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导读

菲茨杰拉德“奇事”





F·司各特·菲茨杰拉德看不起电影，他认为电影不过是好莱坞的生意，或者是俄国空想家贩卖陈腐观念的工具（Pasting It Together，1936）。电影让文字臣服于影像，电影把作者的个人风格湮灭在它的协作生产方式里，而且电影圈的生活混乱得像地狱——那个一度让菲茨杰拉德心动的年轻女演员露易丝·莫兰让泽尔达变成一个疯狂的怨妇，搞得他家中鸡犬不宁，这小妖妇就是后来《夜色温柔》里的“罗丝玛丽”。

可好莱坞向来巴结他，在他生前巴结过三次，每次都用大量金钱，第一次让他写那个轻喜剧《口红》，就预付他3500美元，交稿之后又付给他12500美元。电影业还喜欢拿他的小说改编剧本，光“盖茨比”就有过三个版本。这一回，以用影像搞怪著称的大卫·芬奇又拿他的短篇小说《返老还童》（直译作《本杰明·巴顿奇事》，The Curious Case of Benjamin Button）开刀，要打奥斯卡的擂台。电影公司的宣传品上说，他们此前无数次想改编这篇小说，都无从下手，这次差幸成功。

这部小说1922年以1,000美元的价格卖给Colliers杂志，随后被编入《爵士时代故事集》（Tales of the Jazz Age）。小说的构思，根据作者自己的说法，来自马克·吐温说的那句话，人生一大憾事是其始也至善，一日不如一日，至其终则坏无可坏。菲茨杰拉德欲以虚构之力逆“天命”而行，想象“唯独有一人”（only one man），降生在正常的世界里，却沿着正常的轨迹倒过来走，以此批注马克·吐温的奇想。他用几个星期写出这个故事，后来又发现萨缪尔·巴特勒（Samuel Butler）在《笔记》（Note Books）里，也有过类似念头。

小说贯穿其主人公——本杰明·巴顿的一生，只是那一生正好倒过来：从“年代误植式”（anachronism）地在医院出生，到初生婴儿般无知无觉地“脑死亡”——故事最后，所有的味觉和视觉都从他头脑渐渐消失（faded out altogether from his mind）。《爵士时代故事集》里涉及的死亡事件，对它的当事人来说大都意味着达到一个“醒悟”的顶点，生命易逝、梦幻终灭，青春年华永不可追。但在这篇故事里，因为巴顿的知觉消散，却变得有些令人欣慰，往昔岁月中那些恼人的事，战争、婚后的忙碌，无休止的工作，寂寞地抽烟到深夜，这些记忆全都从心中消失，“就好像从未发生过”（as though they had never been. He did not remember.）。

一般人生活中的大事，叙述者从未省略，巴顿也求学，也结婚，也跳社交舞会，也参军打仗，也加入家族企业做生意。只是他多半在不太恰当的年龄上做这些事。这既让他在有些事上很吃亏（耶鲁大学可不要这么老的学生），也让他在另一些事情上占便宜，舞会上的年轻姑娘总是乐意跟年纪大的男人跳舞，那可以让自己对仰慕者保持诱惑力，让事情始终处于或然状态。

故事的骨架可以做一部长篇小说，却被压缩成一个短篇。这涉及钱，跟投入产出比有关。因为在1920年代，读者喜欢在时髦杂志上阅读短篇故事。到20年代末，《星期六晚间邮报》甚至付4000美元一篇的稿酬，买他写的这种故事（菲茨杰拉德在一封给海明威的信中如是说）。但他自己并不喜欢这体裁。1925年他给人写信说：我从我写的这堆垃圾（trash）上赚得越多，我就越懒得写。这话当然可以理解成有理想有抱负，但也许它还有另一层意思（或潜意思），因为很有可能，他的许多短篇故事的的确确就是被丢弃的trash。他总是在构思一部长篇小说，而他的许多短篇故事——根据许多文本分析专家的意见——正是那些构思的产物。它们也许是作者为头脑中的某部长篇勾勒的梗概，也可能是那些未完成长篇的部分草稿，也许它们只是运气好，被作者从纸篓里捡了回来。

本书选入的另一篇小说，《一颗像里茨饭店那么大的钻石》（The Diamond as Big as the Ritz），1922年刊登于东岸的The Smart Set杂志上，同样也被编进《爵士时代故事集》。菲茨杰拉德说这故事的构思纯粹出于自娱（own amusement），他常常发现自己处在和小说主人公全然相同的心理状态下——那种对奢华生活的渴望。而写这小说，开始只是想给自己画饼充饥（the story began as an attempt to feed that craving on imaginary foods）。

小说的主人公，约翰·T·昂格尔大概和作者一样，出生在中西部城镇的小商人家庭，家族生意的收入能让他们去读富家子弟的预科学校，但要用菲茨杰拉德的标准来算，昂格尔家不能算有钱人，照他看来，要够得上富人标准，首先那钱就得来路不正。盖茨比是贩私酒，《钻石》这篇小说里，华盛顿家族发财是因为打松鼠误撞上钻石矿。这种钱来得又快又容易，那才足供挥金如土，如此才能有梦幻般的奢华。昂格尔家做什么生意，小说没提到。不过多半也是跟本杰明·巴顿家一样，做点五金批发。在菲茨杰拉德的财富符号学里，五金业代表较低级的钱。用昂格尔自己的话说起来，他如果能娶到“奥马哈或者苏城一个富裕的五金批发商的女儿”，他就该心满意足。

昂格尔接受邀请去珀西·华盛顿家过暑假，从日常的凡俗世界进入到童话世界中，昂格尔坐的是火车——这头工业化的怪物。刚开始，他还以为自己落到一个豪奢的梦境里，从床上去浴池不用走路，连爱情都不期而至。但不久就察觉危险。华盛顿家对外人从来只许进不许出，因为钻石矿的消息一旦泄露，事情就不可收拾。昂格尔一定会被杀死，就像那个五金批发商的女儿一样。只是因为偶然的运气——逃跑的意大利人带来攻击机队，把整个钻石山炸毁，这才让他逃出生天。

故事结束时的那句感慨令人想起盖茨比：Everybody's youth is a dream, a form of chemical madness.（每个人的青春都是一场梦，一种化学的发疯形式。）这短篇的确像是以盖茨比为主人公的杰作的预演。其中既有青春期的忧伤，又不乏世故的尖刻嘲讽，菲茨杰拉德对金钱财富的矛盾态度在小说中微妙透露——描写奢华场景的语句如此狂热，分不清是在艳羡还是在滑稽嘲笑。相比起来，那些对诗人、园林设计师、建筑师以及“拍电影的家伙”的嘲弄要尖刻阴冷得多。相比起金钱本身，菲茨杰拉德对金钱的谄媚者看得更明白。

《爵士时代故事集》把这两个短篇归入“幻想故事”（fantasies）类下。我们或可借用《返老还童》的直译标题“本杰明·巴顿奇事”的说法，把菲茨杰拉德这种类型的故事定义为“奇事”（curious）小说。

据说菲茨杰拉德开头给这本书取的名字是《杂耍集》（Sideshow），有学者对这题目作弗洛伊德式的分析，说这名字至少能说明三个问题。一是作者视这些故事为娱众的小玩意，这当然说得不错，它们本来就是刊登在大众娱乐杂志上的。菲茨杰拉德相当清楚他的读者群在哪里，1922年他写给Perkins的信中说，买他书的人是那些把他当做神使（oracle）的“飞女郎和大学男生”（flapper and college kids）。

又说作者只把这些故事当作“幕间杂耍”，显然不当它们一回事，在作者心目中，大戏自然是那些长篇小说。我们前文已提到过这问题。

第三点——学者说，既然叫杂耍，就得琳琅满目花样翻新。所以《爵士时代故事集》里的短篇故事，既有文体形式前卫的短篇小说，又有比较通俗的情节故事，滑稽故事，带有性暗示的闹剧，还有情节离奇的幻想故事。

变形的、错位的、超现实的虚构想象，一直是小说家族的重要支派，可以上溯至现代小说开创期的巴洛克小说时代。单就想象力而言，无论是年龄倒走的本杰明·巴顿，还是一颗像里茨饭店那样大的钻石，都不能算特别新奇。但菲茨杰拉德善于把幻想叠加在一种城市化的、日常生活的场景之上，他把意象奇崛的描绘和比喻，融合在爵士时代年轻人惯常使用的那种言不及义的时髦说话方式中，独家自创出一种富于诡异诗意的文体。惯写年轻人迷乱城市生活的日本当代小说家村上春树奉他为小说宗师，或许最看重的正是这一点。

《返老还童》中的所有故事都发生在极其日常的场景中。只是在少数地方，作者忍不住让文字逸出日常生活的流水账，突然迸发出一丝仙境般的光辉或者荒诞的色调。巴顿从耶鲁大学注册处沮丧离开时，整个学校的人都冲出来围观；巴顿随同其父去参加社交舞会当夜，那奇妙的月色和麦田，以及散发在夜空中的奇妙花香。不过，那些看似相当正常的场景却建立在一个古怪的时间线上。

巴顿出生时是1860年，而他最后缩小成婴儿，在床上渐渐失去知觉，根据小说的暗示，大约是在1930年——一个敏感的、稍稍偏左的文本分析者大概会抓住这个细节。这难道不像是暗示，或者象征？“资本主义的黄金时代”？“爵士时代”的结束不正是在1929年10月，那场让整个资本主义市场崩溃的危机？但小说实际上写于1921年。而根据作者在故事开头的说法，叙述者所处的“现在时”，实际上要更早一些，大约在1910年，因为1860年时巴顿出生的方式，要超前他们的时代整整50年。

这打乱的时间线绝不能归罪于作者的数学成绩（虽然那的确有证据）。这自相矛盾的、不可能的时间（处于1910年的叙述者何以得知1920年代巴顿在幼儿园的事？）更可能是故意为之的梦呓，在梦里谁能算得清时间？

大卫·芬奇导演的新片《返老还童》，除相同的名字外，从菲茨杰拉德小说得到的东西并不比小说作者从马克吐温那里得到的更多。芬奇把这个关于“时间”的故事敷衍成长达166分钟的电影，不得不构想出更多的细节。一只倒走的时钟成为所发生的一切的原因（或至少是预兆）。黛西车祸后那段《罗拉快跑》式的关于偶然性的“研究”——巴顿坐在医院走廊上，用画外音和闪切镜头做假设的回顾。影片还揣摩一个与众不同的、年龄倒走的人的内心世界，他的孤独——那种眼看周围亲朋好友渐渐老去的心境。这一切加上昏黄的怀旧的滤镜，让电影变得更加感伤，而不再像一个年轻人幻想中的世故嘲讽。

我们看完这电影，走出电影院，讨论片刻，或不讨论，但我们还记得菲茨杰拉德自己的故事里是怎样说的么？





小白


返老还童





（又名：本杰明·巴顿奇事）





张力慧　译





1

远在1860年，在家里生小孩是非常恰如其分的。如今，据说高高在上的医学之神已经规定，新生命的第一声啼哭应该在空气中飘着麻醉剂气味的医院里发出，而且最好是时髦的那一种。因此，当年轻的罗杰·巴顿先生和夫人在1860年夏天决定让他们的第一个孩子出生在医院时，他们超前了他们的时代整整五十年。这个“年代误植”是否与我下面要叙述的这段惊人的历史有关，就永远不得而知了。

让我把事情的来龙去脉告诉你，你自己来判断。

罗杰·巴顿夫妇在南北战争前的巴尔的摩拥有显赫的社会地位，而且非常富有。他们与好些名门望族都沾亲带故，因此，正如每个南方人都知道的，他们也拥有了成为南部联盟庞大的贵族俱乐部成员的资格。这是他们第一次接触生小孩这个古老而迷人的习俗——巴顿先生自然有几分紧张。他希望是个男孩，这样就可以送他到康涅狄格的耶鲁学院去。巴顿先生自己在那里度过了四年时光，其间一直顶着一个一看就知道来历的雅号——“袖口”。

在那个因为此等大事而变得神圣的九月的早上，他六点钟就紧张地起了床，穿戴整齐，沿着巴尔的摩的街道快步向医院走去；他急于知道一个新生命是否已经诞生在夜的怀抱。

离马里兰私立医院大约只有一百码的时候，他看到他们的家庭医生基尼正从前门的台阶上走下来，一边走，一边像洗手似地来回搓着手——按照这个职业不成文的规矩，所有医生都是应该这样做的。

罗杰·巴顿先生，这位罗杰·巴顿五金批发公司的董事长，有些忘记了那个时代的南方绅士应有的风度，开始向基尼医生跑去。“基尼医生！”他喊道，“基尼医生！”

听到喊声，医生环顾四周，然后站住了，等着。当巴顿先生快到面前的时候，他那严峻的医生的脸上露出一丝奇特的表情。

“怎么样？”巴顿先生气喘吁吁地冲上去问道，“是男孩还是女孩？母亲平安吗？是男孩吗？是什么？什么……”

“讲清楚点！”基尼医生严厉地说，似乎有些生气。

“小孩出生了吗？”巴顿先生恳切地问道。

基尼医生皱起了眉头。“是的，我想是的——应该算是吧！”他又以好奇的目光看了巴顿先生一眼。

“我妻子好吗？”

“很好。”

“是男孩还是女孩？”

“好了！”基尼医生气急败坏地叫起来，“你自己去看吧。荒唐！”他几乎只用一个音节就把最后一个词甩了出来，然后转过身去，一边还嘟哝着：“你以为这样的产例会提高我的职业声誉吗？再有一个的话会毁了我——毁了任何人！”

“怎么啦？”巴顿先生吃了一惊，“是三胞胎吗？”

“不，不是三胞胎！”医生尖锐地说，“到底是怎么一回事，你自己去看吧。还有，你去另外请一个医生吧。年轻人，我把你带到这个世界上，为你们家做了四十年家庭医生。但我现在与你没有关系了！我不想再见到你或你们家的任何人，再见！”

然后他突然转过身去，一言不发地登上停在路边的敞篷马车，头也不回地离开了。

巴顿先生站在人行道上，目瞪口呆，全身发抖。出了什么事？他突然失去了走进专为名媛绅士服务的马里兰私立医院的欲望——过了一会儿，他才艰难地强迫自己登上台阶，走进了医院前门。

在光线昏暗的大厅里，一名护士坐在一张桌子后面。巴顿先生含羞忍辱地向她走去。

“早上好！”她抬起头，亲切地看着他。

“早上好！我……我是巴顿先生。”

一听到这句话，一种极端恐惧的神情立刻在护士脸上蔓延开来。她站起来，似乎要从大厅飞出去，然后费了很大力气才把自己控制住。

“我想看看我的孩子，”巴顿先生说。

护士轻轻尖叫了一声。“哦——当然！”她有些歇斯底里地说，“在楼上，就在楼上，上去吧！”

她指了指上楼的方向。巴顿先生冒着冷汗，踉踉跄跄地转过身，开始上楼。在二楼大厅里，他看到一个护士端着盆子向他走来。“我是巴顿先生，”他费力地说，“我想看看我的……”

当啷！盆子摔到地上，朝楼梯滚去。当啷！当啷！它开始有条不紊地往下滚，好像也感到了这位先生带来的恐惧。

“我要看我的孩子！”巴顿先生几乎尖叫起来。他已经快要崩溃了。

当啷！盆子到达了一楼。护士重新控制住自己，老大不屑地朝巴顿先生瞥了一眼。

“好吧！巴顿先生，”她低声说，“很好！但我希望你明白今天早上发生的事给我们所有的人带来的后果！简直荒唐透顶！医院再也无法挽回声誉了。”

“快点！”他嗓音嘶哑地喊起来，“我已经受不了了！”

“那么，巴顿先生，这边来。”

他拖着疲惫的身子跟着她。在长长的走廊的尽头，他们来到一个传出各种各样的嚎哭声的房间——后来人们把这样的房间命名为“啼哭室”。他们走了进去。靠墙放着五六张白色摇篮，每张摇篮上都挂着一个标签。

“哪个，”巴顿先生上气不接下气地问道，“哪个孩子是我的？”

“在那里！”护士说。

巴顿先生顺着她的手指望去，看到了如下的情景：用宽大的白色毛毯裹着，被勉强塞进摇篮的，是一个大约七十岁的男人；他稀疏的头发全白了，从下巴垂下的长长的烟灰色胡须，被窗外进来的微风吹得前后飘荡。他用黯淡无光的眼睛望着巴顿先生，眼中深藏着疑虑。

“我是不是疯了？”巴顿先生喊起来，他的恐惧变成了愤怒：“这是不是医院的恐怖玩笑？”
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“我们认为这不是玩笑，”护士严肃地回答道，“我不知道你疯了没有——但那的确是你的孩子。”

更多的冷汗从巴顿先生的额头上冒出来。他紧闭双眼，然后再张开。没错——他正盯着一个七十岁的男人——一个七十岁的婴儿，双足悬在他应该用来安睡的小摇篮的栏杆外面。

老人平静地逐个打量着他们，然后突然用老年人的沙哑声音说起话来。“你是我父亲吗？”他问道。

巴顿先生和护士大吃一惊。

“因为如果你是的话，”老男人继续不满地说，“我希望你带我出去——或者，至少要他们在这里放一个舒服一点的摇篮。”

“以上帝的名义，你从哪里来？你是谁？”巴顿先生怒气冲冲地问道。

“我不能准确地告诉你我是谁，”那个哀怨的声音回答说，“因为我才诞生几小时——但我的姓肯定是巴顿。”

“你撒谎！你在冒名顶替！”

老人疲惫地转向护士。“你们就是这样欢迎一个新生儿的吗？”他用微弱的声音抱怨说，“你为什么不告诉他他错了呢？”

“你错了，巴顿先生，”护士严肃地说，“这是你的孩子，你还是既来之、则安之吧。我们要求你尽快把他接回家——今天。”

“回家？”巴顿先生简直不敢相信自己的耳朵。

“是的，我们不能把他留在这里。真的不能，你明白吗？”

“我非常愿意回家，”老人嘀咕着说，“如果大家都安安静静的，这个地方倒也不错。可是你听，这么多哭喊声，我根本没法睡觉。我想要吃东西，”——讲到这里，他提高嗓门表示抗议——“他们却只给我一瓶牛奶！”

巴顿先生在靠近儿子的一把椅子上坐下来，双手掩着脸。“天哪！”他恐惧地喃喃自语，“人们会说些什么？我怎么办？”

“你必须把他接回家，”护士坚持着——“马上！”

一幅荒唐的画面非常清晰地出现在这个苦命人眼前——他沿着城市拥挤的街道行走，一个可怕的怪人亦步亦趋地跟着他。“不行，不行！”他痛苦地说。

行人将停下来跟他说话，他将说什么呢？他必须介绍这个——这个七十来岁的人：“这是我儿子，今天清早出生的。”然后这位老人将裹紧毛毯，他们将一起迈着沉重的脚步缓缓前行。经过生意兴隆的商店，经过贩卖奴隶的市场——有那么一个黑暗的瞬间，巴顿先生恨不得 他儿子是黑人——经过住宅区豪华的房屋，经过老年人寄居的公寓……

“好了，振作起来吧，”护士命令道。

“你看，”老人突然说，“你不会以为我会裹着毯子走回家吧？”

“婴儿都是用毯子裹着的。”

老人又把一件白色婴儿服举起来，恨恨地一抖。“看！”他用颤抖的声音说，“这就是他们为我准备的。”

“婴儿就应该穿这样的衣服，”护士一本正经地说。

“好吧！”老人说，“过两分钟我这个婴儿只好一丝不挂了。毛毯让我身上发痒，他们至少应该给我一张床单。”

“裹着它！裹着它！”巴顿先生赶忙说。他转向护士：“我怎么办？”

“到城里去，给你儿子买些衣服。”

巴顿先生走进大厅时，身后传来儿子的声音：“还有手杖，父亲！还要一根手杖。”

砰的一声，巴顿先生狠狠地关上了大门。
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“早上好！”巴顿先生紧张地对切蕯皮克纺织品公司的店员说，“我要为我的孩子买几件衣服。”

“先生，您的孩子几岁了？”

“大约六小时，”巴顿先生不假思索地回答道。

“婴儿用品部在后面。”

“呃，我不认为——我拿不准是否要到那里去买。他是——他是个个头大得不一般的小孩。特别——呃——大。”

“那里有最大尺码的婴儿服装。”

“男童部在哪里？”巴顿先生急急忙忙地改变了主意。他觉得店员一定发现了他那丢人的秘密。

“就在这里。”

“啊——”他支支吾吾起来。想到要让他儿子穿上成人的衣服，他就反感。如果能找到一套特大号的童装，也许他可以剪去儿子那长长的丑陋胡须，把儿子的白发染成黄色，就可以把最糟糕的部分掩盖起来了。这样他也许还可以保留几分自尊——更不用说在巴尔的摩的社会地位了。

但是，搜遍了男童部，他也没能找到一套适合新出生的巴顿的衣服。当然，他责怪这家服装店——在这种情况下当然应该责怪服装店了。

“您说您的儿子几岁来着？”店员好奇地问道。

“他——十六岁。”

“啊，请原谅，我以为您说六小时。下一区间是青年服装部。”

巴顿先生痛苦地转身离去了。然后他突然停下来，面色开朗起来，指着陈列橱窗中的模特。“那里！”他大叫起来，“我要买模特身上的那套衣服。”

店员瞪大眼睛望着他。“为什么？”他抗议道，“那不是童装。也许——勉强算是，但那是化装舞会用的，你自己都可以穿！”

“把它包起来，”他的顾客紧张不安地坚持说，“那正是我要的。”

惊讶的店员默默地服从了。

回到医院，巴顿先生走进婴儿室，几乎是把包裹对儿子扔了过去。“这是你的衣服，”他怒气冲冲地说。

老人将包打开，用惊奇的眼光打量着里面的东西。

“这看上去有些可笑吧！”他抱怨道，“我可不想被人当猴耍——”

“你已经耍了我了！”巴顿先生恶狠狠地说。“你别管看上去可不可笑。把衣服穿上——否则我——我——我打你的屁股。”最后这个词让他觉得很不舒服，他不安地咽了一口口水。但他认为这样说还是恰当的。

“好吧，父亲，”——他模仿着谨从父命的口吻，怪声怪气地说——“你比我年长，你知道得最多，我照你说的做。”

像先前一样，这一声“父亲”叫得巴顿先生心惊肉跳。

“快点。”

“我正在赶快呢，父亲。”

儿子穿好衣服，巴顿先生心情沉重地打量着他：斑斑点点的袜子，粉红色的裤子，有白色大宽领的系腰带的衬衫。在衬衫的领子外面，长长的白胡子几乎垂到了腰上。效果不怎么样。

“等一等！”

巴顿先生抓起医用剪刀，咔嚓咔嚓咔嚓连剪三下，剪掉了儿子的大部分胡须。即使经过这样的改进，整体形象还是不如人意。剩下的刷子般的乱发，泪汪汪的眼睛，衰老的牙齿，与艳丽的服装很不协调。但巴顿先生主意已定——他把手一伸，坚定地说，“走吧！”

