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T went back to the Devon School! not long ago, and found it
looking oddly newer than when I was astudent there fifteen
years before. It seemed more sedate than I remembered
it, more perpendicular and strait-laced, with narrower
windows and shinier woodwork, as though a coat of var-
nish. had been put over everything for better preservation,
" But, of course, fifteen years before there had been a war,
going on. Perhaps the school wasn’t as well kept up in
those days; perhaps varnish, along with everything else,
had gone to war.

I didn’t entirely like this glossy new surface, because
it made the school look like a museum, and that’s exactly
what it was to me, and what I did not want it to be. In
the deep, tacit way in which feeling becomes stronger than
thought, I had always felt that the Devon School came into
existence the day I entered it, was vibrantly real while I
was a student there, and then blinked out like a candle the
day I left.

Now here it was after all, preserved by some considerate
hand® with varnish and wax, Preserved along with it, like
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stale 2ir in an unopened room, was the well known fear
which had surrounded and filled those days, so much of it
that I hadn’t even known it was there, Because, unfa-
miliar with the absence of fear and what that was like, I
had not been able to identify its presence.

Looking back now across fifteen years, I could see with
great clarity the fear I had lived in, which must mean that
in the interval I had succeeded in a very important under-
taking: I must have made my escape from it.

1 felt fear’s echo, and along with that I felt the unhinged, un-
controllable joy which had been its accompaniment and opposite
Jaee,® joy which had broken out sometimes in those days
like Northern Lights* across black sky.

‘There were a couple of places now which I wanted to
sce. Both were fearful sites, and that was why I wanted to
see¢ them. So after lunch at the Devon Inn 1 walked
back toward the school. It was a raw, nondescript time of
year®, toward the end of November, the kind of wet, self-
pitying November day when every speck of dirt stands out
clearly. Devon luckily had very little of such weather —
the icy clamp of winter, or the radiant New Hampshire summers®,
were more characteristic of it—but this day it blew wet,

-moody gusts all around me,

3. RENHBREEY, Sithn, RERB—FHLNRE, —BRBAEYN
Wk XRUREMBATE, IXSERBES. 4. LRE dbERw
SEBXHTPHAN—BRFHBEKS. HARBROLMBZRF, 8
HREFBOHCEOKE REPRORSHHAKEBX—H, 5 —
ERHFRTIXELFENES, BEE. 6 HEADHLRRMEAL
RHFEHHRER. clamp X8, 27, %" $H, A icy CfamP
% winter, RUZE™Y: HEAUHRRRBRLB+EM2—,

e 2



I walked along Gilman Street, the best street in town,
The houses were as handsome and as unusual as I remem-
bered. Clever modernizations of old Colonial manses, extensions
wn Victorian wood, lapacious Greek Revival temples? lined the
street, as impressive and just as forbidding as ever. I had
rarely seen anyone gointo one of them, or anyone playing on
a lawn, or even an open window. Today with their
Jailing ivy and stripped, moaning trees® the houses looked both
more clegant and more lifeless than ever,

Like all old, good schools, Devon did not stand iso-
- lated behind walls and gates but emerged naturally from
the town which had produced it. So there was no sud-
den moment of encounter as I approached it; the houses
along Gilman Street began to look more defensive, which
meant that I was near the school, and then more exhausted,
which meant that I was in it.

It was early afternoon and the grounds and buildings
were deserted, since everyone was at sports. There was
nothing to distract me as I made my way across a wide
yard, called the Far Commons, and up to a building as
- red brick and balanced as the other major buildings, but
with a large cupola and a bell and a clock and Latin over
the doorway — the First Academy Building.

In through swinging doors® I reached a marble foyer,
and stopped at the foot of a long white marble flight of
stairs. Although they were old stairs, the worn moons in the middle
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of each step were not very deep.l® The marble must be unusual-
ly hard. That seemed very likely, only too likely, although
with all my thought about these stairs this exceptional hard-
ness had not occurred to me. It was surprising that I had overe
looked that, that cructal fact.' )

There was nothing else to notice; they of course
~ were the same stairs I had walked up and down at least
once every day of my Devon life. They were the same as
ever. And 1? Well, I naturally felt older — I began at
that point the emotional examination to note how far my
convalescence had gone — I was taller; bigger generally in
relation to these stairs. I had more money and»mc‘ée}.f@d “se-
curity” than in the days when specters seemed to go up and down
 them with mel3

I turned away and went back outside. The Far
Common was still empty, and I walked alone down the
wide gravel paths among those most Republican, bankerish of
trees, New England elms'®, toward the far side of the school.

