker 1n her office, but now her voice resumed more clearly,
Tm sorry, Reverend Mackerel, What were you saymng?’

‘Nothing. Just tell me whom I see or how I go about filing
my complamnt.’

‘You can send a letter of protest or stop in at the office
here and get yourself on record,” the gul said. The famt
glutinate noises reappeared 1n my ear. ‘Any time.’

Tl be there this afternoon. I have to go mto town any-
how.’

‘That will be fine. We're 1n the aty hall, of course, second
floor. Same office with the Beach Commuission. I’m here tili
like five o'clock.’

Bouncing the three miles to town in the plastic bubble my
congregation had given me to commemorate my fifth year as
thewr pastor, I mused on the infinite varieties of human belief
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and on the nodess infinite variations within a given behef.
Mobile Bay - so named by some anonymous wit because of
the numerous wire and scrap metal sculptors who nfested
the area - is a special section of a city that 1s 1tself a rather
special jewel on the exurbamite strand. Avalon, Connecticut,
lies forty mules out of metropolitan New York on the New
Haven commutmg track. It 1s a commumty where tired
successes flee to enact the old charade of seeking roots,
knowing they will never have them but must and will, like
the fabled mistletoe, live and die without them, suspended
between the twin oaks of home and office. They live a kind of
hand-to-mouth luxury, never knowmg where ther next
quartetly mstalment of taxes or the payment on a third car
is coming from. It 1s 2 community where the cleaning women
have washing compulsions; where lawn benefits are given
for folk simgers who have escaped from jail; where an old-
fashioned Christmas consists m truly drinking 1t otherwise
than on the rocks for a week. There, Max Kaminsky, Messy
Williams, and other noted trumpeters come up from New
York to play at Easter services. There, one overhears con-
versation like, ‘After each divorce, Monica’s disillusioned,
and then she goes and gets marned agamn.’ There, I once
heard a woman say, ‘T've read Billy Budd four tunes and hate
it more each time.” A special culture, with special and ter-
nible needs, which one tries to meet with all the compassion
in one’s nature,

Our church 1s, I believe, the first sphtlevel church in
America. It has five rooms and two baths downstarrs — dimng
area, kitchen, and three parlours for commpttee and group
meetngs ~ with a crawl space behind the furnace ending m
the hillside into which the structure 1s built. Upstans 1s one
huge all-purpose mterior, divisible mto different-sized com-
ponents by means of shding walls and convertible into an
auditorium for putting on plays, a gymnasium for athletics,
and a ballroom for dances. There is a small worship area at
one end. This has a platform cantievered on both sides, with
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a free-form pulpit designed by Noguchi. It.consists of a slab
of marble set on four legs of four dehcately differing fruit-
woods, to symbelize the four Gospels, and therr faillure to
harmonize. Behund 1t dangles a large multi-coloured mobile,
its mterdenominational parts swaying, as one might fancy,
m perpetual remimnder of the Pauline stricture against those
‘blown by every wind of doctrme’. Its proximty to the
pulpit mspires a steady flow of more familiar congregational
whim, at which we shall not long demur, gomng on with our
tour to say that in back of this building 1s a newly erected
clmic, with medical and neuropsychiatric wings, both mdefi-
nitely expandable, Thus People’s Liberal 1s a church designed
to meet the needs of today, and to serve the whole man. This
includes the worship of a God free of outmoded theological
defimtions and palatable to 2 mind come of age mn the era of
Relativity. ‘It 1s the final proof of God’s omnipotence that he
need not exist 1 order to save us,’ Mackerel had preached. (I
hope I may be indulged these shifts into the third person in
relatmg things about which I am a trifle self-conscious.) At
any rate, this aphorism seemed to his hearers so much better
than anything Voltare had said on the subject that he was
given an 1mmediate hike 1n pay and mvited out to more
dmners than he could possibly eat.

I parked the car four blocks from the city hall and con-
tinued my trip on foot. As I walked along the sidewalk, I
found my eye drawn to a form swinging loosely along ahead
of me 1n 2 belted polo coat. I was unmarried at the time, and
prolonged physical demal had made me more than normally
susceptible to attractive women,

The one of whom chance had put me in view was a young
lady I should have judged, from there, to be m her late
twenties. She was a shade above medum height, walked
with an easy, flud stride, and carried a book m one hand.
She had finely tapered calves and well-moulded flanks, en-
hanced, of course, by the rhythms of locomotion. I often
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find relief, when publicly exercised, in the notation of a bad
feature or disillusioning trait. It’s something that I mmagine
most men do to some extent, at least unconsciously, but I
had developed 1t mto a kind of technique for stanching use-
less stimulation. It was therefore in hopes that a plamn profile
or something of the sort would balance out the ravishing
form and thus, so to speak, get me off the hook that I now
hurried to overtake this creature.