他儿子信赖地抓住了他的手。“你打算怎么称呼我呢，爸爸？”当他们从婴儿间出来的时候，他颤巍巍地问道，“在你想出更好的名字之前，是不是暂时就叫‘宝贝’？”

巴顿先生哼了一声。“我不知道，”他冷冷地说，“我觉得我们应该叫你玛士撒拉
〔1〕

 。”
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甚至当巴顿先生家的这位新成员已经把头发剪短，然后染成稀疏的不自然的黑色；已经把脸刮得闪闪发亮；已经穿上目瞪口呆的裁缝特地为他缝制的合身的小男装，巴顿先生依然不能无视这样一个事实：他的第一个儿子实在不怎么拿得出手。尽管他老得弯腰弓背，本杰明·巴顿——他们已经给他取了这个名字，没有继续恶毒地称他为玛士撒拉，虽然玛士撒拉应该是恰当的——仍有五英尺八英寸高。他的衣服不能把这一点藏起来。他的眉毛经过了修剪和染色，可这也掩饰不了眉毛底下的眼睛——它们泪水汪汪，暗淡无光，无精打采。事实上，产前就预定的保姆只看了他一眼，就义愤填膺地走了。

但巴顿先生坚持认为，本杰明既然是婴儿，就应该有婴儿的样子。首先他声称如果本杰明不喝热牛奶，那他就什么东西都不要吃了；但他最后还是让了步，允许儿子吃面包，黄油，甚至燕麦片。有一天，他带回家一个拨浪鼓，明确吩咐本杰明“好好玩”。老人只好厌倦地接过来，每过一阵子，就顺从地摇几下。

但毫无疑问的是，虽然拨浪鼓让他觉得无聊，本杰明独自一人的时候找到了更有趣的消遣。例如巴顿先生有一天发现他上周抽的雪茄比以前任何时候都多——这个现象几天之后就得到了解释： 那天他偶尔走进婴儿室，发现满屋子都笼罩着一层薄薄的蓝色烟雾。本杰明满脸内疚，正企图将黑色哈瓦那的烟蒂藏起来。当然，这件事应该受到打屁股的惩罚，但巴顿先生发觉自己无法下手。因此他只是警告儿子，抽烟会“影响他的发育”。

虽说如此，他依然固执地坚持自己的做法。他买回铅制士兵、玩具火车和用棉花做的可爱的动物。为了使自己营造的这个幻觉更加完美——至少对他自己——他起劲地询问玩具店的店员，“假如婴儿将粉红色的鸭子放进口中，它上面的颜料会不会脱落。”但是，不管父亲如何努力，本杰明仍然对这些东西提不起兴趣。他偷偷从后面的楼梯溜下去，抱着一册大英百科全书回到婴儿间，专心致志地读了一个下午，却把棉花牛、诺亚方舟扔在地上，不屑一顾。有这么一个倔强的儿子，巴顿先生的辛苦当然都泡了汤。

这件事一开始就在巴尔的摩引起了轰动。不过，无法断定巴顿家族的社会地位将会为这个不幸事件付出多大的代价，因为南北战争的爆发把城市的注意力吸引到别的事情上去了。有几个永远都彬彬有礼的人绞尽脑汁地想要找出一个恭维本杰明父母的办法——他们最终想出了一个妙策，说这婴儿像他的祖父。这是谁也无法否认的事实，因为对所有七十岁的人来说，衰老都是一种正常状态。罗杰·巴顿先生和巴顿夫人对这种说法并不高兴；本杰明的祖父则觉得受到了极大的侮辱。

本杰明一离开医院，就逆来顺受地接受了他的生活。有几个小男孩被带来看他，他勉强和他们凑在一起玩了一下午，想要培养起对陀螺和玻璃弹珠的兴趣——他甚至成功地凑巧用弹弓射破了厨房的一个窗户，让他父亲暗地里十分高兴。

从此本杰明每天都设法打破点东西，但这是因为他知道人们想要他这么做，也因为他天性就愿意服从他人。

当祖父对他的最初敌意消失之后，本杰明与这位老先生从彼此的陪伴中得到了莫大的快乐。虽然他们的年龄和经历都很悬殊，可他们在一起一坐就是几小时，像老朋友一样不知疲倦翻来覆去地谈论着当天发生的沉闷事件。本杰明觉得在祖父面前比在父母面前更自在——他们似乎总有点怕他；而且，尽管他们对他有绝对的权威，却常常称他为“先生”。

就像其他任何人一样，他也对自己出生时心理年龄和身体年龄的明显超前感到迷惑不解。为此他翻阅了不少医学杂志，发现这样的事例以前从未被记载过。在父亲的鼓励下，他诚心诚意地尝试与其他男孩一起玩耍。他一般参加一些比较温和的运动——橄榄球使他心惊肉跳，他生怕他那把老骨头折断后会愈合不了。

五岁时他上了幼儿园。在那里，他开始学习把绿色的纸贴在橘黄色的纸上，拼彩色地图，以及没完没了地制作纸板项链。在这个过程中，他往往无精打采甚至昏然入睡，使年轻的老师既生气又害怕。值得庆幸的是，在她向他的父母告状后，他从幼儿园除了名。罗杰·巴顿夫妇对朋友们说，他们觉得他还太小了。

到十二岁时，他的父母已经习惯了他。事实上，习惯的力量是如此强大，他们不再觉得他与其他小孩有什么不一样——除了有时候一些奇特的反常现象又提醒了他们这一点。但在他十二岁生日过了几周后，有一天在照镜子时，本杰明有了一个惊人的发现，或者自认为有了一个惊人的发现。是他的眼睛欺骗了他，还是在十二年的生活中，他的头发在染料的掩盖下已从白色变成了铁灰色呢？他脸上密如织网的皱纹是不是正在变得不那么明显呢？他的肌肤是不是更加健康紧致，甚至像冬天时那样微微泛红呢？他不知道。他知道他不再弓背弯腰了，他的健康状况比出生时好了许多。

“这是不是意味着——”他想，又不敢想。

他去见父亲。“我长大了，”他坚定地说，“我要穿长裤。”

父亲迟疑了一下。“噢，”他最后说，“我不知道。十四岁是穿长裤的年龄——你还只有十二岁。”

“但你必须承认，”本杰明反驳道，“我比同龄人个头要高。”

他的父亲看着他，陷入了虚幻的沉思。“我不这样认为，”他说，“我十二岁的时候跟你一样高大。”

这不是事实——罗杰·巴顿之所以会这样想，完全是为了无声地说服自己，儿子与常人没什么两样。

最后他们达成了协议：本杰明继续染发，更积极地尝试与同龄男孩玩耍，在街上不再戴眼镜或拄拐杖；作为对这些让步的回应，他第一次被允许穿长裤。
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关于本杰明·巴顿十二岁至二十一岁之间的生活我不想多说。只要指出这些年他还是照例没怎么长大就够了。十八岁时，他像一个五十岁的人一样挺拔；他的步伐有力；他的头发更多了，而且变成了深灰色；他的声音不再沙哑颤抖，而是变成了健康的男中音。父亲把他送到康涅狄格去参加耶鲁大学的入学考试。本杰明通过考试，成为了新生中的一员。

入学后第三天，他接到学院教务主任哈特先生的通知，要他到办公室去制订学习计划。本杰明照了一下镜子，认为他的头发需要用棕色染料染一下。他焦急地在梳妆台的抽屉中寻找，却找不到染料瓶。然后他想了起来——他前一天已经把染料用光，把瓶子扔掉了。

他陷入了进退两难的境地：他五分钟后就要赶到办公室。没有办法——他必须去。他去了。

“早上好！”教务主任彬彬有礼地说，“你来打听儿子的情况吗？”

“呃，其实我的名字就是巴顿——”本杰明开始说，但哈特先生打断了他。

“很高兴见到你，巴顿先生。我正在等你儿子，他随时会到。”

“那就是我！”本杰明脱口而出，“我是新生。”

“什么！”

“我是新生。”

“你在开玩笑吧。”

“绝对没有。”

教务主任皱起眉头，看了一眼面前的卡片：“这里明明写着本杰明·巴顿的年龄是十八岁嘛。”

“那是我的年龄，”本杰明肯定地说，脸色有些发红。

教务主任不耐烦地看着他：“巴顿先生，你不指望我会相信你的话吧？”

本杰明勉强笑了。“我是十八岁，”他重复道。

教务主任脸色铁青地指着门口。“出去，”他说，“离开我们的校园，离开我们的城市。你是个危险的疯子。”

“我是十八岁。”

哈特先生打开了门。“太可笑了！”他喊道。“你这种年龄的人跑到这里来做新生。十八岁，是吗？那好，我给你十八分钟滚出城去。”

本杰明·巴顿不卑不亢地走出注册室；等候在大厅的五六个本科生用惊奇的眼光望着他。他走了几步，又回过头来，对仍旧站在门口、面带怒容的教务主任，用坚定的语气重复道：“我是十八岁。”

在大学生们的吃吃笑声中，本杰明向外走去。

但是命中注定他不能这样轻易地离开。在沮丧地走向火车站的路上，他发现几个大学生尾随着他。然后跟着他的人越来越多，由几个变成一群，由一群变成了密密麻麻的一大片。人们纷纷议论说，一个疯子通过了耶鲁的入学考试，而且试图冒充十八岁的年轻人。整个学院都沸腾起来。男人们不戴帽子就冲出教室；橄榄球队员停止训练，加入了人潮；教授夫人们帽子也挤歪了，撑裙也没穿正，跟在队伍后面喊喊叫叫。人群中发出一连串评头品足的闲言碎语，句句直指本杰明·巴顿脆弱的情感。
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“他一定是个永世流浪的犹太人
〔2〕

 ！”

“他这样的年纪应该上预备学校！”

“看看这位神童！”

“他以为这是老年之家吧。”

“上哈佛去吧！”

本杰明加快了步伐，然后索性跑起来。他要让他们瞧一瞧！他会去哈佛，他们会为自己这些不负责任的嘲弄后悔的！

安全地登上开往巴尔的摩的火车后，他把头伸出窗外。“你们会后悔的！”他大声喊道。

“哈，哈！”大学生们大笑起来，“哈，哈，哈！”那是耶鲁大学有史以来犯下的最大的错误。
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一八八○年，本杰明·巴顿二十岁。作为对这个生日的庆典，他开始了在罗杰·巴顿五金批发公司的工作。同年，他进入了社交界——他的父亲坚持带他参加了几次时髦的舞会。罗杰·巴顿现在已经五十岁了，他和他儿子越来越喜欢在一起了——事实上，因为本杰明停止了染发（仍旧是灰色的），他们看起来年龄很相近，说他们是兄弟人们也会相信。

八月的一个晚上，他们穿着礼服登上敞篷马车，前往巴尔的摩近郊的谢夫林乡村舞厅跳舞。那是一个美好的夜晚。一轮满月给乡间小路洒满了柔和的银光；迟开的收获季花朵在静谧的夜空中散发着诱人的清香，宛如低沉可辨的轻笑。广阔的原野上覆盖着地毯般的亮闪闪的麦子，像白天一样明澈。此时此刻，人们几乎不可能不为这美丽的夜色陶醉——几乎。

“干货行业前景非常广阔，”罗杰·巴顿正在说。他不是一个注重精神生活的人——他的审美观只有初级水平。

“像我这样的老年人不能学习新东西了，”他意味深长地说，“美好的未来是属于你们这些精力充沛的年轻人的。”

远在道路的尽头，谢夫林乡村舞厅摇曳的灯光映入眼帘；叹息般的声音不断传入他们的耳鼓，不知是小提琴的哀怨，还是月光底下银色麦浪发出的簌簌声。

他们在一辆漂亮的马车后面停了下来，上面的乘客正在下车。先下来的是一位妇人，然后是一位年长的绅士，最后是一位妙龄小姐，美得能叫人犯罪。本杰明突然一惊，似乎有一个化学变化熔化和重组了他身体中的所有要素。他浑身颤抖，热血上涌，两颊绯红，心跳加剧，他第一次坠入了爱河！
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女孩身材苗条纤弱，头发在月光下是灰白的，在门口噼啪作响的煤气灯下却呈蜜黄。她的肩上搭着一条点缀着黑蝴蝶的柔黄色的西班牙披巾，撑开的裙脚边，一双脚像闪闪发光的纽扣。

罗杰·巴顿凑到儿子跟前。“那个女孩，”他说，“是希尔迪加·蒙克里夫，蒙克里夫将军的女儿。”

本杰明冷漠地点点头。“小美人，”他若无其事地说。但当黑人招待领走马车时，他又加了一句：“父亲，你也许可以把我介绍给她。”

他们加入了以蒙克里夫小姐为中心的一群人。她按照旧传统，在本杰明面前深深地行了屈膝礼。是的，他可以请她跳舞。他谢了她，然后走开了——犹犹豫豫地走开了。

等待显得没完没了。他站在墙边，默默地，谜一样地，用恶毒的眼神看着那些年轻的巴尔的摩纨绔子弟。他们都带着满脸的崇拜，在希尔迪加·蒙克里夫身边周旋着。在本杰明眼里，他们是多么讨厌啊！那红润的脸色真叫人受不了！他们唇边弯曲的棕色小胡子使他反胃。

但是，当他的机会一来，他就和她伴着巴黎最时髦的华尔兹慢步滑入变幻中的舞池，他的妒忌和焦虑像薄冰一样融化了。陶醉其中，他觉得生命才刚刚开始。

“你和你兄弟刚好与我们同时到达，是不是？”希尔迪加用她那鲜蓝色珐琅般的眼睛望着他。

本杰明犹豫不决。假如她错把他当作父亲的兄弟，他是否应该向她挑明真相呢？他想起了在耶鲁的经历，决定保持缄默。反驳一位女士是不礼貌的，让他的荒唐身世破坏这美好的夜晚是一种罪过。也许以后吧。想清楚了以后，他点点头，微笑着，听她说话，心中十分愉快。

“我喜欢你这年龄的男人，”希尔迪加对他说，“年轻男孩傻里傻气。他们告诉我他们在学校喝了多少香槟，玩牌时输了多少钱。像你这年龄的男人知道如何欣赏女人。”

本杰明觉得自己几乎要向她求婚了——他费了很大的力气才控制住自己的冲动。

“你是浪漫正当年啊，”她接着说，“五十岁。二十五岁太追名逐利；三十岁总是由于劳累过度而脸色苍白；四十岁的人故事太长，每个都得花上抽一整支雪茄的时间才讲得完；六十岁——六十岁太接近七十岁了；但五十岁是成熟稳健的年龄。我喜欢五十岁。”

本杰明似乎也觉得五十岁是一个荣耀的年龄。他热切地希望自己就是五十岁。

“我经常说，”希尔迪加继续说，“与其嫁一个三十岁的男人来照顾他，不如嫁一个五十岁的男人来接受他的照顾。”

那天晚上剩下的时间里，本杰明都沉浸在蜜色的雾霭中。希尔迪加与他多跳了两支舞。他们发觉他们对任何问题的看法都惊人地一致。下个星期天她会与他一起出去兜风，这样他们可以对这些问题进行更深入的讨论。

本杰明和父亲在拂晓前坐着马车回家时，第一群蜜蜂正从巢中嗡嗡飞出，月色在晨露中逐渐消失。本杰明隐隐约约听见父亲在谈五金制品批发。

“……你认为继锤子和钉子之后什么东西最值得关注呢？”老巴顿说。

“爱情，”本杰明心不在焉地回答。

“吊耳？”
〔3〕

 罗杰叫道，“我已经谈过吊耳了。”

本杰明茫然地望着他。东方的天空突然露出一缕曙光，一只黄鹂在枝叶繁茂的树丛中刺耳地打了一个呵欠。
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六个月后，希尔迪加·蒙克里夫小姐与本杰明·巴顿先生订婚的消息被公开了（我之所以说“被公开”，是因为蒙克里夫将军声称他宁可倒毙在自己剑下也不宣布这件事）。巴尔的摩社交界的兴奋几乎达到了疯狂的程度。差不多已经被遗忘的本杰明的身世又被翻了出来，被人们当作不可思议的传奇故事，添油加醋地加以宣讲。据说本杰明实际上是罗杰·巴顿的父亲，也有人说他是罗杰·巴顿在狱四十年的兄弟，还有人说他是改头换面的约翰·威尔克斯·布恩
〔4〕

 ——末了，还说他头上长了两个小小的尖角。

纽约报纸的星期日副刊用了许多非常有趣的漫画对这件事情肆意渲染。在漫画中，本杰明·巴顿的头有时候长在鱼身上，有时候长在蛇身上，最后长在了一块铜铸躯体上。新闻界称他为“马里兰神秘客”。但是，就像经常发生的那样，他的真实故事却很少为人所知。

然而每个人都同意蒙克里夫将军的观点：一个本来可以嫁给巴尔的摩任何一个求婚者的活泼可爱的女孩，却投入了一个足有五十岁的男子的怀抱，这是一种“罪孽”。罗杰·巴顿先生徒劳地在《巴尔的摩火焰》上用大号字体公布了本杰明的出生证。没人相信。你只要亲眼去看一看本杰明就行了。

两个当事人毫不动摇。关于未婚夫的不实之词如此之多，以致连真实情况希尔迪加也坚决不相信了。蒙克里夫将军向她指出，五十岁的男人——至少看起来像五十岁的男人——死亡率很高，但没有效果。他告诉她五金批发行业不稳定，也是徒劳。希尔迪加决定为成熟而结婚——她也真的嫁了……
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希尔迪加的朋友们至少弄错了一件事：五金批发业惊人地兴旺。在本杰明结婚的一八八○年至他父亲退休的一八九五年这十五年间，这个家庭的财富翻了一番——而这主要归功于公司的年轻成员。

不用说，巴尔的摩最终敞开胸怀接受了这对夫妻。当本杰明出资为他出版曾被九家知名出版社拒绝的二十卷《南北战争史》时，蒙克里夫老将军也与女婿和解了。

十五年来，本杰明本人也发生了很大的变化。他似乎全身的血管里都充满了新的活力。他开始觉得清早起来，以轻快的步伐在熙熙攘攘、洒满阳光的大街上行走，为锤子发货、钉子装运等业务不知疲倦地工作是莫大的快乐。一八九○年他实施了一项有名的商业政变：他提出动议，所有运钉箱上的钉子都应该算作收货人的财产。这个动议由大法官福索尔批准成为法令，每年为罗杰·巴顿五金批发公司节约了超过六百枚钉子。

此外，本杰明发觉他越来越为生活中纵情声色的一面所吸引。由于他日益增强的享乐欲望，他成了巴尔的摩头一个既拥有又驾驶汽车的人。他的同龄人在街上遇见他，都会羡慕地盯着他那充满活力的健康身影。

“他好像每年都变得年轻一点，”他们说。如果现年已经65岁的老罗杰·巴顿在刚开始时没有给予儿子应有的热情欢迎的话，他终于也用近乎谄媚的殷勤来弥补了。

就是在这里，我们遇到了一个不愉快的话题，但这个话题还是一笔带过为好。只有一件事使本杰明·巴顿伤脑筋，那就是他的妻子对他失去了吸引力。

那时希尔迪加已经三十五岁了，有一个十四岁的儿子，叫罗斯科。在刚结婚的一段时间里，本杰明是很崇拜她的。但是，随着岁月的流逝，她蜜黄色的头发变成了不那么令人激动的褐色；珐琅般的碧眼变得像廉价的陶瓷——更有甚者，她变得太习惯于自己固有的生活方式，太平淡，太自足，她的兴奋缺乏生气，她的品味也过于老成持重。刚结婚的时候，她“拖”着本杰明去跳舞和赴宴——现在情况正好相反。她跟着他外出参加社交活动，但全无热情，她的热情已经被惰性消耗殆尽，这种惰性我们每个人都会有，而且一粘上就再也无法摆脱。

本杰明的不满越来越强烈了。当一八九八年西班牙战争爆发时，鉴于家庭生活是如此枯燥乏味，他决定参军。鉴于他在商界的影响，他先被任命为上尉，然后由于工作出色而当上了少校，最后被提升为中校，恰好赶上了有名的圣·胡安山激战。他在战斗中受了轻伤，获得了一枚奖章。

本杰明非常迷恋活跃而刺激的军旅生活，对要退伍非常惋惜；但他的生意需要照料，因此他还是辞职回了家。一支铜管乐队在车站迎接他，并且护送他到家门口。
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希尔迪加在门口挥着一面大锦旗迎候他，甚至当他亲吻她的时候，他的心也直往下沉，三年离别真让他们损失惨重。她现在已经是头发中隐约夹着白丝的四十岁女人了。这景象真让他压抑。

在楼上的房间里，他在熟悉的镜子中看见了自己——他靠近一点，焦虑地察看自己的脸，与战争爆发前穿着军服拍的照片比了比。

“老天爷呀！”他大声说。这个过程还在继续着。的确如此——他现在看上去就像一个三十岁的人。但他的心情并不愉快，相反倒是很不安——他越来越年轻了。他一直希望一旦他的外表年龄与实际年龄相当，他出生时的那些荒唐现象就会消失的。想到这里他不禁打了个寒噤。他的命运为什么这么可怕，这么不可思议！

下楼时，希尔迪加正在等他，她显得很不愉快。他不知道她是不是终于发现了什么。为了缓解他们之间的紧张气氛，在晚餐时，他用一种他认为是小心翼翼的方式提到了这个问题。

“你看，”他若无其事地说，“人人都说我看起来比以前任何时候都年轻。”

希尔迪加轻蔑地瞟了他一眼，冷笑了一声：“你以为那是什么值得夸耀的事吗？”

“我不是自夸，”他不安地强调说。

她又冷笑了一声。“这个念头，”她说，然后停了一会，“我认为你应该有足够的傲气来放弃它。”

“这怎么可能？”他问道。

“我不打算与你争论，”她反驳道，“但处事方法总有对错之分。如果你决意要做一个与众不同的人，我想我不可能阻止你，但我确实认为这样做是很自私的。”

“但是，希尔迪加，我真的没有办法。”

“你还是有办法的，你只是固执而已。你存心与其他人不一样。你以前总是这样，你以后也还会是这样。但只要想一想，如果每个人都像你一样考虑问题怎么办——这个世界将变成什么样子？”

面对这样一种空洞的、无法回应的说词，本杰明也无言以对。从此以后，他们之间的裂痕越来越大了。他有时候甚至感到纳闷，她怎么可能对他有过吸引力。

令他们的关系雪上加霜的是，随着新世纪的临近，他发现自己对寻欢作乐的欲望越来越强烈。巴尔的摩的所有聚会上都可以看到他的身影。他与最漂亮的少妇跳舞，与社交界最受欢迎的年轻女子谈天，而且觉得与她们相处非常惬意；而他的妻子，一个已经显露不祥之兆的老年贵妇人，坐在年长女伴中间，时而傲慢地表示不满，时而以严肃、疑惑、责备的目光紧紧地盯着他。

“看！”人们评论说，“多可惜！这个年纪的小伙子与一个四十五岁的妇人拴在一起。他准比他妻子年轻二十岁。”他们已经忘记了——人们总是健忘——早在一八八○年，他们的父母也对这对不相配的夫妻评头品足过的。