Devon is sometimes considered the most beautiful
school in New England, and even on this dismal afternoon
its power was asserted. It is the beauty of small areas of
order — a large yard, a group of trees, three similar dormi-
tories, a circle of 6ld houses — living together in contentious
harmony. You felt that an argument might begin again

——
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any time; in fact it had: out of the Dean’s Residence, a pure
and authentic Colonial house, there now sprouted an cll
with a big bare picture window. Some day the Dean would
probably live entircly encased in a house of glass and be
happy as a sandpiper. Everything at Devon slowly chang-
ed and slowly harmonized with what had gone before.
So it was logical to hope that since the buildings and the
Deans and the curriculum could achieve this, I could a-
chieve, perhaps unknowingly already had achieved, this
growth and harmony myself. _\

T-would know more about that when I had seen the
second place I had come to see. So I roamed on past the
balanced red brick dormitories with webs of leafless ivy cling-
ing to them'$, through a ramshackle salient of the town which
invaded the school for a hundred yards, past the solid gym-
pasium, full of studc'nts at this hour but silent as a monu-
ment on the outside, past the Field House, called The Cage®
— I remembered now what a mystery references to “The
Cage” had been during my first weeks at Devon, I had
thought it must be a place of severe punishment — and 1
reached the huge open sweep of ground known as the
Playing Fields. _

‘Devon was both scholarly and very athletic, so the
playing fields were vast and, except at such a time of
year, constantly in use. Now "they reached soggily and emptily
away from me,” forlorn tennis couarts on the left, enormous
football and soccer and lacrosse fields in the center, woods
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on the right, and at the far end a small river detectable from
this distance by the few bare trees along its banks. It was
such a gray and misty day that I could not see the other
side of the river, where there was a small stadium,

I started the long trudge across the fields and had
gone some distance before 1 paid any attention to the soft
and muddy ground, which was dooming my city shoes.
I didn’t stop. Near the center of the fields there were thin
~ lakes of muddy water which I had to make my way around,
my unrecoghizable shoes making obsceie noises as I lifted
them out of the mire. With nothing to block it-the wind flung
wet gusts at me; at any other time I would have felt like a jfool
-slogging through mud and rain, only to look at a treel?

A little fog hung over the river so that as I neared it
I felt myself becoming isolated from everything except the
river and the few trees beside it. The wind was blowing
more steadily here, and I was beginning to feel cold. I
never wore a hat, and had forgbttcn gloves. There were
several trees bleakly reaching into the fog. Any one of them
might have been the one I was looking for. Unbelievable
that there were other trees which looked like it here. It
had loomed in my memory as a huge lone spike dominat-
ing the riverbank, forbidding as an artillery piece, high as
the beanstalk. Yet here was a scattered grove of trees,
“none of them of any particular, grandeur,
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Moving through the soaked, coarse grass I began to
examine each one closely, and finally identified the tree
I was looking for by means of certain small scars rising
along its trunk, and by a limb extending over the river, and
another thinner limb growing near it. This was the tres,
and it seemed to me standing there to resemble those men,
the giants of your childhood, whom you encounter years
later and find that they are not merely smaller in relation
to your growth, but that they are absolutely smaller, shrun-
ken by age. In this double demotion the old giants have
become pigmies'® while you were looking the other way.

The tree was not only stripped by the cold season, it
seemed weary from age, enfeebled, dry. T was thankful,
very thankful that I had seen it. So the more things remain the
same, the more they change after all — plus c’est la méme chose, plus
¢a change® Nothing endures, not a tree, not love, not even
a death by violence.

Changed, I headed back through the mud. I was
drenched; anybody could sec it was time to come in out of
the rain,

| The tree was tremendous, an ifate, steely black steeple

beside the river. I was damned if I’d climb it. The hell

with it. No one but Phineas could think up such a crazy

idea. , _
He of course saw nothing the slightest bit intimidating
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about it. He wouldn’t, or wouldn’t admit it ify he did.
Not Phineas. ' .

“What I like best about this tree,” he said in that
voice of his, the equivalent in sound of a hypnotist’s eyes®®, “what
I like is that it’s such a cinch !> He opened his green eyes
wider and gave us his maniac look, and only the smirk on
his wide mouth with its droll, slightly protruding upper lip
reassured us that he wasn’t completely goofy.

“Is that what you like best ?* 1 said sarcastically.
. I said a lot of things sarcastically that summer; that was

my sarcastic summer, 1942.

“Aey-uh,” he said. This weird New England affirma-
tive — maybe it is spelled “aie~huh” — always made me
laugh, as Finny*t knew, so I had to laugh, which made me
feel less sarcastic and less scared.

~ There were three others with us — Phineas in those days
almost always moved in groups the size of a hockey team®*3—
and they stood with me looking with masked apprehension
from him to the tree. Its soaring black trunk was set with
‘rough wooden pegs leading up to a substantial limb which
extended farther toward the water. Standing on this
~ limb, you could by a prodigious’effort jump far enough out
into the river for safety. Se we had heard. At least the
seventeen-year-old bunch could do it; but they had a cru-
cial year’s advantage over us. No Upper Middler*®, which
2., FEREWHATFRLMMERENRMOBRANS). 21, ERIN
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was the name for our class in the Devon School, had ever
tried. Naturally Finny was going to be the first to try, and
just as naturally he was going to inveigle others, us, into
trying it with him.