Shuttling through the noonday crowds like a broken field
runner, without breaking into too conspicuous a trot, I drew
abreast of her. Then I turned to look. The profile was a good
one. Indeed, 1t quite hived up to the view that had provoked
my quest. I thought, ‘Damn.” Well, fine profiles do not
always survive stern frontal mspection, so I quickened my
pace further to avail myself of that. I scuttled on past her,
and then, 1dling abruptly at a shop window, glanced back.
Blue eyes swimming 1n luxuriant lashes met my own. Her
complexion was like flawless amber, and her hair was a
cloud of honey.

Seething with rage, I stopped n my tracks altogether to
get a look at the book she was carrying, cradled in one arm.
Surely deliverance lay there. Surely you couldn’t be all that
beautiful and 1ntelligent too. Of course — the volume would
be a trashy romance, or somethlng 1n the current vemn of
inspirational pap. Maybe even just a picture book. That
would undo the creature m my eyes, and get me off the hook.

She swung on by and I caught a ghmpse of the title:
Parrington’s Main Currents 1n American Thought.

My hands plunged mto my pockets, I stood watching her
trip out of sight. The place next door was a sandwich shop,
into which I presently turned and, after waiting a moment
for a stool, sat down at the counter and had a cup of coffee.
I drank 1t moodily, thinking of the girl. When I had finished
the coffee, I dropped 1 at a florist’s to order some flowers for
a bedridden friend, and then set out for the aty hall.

It’s 2 nondescript bwilding of four stories, sos pervaded,
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even to its starways, with the smells of worn varnish and
unventilated records that comprise the odour of officialdom
that I was grateful not to have to mount more than two. 1
found the office jontly occupied by the Beach Commuission
and the Zoning Board, and stated my busmess to the girl 1n
charge. She told me the clerk I wanted had stepped out but
would be right back. I sat down on a bench to wauit. Wander-
mg around the room, my eye was caught by a book lying
on a desk. Its title was Matn Currents in American Thought.
There were two desks 1n the office. The girl on deck sat
working at one. The book was on the other. I sat revolving
my hat between my knees, my mind a hash of resentment
and dumb, preparatory gloom.

The door opened and she swung in. She was wearing a red
and blue plaid wool dress. Her eyes were as blue as I remem-
bered them to be. The hair that had seemed like 2 halo mn the
bright sun turned out, at close view, to be an abundance of
chopped curls worn 1n the current tossed-salad mode.

‘What can I do for you?’ she asked, when the other girl
pointed a stmple finger at me.

‘T've come about the “Jesus Saves” sign,’ I said.

‘Oh, you're the —?’ She recoiled a step m surprise, then
laughed and said apologetically, ‘But you're young. You
can’t be more than like thirty-five. And you certamnly don’t
look hike a preacher.’

This pleased Mackerel. Mackerel so dishked the term
preacher, and so abhorred the term brother, as designations
for the clergy that he was always grateful for assurances of
therr inapphcability to himself. It was not merely the wish to
elude prototype that lay at the bottom of this, though that
wish did exist in Mackerel to an exquisite degree; it was,
more cardmally, a fear of quarantine, a destre to belong to
hus species — in which even the deferential ‘Reverend’ tended
to blur one’s membership — that made him want ever so
much to be known simply as Mister Mackerel. The fami-
lianity of ;Hl, there, Mackerel’ would not have unduly
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alarmed him. Just beyond that, however, lay the comic
marshlands of ‘Holy Mackerel’, a mckname under which he
had smarted i student days and which he lived 1n cold fear
of some local wit’s reviving even here m Avalon, three
hundred New England miles from the semiary where he had
been trained. But so far so good. For the decade or so smce
his ordmation, fair winds had carried him safely between
opposing caricatures: neither Brother Andrew nor Holy
Mackerel, but his own dear human self alone.

He murmured some grateful acknowledgement of Miss
Calico’s notation, and smiled floorward.

‘Well, all nght,’ she said, passing through a gate n a rail-
ing to her place behind the counter, ‘you’re a taxpayer and
you have your rights, but ...