本杰明在家里日益增多的烦恼为他的许多新爱好所弥补。他开始打高尔夫球，而且成绩斐然。他也热衷于跳舞：一九○六年他是跳波士顿舞的专家；一九○八年他成为跳玛嬉喜舞的高手；一九○九年他的城堡舞成为城里所有年轻人羡慕的对象。

当然，他的社交活动在一定程度上影响了他的生意；但他苦心经营五金批发业已经长达二十五年，他觉得很快就可以将生意交给儿子罗斯科了。罗斯科刚从哈佛毕业。

事实上，人家经常将他和他儿子弄混。这使本杰明感到很高兴——他很快就忘记了从西班牙战争回来时曾经有过的恐惧，并且对自己的外貌感到了一种天真的快乐。唯一美中不足的是——他讨厌与妻子一起在公共场合出现。希尔迪加快五十岁了，一看到她，他就觉得荒唐透顶……





9

一九一○年九月的某一天——罗杰·巴顿五金批发公司交给年轻的罗斯科·巴顿经营几年之后——一个外表看起来大约二十岁的男子申请入读康桥哈佛大学一年级。他没有愚蠢地说自己已经年过五十，也没有提起他的儿子十年前已经从这所学校毕业一事。

他被批准入学，并且几乎立刻成为班上的风云人物，部分原因是他似乎比其他新生成熟一点；他们的平均年龄大约是十八岁。

但他的成功主要还是源于他在与耶鲁的橄榄球比赛中的出色表现。他在球场上冷酷无情，凶猛异常，为哈佛获得七次触地得分和十四次射门得分，而且有一次使全部十一个耶鲁人都逐个被不省人事地抬出赛场。他是大学里最有名的人物。

说来也怪，三年级时他几乎不能做橄榄球队的主力了。教练们说他体重减轻了；其中几位更细心的觉察到他似乎比以前矮了一点。他没有再得过触地得分——事实上，他被留在队里的主要原因是他的威名能够震慑耶鲁队，瓦解他们的士气。

四年级时，他在队里已经毫无作为了。他变得如此瘦弱，以致有一天他被几个二年级学生当作了新生；这件事使他感到十分丢脸。人们把他当成了神童——肯定不超过十六岁就上了四年级——他常常对班上一些同学的俗气感到厌恶。对他来说，课程似乎难了一点——他觉得它们太高深了。他听到他的同学谈论圣·米达思学校——一所有名的预备学校。这些同学中很多人曾经在那里为上大学进行过预备培训。他决定毕业后到圣·米达思学校去学习，躲在身高与他差不多的男孩子当中生活对他来说应该更合适。

一九一四年他毕业了。他口袋中揣着哈佛大学的毕业证书回到巴尔的摩家中。希尔迪加现在住在意大利，因此，本杰明与儿子罗斯科住在一起。虽然他基本上还受欢迎，但罗斯科对他显然缺乏热情——他甚至觉得因为本杰明在屋子里像个青少年那样无所事事，有些妨碍了他的生活。罗斯科现在已经结婚，在巴尔的摩社交界非常活跃。他可不想看到有什么丑闻从家里冒出来。

本杰明不再受刚刚进入社交界的年轻女子和大学生们的欢迎了。他觉得除了与三四个十五岁的邻居男孩交往以外，没什么可做的。去圣·米达思学校读书的想法重新探出头来。

“是这样，”一天他对罗斯科说，“我对你说过几次我想上预备学校。”

“那就去吧，”罗斯科不耐烦地回答。这件事使他生厌，他可不想展开讨论。

“我不能一个人去，”本杰明无奈地说，“你必须帮我申请入学，并且把我送去。”

“我没有时间，”罗斯科断然说。然后他的眼睛眯起来，忧虑地望着他的父亲。“说实在的，”他又说，“你最好不要再这样继续下去了，你最好马上停下来。你最好——你最好”——他停了一下，搜肠刮肚地找词儿，脸憋得通红——“你最好马上调过头来，往另一个方向走。这个玩笑开得太大了，这已经不是闹着玩的事了。你——你简直是瞎胡闹！”

本杰明望着他，眼泪都快流出来了。

“还有一件事，”罗斯科继续说，“家里有客人时，我要你叫我‘叔叔’——不是‘罗斯科’，而是‘叔叔’。你明白吗？一个十五岁的小孩叫我的名字看起来太荒唐了。也许你最好时时都叫我‘叔叔’，这样你就会习惯。”

罗斯科严厉地看了他父亲一眼，转身走了……
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谈话结束后，本杰明满怀凄凉地上楼，在镜子里端详着自己。他已经有三个月没有刮胡子了；但脸上除了一根似乎不必去管的细细的白绒毛之外，什么也没有。他当初从哈佛回到家中时，罗斯科曾找他商量，建议他戴上眼镜，两颊粘上假须。看起来他早年的闹剧好像又要重演了。但胡须使他发痒，也使他羞愧。他哭了，罗斯科很不情愿地让了步。

本杰明翻开一本儿童故事书，《比米尼湾的童子军》，开始阅读。但他发现自己老在想着战争。美国在上个月加入了协约国。本杰明想入伍；但是，唉，入伍的最小年龄是十六岁，他看起来却没有那么大。无论如何，他的真实年龄——五十七岁——也已经使他没有资格入伍了。

有人在敲门。男管家拿着一封信，角上有一个官方大印记，是寄给本杰明先生的。本杰明迫不及待地将信打开，兴奋地看起来。信中通知他，许多参加过美西战争的后备军官都要被召回部队担任更高的军职。信中附有任命他为美国陆军准将的委任状，并命令他马上报到。

本杰明激动得跳起来。这是他一直向往的。他抓起帽子，十分钟就来到了查尔斯街的一间大型成衣店，用尖细的、犹疑不定的声音要求量身定做制服。

“你要扮士兵吗，小弟弟？”一个店员随口问道。

本杰明满脸通红。“别管我要干什么，”他生气地说，“我是巴顿，住在佛农山上，现在你该知道我付得起钱了吧！”

“好吧，”店员踌躇着说，“如果你付不起，我想你爸爸也付得起的。”

[image: alt]


店员为本杰明量了尺寸，过了一个星期制服就做好了。但他在索要匹配的将军徽章时遇到了困难：店主坚持认为，一个漂亮的基督教青年会徽章看起来一样好，而且更好玩。

一天晚上，背着罗斯科，本杰明离家乘火车去了南卡罗来纳的摩斯比军营。在那里他将指挥一个步兵旅。在一个闷热的四月天，他抵达军营入口，付钱打发了将他从车站送来的出租车，随即转向值班警卫。

“找个人给我提行李！”他轻快地说。

警卫以责备的目光看着他。“小弟弟，”他说，“你穿着这身将军行头要去哪里呀？”

本杰明，美西战争的老战士，双眼冒火地盯着他。不过，唉，他的声音还是变了调的童音。

“立正！”他大吼一声，然后停下来吸了一口气——突然看见哨兵把脚跟一并，将枪握在了胸前。本杰明极力掩饰住满意的微笑。但当他回过头时，他的笑容立即消失了。让这位哨兵服从的不是他，而是一个正骑着马向他们走来的威风凛凛的炮兵上校。

“上校！”本杰明尖声喊道。

上校走向前来，收住缰绳，从容地向下朝他看了一眼，眼中露出愉快的神情。“你是谁家的孩子？”他亲切地问道。

“我很快就会让你知道我是谁家的孩子！”本杰明恶狠狠地说，“从马上下来！”

上校哈哈大笑。

“你要这匹马吗，将军？”

“喂！”本杰明无奈地喊起来，“看一下吧。”他把委任状向上校递过去。

上校看罢委任状，眼珠子都要瞪出来了。

“你在哪里弄到的？”他问道，同时把这份文件塞进了自己的口袋。

“政府给我的，你很快就会知道！”

“跟我来，”上校带着古怪的神情说，“我们到司令部去详细谈一谈。来吧。”

上校转过身牵着马朝司令部走去。本杰明只好跟着他，尽量做出高傲的样子——同时暗下决心一定要好好报复他一下。

但报复没有实现。两天后，他的儿子罗斯科风尘仆仆、气急败坏地从巴尔的摩赶来，护送这位没有了制服的泪汪汪的将军回家。





11

一九二○年，罗斯科·巴顿的第一个孩子出生了。但在随后的庆典中，没有任何人提到这件“事”：那个外表看起来大约十岁，正在屋里玩铅制士兵及迷你马戏团的脏男孩是这个新生儿的祖父。

没有人不喜欢这个稚嫩活泼、脸上挂着一丝忧伤的小男孩。但对罗斯科来说，他的存在是烦恼的根源。按照罗斯科这一代人的作风，他不认为“这件事”是“有效率”的。他似乎觉得，由于拒绝看起来像六十岁，他父亲的所作所为配不上一名“血性的男子汉”——这是罗斯科最喜欢用的词——而是个既古怪又反常的人。的确，把这件事想上半小时就会使他接近精神崩溃的边缘。罗斯科相信人们应该保持年轻的心态，但把事情做到这个地步则有点——有点——有点没有效率。然后罗斯科就不愿再想下去了。

五年后，罗斯科的小男孩已经长大，足以与小本杰明在同一个保姆的照管下一起玩儿童游戏了。罗斯科在同一天把他们两个送到了幼儿园。本杰明觉得玩彩色纸条，制作垫子和链条，以及绘制美丽奇特的小图案，是世界上最有趣的娱乐。有一次他因为表现不好在角落里罚了站——他大哭起来——在大部分时间里，在宽敞明亮的教室里，明媚的阳光透过窗户照进来，贝莱小姐不时用手轻轻地抚摸他蓬乱的头发，他觉得非常快乐。

一年后罗斯科的儿子上了一年级，本杰明仍然留在幼儿园。他非常快乐。有时候，当其他小孩谈起长大后要做什么时，他幼小的脸庞上会掠过一丝阴影；迷迷糊糊中，他凭着一股孩子气，已经知道了那是一些他永远不能分享的事。

日子一成不变地过去，他在幼儿园已经三年了；但他现在太小了，无法知道那些亮闪闪的纸条是做什么用的。他常常哭，由于别的小孩比他大，他怕他们。当老师跟他说话时，虽然他极力去理解，可就是听不懂。

他被人从幼儿园接了回来。他的保姆奈娜，穿着上过浆的方格裙，成为他小小世界的中心。在阳光明媚的日子里，他们去公园散步，奈娜会指着那巨大的灰色动物说“象”，本杰明就跟着她说。到那天晚上脱衣服睡觉时，他会反复地大声对她说“象，象，象”。有时奈娜让他在床上蹦蹦跳跳。那是很有趣的事。因为蹦跳之后，假如你坐下来的时机正好的话，你就会自然而然地再一次弹起来；假如你跳动时“啊”地叫上足够长的时间，你就会听到一种断断续续的声音，好玩极了。

他喜欢从衣帽架上取下一根大手杖，四处走动，一边用它敲打桌椅，一边说“打，打，打”。有人在场时，年老的妇女会向他发出咯咯声，这使他很高兴；年轻妇女会亲吻他，对此他只好略带厌烦地忍受。当漫长的白昼即将过去，下午五点钟，奈娜就带他上楼，用汤匙给他喂燕麦粥和柔软可口的糊糊。

在他稚气的睡梦中，没有什么烦恼的回忆；大学时代那些美好的日子，那些使许多女孩子心旌摇荡的燃情岁月，都没有给他留下任何印象。他现在所有的是带有牢固的白色围栏的摇篮，奈娜，一个间或来看他的男人，和一个橘黄色的大球，每当他在黄昏入睡前，奈娜就指着这个橘黄色的大球，叫它“太阳”。太阳西沉，他就双眼微闭，昏昏欲睡——没有梦，没有梦来烦扰他。

往事——圣·胡安山上的枪林弹雨；婚后头几年繁忙的夏日里，为了他深爱的年轻的希尔迪加整天工作至夜幕降临；在那之前，与他祖父在蒙罗大街老巴顿的阴暗房子里坐着抽烟到深夜——所有这些都像虚幻的梦一样从他心中消失了，好像这些事从来就没有发生过。

他不记得了。他记不清最后一次喂他的牛奶是热的还是冷的，以及日子是怎样过去的——只有他的摇篮和奈娜的熟悉面孔。其他的他什么也不记得了。饿了他就哭——就是这样。整个下午和晚上，他都在呼吸，周围轻轻的呢喃声和低微的说话声他几乎听不见，只能隐约分辨气味、光明和黑暗。

然后是一片漆黑。他的白色童床，在他上方晃动的朦胧面影，以及牛奶发出的甜香，一起从他脑海里渐渐淡出。
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注　释


〔1〕
 　据《圣经》记载，玛士撒拉是以诺之子，享年969岁。


〔2〕
 　宗教典故。据说犹太人因嘲弄了受难的耶稣，被罚流浪直至耶稣再现。


〔3〕
 　本杰明是说love（爱），他父亲听成了lug（吊耳）。


〔4〕
 　约翰·威尔克斯·布恩，在福特剧院刺杀林肯总统的舞台剧演员。他在刺杀林肯12天后，于弗吉尼亚北部的一间农场被北方士兵所杀。其家族都在马里兰。


THE CURIOUS CASE OF BENJAMIN BUTTON





Ⅰ

As long ago as 1860 it was the proper thing to be born at home. At present, so I am told, the high gods of medicine have decreed that the first cries of the young shall be uttered upon the anesthetic air of a hospital, preferably a fashionable one. So young Mr. and Mrs. Roger Button were fifty years ahead of style when they decided, one day in the summer of 1860, that their first baby should be born in a hospital. Whether this anachronism had any bearing upon the astonishing history I am about to set down will never be known.

I shall tell you what occurred, and let you judge for yourself.

The Roger Buttons held an enviable position, both social and financial, in ante-bellum Baltimore. They were related to the This Family and the That Family, which, as every Southerner knew, entitled them to membership in that enormous peerage which largely populated the Confederacy. This was their first experience with the charming old custom of having babies — Mr. Button was naturally nervous. He hoped it would be a boy so that he could be sent to Yale College in Connecticut, at which institution Mr. Button himself had been known for four years by the somewhat obvious nickname of "Cuff."

On the September morning consecrated to the enormous event he arose nervously at six o'clock, dressed himself, adjusted an impeccable stock, and hurried forth through the streets of Baltimore to the hospital, to determine whether the darkness of the night had borne in new life upon its bosom.

When he was approximately a hundred yards from the Maryland Private Hospital for Ladies and Gentlemen he saw Doctor Keene, the family physician, descending the front steps, rubbing his hands together with a washing movement — as all doctors are required to do by the unwritten ethics of their profession.

Mr. Roger Button, the president of Roger Button & Co., Wholesale Hardware, began to run toward Doctor Keene with much less dignity than was expected from a Southern gentleman of that picturesque period. "Doctor Keene!" he called. "Oh, Doctor Keene!"

The doctor heard him, faced around, and stood waiting, a curious expression settling on his harsh, medicinal face as Mr. Button drew near.

"What happened?" demanded Mr. Button, as he came up in a gasping rush. "What was it? How is she? A boy? Who is it? What —"

"Talk sense!" said Doctor Keene sharply. He appeared somewhat irritated.

"Is the child born?" begged Mr. Button.

Doctor Keene frowned. "Why, yes, I suppose so — after a fashion." Again he threw a curious glance at Mr. Button.

"Is my wife all right?"

"Yes."

"Is it a boy or a girl?"

"Here now!" cried Doctor Keene in a perfect passion of irritation, "I'll ask you to go and see for yourself. Outrageous!" He snapped the last word out in almost one syllable, then he turned away muttering: "Do you imagine a case like this will help my professional reputation? One more would ruin me — ruin anybody."

"What's the matter?" demanded Mr. Button, appalled. "Triplets?"

"No, not triplets!" answered the doctor cuttingly. "What's more, you can go and see for yourself. And get another doctor. I brought you into the world, young man, and I've been physician to your family for forty years, but I'm through with you! I don't want to see you or any of your relatives ever again! Good-bye!"

Then he turned sharply, and without another word climbed into his phaeton, which was waiting at the curbstone, and drove severely away.

Mr. Button stood there upon the sidewalk, stupefied and trembling from head to foot. What horrible mishap had occurred? He had suddenly lost all desire to go into the Maryland Private Hospital for Ladies and Gentlemen — it was with the greatest difficulty that, a moment later, he forced himself to mount the steps and enter the front door.

A nurse was sitting behind a desk in the opaque gloom of the hall. Swallowing his shame, Mr. Button approached her.

"Good-morning," she remarked, looking up at him pleasantly.

"Good-morning. I — I am Mr. Button."

At this a look of utter terror spread itself over the girl's face. She rose to her feet and seemed about to fly from the hall, restraining herself only with the most apparent difficulty.

"I want to see my child," said Mr. Button.

The nurse gave a little scream. "Oh — of course!" she cried hysterically. "Upstairs. Right upstairs. Go — up!"

She pointed the direction, and Mr. Button, bathed in a cool perspiration, turned falteringly, and began to mount to the second floor. In the upper hall he addressed another nurse who approached him, basin in hand. "I'm Mr. Button," he managed to articulate. "I want to see my —"

Clank! The basin clattered to the floor and rolled in the direction of the stairs. Clank! Clank! It began a methodical descent as if sharing in the general terror which this gentleman provoked.

"I want to see my child!" Mr. Button almost shrieked. He was on the verge of collapse.

Clank! The basin had reached the first floor. The nurse regained control of herself, and threw Mr. Button a look of hearty contempt.

"All right, Mr. Button," she agreed in a hushed voice. "Very well! But if you knew what state it's put us all in this morning! It's perfectly outrageous! The hospital will never have the ghost of a reputation after —"

"Hurry!" he cried hoarsely. "I can't stand this!"

"Come this way, then, Mr. Button."

He dragged himself after her. At the end of a long hall they reached a room from which proceeded a variety of howls — indeed, a room which, in later parlance, would have been known as the "crying-room." They entered. Ranged around the walls were half a dozen white-enameled rolling cribs, each with a tag tied at the head.

"Well," gasped Mr. Button, "which is mine?"

"There!" said the nurse.

Mr. Button's eyes followed her pointing finger, and this is what he saw. Wrapped in a voluminous white blanket, and partially crammed into one of the cribs, there sat an old man apparently about seventy years of age. His sparse hair was almost white, and from his chin dripped a long smoke-colored beard, which waved absurdly back and forth, fanned by the breeze coming in at the window. He looked up at Mr. Button with dim, faded eyes in which lurked a puzzled question.

"Am I mad?" thundered Mr. Button, his terror resolving into rage. "Is this some ghastly hospital joke?"

"It doesn't seem like a joke to us," replied the nurse severely. "And I don't know whether you're mad or not — but that is most certainly your child."

The cool perspiration redoubled on Mr. Button's forehead. He closed his eyes, and then, opening them, looked again. There was no mistake — he was gazing at a man of threescore and ten — a baby of threescore and ten, a baby whose feet hung over the sides of the crib in which it was reposing.

The old man looked placidly from one to the other for a moment, and then suddenly spoke in a cracked and ancient voice. "Are you my father?" he demanded.

Mr. Button and the nurse started violently.

"Because if you are," went on the old man querulously, "I wish you'd get me out of this place — or, at least, get them to put a comfortable rocker in here."

"Where in God's name did you come from? Who are you?" burst out Mr. Button frantically.

"I can't tell you exactly who I am," replied the querulous whine, "because I've only been born a few hours — but my last name is certainly Button."

"You lie! You're an impostor!"

The old man turned wearily to the nurse. "Nice way to welcome a new-born child," he complained in a weak voice. "Tell him he's wrong, why don't you?"

"You're wrong, Mr. Button," said the nurse severely. "This is your child, and you'll have to make the best of it. We're going to ask you to take him home with you as soon as possible — some time today."

"Home?" repeated Mr. Button incredulously.

"Yes, we can't have him here. We really can't, you know?"

"I'm right glad of it," whined the old man. "This is a fine place to keep a youngster of quiet tastes. With all this yelling and howling, I haven't been able to get a wink of sleep. I asked for something to eat" — here his voice rose to a shrill note of protest — "and they brought me a bottle of milk!"

Mr. Button sank down upon a chair near his son and concealed his face in his hands. "My heavens!" he murmured, in an ecstasy of horror. "What will people say? What must I do?"

"You'll have to take him home," insisted the nurse — "immediately!"

A grotesque picture formed itself with dreadful clarity before the eyes of the tortured man — a picture of himself walking through the crowded streets of the city with this appalling apparition stalking by his side. "I can't. I can't," he moaned.

People would stop to speak to him, and what was he going to say? He would have to introduce this — this septuagenarian: "This is my son, born early this morning." And then the old man would gather his blanket around him and they would plod on, past the bustling stores, the slave market — for a dark instant Mr. Button wished passionately that his son was black — past the luxurious houses of the residential district, past the home for the aged ...

"Come! Pull yourself together," commanded the nurse.

"See here," the old man announced suddenly, "if you think I'm going to walk home in this blanket, you're entirely mistaken."
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"Babies always have blankets."

With a malicious crackle the old man held up a small white swaddling garment. "Look!" he quavered. "This is what they had ready for me."

"Babies always wear those," said the nurse primly.

"Well," said the old man, "this baby's not going to wear anything in about two minutes. This blanket itches. They might at least have given me a sheet."

"Keep it on! Keep it on!" said Mr. Button hurriedly. He turned to the nurse. "What'll I do?"

"Go downtown and buy your son some clothes."

Mr. Button's son's voice followed him down into the hall: "And a cane, father. I want to have a cane."

Mr. Button banged the outer door savagely ...





Ⅱ

"Good-morning," Mr. Button said, nervously, to the clerk in the Chesapeake Dry Goods Company. "I want to buy some clothes for my child."

"How old is your child, sir?"

"About six hours," answered Mr. Button, without due consideration.

"Babies' supply department in the rear."

"Why, I don't think — I'm not sure that's what I want. It's — he's an unusually large-size child. Ecceptionally — ah — large."

"They have the largest child's sizes."

"Where is the boys' department?" inquired Mr. Button, shifting his ground desperately. He felt that the clerk must surely scent his shameful secret.

"Right here."

"Well —" He hesitated. The notion of dressing his son in men's clothes was repugnant to him. If, say, he could only find a very large boy's suit, he might cut off that long and awful beard, dye the white hair brown, and thus manage to conceal the worst, and to retain something of his own self-respect — not to mention his position in Baltimore society.

But a frantic inspection of the boys' department revealed no suits to fit the new-born Button. He blamed the store, of course — in such cases it is the thing to blame the store.

"How old did you say that boy of yours was?" demanded the clerk curiously.

"He's — sixteen."

"Oh, I beg your pardon. I thought you said six hours. You'll find the youths' department in the next aisle."

Mr. Button turned miserably away. Then he stopped, brightened, and pointed his finger toward a dressed dummy in the window display. "There!" he exclaimed. "I'll take that suit, out there on the dummy."

The clerk stared. "Why," he protested, "that's not a child's suit. At least it is, but it's for fancy dress. You could wear it yourself!"