We were not even Upper Middler exactly, For this
was the Summer Sesston*s, just established to keep up with the
pace of the war, We were in shaky transit that summer from
the groveling status of Lower Middlers o the near-respectability of
Upper Middlers*® The class ahove, seniors, draft-bait, prac-
tically wsoldiers, rushed ahead of us toward the war.
They were caught up in accelerated courses and first-aid
programs and a physical hardening regimen, which in-
cluded jumping from this tree. We were still calmly, num-
bly reading Virgi*® and playing tag in the river farther
downstream. Until Finny thought of the tree.
~ We stood lookmg up at it, four looks of consternation,
one of excitement. “Do you want to go first?”’ Finny
asked us, rhetorically. We just looked quietly back at
him, and so he began taking off his clothes, stripping down
to his underpants. For such an . extraordinary athlete
— even as a Lower -Middler Phineas had been the best
athlete in the school — he was not spectacularly built. He
~ was'my height — five feet eight and a half inches (I had been
claiming five feet nine inches before he became my rooms
mate; but he had said in public with that simple, shocking
self-acceptance of his, “No, you’re the same beight I am,
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fiveseight and a half. We're on the short side®”’), He weigh-
ed a hundred and fifty pounds, a galling ten pounds more
than I did, which flowed from his legs to torso around
shoulders to arms and full strong neck in an uninterrupted,
unemphatic unity of strength.

He began scrambling up the wooden pegs nailed to the
- side of the tree, his back muscles working like a panther’s.
The pegs didn’t seem strong enough to hold his weight,
At last he stepped onto the branch which reached a little
farther toward the water. “Is this the one they jump
from ?” Noneof usknew. “If Idoit, you're all going to
do it, aren’t you ?”” We didn’t say anything very clearly,
“Well,” he cried out, “here’s my contribution to the war
effort I’ and he sprang out, fell through the tops of some
lower branches, and smashed into the water.

“Great !” he said, bobbing instantly to the surtace
again, his wet hair plastered in droll bangs on his forchead.
“That’s the most fun I’ve had this week. Who’s next ?”

I was. This tree flooded me with a sensation of alarm
all the way to my tingling fingers. My head began to feel
unnaturally light, and the.vague rustling sounds fronr the
nearby woods came to me as though muffled and filtered.
I must have been entering a mild state of shock. Insulated
by this, I took off my clothes and started to climb the pegs.
I don’t remember saying anything. The branch he had
jumped from was slenderer than it looked from the ground
and much higher. It was impossible to walk out on it far
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enough to be well over the river. I would have to spring far
out or risk falling into the shallow water next to the bank.
“Come on,” drawled Finny from below, ‘“‘stop standing
there showing off.”” I recognized with automatic tenseness
that the view was very impressive from here. “When they
torpedo the troopship,” he shouted, “you can’t stand
around admiring the view. Jump !’

- What was I doing up here anyway? Why did I let
Finny talk me into stupid things like this 7*® Was he getting
some kind of hold over me? '

“Jump 1”

With the sensation that I was throwing my life away,
I jumped into space. Some tips of branches snapped past
me and then I crashed into the water, My legs hit the
soft mud of the bottom, and immediately I was on the
surface being congratulated. I felt fine,

“I think that was better than Finny’s,” said Elwin —
better known as Leper—Lepellier, who was bidding for
an ally in the dispute he foresaw.

“All right, pal,” Finny spoke in his cordial, penetrating
voice, that reverberant instrument in his chest, “don’t start
awarding prizes until you’ve passed the course. The tree
is waiting.” , o

Leper closed his mouth as though forever. He didn’t
argue or refuse, . He didn’t back away2® He became in-
animate, But the other two, Chet Douglass and Bobby
Zane, were vocal enough, complaining shrilly about school
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regulations, the danger of stomach cramps, physical dis--
abilities they had never mentioned before.

“It’s you, pal,” Finny said to me at last, “just you and
me.” He and I started back across the fields, preceding the
others like two seigneurs.

We were the best of friends at that moment.

“You were very good,” said Finny good-humoredly,
“once I shamed you into it.” |

“You didn’t shame anybody into anything.”

“Oh yes I did. I’'m good for you that way. You
have a tendency to back away from things otherwise.”

“I never backed away from anything in my life > I
cried, my indignation at this charge naturally stronger
because it was so true. “You’re goofy !”

Phineas just walked serenely on, or rather flowed
on, rolling forward in his white sneakers with such un-
thinking unity of movement that “walk” didn’t describe
it. | o | |

I went along beside him across the enormous play-
ing fields toward the gym. Underfoot the healthy green
turf was brushed with dew, and ahead of us we could see
a faint green haze hanging above the grass, shot through
with the twilight sun. Phineas stopped talking for once, so
tha_.t now I could hear cricket noises and bird cries of dusk,
a gymnasium truck gunning along an empty athletic road
a quarter of a mile away, a burst of faint, isolated laughter
carried to us from the back door of the gym, and then over
all, cool and matriarchal, the six o’clock bell from the
Academy Building cupola, the calmest, most carrying bell
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