Miss Calico pursued the argument she had over the phone,
briefly and good-naturedly, and not without a charming self-
disparagement. She was no fanatic herself, she laughed, and
certamnly no ‘mental heavyweight’, explaining the Parring-
ton, when I ponted inquiringly at that, as something a more
intellectual friend had given her. T'm only groping for
answers, like the rest of us,” she said. ‘Not enough watts up
here though.” She tapped her skull. She picked up the book
and thrust it at me. ‘Here, you can have 1t. I mean 1t. I'll
never finish it. No, I msist. It'll go to waste here. My speed
is like the Overstreets or Will Durant. Something you can
read at lunch.’

‘T'll take 1t on one condition,” I said. ‘That I return it.

She stooped to pick up a wad of paper from the floor and
drop 1t into a wastebasket.

‘Conscientious type,’ she said, glancing nervously at the
other girl as she straightened up. The other girl smiled wanly
without raising her eyes from her work, as though amused
by some detail in the day’s chores.

It was the principal upshot of my call, and established
the mamn track of my interests for some time to come. But a
sequel more directly connected with the businegs that had
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brought me came about when Miss Calico said abruptly, ‘If
you want to file that protest, I'll put you down and make
sure you're notified when the Zommng Board has 1ts next
meeting. But I'd go easy. I mean I hear the fellow’s a relr-
glous crackpot, and they can be dangerous.’

‘Then 1t 1s a private party?’ I said. ‘I thought it might
be some new tabernacle come to town, or a crowd of
Jehovah's Witnesses moving m.’

‘No, 1t’s a private party. Name of -’ She snapped her
fingers, unable to recall, and went to a filing cabinet. She
rolled open a drawer, tipped 2 Manila folder partway up and
slanted her head to read something in 1t. She tucked the
folder back down and shid the drawer shut. “Turnbull. Frank
Turnbull. He hves over there on Massasoit Drive. What's
the matter?’

I gripped the book I had 1n my hands and made an effort
to control myself. I must have paled. The crank was a
parishioner of mine. A member of my own congregation ! A
man exposed each Sunday mormng to what were taken to be
among the more urbane dissertations available at that hour
in Avalon, and this was the frust of 1t. He puts up evangelical
billboards. It had come to that.

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘The name just sounded famihiar. Thanks
a lot for your trouble. You've been very kind. I won'’t file.
Thus 1s something I've got to handle myself. I'll return the
book m a week or so. I'm very scrupulous about those things.’

I said good-bye and headed back uptown m the runabout,
making straight for Turnbull’s house and driving her faster
than I yet had. I could feel myself losing my temper for the
second time that day. And after this, off on another mission
of some delicacy. I had to call on a woman bent on visiting
hospatals and orgamzing hymn sings among the patients, and
to discourage her.

The problems of running a congregation were getting to
be too much for me. I ought to have an assistant.
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CHAPTER TWO

RipiNG along 1n the plastic bubble, I thought some more
about this business of my temper. At least m that respect I
was resemblmg our Lord, who was forever losing his. It took
very little to rile him — Scribes and Pharisees, hus family, even
a fig tree.

By the time I reached Turnbull’s house my anger had
pretty well subsided, and I felt ready to deal with him objec-
tively, httle realizing what new umtant lay m store for me.
It was a puzzle what made old man Turnbull tick. He repre-
sented what any minister will tell you 1s the bane of parish
work : somebody who has got religion. It’s as embarrassing to
a cleric of sensibility as ‘poetry lovers’ are to a poet, and 1n
much the same way. Besides bemng a nuisance 1t can be very
tume-consuming. Turnbull expected me to be on tap at all
hours Iike a doctor, not scrupling to rout me out of bed 1n
the middle of the might to ask about some spiritual pomnt that
had come up in his mind or some doubt that was vexmng him.
Lately he had become obsessed with a sense of sin — which
had undoubtedly touched off the Jesus Saves thing.

I saw his shaggy head watching from the window as I
parked m front of his house, a damp, cavernous place in
which he lived alone, and he opened the door before I could
touch the bell.

‘Thank God you've come,” he said, taking my hat. He
plucked 1t directly from my head, which struck me as odd,
even by his rather weird standards of hospitality. Indicative
of tension.

‘Then you called me?’ I said, closing the door behind me.

‘Yes. Your housekeeper said you were out and I left the
message. Isn’t that what brought you?’
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