"Wrap it up," insisted his customer nervously. "That's what I want."

The astonished clerk obeyed.

Back at the hospital Mr. Button entered the nursery and almost threw the package at his son. "Here's your clothes," he snapped out.

The old man untied the package and viewed the contents with a quizzical eye.

"They look sort of funny to me," he complained. "I don't want to be made a monkey of —"

"You've made a monkey of me!" retorted Mr. Button fiercely. "Never you mind how funny you look. Put them on — or I'll — or I'll spank you." He swallowed uneasily at the penultimate word, feeling nevertheless that it was the proper thing to say.

"All right, father" — this with a grotesque simulation of filial respect — "you've lived longer; you know best. Just as you say."

As before, the sound of the word "father" caused Mr. Button to start violently.

"And hurry."

"I'm hurrying, father."

When his son was dressed Mr. Button regarded him with depression. The costume consisted of dotted socks, pink pants, and a belted blouse with a wide white collar. Over the latter waved the long whitish beard, drooping almost to the waist. The effect was not good.

"Wait!"

Mr. Button seized a hospital shears and with three quick snaps amputated a large section of the beard. But even with this improvement the ensemble fell far short of perfection. The remaining brush of scraggly hair, the watery eyes, the ancient teeth, seemed oddly out of tone with the gayety of the costume. Mr. Button, however, was obdurate — he held out his hand. "Come along!" he said sternly.

His son took the hand trustingly. "What are you going to call me, dad?" he quavered as they walked from the nursery — "just 'baby' for a while? till you think of a better name?"

Mr. Button grunted. "I don't know," he answered harshly. "I think we'll call you Methuselah."





Ⅲ

Even after the new addition to the Button family had had his hair cut short and then dyed to a sparse unnatural black, had had his face shaved so close that it glistened, and had been attired in small-boy clothes made to order by a flabbergasted tailor, it was impossible for Mr. Button to ignore the fact that his son was a poor excuse for a first family baby. Despite his aged stoop, Benjamin Button — for it was by this name they called him instead of by the appropriate but invidious Methuselah — was five feet eight inches tall. His clothes did not conceal this, nor did the clipping and dyeing of his eyebrows disguise the fact that the eyes underneath were faded and watery and tired. In fact, the baby-nurse who had been engaged in advance left the house after one look, in a state of considerable indignation.

But Mr. Button persisted in his unwavering purpose. Benjamin was a baby, and a baby he should remain. At first he declared that if Benjamin didn't like warm milk he could go without food altogether, but he was finally prevailed upon to allow his son bread and butter, and even oatmeal by way of a compromise. One day he brought home a rattle and, giving it to Benjamin, insisted in no uncertain terms that he should "play with it," whereupon the old man took it with a weary expression and could be heard jingling it obediently at intervals throughout the day.

There can be no doubt, though, that the rattle bored him, and that he found other and more soothing amusements when he was left alone. For instance, Mr. Button discovered one day that during the preceding week he had smoked more cigars than ever before — a phenomenon which was explained a few days later when, entering the nursery unexpectedly, he found the room full of faint blue haze and Benjamin, with a guilty expression on his face, trying to conceal the butt of a dark Havana. This, of course, called for a severe spanking, but Mr. Button found that he could not bring himself to administer it. He merely warned his son that he would "stunt his growth."

Nevertheless he persisted in his attitude. He brought home lead soldiers, he brought toy trains, he brought large pleasant animals made of cotton, and, to perfect the illusion which he was creating — for himself at least — he passionately demanded of the clerk in the toy-store whether "the paint would come off the pink duck if the baby put it in his mouth." But, despite all his father's efforts, Benjamin refused to be interested. He would steal down the back stairs and return to the nursery with a volume of the "Encyclopædia Britannica," over which he would pore through an afternoon, while his cotton cows and his Noah's ark were left neglected on the floor. Against such a stubbornness Mr. Button's efforts were of little avail.

The sensation created in Baltimore was, at first, prodigious. What the mishap would have cost the Buttons and their kinsfolk socially cannot be determined, for the outbreak of the Civil War drew the city's attention to other things. A few people who were unfailingly polite racked their brains for compliments to give to the parents — and finally hit upon the ingenious device of declaring that the baby resembled his grandfather, a fact which, due to the standard state of decay common to all men of seventy, could not be denied. Mr. and Mrs. Roger Button were not pleased, and Benjamin's grandfather was furiously insulted.

Benjamin, once he left the hospital, took life as he found it. Several small boys were brought to see him, and he spent a stiff-jointed afternoon trying to work up an interest in tops and marbles — he even managed, quite accidentally, to break a kitchen window with a stone from a sling shot, a feat which secretly delighted his father.

Thereafter Benjamin contrived to break something every day, but he did these things only because they were expected of him, and because he was by nature obliging.

When his grandfather's initial antagonism wore off, Benjamin and that gentleman took enormous pleasure in one another's company. They would sit for hours, these two so far apart in age and experience, and, like old cronies, discuss with tireless monotony the slow events of the day. Benjamin felt more at ease in his grandfather's presence than in his parents' — they seemed always somewhat in awe of him and, despite the dictatorial authority they exercised over him, frequently addressed him as "Mr."

He was as puzzled as any one else at the apparently advanced age of his mind and body at birth. He read up on it in the medical journal, but found that no such case had been previously recorded. At his father's urging he made an honest attempt to play with other boys, and frequently he joined in the milder games — football shook him up too much, and he feared that in case of a fracture his ancient bones would refuse to knit.

When he was five he was sent to kindergarten, where he was initiated into the art of pasting green paper on orange paper, of weaving colored maps and manufacturing eternal cardboard necklaces. He was inclined to drowse off to sleep in the middle of these tasks, a habit which both irritated and frightened his young teacher. To his relief she complained to his parents, and he was removed from the school. The Roger Buttons told their friends that they felt he was too young.

By the time he was twelve years old his parents had grown used to him. Indeed, so strong is the force of custom that they no longer felt that he was different from any other child — except when some curious anomaly reminded them of the fact. But one day a few weeks after his twelfth birthday, while looking in the mirror, Benjamin made, or thought he made, an astonishing discovery. Did his eyes deceive him, or had his hair turned in the dozen years of his life from white to iron-gray under its concealing dye? Was the network of wrinkles on his face becoming less pronounced? Was his skin healthier and firmer, with even a touch of ruddy winter color? He could not tell. He knew that he no longer stooped and that his physical condition had improved since the early days of his life.

"Can it be —?" he thought to himself, or, rather, scarcely dared to think.

He went to his father. "I am grown," he announced determinedly. "I want to put on long trousers."

His father hesitated. "Well," he said finally, "I don't know. Fourteen is the age for putting on long trousers — and you are only twelve."

"But you'll have to admit," protested Benjamin, "that I'm big for my age."

His father looked at him with illusory speculation. "Oh, I'm not so sure of that," he said. "I was as big as you when I was twelve."

This was not true — it was all part of Roger Button's silent agreement with himself to believe in his son's normality.

Finally a compromise was reached. Benjamin was to continue to dye his hair. He was to make a better attempt to play with boys of his own age. He was not to wear his spectacles or carry a cane in the street. In return for these concessions he was allowed his first suit of long trousers ...





Ⅳ

Of the life of Benjamin Button between his twelfth and twenty-first year I intend to say little. Suffice to record that they were years of normal ungrowth. When Benjamin was eighteen he was erect as a man of fifty; he had more hair and it was of a dark gray; his step was firm, his voice had lost its cracked quaver and descended to a healthy baritone. So his father sent him up to Connecticut to take examinations for entrance to Yale College. Benjamin passed his examination and became a member of the freshman class.

On the third day following his matriculation he received a notification from Mr. Hart, the college registrar, to call at his office and arrange his schedule. Benjamin, glancing in the mirror, decided that his hair needed a new application of its brown dye, but an anxious inspection of his bureau drawer disclosed that the dye bottle was not there. Then he remembered — he had emptied it the day before and thrown it away.

He was in a dilemma. He was due at the registrar's in five minutes. There seemed to be no help for it — he must go as he was. He did.

"Good-morning," said the registrar politely. "You've come to inquire about your son."

"Why, as a matter of fact, my name's Button —" began Benjamin, but Mr. Hart cut him off.

"I'm very glad to meet you, Mr. Button. I'm expecting your son here any minute."

"That's me!" burst out Benjamin. "I'm a freshman."

"What!"

"I'm a freshman."

"Surely you're joking."

"Not at all."

The registrar frowned and glanced at a card before him. "Why, I have Mr. Benjamin Button's age down here as eighteen."

"That's my age," asserted Benjamin, flushing slightly.

The registrar eyed him wearily. "Now surely, Mr. Button, you don't expect me to believe that."

Benjamin smiled wearily. "I am eighteen," he repeated.

The registrar pointed sternly to the door. "Get out," he said. "Get out of college and get out of town. You are a dangerous lunatic."

"I am eighteen."

Mr. Hart opened the door. "The idea!" he shouted. "A man of your age trying to enter here as a freshman. Eighteen years old, are you? Well, I'll give you eighteen minutes to get out of town."

Benjamin Button walked with dignity from the room, and half a dozen undergraduates, who were waiting in the hall, followed him curiously with their eyes. When he had gone a little way he turned around, faced the infuriated registrar, who was still standing in the doorway, and repeated in a firm voice: "I am eighteen years old."

To a chorus of titters which went up from the group of undergraduates, Benjamin walked away.

But he was not fated to escape so easily. On his melancholy walk to the railroad station he found that he was being followed by a group, then by a swarm, and finally by a dense mass of undergraduates. The word had gone around that a lunatic had passed the entrance examinations for Yale and attempted to palm himself off as a youth of eighteen. A fever of excitement permeated the college. Men ran hatless out of classes, the football team abandoned its practice and joined the mob, professors' wives with bonnets awry and bustles out of position, ran shouting after the procession, from which proceeded a continual succession of remarks aimed at the tender sensibilities of Benjamin Button.

"He must be the Wandering Jew!"

"He ought to go to prep school at his age!"

"Look at the infant prodigy!"

"He thought this was the old men's home."

"Go up to Harvard!"

Benjamin increased his gait, and soon he was running. He would show them! He would go to Harvard, and then they would regret these ill-considered taunts!

Safely on board the train for Baltimore, he put his head from the window. "You'll regret this!" he shouted.

"Ha-ha!" the undergraduates laughed. "Ha-ha-ha!" It was the biggest mistake that Yale College had ever made ...





Ⅴ

In 1880 Benjamin Button was twenty years old, and he signalized his birthday by going to work for his father in Roger Button & Co., Wholesale Hardware. It was in that same year that he began "going out socially" — that is, his father insisted on taking him to several fashionable dances. Roger Button was now fifty, and he and his son were more and more companionable — in fact, since Benjamin had ceased to dye his hair (which was still grayish) they appeared about the same age, and could have passed for brothers.

One night in August they got into the phaeton attired in their full-dress suits and drove out to a dance at the Shevlins' country house, situated just outside of Baltimore. It was a gorgeous evening. A full moon drenched the road to the lustreless color of platinum, and late-blooming harvest flowers breathed into the motionless air aromas that were like low, half-heard laughter. The open country, carpeted for rods around with bright wheat, was translucent as in the day. It was almost impossible not to be affected by the sheer beauty of the sky — almost.

"There's a great future in the dry-goods business," Roger Button was saying. He was not a spiritual man — his esthetic sense was rudimentary.

"Old fellows like me can't learn new tricks," he observed profoundly. "It's you youngsters with energy and vitality that have the great future before you."

Far up the road the lights of the Shevlins' country house drifted into view, and presently there was a sighing sound that crept persistently toward them — it might have been the fine plaint of violins or the rustle of the silver wheat under the moon.

They pulled up behind a handsome brougham whose passengers were disembarking at the door. A lady got out, then an elderly gentleman, then another young lady, beautiful as sin. Benjamin started; an almost chemical change seemed to dissolve and recompose the very elements of his body. A rigor passed over him, blood rose into his cheeks, his forehead, and there was a steady thumping in his ears. It was first love.

The girl was slender and frail, with hair that was ashen under the moon and honey-colored under the sputtering gas-lamps of the porch. Over her shoulders was thrown a Spanish mantilla of softest yellow, butterflied in black; her feet were glittering buttons at the hem of her bustled dress.

Roger Button leaned over to his son. "That," he said, "is young Hildegarde Moncrief, the daughter of General Moncrief."

Benjamin nodded coldly. "Pretty little thing," he said indifferently. But when the negro boy had led the buggy away, he added: "Dad, you might introduce me to her."

They approached a group of which Miss Moncrief was the centre. Reared in the old tradition, she courtesied low before Benjamin. Yes, he might have a dance. He thanked her and walked away — staggered away.

The interval until the time for his turn should arrive dragged itself out interminably. He stood close to the wall, silent, inscrutable, watching with murderous eyes the young bloods of Baltimore as they eddied around Hildegarde Moncrief, passionate admiration in their faces. How obnoxious they seemed to Benjamin; how intolerably rosy! Their curling brown whiskers aroused in him a feeling equivalent to indigestion.

But when his own time came, and he drifted with her out upon the changing floor to the music of the latest waltz from Paris, his jealousies and anxieties melted from him like a mantle of snow. Blind with enchantment, he felt that life was just beginning.

"You and your brother got here just as we did, didn't you?" asked Hildegarde, looking up at him with eyes that were like bright blue enamel.

Benjamin hesitated. If she took him for his father's brother, would it be best to enlighten her? He remembered his experience at Yale, so he decided against it. It would be rude to contradict a lady; it would be criminal to mar this exquisite occasion with the grotesque story of his origin. Later, perhaps. So he nodded, smiled, listened, was happy.

"I like men of your age," Hildegarde told him. "Young boys are so idiotic. They tell me how much champagne they drink at college, and how much money they lose playing cards. Men of your age know how to appreciate women."

Benjamin felt himself on the verge of a proposal — with an effort he choked back the impulse.

"You're just the romantic age," she continued — "fifty. Twenty-five is too worldly-wise; thirty is apt to be pale from overwork; forty is the age of long stories that take a whole cigar to tell; sixty is — oh, sixty is too near seventy; but fifty is the mellow age. I love fifty."

Fifty seemed to Benjamin a glorious age. He longed passionately to be fifty.

"I've always said," went on Hildegarde, "that I'd rather marry a man of fifty and be taken care of than marry a man of thirty and take care of him."

For Benjamin the rest of the evening was bathed in a honey-colored mist. Hildegarde gave him two more dances, and they discovered that they were marvellously in accord on all the questions of the day. She was to go driving with him on the following Sunday, and then they would discuss all these questions further.

Going home in the phaeton just before the crack of dawn, when the first bees were humming and the fading moon glimmered in the cool dew, Benjamin knew vaguely that his father was discussing wholesale hardware.

"... And what do you think should merit our biggest attention after hammers and nails?" the elder Button was saying.

"Love," replied Benjamin absent-mindedly.

"Lugs?" exclaimed Roger Button. "Why, I've just covered the question of lugs."

Benjamin regarded him with dazed eyes just as the eastern sky was suddenly cracked with light, and an oriole yawned piercingly in the quickening trees ...





Ⅵ

When, six months later, the engagement of Miss Hildegarde Moncrief to Mr. Benjamin Button was made known (I say "made known," for General Moncrief declared he would rather fall upon his sword than announce it), the excitement in Baltimore society reached a feverish pitch. The almost forgotten story of Benjamin's birth was remembered and sent out upon the winds of scandal in picaresque and incredible forms. It was said that Benjamin was really the father of Roger Button, that he was his brother who had been in prison for forty years, that he was John Wilkes Booth in disguise — and, finally, that he had two small conical horns sprouting from his head.

The Sunday supplements of the New York papers played up the case with fascinating sketches which showed the head of Benjamin Button attached to a fish, to a snake, and, finally, to a body of solid brass. He became known, journalistically, as the Mystery Man of Maryland. But the true story, as is usually the case, had a very small circulation.

However, every one agreed with General Moncrief that it was "criminal" for a lovely girl who could have married any beau in Baltimore to throw herself into the arms of a man who was assuredly fifty. In vain Mr. Roger Button published his son's birth certificate in large type in the Baltimore Blaze. No one believed it. You had only to look at Benjamin and see.

On the part of the two people most concerned there was no wavering. So many of the stories about her fiancé were false that Hildegarde refused stubbornly to believe even the true one. In vain General Moncrief pointed out to her the high mortality among men of fifty — or, at least, among men who looked fifty; in vain he told her of the instability of the wholesale hardware business. Hildegarde had chosen to marry for mellowness — and marry she did ...





Ⅶ

In one particular, at least, the friends of Hildegarde Moncrief were mistaken. The wholesale hardware business prospered amazingly. In the fifteen years between Benjamin Button's marriage in 1880 and his father's retirement in 1895, the family fortune was doubled — and this was due largely to the younger member of the firm.

Needless to say, Baltimore eventually received the couple to its bosom. Even old General Moncrief became reconciled to his son-in-law when Benjamin gave him the money to bring out his "History of the Civil War" in twenty volumes, which had been refused by nine prominent publishers.

In Benjamin himself fifteen years had wrought many changes. It seemed to him that the blood flowed with new vigor through his veins. It began to be a pleasure to rise in the morning, to walk with an active step along the busy, sunny street, to work untiringly with his shipments of hammers and his cargoes of nails. It was in 1890 that he executed his famous business coup: he brought up the suggestion that all nails used in nailing up the boxes in which nails are shipped, are the property of the shippee, a proposal which became a statute, was approved by Chief Justice Fossile, and saved Roger Button and Company, Wholesale Hardware, more than six hundred nails every year.

In addition, Benjamin discovered that he was becoming more and more attracted by the gay side of life. It was typical of his growing enthusiasm for pleasure that he was the first man in the city of Baltimore to own and run an automobile. Meeting him on the street, his contemporaries would stare enviously at the picture he made of health and vitality.

"He seems to grow younger every year," they would remark. And if old Roger Button, now sixty-five years old, had failed at first to give a proper welcome to his son he atoned at last by bestowing on him what amounted to adulation.

And here we come to an unpleasant subject which it will be well to pass over as quickly as possible. There was only one thing that worried Benjamin Button: his wife had ceased to attract him.

At that time Hildegarde was a woman of thirty-five, with a son, Roscoe, fourteen years old. In the early days of their marriage Benjamin had worshipped her. But, as the years passed, her honey-colored hair became an unexciting brown, the blue enamel of her eyes assumed the aspect of cheap crockery — moreover, and most of all, she had become too settled in her ways, too placid, too content, too anemic in her excitements, and too sober in her taste. As a bride it had been she who had "dragged" Benjamin to dances and dinners — now conditions were reversed. She went out socially with him, but without enthusiasm, devoured already by that eternal inertia which comes to live with each of us one day and stays with us to the end.

Benjamin's discontent waxed stronger. At the outbreak of the Spanish-American War in 1898 his home had for him so little charm that he decided to join the army. With his business influence he obtained a commission as captain, and proved so adaptable to the work that he was made a major, and finally a lieutenant-colonel just in time to participate in the celebrated charge up San Juan Hill. He was slightly wounded, and received a medal.

Benjamin had become so attached to the activity and excitement of army life that he regretted to give it up, but his business required attention, so he resigned his commission and came home. He was met at the station by a brass band and escorted to his house.





Ⅷ

Hildegarde, waving a large silk flag, greeted him on the porch, and even as he kissed her he felt with a sinking of the heart that these three years had taken their toll. She was a woman of forty now, with a faint skirmish line of gray hairs in her head. The sight depressed him.

Up in his room he saw his reflection in the familiar mirror — he went closer and examined his own face with anxiety, comparing it after a moment with a photograph of himself in uniform taken just before the war.

"Good Lord!" he said aloud. The process was continuing. There was no doubt of it — he looked now like a man of thirty. Instead of being delighted, he was uneasy — he was growing younger. He had hitherto hoped that once he reached a bodily age equivalent to his age in years, the grotesque phenomenon which had marked his birth would cease to function. He shuddered. His destiny seemed to him awful, incredible.

When he came down-stairs Hildegarde was waiting for him. She appeared annoyed, and he wondered if she had at last discovered that there was something amiss. It was with an effort to relieve the tension between them that he broached the matter at dinner in what he considered a delicate way.

"Well," he remarked lightly, "everybody says I look younger than ever."

Hildegarde regarded him with scorn. She sniffed. "Do you think it's anything to boast about?"

"I'm not boasting," he asserted uncomfortably.

She sniffed again. "The idea," she said, and after a moment: "I should think you'd have enough pride to stop it."

"How can I?" he demanded.

"I'm not going to argue with you," she retorted. "But there's a right way of doing things and a wrong way. If you've made up your mind to be different from everybody else, I don't suppose I can stop you, but I really don't think it's very considerate."

"But, Hildegarde, I can't help it."

"You can too. You're simply stubborn. You think you don't want to be like any one else. You always have been that way, and you always will be. But just think how it would be if every one else looked at things as you do — what would the world be like?"

As this was an inane and unanswerable argument Benjamin made no reply, and from that time on a chasm began to widen between them. He wondered what possible fascination she had ever exercised over him.

To add to the breach, he found, as the new century gathered headway, that his thirst for gayety grew stronger. Never a party of any kind in the city of Baltimore but he was there, dancing with the prettiest of the young married women,chatting with the most popular of the débutantes, and finding their company charming, while his wife, a dowager of evil omen, sat among the chaperons, now in haughty disapproval, and now following him with solemn, puzzled, and reproachful eyes.
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"Look!" people would remark. "What a pity! A young fellow that age tied to a woman of forty-five. He must be twenty years younger than his wife." They had forgotten — as people inevitably forget — that back in 1880 their mammas and papas had also remarked about this same ill-matched pair.

Benjamin's growing unhappiness at home was compensated for by his many new interests. He took up golf and made a great success of it. He went in for dancing: in 1906 he was an expert at "The Boston," and in 1908 he was considered proficient at the "Maxixe," while in 1909 his "Castle Walk" was the envy of every young man in town.

His social activities, of course, interfered to some extent with his business, but then he had worked hard at wholesale hardware for twenty-five years and felt that he could soon hand it on to his son, Roscoe, who had recently graduated from Harvard.

He and his son were, in fact, often mistaken for each other. This pleased Benjamin — he soon forgot the insidious fear which had come over him on his return from the Spanish-American War, and grew to take a naïve pleasure in his appearance. There was only one fly in the delicious ointment — he hated to appear in public with his wife. Hildegarde was almost fifty, and the sight of her made him feel absurd ...





Ⅸ

One September day in 1910 — a few years after Roger Button & Co., Wholesale Hardware, had been handed over to young Roscoe Button — a man, apparently about twenty years old, entered himself as a freshman at Harvard University in Cambridge. He did not make the mistake of announcing that he would never see fifty again nor did he mention the fact that his son had been graduated from the same institution ten years before.

He was admitted, and almost immediately attained a prominent position in the class, partly because he seemed a little older than the other freshmen, whose average age was about eighteen.

But his success was largely due to the fact that in the football game with Yale he played so brilliantly, with so much dash and with such a cold, remorseless anger that he scored seven touchdowns and fourteen field goals for Harvard, and caused one entire eleven of Yale men to be carried singly from the field, unconscious. He was the most celebrated man in college.

Strange to say, in his third or junior year he was scarcely able to "make" the team. The coaches said that he had lost weight, and it seemed to the more observant among them that he was not quite as tall as before. He made no touchdowns — indeed, he was retained on the team chiefly in hope that his enormous reputation would bring terror and disorganization to the Yale team.

In his senior year he did not make the team at all. He had grown so slight and frail that one day he was taken by some sophomores for a freshman, an incident which humiliated him terribly. He became known as something of a prodigy — a senior who was surely no more than sixteen — and he was often shocked at the worldliness of some of his classmates. His studies seemed harder to him — he felt that they were too advanced. He had heard his classmates speak of St. Midas', the famous preparatory school, at which so many of them had prepared for college, and he determined after his graduation to enter himself at St. Midas', where the sheltered life among boys his own size would be more congenial to him.

Upon his graduation in 1914 he went home to Baltimore with his Harvard diploma in his pocket. Hildegarde was now residing in Italy, so Benjamin went to live with his son, Roscoe. But though he was welcomed in a general way, there was obviously no heartiness in Roscoe's feeling toward him — there was even perceptible a tendency on his son's part to think that Benjamin, as he moped about the house in adolescent mooniness, was somewhat in the way. Roscoe was married now and prominent in Baltimore life, and he wanted no scandal to creep out in connection with his family.

Benjamin, no longer persona grata with the débutantes and younger college set, found himself left much alone, except for the companionship of three or four fifteen-year-old boys in the neighborhood. His idea of going to St. Midas' school recurred to him.

"Say," he said to Roscoe one day, "I've told you over and over that I want to go to prep school."

"Well, go, then," replied Roscoe shortly. The matter was distasteful to him, and he wished to avoid a discussion.

"I can't go alone," said Benjamin helplessly. "You'll have to enter me and take me up there."

"I haven't got time," declared Roscoe abruptly. His eyes narrowed and he looked uneasily at his father. "As a matter of fact," he added, "you'd better not go on with this business much longer. You better pull up short. You better — you better" — he paused and his face crimsoned as he sought for words — "you better turn right around and start back the other way. This has gone too far to be a joke. It isn't funny any longer. You — you behave yourself!"

Benjamin looked at him, on the verge of tears.

"And another thing," continued Roscoe, "when visitors are in the house I want you to call me 'Uncle' — not 'Roscoe,' but 'Uncle,' do you understand? It looks absurd for a boy of fifteen to call me by my first name. Perhaps you'd better call me 'Uncle' all the time, so you'll get used to it."

With a harsh look at his father, Roscoe turned away ...





Ⅹ

At the termination of this interview, Benjamin wandered dismally up-stairs and stared at himself in the mirror. He had not shaved for three months, but he could find nothing on his face but a faint white down with which it seemed unnecessary to meddle. When he had first come home from Harvard, Roscoe had approached him with the proposition that he should wear eye-glasses and imitation whiskers glued to his cheeks, and it had seemed for a moment that the farce of his early years was to be repeated. But whiskers had itched and made him ashamed. He wept and Roscoe had reluctantly relented.

Benjamin opened a book of boys' stories, "The Boy Scouts in Bimini Bay," and began to read. But he found himself thinking persistently about the war. America had joined the Allied cause during the preceding month, and Benjamin wanted to enlist, but, alas, sixteen was the minimum age, and he did not look that old. His true age, which was fifty-seven, would have disqualified him, anyway.

There was a knock at his door, and the butler appeared with a letter bearing a large official legend in the corner and addressed to Mr. Benjamin Button. Benjamin tore it open eagerly, and read the enclosure with delight. It informed him that many reserve officers who had served in the Spanish-American War were being called back into service with a higher rank, and it enclosed his commission as brigadier-general in the United States Army with orders to report immediately.

Benjamin jumped to his feet fairly quivering with enthusiasm. This was what he had wanted. He seized his cap and ten minutes later he had entered a large tailoring establishment on Charles Street, and asked in his uncertain treble to be measured for a uniform.

"Want to play soldier, sonny?" demanded a clerk, casually.

Benjamin flushed. "Say! Never mind what I want!" he retorted angrily. "My name's Button and I live on Mt. Vernon Place, so you know I'm good for it."

"Well," admitted the clerk, hesitantly, "if you're not, I guess your daddy is, all right."

Benjamin was measured, and a week later his uniform was completed. He had difficulty in obtaining the proper general's insignia because the dealer kept insisting to Benjamin that a nice Y.W.C.A. badge would look just as well and be much more fun to play with.

Saying nothing to Roscoe, he left the house one night and proceeded by train to Camp Mosby, in South Carolina, where he was to command an infantry brigade. On a sultry April day he approached the entrance to the camp, paid off the taxicab which had brought him from the station, and turned to the sentry on guard.

"Get some one to handle my luggage!" he said briskly.

The sentry eyed him reproachfully. "Say," he remarked, "where you goin' with the general's duds, sonny?"

Benjamin, veteran of the Spanish-American War, whirled upon him with fire in his eye, but with, alas, a changing treble voice.

"Come to attention!" he tried to thunder; he paused for breath — then suddenly he saw the sentry snap his heels together and bring his rifle to the present. Benjamin concealed a smile of gratification, but when he glanced around his smile faded. It was not he who had inspired obedience, but an imposing artillery colonel who was approaching on horseback.

"Colonel!" called Benjamin shrilly.

The colonel came up, drew rein, and looked coolly down at him with a twinkle in his eyes. "Whose little boy are you?" he demanded kindly.

"I'll soon darn well show you whose little boy I am!" retorted Benjamin in a ferocious voice. "Get down off that horse!"

The colonel roared with laughter.

"You want him, eh, general?"

"Here!" cried Benjamin desperately. "Read this." And he thrust his commission toward the colonel.

The colonel read it, his eyes popping from their sockets.

"Where'd you get this?" he demanded, slipping the document into his own pocket.

"I got it from the Government, as you'll soon find out!"

"You come along with me," said the colonel with a peculiar look. "We'll go up to headquarters and talk this over. Come along."

The colonel turned and began walking his horse in the direction of headquarters. There was nothing for Benjamin to do but follow with as much dignity as possible — meanwhile promising himself a stern revenge.

But this revenge did not materialize. Two days later, however, his son Roscoe materialized from Baltimore, hot and cross from a hasty trip, and escorted the weeping general, sans uniform, back to his home.





Ⅺ

In 1920 Roscoe Button's first child was born. During the attendant festivities, however, no one thought it "the thing" to mention that the little grubby boy, apparently about ten years of age who played around the house with lead soldiers and a miniature circus, was the new baby's own grandfather.

No one disliked the little boy whose fresh, cheerful face was crossed with just a hint of sadness, but to Roscoe Button his presence was a source of torment. In the idiom of his generation Roscoe did not consider the matter "efficient." It seemed to him that his father, in refusing to look sixty, had not behaved like a "redblooded he-man" — this was Roscoe's favorite expression — but in a curious and perverse manner. Indeed, to think about the matter for as much as a half an hour drove him to the edge of insanity. Roscoe believed that "live wires" should keep young, but carrying it out on such a scale was — was — was inefficient. And there Roscoe rested.

Five years later Roscoe's little boy had grown old enough to play childish games with little Benjamin under the supervision of the same nurse. Roscoe took them both to kindergarten on the same day and Benjamin found that playing with little strips of colored paper, making mats and chains and curious and beautiful designs, was the most fascinating game in the world. Once he was bad and had to stand in the corner — then he cried — but for the most part there were gay hours in the cheerful room, with the sunlight coming in the windows and Miss Bailey's kind hand resting for a moment now and then in his tousled hair.

Roscoe's son moved up into the first grade after a year, but Benjamin stayed on in the kindergarten. He was very happy. Sometimes when other tots talked about what they would do when they grew up a shadow would cross his little face as if in a dim, childish way he realized that those were things in which he was never to share.

The days flowed on in monotonous content. He went back a third year to the kindergarten, but he was too little now to understand what the bright shining strips of paper were for. He cried because the other boys were bigger than he and he was afraid of them. The teacher talked to him, but though he tried to understand he could not understand at all.

He was taken from the kindergarten. His nurse, Nana, in her starched gingham dress, became the centre of his tiny world. On bright days they walked in the park; Nana would point at a great gray monster and say "elephant," and Benjamin would say it after her, and when he was being undressed for bed that night he would say it over and over aloud to her: "Elyphant, elyphant, elyphant." Sometimes Nana let him jump on the bed, which was fun, because if you sat down exactly right it would bounce you up on your feet again, and if you said "Ah" for a long time while you jumped you got a very pleasing broken vocal effect.

He loved to take a big cane from the hatrack and go around hitting chairs and tables with it and saying: "Fight, fight, fight." When there were people there the old ladies would cluck at him, which interested him, and the young ladies would try to kiss him, which he submitted to with mild boredom. And when the long day was done at five o'clock he would go up-stairs with Nana and be fed oatmeal and nice soft mushy foods with a spoon.

There were no troublesome memories in his childish sleep; no token came to him of his brave days at college, of the glittering years when he flustered the hearts of many girls. There were only the white, safe walls of his crib and Nana and a man who came to see him sometimes, and a great big orange ball that Nana pointed at just before his twilight bed hour and called "sun." When the sun went his eyes were sleepy — there were no dreams, no dreams to haunt him.

The past — the wild charge at the head of his men up San Juan Hill; the first years of his marriage when he worked late into the summer dusk down in the busy city for young Hildegarde whom he loved; the days before that when he sat smoking far into the night in the gloomy old Button house on Monroe Street with his grandfather — all these had faded like unsubstantial dreams from his mind as though they had never been.

He did not remember. He did not remember clearly whether the milk was warm or cool at his last feeding or how the days passed — there was only his crib and Nana's familiar presence. And then he remembered nothing. When he was hungry he cried — that was all. Through the noons and nights he breathed and over him there were soft mumblings and murmurings that he scarcely heard, and faintly differentiated smells, and light and darkness.

Then it was all dark, and his white crib and the dim faces that moved above him, and the warm sweet aroma of the milk, faded out altogether from his mind.


一颗像里茨饭店那么大的钻石

汤永宽　译
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约翰·T·昂格尔出生于密西西比河畔的海地斯
〔1〕

 ，他的家族在这个小城已经闻名好几代了。约翰的父亲经过多少次激烈的争夺，保持了业余高尔夫球的冠军；昂格尔太太善于发表政治演说的名气，用当地话说，“从温厢到温床”
〔2〕

 ，人人都知道。而刚交十六岁的年轻的约翰，在他换上长裤以前就已经跳遍了从纽约传来的所有最时新的舞蹈了。眼下，他要离开家一段时间了。看重新英格兰的教育是所有外省城镇的一种通病，弄得他们每年都要送走一批最有出息的小伙子，约翰的父母也得了这种病。非得把他送到波士顿附近的圣梅达斯学校去不可，否则有失他们的体面——海地斯这个地方太小了，搁不下他们这个有天赋的宝贝儿子。

如今在海地斯——要是你在那儿待过，你就知道——那些更时髦的预科学校和大学的名字已经没有多少意义了。这里的居民尽管在衣着服饰、生活方式以及阅读文学作品方面都显示出他们是跟时代亦步亦趋的，但是他们久已与世隔绝了，他们在很大程度上只是依靠传闻，因此在海地斯人看来可能是一次精心筹划的盛大集会，但是一个芝加哥牛肉公主无疑会说这样的集会“未免有点寒伧”。

这是约翰·T·昂格尔离家的前夕。昂格尔太太怀着母性的痴迷心情，给他那些衣箱里都装满了亚麻套装和电扇，昂格尔先生呢，还送给儿子一只塞满了钱的石棉钱包。

“要记住，这儿永远是欢迎你的，”他说。“你可以放心，孩子，我们一定把家里的炉火烧得旺旺的。”

“我知道，”约翰嘶哑着嗓子回答说。

“别忘记你是谁，又是从哪儿去的，”他的父亲骄傲地继续说，“而你决不能做出任何事情来伤害自己。你是昂格尔家的人——从海地斯去的。”

就这样，老人跟小伙子握手告别，约翰流着眼泪走了。十分钟以后，他出了城，停下来最后一次掉头回顾。大门上方那句古色古香的维多利亚时代格言，在他看来似乎显得出奇地动人。他的父亲曾经多次想换一些稍稍有点冲劲和活力的词句，比如“海地斯——这里到处有你的机会”，或者干脆在一幅热情握手的画上竖一块普普通通的“欢迎”的牌子，在灯光照耀中高高地耸入天空。那句古老的格言未免使人感到有点沉闷，昂格尔先生曾经这样想——可是现在……

约翰这样瞧了一会儿，接着便毅然把脸往自己的目的地方向转去。在他转身离去的时候，海地斯的万家灯火映衬着天空，似乎充满了一种温暖和热情的美。

从波士顿到圣梅达斯学校，乘一辆罗尔斯—皮尔斯汽车只须半个钟头就到了。实际距离到底是多少，谁都不会知道，因为除了约翰·T·昂格尔，谁都是乘罗尔斯—皮尔斯汽车去的，而且可能也没有人再像他那样去了。圣梅达斯是世界上学费最高、最顶级的私立预科男校。

开头两年，约翰在那儿过得很愉快。学生的父亲全都是财神爷，每逢夏天约翰就上时髦的游览胜地去玩。他非常喜爱他去看望的那些同学，同时使他感到惊奇的是，所有这些同学的父亲都是一个模样，他孩子气地心里纳闷，他们怎么会这样出奇地相像。他告诉他们他的家在哪儿，他们就会乐呵呵地问他：“那儿挺热吧？”约翰会逼出一抹淡淡的笑容回答说：“这可是真的。”如果他们不都是开这样的玩笑，他的反应也许会更亲切一些——这种玩笑有时最好也只是换成：“你们那儿不够热吗？”这也一样使他生气。

他在学校第二学年中期，一个名叫珀西·华盛顿的沉静、漂亮的男生给安插到了他的班级里。这个新生举止彬彬有礼，衣着服饰即使在圣梅达斯那样的学校也算得上是出类拔萃了。但是不知什么缘故，他跟别的男孩落落寡合。唯一跟他亲密的人是约翰·T·昂格尔，可是涉及他的家乡在哪里或者家庭情况如何这类问题，即使对昂格尔他也是闭口不谈的。至于他是富家子弟这一点，那是不言而喻的，但是除了像这样一些推论以外，昂格尔对他的朋友就知之甚少了。因此，当珀西邀请昂格尔到他“在西部”的家里去度暑假的时候，这对昂格尔的好奇心来说，简直是一次丰盛的美餐。他毫不犹豫地接受了邀请。

等他们两个人坐在火车里的时候，珀西才破天荒第一遭变得爱说话起来。一天他们在餐车吃着午饭评论学校里有些同学品行欠佳的时候，珀西突然改变语调，简短地说了一句话。

“我的父亲，”他说，“可是世界上最有钱的人。”

“啊，”约翰彬彬有礼地说。他不知道该用什么话来回答这样的推心置腹。他想说“那挺好呀”，但是这听起来很空洞，他正要说“真的吗？”但又忍住了，这会给人一种感觉，好像怀疑珀西说的话。而这样一句惊人的话几乎是不能怀疑的。

“最最有钱的人，”珀西重复说了一句。

“我刚才在看《世界年鉴》，”约翰开始说，“上面说在美国一年收入超过五百万元的有一个人，一年收入超过三百万元的有四个人，而——”

“啊，他们这些人都算不上什么，”珀西的嘴巴讥讽地撇成了半月形。“那是些捞小钱的资本家，金融界小人物，小商人，放债人。我的父亲能把他们的财产一股脑儿都买下来，而他们还不知道是他干的呢。”

“可他怎样——”

“为什么他们没有向他征所得税呢？因为他什么都不缴。至少可以说，他只缴一点儿——但是他绝不按照自己真正的收入缴所得税。”

“他准是非常有钱，”约翰直率地说。“我很高兴，我就喜欢非常有钱的人。”

“一个人越是有钱，我就越是喜欢他。”他那黑黝黝的脸蛋流露出一种热烈而坦率的神色。“今年复活节我上希列扎-墨菲家去玩，维维安·希列扎-墨菲有不少红宝石，像鸡蛋那么大，还有许多蓝宝石，像石弹子那么大，里面还闪闪发光呢——”
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“我就喜欢宝石，”珀西兴致勃勃地表示同意说。“当然，我不愿意学校有谁知道这一点，可是我已经收集了好多啦，我一向喜欢收集宝石，我不喜欢收集邮票。”

“还有钻石呢，”约翰向往地继续说。“希列扎-墨菲家还有钻石，像胡桃那么大——”

“那算不了什么。”珀西向他凑过去，压低了嗓门儿悄悄地说。“那根本算不了什么。我的父亲有一颗钻石比里茨-卡尔顿饭店
〔3〕

 还大哩。”
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蒙大拿
〔4〕

 的落日，像一个巨大的淤痕悬挂在两座高山之间，向一片发炎的天空伸展着一条条暗黑色的动脉。在这天空下面，在遥远的地方，匍匐着菲希村，渺小，阴沉，为人们所遗忘。人们这样传说，在菲希村住着十二个人，十二个忧郁、莫测高深的人，他们从这片几乎寸草不生的岩石上吮饮贫乏的奶汁，这片山岩似乎有一种神秘的滋生的力量把他们生了出来。他们变成一个与世隔绝的种族。菲希村的这十二个人好像是一种什么族类，大自然起先心血来潮把他们生了出来，后来经过再次考虑，又把他们抛弃了，任凭他们自己去挣扎，去灭绝。

远处，透过那乌青色淤痕般的落日，在荒无人烟的大地上有一长串灯火在蠕动，菲希村那十二个人像鬼魂似的聚集在简陋的车站小屋旁，瞅着这趟从芝加哥开来的横贯大陆的七点钟快车通过。横贯大陆的快车不知出于谁的权力，每年在菲希村约摸停靠六次左右，每逢发生这种情况，就有一两个乘客在这里下车，登上一辆总是从暮霭中出现的四轮轻便马车，向着如淤痕般的落日驶去。观看这种无谓的反常现象，在这些菲希村人中间已经变成一种礼拜的仪式了。但也不过是观看而已；他们身上并不存在任何幻想这类生命所必需的品性，能使他们惊异或者思索，要不然从这样神秘的探视中可能会产生出一种宗教信仰来。但是这些菲希村人是超乎一切宗教信仰之外的——即使是基督教的最微小最原始的信条也无法在这片贫瘠的岩石上获得立足之地——所以，这里没有祭坛，没有教士，也没有献祭；只有每天晚上七点钟在那简陋的小屋旁静默的会聚，一群会众祈祷某个黯淡无光、萎靡不振的奇迹降临。

在这样一个六月的夜晚，那个伟大的司闸员注定这趟七点钟快车应该在菲希村卸下它载运的旅客或货物。如果这些菲希村人能把什么人奉为神明的话，他们很可能会把这个司闸员奉为神圣的主宰。七点过两分，珀西·华盛顿和约翰·T·昂格尔下了火车，在这十二个灵魂出窍、张目结舌、面露怯色的菲希村人眼前匆匆走过，登上一辆显然不知从哪儿来的四轮轻便马车，便驶去了。

半小时以后，暮霭已凝成黑暗，驾车的那个沉默的黑人，向他们前面黑蒙蒙的地方一个黑蒙蒙的人影打着招呼。回答他的呼喊的是一只明晃晃的圆盘向着他们转来，像从深不可测的黑夜里闪出一只含着恶意的眼睛。当他们驶近时，约翰看出那原来是一辆巨大的汽车的尾灯，他从来没有见过比这更大更豪华的汽车。车身是用一种比镍更富丽、比银子更轻的闪闪发光的金属制成的，车毂装饰着绿黄两色相间的珠光几何图形——那到底是玻璃还是宝石，约翰不敢妄加猜测。

两个黑人穿着闪闪发光的号衣，就像人们在伦敦皇家的行进队列的画片里看到的那样，鹄立在汽车旁边，当这两位年轻人从马车上下来的时候，用一种客人听不懂的语言向他们问候致意，那似乎是一种极土的南方黑人的方言。

“上车吧，”珀西对他的朋友说，他们的衣箱已经给扔到乌木色的车顶上了。“很抱歉，我们不得不让你乘那辆马车跑这么远，可是当然，让火车里的旅客或是菲希村的那些被上帝遗弃的家伙看见这辆汽车，那是不行的。”

“天啊，多好的车！”这声惊呼是由车子的内部装饰引起的。约翰看到车内的装饰以金线织物作底，由无数块宝石和锦绣编织的精美华丽的丝毯构成的。两个少年尽情享受的两只扶手椅，座位铺的是一种起绒的料子，但是看起来好像是用各种不同颜色的鸵鸟羽毛梢织起来似的。

“多好的车！”约翰又一次惊异地叫了出来。

“你说这玩艺儿吗？”珀西笑道。“啊，这不过是一辆当作车站接送车的破烂儿罢了。”

这当儿，他们正穿过黑暗向那两座高山的缺口驶去。

“一个半小时咱们就到了，”珀西望着钟说道。“我还可以告诉你，你会看到一些以前从未看到过的东西呢。”

如果这辆汽车只是约翰可能会看到的东西的一种前奏，那他的确是准备好让自己吃惊的。在海地斯城流行的那种纯朴的虔敬，是以对财富的真诚崇拜和尊敬为第一信条的，要是约翰在财富面前不感到惶恐谦卑，他的父母对他这种亵渎神明的行为就会吓得逃之夭夭。

现在他们已经来到并且正驶进两座山的缺口，路几乎立刻变得更加崎岖了。

“要是月亮能照到这里，你会看到咱们是在一个大峡谷里，”珀西说，一面竭力想从车窗口望出去。他对着送话器说了一句话，男仆立刻打开探照灯，一道巨光扫过山坡。

“尽是山岩，你看到了吧。一辆普通的汽车跑半个小时准得颠成粉碎。事实上，除非你认得路，否则你就得开一辆坦克才能通过这座山。你留神看，咱们现在正往山上开哩。”

他们显然正往山上驶去，不多几分钟，汽车越过一道高坡，从那儿他们瞥见远处一轮淡淡的明月刚刚升起。汽车突然停了下来，好几个隐隐绰绰的人影从暗地里出现在汽车旁——也是黑人。他们用同样喑哑难辨的方言又一次向这两个年轻人请安问候；接着他们便干了起来，四根粗壮的绳索从头顶上空悬垂下来，绳索的钩子勾住了镶嵌着宝石的大轮子的毂。随着一声响亮的“嗨——唷！”，约翰感觉到汽车在慢慢地离地而起——升呀升呀——摆脱了两边高耸的山岩——再升高去，直到他看见一个月光照耀的像波浪般起伏的山谷展现在他前面，同他们刚刚离开的层峦峭壁的困境形成了鲜明的对照。只有一面还有山岩——但是忽然之间他们身边或者说周围一带，一块岩石也没有了。

看来他们已经越过了一座刀刃般直指天空的巉崖。一会儿他们又开始往下降，最后轻轻一碰，他们落到了平坦的地上。

“最糟的一段路已经过去啦，”珀西眯着眼往车窗外望着说道。“从这儿只有五英里路就到了。这是我们家的路——花毯砖铺的——一路都是。这条路是属于我们家的。爸爸说美国到此为止了。”

“咱们到了加拿大了吗？”

“咱们不是在加拿大。咱们在蒙大拿落基山脉的中部。可是你现在是在美国仅有的从未测量过的五平方英里的土地上。”

“为什么没有测量过呢？他们忘记了这五平方英里的土地了吗？”

“不，”珀西咧嘴笑着说，“他们曾经三次想测量这片土地。第一次我的祖父贿赂了整整一个州的测量局；第二次他收买了美国官方地图胡乱篡改了一通——这样让他们拖延了十五年。最后一次可就比较困难了。我的父亲想出了一套办法使他们的罗盘处于人力所能设置的最强烈的磁场之中。他搞了一整套测量仪器，这套仪器只有细微的误差，但是就能使这个地带测量不出来，然后拿这套仪器去替换那套即将使用的测量仪器，接着他把一条河改了道，在河流两岸盖起了像一座村庄模样的建筑——这样一来，他们看在眼里，就以为那是一个离峡谷上游十英里远的村镇。我的父亲只怕一样东西，”珀西最后结束说，“世界上只有一样东西能用来发现我们。”

“那是什么东西？”

珀西把声调压低成耳语。

“飞机，”他低低地说。“我们搞了六门高射炮，一直到现在我们都这么准备着——但是已经打死了几个人，俘虏了一大帮人。我们可不在乎这一点，你知道，我的父亲跟我，可是这却使妈妈和姑娘们心神不宁，而且始终有这样的情况，我们有时候难免会措手不及。”

在新月的天空，破碎的灰鼠皮般的云朵，像珍贵的东方呢绒接受鞑靼可汗的视察似的，殷勤地飘过新月。在约翰看来，仿佛现在还是白天，他似乎正仰望着一群少年在他头顶上空飞行，撒下一本本传教小册子、一张张推销专卖药品的传单，给那些绝望的、被山岩包围的茅屋带来希望的信息。他仿佛能看见他们从云朵中向下凝望——凝望着他此刻要去的地方任何值得他们一看的东西——接下去他们又该怎样呢？他们会不会受了阴谋诡计的引诱降落到这儿来，使他们远远地离开那些专卖药品和传教小册子，直到世界的末日——或者如果他们没有落进圈套，那么一团突然喷发的烟雾和一枚爆炸的炮弹也会把他们打落到地面——闹得珀西的妈妈和妹妹“心神不宁”。约翰摇着头，张开嘴巴悄悄地发出一声佯笑。这里面到底隐藏着什么孤注一掷的交易？一个古怪的大财主出于私利采取了什么超乎道德的手段？那是一件什么可怕而又奇妙的不可思议的事儿呢？……

现在灰鼠皮似的云朵已经飘去，车窗外，蒙大拿的夜，明朗灿耀如同白昼。他们绕着一面静谧的、月光照耀的湖向前驶去，路面铺的花毯，在巨大的轮胎驶过的时候，使人感到无比平滑；他们驶进了黑暗，一座松林，一阵触鼻的气息和凉意，一会儿驶出松林，来到了一条绿草如茵的宽阔的林荫路，珀西默默地说了一句“咱们到家了”，约翰则几乎同时发出一声欣喜的赞叹。

在星光临照下，一座华丽的城堡耸立在湖畔，闪耀着大理石的光泽，扶摇直上，有附近那座山一半高，然后优美地，极其匀称地，带着一种半透明的女性的娇慵消失在一片茂密的松林的阴影里。那许多高塔，那些倾斜的胸墙上纤巧的精工装饰，千百扇金光闪闪的椭圆形、多角形、三角形的雕镂精美巧夺天工的黄色窗子，那些在皎洁的星光与蓝影交错的平面所具有的使人倾倒的柔和感，这一切，像一首乐曲的和弦在约翰的心灵上颤抖。在那些高塔中有一座最高的、底部最黑的高塔，塔顶外面缀饰着灯彩，恍如浮动的童话世界——正当约翰在温暖的迷醉中仰望高塔的时候，上面飘下来一阵小提琴轻柔短促的和弦声，他从来没有听到这种具有洛可可式的和谐的音乐。接着，转瞬之间，汽车便在高高的宽阔的大理石台阶前停下来，台阶附近，夏夜的空气中充溢着浓郁的花香。台阶顶端，两重巨大的门悄没声息地敞开了，琥珀色的光向黑暗涌流而出，映出一位盛装的妇人的身影，乌黑的头发绾着高高的鬟髻，向着他们伸出了双臂。

“妈妈，”珀西说，“这是我的朋友，从海地斯来的约翰·昂格尔。”

后来，约翰回忆这第一夜，那嫣红姹紫的色彩，那纷至沓来的感觉印象，那轻柔如喁喁情语的音乐，那器皿和光影交错的美，那动作和脸庞……使他陷于一种眼花缭乱、迷离惝怳的境界。一个白发男人站立着，从一只金色的高脚水晶杯里喝着一种色彩缤纷的加香料的甜酒。一位如花似玉的少女，衣着装束好像是蒂坦尼亚
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 ，头发上绾着蓝宝石编缀的束带。有一个房间纯金的墙壁柔软得他用手都按得动，还有一个房间就像是按照柏拉图的关于“终极监狱”的概念造出来的——天花板、地板等等全都镶嵌着整块整块的钻石，各种大小和形状的钻石，房间的四角都点燃着高高的紫罗兰色的灯，直到最后化成一片无与伦比的雪白，刺得你眼花缭乱，超乎世人的愿望和梦想。

两个少年在这一个个房间组成的迷宫中闲步。有时在他们脚下，地板下面照明的灯光会绚丽地现出种种图案：粗犷而刺目的图案，色彩柔和的图案，纯白的、精致而复杂的嵌花式图案，这些款式无疑是按照亚得里亚海边的哪座清真寺仿造出来的。有时在一层层厚厚的水晶砖下面，他会看见湛蓝的，或者碧绿的水在打着漩儿，水中有活泼泼的游鱼和生长着彩虹似的叶簇的植物。接着他们会踏上各种不同质地和颜色的毛皮，或者穿过一道道洁白的象牙构筑的回廊，象牙那么完美无损，仿佛是从人类出现的时代以前就已灭绝的恐龙的巨大长牙上完整地切下来的……

随后，转入了一个他依稀记得的场面，他们吃晚饭了——餐桌上每一只盘子几乎都是由察觉不出是两层的纯净的钻石制成，而两层钻石之间又是用翡翠饰成的花纹精美的图案，那翡翠之薄简直像是从绿色的空气中切削下来的。音乐，回荡而迂徐，从远处的回廊飘来。他坐的椅子，是用羽毛装填的，神不知鬼不觉地向着他的背脊弯曲着，当他喝下第一杯红葡萄酒时，那椅子仿佛要把他吞没，把他制服似的。睡意朦胧间，他努力想回答一个别人提的问题，但是这一切，紧紧围绕着他身子的甜蜜的豪华奢侈，更增添了睡梦的幻觉——希珍的珠宝，各式各样的织物、美酒和金属器皿，在他的眼前都混成了一片美妙的迷雾……

“是的，”他尽量彬彬有礼地回答，“南方对我来说，可真是够热的。”

他竟然还加了一声强笑；后来，一动也没有动，毫无抗拒地，他似乎浮了起来，飘走了，留下了一份冰镇的甜点心，像是一个粉红粉红的梦……他酣然入睡了。

当他醒来的时候，他知道已经过了好几个钟头了。他睡在一个静寂无声的大房间里，周围是紫檀木的墙壁，暗暗的灯光，显得那么微弱，那么轻淡，简直不能称作是光。他的年轻主人正俯身站在他的身边。

“你在餐桌上睡着了，”珀西说。“我也差点儿睡着啦——过了这一年的学校生活，又能这样舒服，真是太美啦。你睡着的时候，仆人们给你脱了衣服，洗了一个澡。”

“我这是睡在床上还是睡在云朵里啊？”约翰叹息道。“珀西，珀西——在你走开之前，我得向你道歉。”

“为什么？”

“因为你曾说你们有一颗像里茨-卡尔顿饭店那么大的钻石，我当时不相信你的话。”

珀西微微一笑。

“我当时就想，你准不相信我的话。就是那座山，你知道。”

“什么山？”

“城堡就座落在这座山上。从一座山来说，这并不是一座很大的山。可是除了山顶上大约五十英尺厚的草皮和碎石子以外，就全是钻石。一颗大钻石，一立方英里，没有一点瑕疵。你在听我说话吗？你说——”

可是约翰·T·昂格尔又睡熟了。
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早晨。他醒来时睡意犹浓，只觉得屋子里满是阳光。一面墙壁的紫檀木壁板被人沿着滑轨推到一旁，这样一来他的房间就有一半敞开在日光下了。一个身材高大的黑人，穿着一身白色的制服站在他的床边。

“晚安，”约翰咕哝着说，一面想使自己头脑从这迷乱的环境中清醒起来。

“早安，先生。要洗澡啦，您准备好了吗，先生？啊，您不用起床——我会把您放到浴池里去的，您只须解开睡衣就行——对啦。谢谢您，先生。”

[image: alt]


约翰静静地躺着，让自己的睡衣脱掉——他觉得很有趣，也很快活；他原以为这个侍候他的大个儿黑人会把他像小孩那样抱起来，可是根本没有发生这样的事；相反他感到床慢慢地向一边翘了起来——他开始往墙壁的方向滚去，起先他还有点害怕，可是等到他挨近墙壁的时候，墙上的帷幕就让开了，他顺着一道铺着羊毛的斜面继续往下滑了两码远，便扑通一声轻轻地落进了和他的体温一样热的水中。

他环顾四周。他刚从那上面滑下来的那条跑道或者说滚木坡，已经轻轻地折回原处。他被投进了另一个房间，这会儿正坐在一个凹陷的浴池里，他的头刚刚超过地板的水平面。周围的一切，紧贴着这房间的墙壁、浴池的四边和池底的，是一个蓝色的水族馆，从他坐着的水晶池底望下去，他可以看见鱼群在琥珀色的灯光中游动，他的脚趾跟它们只隔着一层水晶，但是它们若无其事地在他张开的脚趾下游过去。阳光透过头顶上面海绿色的玻璃照射下来。

“先生，我想您今天早晨也许喜欢洗热的玫瑰水和泡泡浴，先生——或许最后再用冷的盐水冲一下。”

那个黑人正站在他旁边。

“行，”约翰赞同，傻气地微笑着。“随你的便。”要想根据他自己那么一点贫乏的生活标准来吩咐这次澡该怎么洗，就会显得他自命不凡，而且很淘气。

黑人按了一个键钮，于是看来好像是从头顶上开始降下了一阵暖雨，但是一会儿约翰就发现原来是从附近一个喷泉装置里喷出来的。水变成了浅玫瑰色，一股股肥皂水从浴池四角的四只小海象头上喷射到水里，装在浴池四边的十二只小蹼轮立刻把混合的水搅成彩虹般绚丽的粉红色泡沫，无比轻柔地把他裹了起来，而在他的身边化成一片闪烁发光的玫瑰色水泡。

“要不要我给您打开电影放映机，先生？”黑人毕恭毕敬地提议说。“今天放映机里有一部上好的单卷喜剧片，要不我可以马上换一卷严肃的片子，要是您喜欢看的话。”

“不用啦，谢谢你，”约翰回答说，很有礼貌但是很坚决。这会儿他在浴池里正洗得乐滋滋的，不想再有什么赏心悦目的东西了。可是娱乐还是来了。刹那间，他定神谛听从外面传来的一阵笛声，那长笛流出的旋律恍如一道瀑布，像这间浴室一样冷冽而透绿，一支轻浮的短笛在伴奏，吹出的笛声比那覆盖在他身上使他心迷神醉的泡沫还更轻柔。

经过一阵振奋精神的冷盐水和最后一道冷清水冲洗之后，他跨出浴池，披上一件柔软的浴袍，在一只铺着同样柔软的织物的长榻上躺下来，让黑人用油、酒精和香料给他擦身。随后他又坐在一把豪华艳丽的椅子上，让黑人给他修面理发。

“珀西先生在您的起居室里等着您呢，”等这一切停当以后，黑人说道。“我的名字叫基格森，昂格尔先生。每天早晨都由我来照料昂格尔先生。”

约翰走出浴室，步入他那间阳光灿烂的起居室，他发现早餐已经准备好，珀西穿着一条白色的小羊皮灯笼短裤，光彩照人，坐在一把安乐椅里抽着烟卷儿。
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吃早餐的时候，珀西给约翰简略叙述了华盛顿这家人的家史。

现今这位华盛顿先生的父亲是弗吉尼亚州人，是乔治·华盛顿的嫡系后裔，巴尔的摩勋爵。南北战争结束时，他是一个二十五岁的上校，有一座破敝的种植园和大约一千元金币。

这位年轻的上校名叫费茨-诺尔曼·卡尔佩帕·华盛顿，他决定把弗吉尼亚的庄园送给他的弟弟，自己上西部去。他挑了二十四个最忠实可靠、当然也是崇拜他的黑奴，他买了二十五张去西部的车票，想在那里用他们的名字领得一片土地，开办一个饲养牛羊的牧场。

他在蒙大拿待了不到一个月，事情实在搞得很糟，可是这时候他无意中碰上了他那伟大的发现。一天，他在山里骑马迷了路，因为整天没有吃东西，他开始感到饥肠辘辘。那天他又没有带长枪，因此他只得追逐一只松鼠，在追逐中，他发觉松鼠嘴里衔着一块亮晶晶的东西。松鼠逃进洞子以前——因为上帝不想让这只松鼠给他充饥——丢下了嘴上的负担。费茨-诺尔曼坐下来寻思如何脱离困境的时候，他的眼睛突然瞥见身边草丛里有一样东西在微微闪光。十秒钟后，他非但一点儿都不想吃东西，而且获得了十万美金。原来那只倔强得使人生气的松鼠，虽然不愿给他充饥，却送给他一颗完美无缺的大钻石作为礼物。

那天深夜，他终于找到了返回营地的路，十二个小时以后，他所有的男黑奴都折回到松鼠洞边，在山坡上拼命挖掘。他告诉他们，他发现了一座莱茵石矿，由于他们只有一两个人以前曾见过小粒的钻石，因此他们对他的话深信不疑。当他的巨大的发现看来已经毫无疑问的时候，他却感到左右为难了。这座山是一颗大钻石——没有一点掺杂，而是一颗纯净的钻石。他装满了四鞍囊闪烁发光的样品，骑马动身到圣保罗市去。在那儿他卖出了六颗小钻石——当他想卖出一颗比较大的钻石时，一个店主吓得晕了过去，费茨-诺尔曼被判扰乱公共秩序捉进了监狱。他越狱逃跑，赶上了一列去纽约的火车，在纽约他卖出了几颗中等大小的钻石，换得了大约二十万元金币。这回他不敢拿出特大的钻石来了——他离开了纽约，实在走得正是时候。因为珠宝商中已经引起了轰动，倒不是因为钻石大，而是因为有来源神秘的钻石出现在这座城市里。离奇的谣言传播着，说在卡茨基尔山
〔6〕

 ，在泽西海岸，在长岛，在华盛顿广场下面，发现了一座钻石矿。一列列游览火车每个钟头满载着带了鹤嘴锄和铁铲的男人，从纽约开往邻近各种各样的黄金城
〔7〕

 。这时候，年轻的费茨-诺尔曼已走上了返回蒙大拿的路。

两个星期以后，他估计出山上钻石的蕴藏量接近于世界其他地方已经探明的全部钻石之总和。但是因为它是一颗纯粹的钻石，他无法用任何常规的计算方法加以估价——而如果他把这颗钻石出售的话，那不仅会把市场搅得天翻地覆，而且，如果钻石的价值是按照一般算术级数随着形状大小而变化的话，那么世间的黄金也不够买这座钻石山的十分之一。对这么大的一颗钻石，谁又能拿它做什么用呢？

这真是一种令人惊异的困境。在某种意义上，他是世界上空前最最富有的人——可是他能拥有这一切吗？如果他的秘密泄漏出去，无法预料政府为了防止珠宝市场以及黄金市场发生恐慌，会采取什么措施。他们可能立即接管矿山的所有权并且实行专卖。

没有别的选择——他必须偷偷地把他这座山卖出去。他派人到南方去把他的弟弟召来，负责管理他那些黑奴随从——那些从来不知道奴隶制已经废除的黑人。为了使那些黑人深信不疑，他向他们宣读了一份他自己拟定的公告，宣布说佛莱斯特将军把溃散的南方军队重新组织了起来，并且在一次激烈的战斗中打败了北军。那些黑人毫无保留地相信他的话。他们通过一项决议，宣称这是一件好事，并且立刻举行了“奋兴仪式”
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 。

费茨-诺尔曼自己则带着十万元和两箱大大小小的粗钻石，动身到国外去。他乘了一艘中国舢板去俄国，离开蒙大拿六个月以后，他到了圣彼得堡。他在低贱的客栈住下以后，立即去拜见宫廷珠宝匠，说他有一颗钻石要卖给沙皇。他在圣彼得堡待了两个星期，冒着随时有被杀害的危险，从一个客店转移到另一个客店，在整整半个月里，他只敢打开他的箱子三四次。

他答应一年之后再带更大更好的钻石回到俄国来，这才被准许离开俄国前往印度，但是在他离开之前，宫廷执掌财务的官员们已经给他在几家美国银行用四个不同的化名存入了一千五百万元。

他在国外跑了两年多一点，一八六八年他回到美国。他去过二十二个国家的首都，跟五个皇帝、十一个国王、三个亲王、一个沙赫
〔9〕

 、一个可汗和一个苏丹
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 交谈过。这时费茨-诺尔曼估计他自己的财产已经高达十亿元了。他有一个能始终防止他的秘密泄漏出去的办法。如果他事先不大肆渲染一番——自从巴比伦第一帝国时代以来，为了占有他这颗大钻石，经历过一段如何充满凶险的灾殃、奸情、革命和战争的历史——他就决不让他任何一颗大钻石在公开场合留一个星期。

从一八七○年直到一九○○年他去世为止，费茨-诺尔曼·华盛顿的历史是一部用黄金写成的长篇史诗。当然，还有一些其他次要的情节——他逃过了那几次测量，他娶了一位弗吉尼亚州的小姐，她给他生了一个独子，以及由于一连串不幸的纠葛，他不得不杀死他的弟弟——他的弟弟不幸嗜酒纵饮，酩酊大醉之后，言语轻率，好几次几乎危及他们的安全。但是，除此以外，就很少有其他命案玷污那些兴旺发达的幸福岁月了。

就在他去世以前，他改变了策略，除了那仅仅几百万元看得见的财产以外，他把全部财富买了大批稀有的矿石，把这些矿石标作“小古玩”存入世界各地银行的保险库里。他的儿子布拉多克·塔尔登·华盛顿继承父志，在这方面甚至干得更彻底。他把矿石换成最稀有的元素——镭——这样一来，价值相等于十亿元金币的镭，可以放进一只不比雪茄烟盒大的容器里。

费茨-诺尔曼死了三年以后，他的儿子布拉多克认为事情已经干得差不多了。他和他的父亲从这座钻石山获得的财富，是无法精确地计算出来的。他用密码记了一本笔记簿，约略地记下他存放在得到他惠顾的千百家银行里的镭的数量，同时记下他存放这些镭时所用的化名。然后，他做了一件非常简单的事——他把这座钻石矿封了起来。

他把钻石矿封了。从这座矿山采出的钻石，已经足够让全体华盛顿家族今后的子孙世世代代享尽荣华富贵了。他只操心一件事，那就是要保住他的秘密。唯恐一旦秘密被人发现，那么，在可能引起的一场恐慌中，他就会同世界上所有的有产者一起，一下子变得赤贫如洗。

这就是约翰·T·昂格尔现在来此做客的家族。这就是他来此以后的翌晨，在他那间用银子砌成墙壁的起居室里听到的故事。
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吃过早餐以后，约翰寻径步出那重庞大的大理石正门，好奇地观察着眼前的景色。从钻石山到五英里以外的嶙峋陡峭的花岗巉岩，整个山谷仍然散发出一层金黄色雾霭，懒散地飘浮在一片连绵起伏的草地、湖泊和花园的上空。满眼是一丛丛的榆树林，构成一座座精巧的林荫，跟那片把群山裹在一派深绿色中的茂密粗壮的松林匪夷所思地形成对照。就在约翰眺望的时候，他看见大约在半英里之外有三只小鹿一只接一只地从榆树丛中跑出来，接着又跳着笨拙而欢快的步伐消失在另一个黑色条纹的半明半暗的树丛里了。如果能看见山羊在林间哗哗作响地走过，或者在那碧翠碧翠的绿叶丛中，瞥见它那像山林水泽的仙女般的浅红的皮肤和扬起的金发，约翰也决不会感到惊奇的。

他怀着这样淡漠的希望走下大理石阶，却稍稍惊醒了台阶下睡着的两只毛色光亮的俄罗斯狼犬，便径自循着一条似乎并不明确通往什么方向的蓝白相间的砖砌小路向前走去。

他驰目骋怀，自得其乐。年轻人，一方面所得尚不足，一方面又满怀着幸福，所以他们要求生活始终必须符合他们所憧憬的美好未来，否则他们就不能在现实中生活，而这美好的未来——鲜花和黄金，少女和星辰，这些不过是不可比拟、不可企及的青春美梦的先兆和预示而已。

约翰拐到一个平坦的角落，那儿一大簇玫瑰花丛在空气中散发着浓郁的芳香，他穿过一座花园，向树林下一片苔藓走去，他还从来没有在苔藓上躺过，他想知道苔藓是否真的那么柔软，人们把它作为形容词到底有没有道理。这时，他看见一个姑娘穿过草地向他走来。她是他所见过的最美丽的姑娘。

她穿着一件刚好垂到膝下的雪白的小长袍，一只缀着蓝幽幽的蓝宝石片的木樨花环绾着头发。她走来的时候，浅红的光脚上溅着露水。她比约翰年轻——不超过十六岁。

“你好，”她柔声地喊道，“我叫吉斯米。”

对于约翰而言，她的意义已远远不止一个名字了。约翰向她走过去，当他走近时，几乎不敢再挪动一步，生怕踩上她赤露的脚趾。

“你还没有见到过我呢，”她柔声说。她那蓝莹莹的眼睛还加了一句：“啊，那你可真是错过了不少呢！”……她继续柔声说，“昨天晚上你见到了贾斯米，她是我的姐姐。昨天我感染了莴苣毒，”接着，她的眼睛又接下去说：“每逢我生病的时候，我就很温柔——可等我病好了，我也很温柔。”

“你令我难忘，”约翰的眼睛说，“我自己可也不蠢呢。”——“你好吗？”他说出声来。“我想今天早晨你该好些了吧，”“亲爱的，”他的眼睛颤抖着说。

约翰发觉他们已经走上了那条小径。在她的提议下，他们一起在苔藓上坐下来，他不知道苔藓有多柔软。

[image: alt]


他对女人很挑剔。一点缺陷——脚踝太肥啦，嗓子太粗啦，装了一只玻璃假眼睛啦——就足够使他兴趣索然。此时此地，他平生破天荒第一遭坐在一位少女身旁，而这位少女在他看来简直是十全十美的美女化身。

“你家是在东部吗？”吉斯米怀着迷人的兴趣问。

“不，”约翰简短地答道。“我是从海地斯来的。”

她或者是没有听到过海地斯这个地名，或者是不知道对这个地方该说些什么动听的话，所以她不再就这个问题谈下去了。

“今年秋天我就要到东部去上学啦，”她说。“你想我会喜欢去吗？我要到纽约贝尔琪小姐的学校去读书。那可是个很严格的学校，可你知道每逢周末我就会回家，跟家里人一起住在我们在纽约的家里，因为爸爸听人说那儿的女学生走路都得两个两个地走。”

“你的父亲要你尊重自己，”约翰说。

“我们是这样，”她回答说，她的眼睛闪耀着尊严。“我们谁都没有受到过大人的处罚。爸爸说我们不应该受到处罚。我的姐姐贾斯米还是个小女孩的时候，她把他推下了楼，他只是爬了起来，就一瘸一拐地走开了。

“妈妈听说你是从——呃，”吉斯米接下去说，“你是从你来的那个地方来的，你知道，她吓了一跳。她说在她还是个年轻姑娘的时候——可是你知道，她是西班牙人而且是个老派人。”

“你们在这儿要住很久吗？”上面这段话使约翰感到有些刺痛，这段话似乎是很不客气地指他是乡巴佬的意思。为了掩饰他这样的感情，他问道。

“珀西和贾斯米和我，每年都上这儿来歇夏，可是明年夏天贾斯米要去纽波特
〔11〕

 。明年秋天前她要去伦敦，首次在社交圈露面，她要进宫觐见英王呢。”

“你可知道，”约翰迟疑着开口说，“你比我刚见到你的时候所想象的要世故得多呢。”

“啊，不，我可不是那样的，”她急忙叫起来。“我可不愿意想象我是那样的人。我认为世故的年轻人简直俗气透啦，你说是吗？我其实一点儿也不世故。要是你说我是那样的人，我可要哭啦。”

她难过得嘴唇都颤抖了。约翰不得不辩白说：

“我没这个意思，我只是说说逗着你玩儿。”

“因为要是我真是那样，我倒不在意了，”她坚持说，“可我不是那样。我很天真，像个小姑娘似的。我从来不抽烟，也不喝酒，只读一点诗歌，其他什么书也不看。我几乎不懂数学或者化学。我穿得也挺简单朴素——事实上，我几乎根本不打扮。我认为你说的世故这两个字跟我毫不相干。我认为姑娘家应该身心健康地享受她们的青春。”

“我也是这样想，”约翰真心实意地说。

吉斯米又快活起来。她向他露出了笑靥，一颗未掉落的泪珠从她一只碧蓝碧蓝的眼角掉了下来。

“我喜欢你，”她低声亲热地说。“你在我们这儿就准备一直跟珀西在一起吗，你愿意跟我好吗？你想想看——我是一个地地道道的没有什么经验的姑娘，我这一生还从来没有碰到一个男孩子爱过我。家里人连让我独自一个人看一看男孩子都不让，除了看珀西以外。我刚才出来一直往这座林子里走，就希望能单独见到你。”

约翰真是受宠若惊，他按着从海地斯的舞蹈学校里学来的款式，撅起屁股深深鞠了一个躬。

“咱们现在还是走吧，”吉斯米柔媚地说。“十一点钟我得跟妈妈在一起。你还没有请我吻你一次呢，我本来以为现在男孩子都兴这样哩。”

约翰骄傲地挺直了身子。

“有些男孩是那样，”他回答说，“可我不是那样。姑娘们不干这种事情——在我们海地斯。”

他们并肩向屋子走去。
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在一片阳光下，约翰面对布拉多克·华盛顿先生站着。这位长者年纪四十光景，长着一张傲慢的茫然的脸，一双聪明的眼睛，一副结实的身材。每天早晨他身上都闻得出马的气味——最好的马。他握着一根普通的灰白色桦木手杖，把手装的是一块蛋白石。他和珀西正带着约翰在各处参观。

“奴隶的住所就在那儿，”他用手杖指着他们左面沿着山腰优美伸展的一溜哥特式大理石回廊说。“我年轻的时候，有一阵子给那时荒唐的理想主义迷住了心窍而越出了生活的常轨。那时候，他们的日子过得真是豪华。比方说，我给他们每个房间都装了花砖浴缸。”

“我猜想，”约翰讨好地笑了一声，鼓起勇气说，“他们准是用浴缸装煤了。希列扎-墨菲先生告诉我，有一次他——”

“希列扎-墨菲先生的意见，我想，对我无关紧要，”他冷冷地打断了他的话。“我这些奴隶并没有在浴缸里装煤。他们奉命每天必须洗澡，因此他们都洗了。要是他们不洗澡，我就要命令他们用硫酸洗头。后来由于另外一个不同的理由，我又停止让他们洗澡了。他们有好些人受了凉，死了。对某些种族来说，水对他们并没有什么益处——除非作为一种饮料。”

约翰笑出声来，接着他决定庄重地点头同意。布拉多克·华盛顿让他觉得很不自在。

“这些黑人全都是我的父亲当初带到北方来的黑人的后代。现在他们大约有二百五十人。你注意听他们说话，因为他们与世隔绝得太久了，所以他们原来的方言已经变成了一种几乎无法听懂的土语了。我们从他们中间挑了几个人，教这些人说英语——比如我的秘书和两三个照料屋子的仆人。

“这是高尔夫球场，”他接下去说，这时他们正沿着一片天鹅绒般的可以过冬的草地漫步。“你瞧，一片碧绿，没有球道，没有杂草，没有障碍物。”

他心情愉快地对约翰微笑着。

“笼子里关着很多人吗，爸爸？”珀西突然问道。

布拉多克·华盛顿愣了一下，接着不由自主地诅咒了一声。

“里面还少关了一个，”他突然阴沉地嚷道——接着又说，“咱们碰到麻烦啦。”

“妈妈刚告诉我，”珀西说，“那个意大利教师——”

“这是一个大错，”布拉多克·华盛顿怒气冲冲地说。“可是当然咱们还是有机会能把他逮住的。也许他死在林子里了，或者从一座悬崖翻身掉下去了。要是他真的逃跑了——这种可能性是始终存在的，他谈的情况别人也不会相信。不管怎样，我已经派出二十四个人到附近几个城镇去寻找他了。”

“那么还没有找到他吗？”

“有点儿希望。他们中间有十四个人向我的代理人报告，说他们每个人都杀死了一个面貌跟描述相符的人。可是当然，他们可能想的只是赏金罢了——”

他打住了。他们来到了一个大地洞前，这个大洞穴周围有一座旋转木马那么大，上面盖着坚固的铁栅。布拉多克·华盛顿向约翰招了招手，便把他的手杖伸进铁栅。约翰走到洞边去瞧。他的耳朵立即受到一阵从下面传来的一阵狂野叫喊声的袭击。

“来吧，到下面地狱里来吧！”

“你好，小伙子，上面空气怎么样？”

“嗨！扔一根绳子给我们！”

“给一个隔夜吃剩的炸面圈好吗，伙计，要不给两个吃剩的三明治行吗？”

“喂，小伙子，要是你把那个跟你在一起的家伙推下来，我们就给你表演一出捉迷藏。”

“给我狠狠揍他一顿，行吗？”

太暗了，看不清下面的洞穴。但是从这种粗犷的乐观气氛，从语言和声调粗鲁而富有活力来判断，约翰知道他们是那种生气勃勃的中产阶级的美国人。接着，华盛顿先生抽出手杖，在草丛里按了一个键钮，地下的景象一下子明亮起来。

“这些是爱冒险的海员，该他们倒霉，发现了这座‘黄金城’，”他说。

他们的脚下是个碗形的大土穴。四边很陡，看来是磨光玻璃，微呈凹形的地上站着二十多个半是平民打扮半是军人制服的飞行员。他们仰起了脸，流露出愤怒、怨恨、失望和愤世嫉俗的幽默，满脸是长久没刮的大胡子，但是除了少数几个显得憔悴以外，他们似乎是一批吃得很好、身体健康的家伙。

布拉多克·华盛顿把一张花园座椅拉到洞穴边坐下来。

“唔，你们好吗，伙计们？”他亲切地询问道。

阳光照耀的空中升起一片杂七杂八的咒骂声，除了少数几个人心情沮丧叫不出声来以外，大伙儿都咒骂起来，但是布拉多克·华盛顿听着这阵咒骂，镇定自若，不动声色。等到咒骂的回声最后静寂下来，他又说话了。

“你们想出一条解决你们困难的出路没有？”

七嘴八舌的话语从下面他们中间飘上来。

“我们决定在这里愉快地留下来！”

“把我们放回地上去，我们就有办法！”

布拉多克·华盛顿等他们再安静下来，说道：

“我已经把形势给你们讲过了。我并不需要你们在这儿。我但愿从来不曾见到过你们。是你们自己的好奇心把你们引到这里来的。不论什么时候，但凡你们能想出一条出路来，只要不影响我和我的利益，我都愿意考虑。但是，只要你们还是一心一意只想挖隧道——我知道你们已经又在动手挖一条新的隧道了——你们就不会有多大进展。尽管你们都呼天号地思念家里的亲人，可是，你们在这里的生活并不像你们喊的那么艰难。要是你们真是挂念家里亲人的那种人，那你们就决不会干飞行这个行当啦。”

一个身材高大的人从人群中走出来，举起一只手以引起这个捉拿他的人注意他要说的话。

“让我问你几个问题！”他叫道。“你是在假装做好心人。”

“说得多荒唐。像我这样地位的人怎么能好心对待你们呢？你还不如说一个西班牙人是好心对待一块猪排的吧。”

听了这句粗鲁话，二十四块猪排都垂下了头。但是那个身材高大的人继续说：

“好极了！”他叫道。“这一点我们以前就已经争论清楚了。你不是人道主义者，你不是个好心人，可你总还是个人嘛——至少你说你是人嘛——你应该能设身处地好好为我们想一想，那是多么——多么——多么——”

“多么什么？”布拉多克·华盛顿冷冷地问道。

“——多么不必要——”

“对我来说可不是那样。”

“唔——多么残忍——”

“这一点咱们已经谈过啦。要保存自己就不存在残忍不残忍的问题。你们都当过兵，你们懂得这个道理。再说点别的吧。”

“唔，多么愚蠢。”

“对，”华盛顿同意说，“我允许你这样说。可是你不妨想一想，除此以外还能有别的办法吗？我提出过，如果你们愿意，我可以把你们一起或者任何一个人毫无痛苦地处死。我提出过把你们的妻子、情人、孩子和母亲都绑架到这里来。我会把你们下面这个洞穴加以扩建，供你们衣食，让你们度过余生。如果能有什么方法使人患上永久健忘症的话，我愿意给你们都做一次手术，然后立刻释放你们，放到我这个禁区以外的地方去。但是我最多就到这一步了。”

“相信我们决不告发你，你看怎么样？”有人这样叫道。

“你们并没有严肃认真地提出这样的建议，”华盛顿讥讽地说。“我可是真的放出一个人来教我的女儿学意大利语。上个星期他跑啦。”

二十四个喉咙里忽然发出狂暴的欢呼声，接着是一片欢乐的混乱。囚徒们跳起木鞋舞，欢呼着，反复用常声和假声歌唱着，在一阵突发的生动活泼的情绪中互相扭打着。他们甚至沿着这个碗形大洞的玻璃边尽可能地往高处跑，接着又屁股落地滑回洞底。那个身材高大的人开始唱起一支歌来，大伙儿都跟着唱了起来：





啊，咱们要把皇帝吊死

在一棵酸苹果树上——





布拉多克·华盛顿怀着谜一般的沉默坐着，直到歌曲唱完。

“你们知道，”等到总算有少数几个人注意他时，他说，“我对你们并没有恶意。我愿意看到你们过得快快活活。这就是为什么我没有一下子就把一切全都告诉你们。那个家伙——他叫什么名字？克利契蒂契洛？——已经给我那些代理人在十四个不同的地方击毙了。”

他们没有猜出那十四个地方指的是城市，欢乐的喧哗立刻停止了。

“可是尽管这样，”华盛顿愠怒地叫道，“他到底还是想逃跑来着。有了这样一次教训，难道你们还指望我给你们中间任何一个人再试一试的机会吗？”

下面又一迭连声地叫喊起来。

“当然啦！”

“你的女儿喜欢学中文吗？”

“嗨，我能讲意大利语！我的母亲是意大利人。”

“也许她喜欢学纽约的方言吧！”

“要是她就是那个长着一对大大的蓝眼睛的小妞儿，那我能教她许多比意大利语更妙的玩艺儿。”

“我能唱爱尔兰民歌——还能用铜乐器伴奏。”

华盛顿先生蓦地伸出手杖，戳了一下草地里的键钮，地下的情景倏然消逝，只留下那铁栅的黑牙忧郁地盖着黑洞洞的大嘴。

“嗨！”下面传出一个人的声音，“你不给我们说一句祝福的话就跑了吗？”

可是华盛顿先生，带着后面跟随的两个小伙子，已经漫步向高尔夫球场的第九洞走去了，似乎这个洞穴和洞里关着的那些人不过是高尔夫球场上的一道障碍，他那矫健的铁头球棒毫不费力地就取得了胜利。
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在钻石山庇护下，七月是一个夜里凉得要盖毯子，白昼却又阳光灿烂而温暖的月份。约翰和吉斯米在相爱。他还不知道他送给她的一只金制的小足球（上面镌刻着Pro deo et patria et St. Mida
〔12〕

 的铭文）已经挂在她贴胸的白金项链上了。可是小金球却知道。而她也没有觉察到有一天从她那朴素的头饰上掉落下来的一枚大蓝宝石已经被约翰柔情地珍藏在他的珠宝盒里了。

一天后半晌，当那红宝石和貂皮装饰的音乐室悄无人声的时候，他们俩在那里一起待了一个钟头。他握着她的手，她瞅了他一眼，那眼神儿美得他忍不住悄悄地唤出了她的名字。她俯着身子向他凑过去——接着又犹豫起来。

“你是说‘吉斯米’吗？”她温柔地问道，“还是说……”
〔13〕



她要问清楚。她想她可能误解了他的意思。

他们俩过去谁都没有跟人亲吻过，但是在这一个小时里，这似乎并没有什么关系。

下午的时光流走了。那天夜里，当那座最高的塔楼上飘来最后一阵音乐的时候，他们各自在床上躺着，没有入睡，幸福地想象着这一天度过的一分一秒。他们已经决定结婚，越快越好。
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华盛顿先生和这两个年轻人每天都上密林里去打猎或者捕鱼，或者在那使人昏昏欲睡的球场上打高尔夫球——这种比赛他出于外交上的礼仪总让他的主人打赢——或者在那山区特有的清凉湖水中游泳。约翰发觉华盛顿先生的性情多少有点苛刻——他除了自己的看法或者见解以外，对谁的看法或见解都毫无兴趣。华盛顿太太整天冷冰冰的，不苟言笑。看来她对两个女儿漠不关心，全副心思都放在她的儿子珀西身上，每天晚上在餐桌上她操着语速飞快的西班牙语，跟珀西谈个没完没了。

大女儿贾斯米，外貌像吉斯米——只是她有点罗圈腿，而且长着一双大手和大脚——但是在气质上却跟吉斯米大不相同。她最爱看的书都是关于“穷女孩给她们鳏居的父亲管家”这一类故事。约翰从吉斯米那里了解到，世界大战结束时贾斯米既震惊又失望，到现在都没缓过来，当时她正准备动身去欧洲，到军营流动餐厅里去当熟练工。她甚至因此憔悴了一阵子，布拉多克·华盛顿曾采取步骤企图在巴尔干半岛策动一场新的战争——但是她看到一张几个塞尔维亚伤兵的照片以后，便对所有这一切失去了兴趣。但是珀西和吉斯米似乎从他们的父亲那里继承了他那种盛气凌人的傲慢态度。他们每一转念，都千篇一律地都贯穿着彻头彻尾的自私。

关于这座城堡和山谷的种种不可思议的事情都使约翰着迷。珀西这样告诉他，布拉多克·华盛顿曾设法绑架了一位园林设计师、一位建筑师、一名舞台装置家以及上世纪遗留下来的一位颓废诗人。所有的黑人都供他们使唤，保证供给他们世界上所能找到的一切材料，让他们搞出一些别出心裁的玩艺儿来。可是他们一个个都显出自己毫无用处。那个颓废诗人因为离开了春天的林荫大道，立刻就号啕大哭起来——他含糊其词地说了一些关于香料、类人猿和象牙之类的话，可是没一句话含着实际价值。而那个舞台装置家则想把整个山谷变成一套机关布景，搞出一些耸人听闻的效果来——像这些玩意儿，对华盛顿一家人来说，很快就会感到厌倦的。至于那两个建筑师和园林设计师，他们只想照陈规老套办事，因循守旧，没有一点儿创新。

但是他们至少解决了该怎样处置他们的问题——一天夜晚他们在一间屋子里，想就一座喷泉应该造在哪里取得一致意见，争论了整整一夜，第二天一早他们都发疯了。如今他们舒舒服服地给关在康涅狄格州韦斯特波特的一所疯人院里。

“可是，”约翰好奇地问，“你们所有这些奇妙的客厅、大堂、过道和卧室又是谁设计的呢？”

“唔，”珀西回答说，“告诉你要教人害臊，可那是一个拍电影的家伙搞的。他是我们发现的一个唯一惯于挥金如土的人，尽管他把餐巾塞在领子里，既不会写字也不会阅读。”

八月将尽，约翰想到自己很快又得回到学校里去，不禁懊丧起来。他和吉斯米决定明年六月一起私奔。

“要是能在这里结婚，那就更好啦，”吉斯米坦承道，“但是当然，我根本不可能指望爸爸会答应我嫁给你。所以，这样我宁肯私奔。眼下有钱的人在美国结婚真可怕——他们总要向新闻界发布公告，说什么他们准备穿着边角零料就结婚了，他们的意思无非是说，只有一点儿旧珍珠和欧仁尼
〔14〕

 女皇用过的花边
〔15〕

 。”

“我知道，”约翰激动地说。“我在希列扎-墨菲家的时候，他们家的大女儿格温多琳嫁给了一个人，他的父亲拥有半个西弗吉尼亚州，可是她写信告诉家里说，单凭她丈夫做银行职员拿的那点薪水，她的日子过得有多么艰辛——她最后说： ‘谢天谢地，不论怎么样，我总还有四个能干的女仆人，也还能有点儿用处吧。’”

“真丢人，”吉斯米评论说。“不想想世界上有千千万万的人，那些工人啦，其他所有人啦，他们只有两个女仆，日子照样过得去。”

八月底的一个下午，吉斯米偶然漏出一句话，改变了整个局面，也把约翰吓得心惊胆战。

当时他们正依偎在他们最喜爱的那座林子里，在亲吻之余，约翰正飘飘然陶醉在他罗曼蒂克的预感之中，这些想入非非的预感使得他俩的关系平添了几分辛酸。

“有时我想咱们根本不会结婚，”他感伤地说。“你太富了，也太华贵了。没有一个像你这样有钱的姑娘能跟其他普通的女孩一样。我应该娶一个奥马哈
〔16〕

 或者苏城
〔17〕

 的富裕的五金批发商的女儿，她能有那么一份五十万元的嫁妆，我也就该心满意足了。”

“我曾经认识一个五金批发商的女儿，”吉斯米说。“我就不信你能心满意足。她是我姐姐的朋友，上我们这儿来玩过。”

“喔，这么说你们还有别的客人来过？”约翰惊奇地叫了出来。

吉斯米似乎后悔自己不该说这句话。

“啊，是的，”她急忙说，“我们有几个客人。”

“可你们——你的父亲不怕他们到外面去说吗？”

“啊，是有点儿怕，有一点儿，”她回答说。“让咱们谈点别的比这快活一点的事吧。”

可是约翰却激起了好奇心。

“比这快活一点的事儿！”他说。“这有什么不快活的？她们不是正派的姑娘吗？”

使他大吃一惊的是，吉斯米哭了起来。

“是的，她们都是挺好的——这，这，整个问题恰恰就在这儿。我跟她们中间几个越来越亲热，贾斯米也是这样，可是不管怎样，她还是继续邀——邀请她们上我们这儿来玩，我不懂她为什么要这样做。”

约翰的心里生出不祥的疑窦。

“你的意思是说，她们在外面说了，于是你的父亲把她们——给撵走了？”

“比这更糟，”她断断续续地咕哝说。“爸爸不喜欢冒险——可贾斯米还是一个劲儿写信邀她们来，而且她们又玩得那么快活！”

她止不住一阵悲痛。

约翰给这一番吐露吓愣了，张口结舌地坐在那里，只觉得浑身神经在颤抖，好像许多麻雀躲在他的脊梁骨上。

“嗐，我告诉给你听了，可我真不该告诉你的，”她说，突然冷静下来，擦干了她那深蓝色的眼睛。

“你的意思是不是说，你的父亲在她们离开之前把她们全给杀死了？”

她点点头。

“通常是在八月——或者九月初。我们首先总是尽可能地从她们身上得到快乐，这对我们来说完全是很自然的事。”

“这真恶心！——这多——啊，我要发疯啦！你是不是承认——”

“是的，”吉斯米打断了他的话，耸了耸肩膀。“我们不能把她们严密地监禁起来，像对付那些飞行员那样，这样，她们就会变成一种每天不断向我们良心发出的谴责。把她们杀了，对贾斯米和我总比较好受一些，因为爸爸干得比我们预料的还快。这样我们就免得跟她们告别了。”

“你们就这样杀了她们！嘿！”约翰叫道。

“干得干净利落。趁她们熟睡的时候把她们毒死——总是对她们家里人说，她们在西部的比尤特得了猩红热死了。”

“可是——我真不懂你们干吗还不断地邀请她们上你们家来呢？”

“我可没有邀请她们，”吉斯米发作起来。“我一个也没有邀请过，是贾斯米请她们来的。再说，她们总是玩得很快活的。最后她还送给她们最好的礼物。将来我可能也会请客人来的——我也会硬着心肠这么干的。我们不能让死亡这种不可避免的东西来阻挡我们享受人生的乐趣。你想想，要是我们没有一个客人，我们在这儿该有多么寂寞。啊，爸爸和妈妈，跟我们一样也牺牲了一些最好的朋友。”

“所以，”约翰嚷嚷着控诉道，“所以你现在让我跟你谈情说爱，也假装跟我谈爱啦，结婚啦，可你自始至终清清楚楚地知道，我决不可能活着从这儿出去——”

“不，”她激动地抗议说。“决不会再这样干了。起先我是那样的。那回你就在这儿。我忍不住想跟你谈情说爱，而且我认为你生命的最后几天，对咱们两人来说也许都是快活的。可是接着我爱上了你，而——而对你就要——就要给干掉，我也是真心实意地难过，尽管我宁肯你给干掉也不愿让你再去吻另外一个姑娘。”

“哦，你愿意，你愿意这样吗？”约翰恶狠狠地叫道。

“我太愿意啦。再说，我常听人说一个姑娘家跟一个男人谈情说爱，可又知道自己根本不可能跟他结婚，那就会更带劲。啊，干吗我要告诉你？现在我可能败了你的兴，刚才你不知道有这回事，咱们玩得真快活啊。我知道这么一来，你就会有点灰心丧气啦。”

“啊，你是让我灰心啦，不是吗？”约翰气得声音都发抖了。“这一套我听够啦。要是你不过是想跟一个你自己知道比死尸好不了多少的人谈情说爱闹着玩，一点儿不讲尊严和体面的话，那我跟你一刀两断了！”

“你不是死尸！”她惶恐地辩白道。“你不是死尸！我不许你说我是吻了一具死尸！”

“我没这么说！”

“你说的！你说我吻了一具死尸！”

他们的嗓门提高了，但是突然传来一阵脚步声，他们两个顿时沉默下来。脚步声沿着那条小径朝着他们的方向传来，不一会儿，玫瑰花丛从中间分开，露出了布拉多克·华盛顿，嵌在他那漂亮而茫然的脸上的一双聪明的眼睛正瞅着他们。

“谁吻了死尸？”他问道，显然他不同意这样的说法。

“没有谁这么说，”吉斯米连忙回答。“我们不过是闹着玩儿罢了。”

“那你们两个在这儿干什么？”他粗声粗气地问道。“吉斯米，你应该——应该跟你姐姐一起去读书或者打高尔夫球了。读书去！要不打高尔夫球去！等我回头再来的时候，可别让我看到你还在这儿！”

说着，他向约翰点了点头，便顺着小径走了。

“你看到了吗？”吉斯米生气地说，这时他已经走远了，听不见她的话了。“这一下全让你弄糟啦。咱们再也不能见面了。他也不会再让我见到你了。要是他知道咱们俩相爱了，他准会把你毒死。”

“咱们俩并没有相爱，再也不会相爱啦！”约翰大声喊道，“所以他在这个问题上可以放一百二十个心。再说，你也可以不必欺骗自己，以为我会在这儿待下去。要不了六个钟头，我就会翻过这些山岭，要是非得穿过这些山岭不可的话，然后我就往东走。”

他们两个已经站了起来，听了这句话，吉斯米走近约翰，挽住了他的手臂。

“我也走。”

“你准是发疯了——”

“我当然要走，”她不耐烦地打断他。

“你肯定不能走。你——”

“好吧，”她冷静地说，“咱们现在去追上爸爸，干脆跟他把这个问题谈清楚。”

约翰苦笑着，败下阵来。

“好吧，亲爱的，”他表示同意，软弱而勉强地说，“咱们一起走吧。”

他又爱她了，爱情平静地栖息在他的心头。她是属于他的——她愿意跟他一起出走，患难与共。他用手臂搂住她，热烈地吻她，到底她是爱他的；实在是她救了他的命。

他们一路讨论着这个问题，慢慢地向城堡走回去。他们决定，既然布拉多克·华盛顿已经看见他们在一起了，那他们最好第二天夜晚就离开这里。吃晚饭的时候，约翰尽管嘴唇干得要命，但是心神紧张，把一大汤匙孔雀汤都灌进了左肺。他只得让一个管家把他抬进那间装饰着海龟和黑貂的牌戏室，让那管家使劲给他捶背，珀西看着觉得很好玩。
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后半夜，约翰的身子猛地震了一下，他立刻直挺挺地坐了起来，瞅着房间里蒙着的使人昏昏欲睡的窗幔。透过一个个暗蓝色的方块，也就是他那些开着的窗子，他听到远处传来微弱的声音，由于噩梦萦绕，在他的记忆能辨别之前，这微弱的声音就被一阵风吹走了。但是接着越来越近地传来清晰可闻的响声，响声就在他的房间外面——转动房门把手的咔嗒声、脚步声、悄悄低语声，他说不出到底是什么声音。他的肚子里结起一团硬疙瘩，他痛苦地凝神细听，顿感浑身疼痛。接着有一幅窗幔似乎隐去了，他看见一个模糊的人影站在门边，从黑地里看去只是一个轮廓不清的人影，混合在窗幔的褶皱里，仿佛从一块肮脏的窗玻璃上看到的一个变了形的映像。

不知是出于害怕还是决心，约翰按了一下床边的电钮，转眼之间，他就坐到了隔壁房间那只绿油油的凹陷的浴池里了，浴池里半池的冷水激醒了他，使他恢复了警觉。

他从浴池跳出来，湿淋淋的睡衣在他后面滴了一大摊水，他跑到那扇他知道通向二楼象牙平台的海蓝宝石门前。那扇门悄没声息地敞开了。一盏孤零零的绯红色的灯，从宏伟的圆顶上垂挂下来，把那一派华丽的雕镂的楼梯照得分外美丽。约翰一时不知所措，周围满目静悄悄的光彩，吓得他胆战心惊，仿佛要把他这个在象牙平台上发抖的孤单单、湿淋淋的小人儿裹没在重重光影里。接着同时发生了两件事：他自己那间起居室的门突然敞开了，三个一丝不挂的黑人冲进门厅——正当约翰惊恐地、摇摇晃晃地向楼梯走去的时候，另一扇门滑进过道那边的墙壁，约翰看见布拉多克·华盛顿站在灯火明亮的电梯里，穿着一件皮褂，一双齐膝的马靴，上面露出色彩鲜艳的玫瑰色睡衣裤。

三个黑人——约翰以前从来没有见过他们，脑子里突然闪念，他们准是职业刽子手——停下步子，不再向约翰冲去，期待地向电梯里的那个人转过身去，他严厉地发出命令：

“进来！你们三个人都赶快进来！”

三个黑人立刻冲进电梯，电梯门一关上，明晃晃的长方形升降机就不见了，约翰重又被孤零零的留在门厅里。他无力地倒在一级象牙楼梯上。

显然发生了什么不寻常的事，这样一来至少暂时延缓了他自己的小灾难。出了什么事啦？是黑奴起来造反了？还是那些飞行员冲开了铁栅？要不是菲希村那些人瞎冲乱撞翻过了山岭，他们郁郁寡欢的眼睛瞧见了这座华丽的山谷？约翰不知道。他听见一阵呼呼的风声，电梯又嗖嗖作响地升了上来，一会儿又嗖嗖作响地下去了。兴许是珀西赶去帮他的父亲了。约翰忽然想到现在正是他跟吉斯米会面策划立即逃跑的好机会。他等待着，直到电梯静了几分钟；深夜的寒气透过他湿漉漉的睡衣渗入他的身子，他微微颤抖着回到自己的房间，匆匆穿好衣服，便登上一长节楼梯，拐进那条铺着俄国貂皮的过道，往吉斯米住的套间走去。

她的起居室的门正开着，灯也都亮着。吉斯米穿着安哥拉羊毛的和服式晨衣，站在屋子的窗边谛听着什么。约翰悄悄地走进来，她向他转过身来。

“啊，是你！”她低声说，一面穿过房间向他走来。“你听见他们了吗？”

“我听见你父亲的奴隶们在我的——”

“不，”她激动地打断他的话。“我是说那些飞机！”

“飞机？兴许就是飞机的声音把我给吵醒的。”

“起码有十多架。几分钟前我就看到一架直冲着月亮飞过去。在后面悬崖上的那个卫兵放了一枪，这才把爸爸给惊醒了。我们马上就要跟它们干了。”

“它们是存心上这儿来的吗？”

“是的——是那个逃跑的意大利人——”

她的话音未落，那扇敞开的窗口冲进一阵刺耳的爆炸声。吉斯米低低地叫了一声，接着，手指在梳妆台上的一只盒子里摸了一枚分币，跑到一盏电灯跟前。整座城堡顿时一片黑暗——原来她有心把保险丝烧断了。

“来吧！”她向他喊道。“咱们上屋顶花园去，到那儿瞭望去！”

她披上大氅，拉着他的手，两人摸索着走出门去。上高塔去的电梯，出门一步就到了。她按了一下电钮，他们就飞速上升，在黑暗里他搂着她，吻着她的嘴唇。风流韵事到底临到了约翰·昂格尔。一会儿他们跨出电梯登上平台，平台给星光照得一片白。天上，云雾缭绕的月亮，在卷卷涡云中时隐时现，月下，十多架机翼黑魆魆的飞机一个劲儿地兜着圈子飞。山谷里，火光到处闪烁着扑向飞机，紧接着发出刺耳的爆炸声。吉斯米快活地拍着手，可是一会儿她又慌了起来，因为飞机按照预定的讯号开始投弹了，整个山谷变成了一幅轰隆隆的震响声和红彤彤的火光交织的画面。

不多一会儿，进攻的机群开始集中瞄准高射炮阵地，一门高射炮几乎顷刻之间就化为一大堆灰烬，倒在玫瑰花丛里冒烟。

“吉斯米，”约翰央求说，“我告诉你，这次进攻正巧赶在他们要把我杀死的前夜，你听了准会高兴吧。要是我没有听见后面山口上那名卫兵回击的枪声，我这会儿早已一命呜呼啦——”

“我听不见你说的话！”吉斯米叫道，她目不转睛地盯着前面的情景。“你得大声一点儿说！”

“我只是说，”约翰大声说道，“在他们开始炸毁这座城堡之前，咱们最好逃出去吧！”

突然，黑人住所的圆柱门廊全都炸得粉碎，一股火焰从柱廊下面直冲云霄，大块的大理石碎片一直飞到湖边。

“价值五万元的奴隶全完了，”吉斯米叫道，“这还是按战前的价格计算的。尊重私人财产的美国人可真少。”

约翰再一次逼着她离开，飞机瞄准目标一分钟比一分钟更准确，只有两门高射炮还在回击。显然，驻守的卫队处于炮火的重围之中，已经支持不了多久了。

“快点！”约翰喊道，拉着吉斯米的手臂，“咱们得走啦。你难道不明白，要是那些飞行员发现了你，毫无疑问会把你打死吗？”

她勉强同意了。

“咱们得去叫醒贾斯米！”她说，他们向电梯走去。接着她孩子气地又加了一句：“咱们这下要变穷了，是不是？就像在书本里写的那些人一样。我会成为一个孤儿，自由自在，无拘无束。自由而又贫穷！多有趣！”她停下来，仰起嘴唇，兴冲冲地吻了他一下。

“这两码事是搞不到一块儿去的，”约翰严峻地说。“人们早已明白这一点了。这两者我宁愿要自由。我特别要提醒你一件事，你最好是把你的首饰匣里的珠宝首饰都倒进你的口袋。”

十分钟以后，姊妹两个在黑洞洞的过道里跟约翰会合，接着他们就下楼来到城堡的底层。他们最后一次穿过那一座座富丽堂皇的厅堂，在大门外的平台上站立了一会儿，观看那正在熊熊燃烧的黑人住所和坠落在湖那边的两架飞机冒着火光的残骸。一门孤零零的高射炮还在狠狠地回击，进攻的机群似乎胆怯地不敢飞得更低一些，只是围着这门高射炮盘旋，发出烟火似的炮弹，要等到碰巧有一发炮弹命中目标，才能消灭那些黑人炮手。

约翰和两姊妹走下大理石台阶，径直向左拐弯，便开始登上一条像吊袜带似的盘绕着钻石山的小道。吉斯米知道半山腰有一个林木繁茂的所在，那里他们既可以藏身，又可以眺望山谷里这幕骚乱的夜景——最后，必要的话，又可以沿着一条隐蔽在岩石嶙峋的溪谷里的秘密小路逃走。
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他们到达目的地的时候，已经是三点钟了。亲切而又镇定的贾斯米倚着一棵大树干立刻睡熟了。约翰和吉斯米坐下来，他搂着她，眺望远处，在昨天早晨还是一座花园，而如今已化为断垣残壁的地方，这场即将沉寂的战斗，还在时起时落地进行绝望的挣扎。四点钟一过，最后残留的那门高射炮哐啷一声，接着冒出一股火红的烟雾，便一动不动了。虽然月亮已经下沉，他们仍然看得见飞机在盘旋，飞得更贴近地面了。一旦飞机看准这座被围困的城堡已经无力再作抵抗，它们就将降落地面，而这个闪烁着微光的黑沉沉的华盛顿王国也就消亡了。

炮火停息，山谷也随之静寂，两架被击落的飞机余烬，像蜷缩在草地里的魔鬼的两只眼睛，在闪闪发光。城堡黑魆魆的，悄然兀立，虽然黯然无光，却和在阳光灿照之下一样显得美丽动人，天空中充满着复仇之神的木头般沉闷的格格声，时起时伏地发出怨言。这时，约翰发现吉斯米像她的姐姐一样，也已经呼呼熟睡了。

四点钟已过了好长一段时间，他听见有脚步声沿着他们刚走过的那条小路传来，他连气也不敢透，悄悄地等候着，直到那些人的脚步声走过他停留的这个有利地点。现在空气中发出一种显然并非来自人间的轻微的骚动声，寒露逼人；他知道天色即将破晓了。约翰静静地等着，直到那脚步声走到了安全距离以外，上了山而且听不见了。于是，他跟踪走去。大约在离高耸的山巅还有一半路程的地方，树林都已砍去，一条像马鞍似的岩石伸展着，覆盖着下面的钻石。就在他到达这个地方之前，他放慢了脚步，一种动物的直觉警告他，前面有人。他走近一块高高的圆石，从圆石边上慢慢地抬起头来。他的好奇心得到了满足；下面就是他看到的情景：

布拉多克·华盛顿一动不动地站在那里，灰蒙蒙的天空衬出他的侧影，他不声不响，也没有一点生命的迹象。东方已经破晓，大地染上一抹冷冽的青色，在这新的一天对比之下，这孤苦伶仃的人显得渺小而微不足道。

约翰偷偷望着的时候，他的主人不可捉摸地沉思了一会儿；接着他向那两个匍匐在他脚边的黑人挥了挥手，要他们抬起放在他们两人中间的东西。当他们挣扎着直立起来的时候，初升太阳的第一线黄光把一颗精工雕琢的大钻石的数不清的棱角照得剔透明亮——闪起了一片白光，像一颗碎裂的晨星在空中闪烁发光。两个抬钻石的黑人在重负之下跌跌撞撞地走了几步——波浪般的肌肉在他们湿漉漉发光的皮肤下变得僵硬起来，三个人对着苍天满怀着既想抗拒但又无能为力的心情，又一动不动地站在那里了。

过了一会儿，那个白人扬起了头，用一种引人注目的姿势慢慢举起双臂，就像要求广大群众倾听他演讲一样——但是周围并没有群众，只有山岭和苍穹的无限寂寥，只有从山下林子里传来轻微的鸟鸣声打破这无限的寂寥。那站在马鞍形岩石上的人开始慢吞吞地说话，带着一种颠扑不破的傲气。

[image: alt]


“嗨，你在那边的——”他声调发颤地喊道。“你——在那儿的！”他顿住了，两只手臂仍旧高举着，头也专注地扬起着，似乎在等着回答。约翰竭力睁大眼睛想看清楚是不是有人从山上下来，但是山上没有一个人影。只有蓝天和那从林梢吹来的像长笛般的嘲弄的风声。难道华盛顿是在祈祷吗？约翰疑惑了一会儿。但是接着这个错觉就消失了——从这人的整个举止态度看，其中含有一种与祈求截然相反的神气。

“啊，你那高高在上的！”

声调变得坚强而有自信起来。这不是孤独无助的哀求。如果说其中含有什么意味的话，那就是一种乖戾的居高临下的口吻。

“你这——”

他说得太快，让人听不懂，词句滔滔不绝，前言后语交混在一起……约翰屏息谛听着，偶尔抓住一句两句，声音一会儿哽住了，一会儿又继续说下去，接着又打住了——时而坚决有力，滔滔善辩，时而显得迟疑、困惑、焦躁。于是这位唯一的听众开始恍然大悟，而在这顿悟的瞬间，一股热血顿时流遍他的全身动脉。布拉多克·华盛顿原来是在向上帝行贿！

就是这么回事——毫无疑问。他那两个奴隶双臂抬着的那颗大钻石，不过是一笔预付的样品而已，保证随后还要交付更多的钻石。

约翰听了半天才明白，这就是贯穿在他的话语中的一条线索。发了财的普罗米修斯在企求人们已经遗忘的牺牲、祭仪和基督降生以前就已经废弃的祈祷为他作证。有好一会儿他用提醒上帝的口吻，要上帝忆起他曾经屈尊接受过世人献赠的各种礼物——比如，如果上帝拯救城市免遭瘟疫之灾，世人们就赠与他宏伟的教堂，世人也曾在贪欲和残杀中献出没药和黄金，人的生命，美女和俘获的军队，儿童和后妃，山林原野捕获的野兽，绵羊和山羊，五谷和城市以及被征服的全部土地等等，以换取上帝的姑息，买得上帝和缓天怒的酬答——因此，现在他布拉多克·华盛顿，钻石之王，黄金时代的帝王和祭司，显赫与豪华的主宰，愿意献出一份宝藏，这份宝藏是以前任何帝王公侯连做梦都想象不到的，他不是哀求而是骄傲地献出这份宝藏。

他愿意——他接着详细说明，他愿意把世间一颗最大的钻石献给上帝。这颗钻石将雕琢出千千万万个平面，比一棵树上的叶子还多，而这整颗钻石将雕琢得比一粒只有苍蝇那么大的宝石还更要尽善尽美。许许多多人将为这颗钻石辛劳工作很多很多年。它将经过精工雕刻镶嵌在一座教堂的宏伟的纯金的圆顶上，配上一重重蛋白石和古色古香的蓝宝石的门。中央，一座用彩虹色的、能腐烂一切的、不断变化着的镭锭制成的祭坛，高踞在一所凹陷在地下的小礼拜堂之上，祈祷礼拜的人，在祈祷的时候只要一抬头，镭锭的祭坛就会烧毁他的眼睛——在这座祭坛上，将任凭施恩的上帝的选择，宰杀任何牺牲，甚至世间最伟大、最有权势的活人，以供上帝取乐。

作为酬答，他只要求一件非常简单的事，这件事，在上帝来说，简直易如反掌——那就是要保持一切如昨日此刻万世不移。非常简单！请打开天国的门，把这些飞行员同他们的飞机一古脑儿吞没——然后把天国的门关上。让他的奴隶统统复活，让他重新占有他们。

除了上帝以外，他对谁都别无他求。

他只是疑虑他付出的这笔贿赂是否够大。当然，上帝有上帝的价格。上帝是以人的形象造出来的，所以人们一向说，上帝必定也有他的价格。但是他付出的这个代价是举世罕有的——耗费了多少年建成的大教堂，成千上万名劳工筑起的金字塔，都不能同他这所大教堂、这座金字塔比拟。

说到这里，他停住了。这就是他的提议。一切都会按照规定办到，而且他断言这是物超所值，也并无粗鄙之处。他暗示，接受与否完全由上帝决定。

快到结束的时候，他的话已词不成句，变得简短而且捉摸不定，他的身子也似乎紧张起来，似乎竭力要从他周围的空间抓住最细微的动静，最细微的声息。他说着话的时候，他的头发渐渐变白了，现在他好像是古代的先知，对着天空高高地扬起了头——疯狂之态十分动人。

接着，正当约翰看得如痴如醉的时候，他仿佛感到附近什么地方发生了一种奇怪的现象。天似乎暗了一会儿，微风似乎突然发出一阵喃喃的低语声，一阵远处传来的喇叭声，一声像宽大的绸袍发出的窸窣声那样的叹息——四围整个大自然一时也暗淡下来：鸟儿停止了歌唱，树林也静止不动，从山那边远处传来一阵沉重的吓人的雷声。

一切就是这样。风吹过山谷里高高的青草，又静止下来。一会儿黎明和白天又重新就位，初升的太阳喷发出黄橙橙的雾霭的热浪，使它前面的道路变得明亮起来。绿叶在阳光中嬉笑，笑声摇动了树林，每根树枝都仿佛成了神话世界里的一所女子学校。上帝不接受这笔贿赂。

约翰看了一会儿白天取得的胜利。接着，转过身去，他看见一簇棕色的东西颤动着落到湖边，接着又有一簇落下，随后又有一簇，像从云端里降下的黄金色的天使在舞蹈。飞机都降落到地上来了。

约翰从大圆石后面偷偷溜走，跑下山腰来到林子里，两个女孩已经睡醒了，正在等他。吉斯米跳起身来，口袋里的珠宝叮当作响，她那张开的唇边悬着疑问，但是本能告诉约翰这会儿不是谈话的时候。他们必须立刻离开这座山。他抓住了她们姊妹俩一人一只手，便悄悄地踩着树枝走下山去，现在他们沐浴在阳光和雾霭之中。在他们身后，山谷没有一丝人声，只听见远处孔雀的哀诉声和清晨欢愉的嘤嘤声。

他们走了半英里光景以后，接着便避开花园地带，走进一条通向另一个山冈的狭隘小路。他们登上最高处，停下来回头四顾。他们的眼光落在他们刚离开的山腰上——一种即将发生悲剧的不祥的预感压上了他们的心头。

在蓝天的映衬下，他们清晰地看见一个精神沮丧、白发皤皤的男人慢慢地从陡坡上走下山去，后面跟着两个身材高大、毫无感情的黑人，抬着那颗在阳光下闪烁发光的大钻石。在下山的半途，还有两个人同他们会合——约翰认得出那是华盛顿太太和她的儿子，她倚在她儿子的臂膀上。那些飞行员已经在城堡前面那片草地上爬出机舱，手里提着步枪，正编成战斗的队形开始爬上钻石山。

但是在更高处会集的那五个人，吸引了所有观看的人的注意，现在这一小群人在一块突出的岩石上停了下来。两个黑人弯身拉开了看来像是山腰里的一扇活门。他们都消失在活门里了，白发皤皤的男人第一个进去，接着是他的妻子和儿子，最后是两个黑人，他们那珠宝缀饰的光亮头巾在阳光里闪了一会儿，活门便落下来，把他们吞没了。

吉斯米抓住了约翰的臂膀。

“啊，”她狂野地喊道，“他们上哪儿去了？他们要干什么？”

“那准是一条逃跑的地下通道——”

两个姑娘的低声尖叫打断了他的话。

“你难道没有看见？”吉斯米歇斯底里地啜泣着说。“那山上都装上了电线啦！”

就在她说话的时候，约翰举起双手遮住了自己的视线。在他们眼前这座山整个表面突然变成一片炫目的熊熊燃烧的黄色火光，透过那层草皮闪射出来，就像光线透过人的手掌射出来一样。这种使人无法忍受的光焰闪烁了一会儿，接着就像一根烧灭的灯丝般地消失了，露出一片发黑的荒地，荒地上袅袅升起蓝烟，把残存的草木和尸体一起卷走了。那些飞行员既没有留下血迹也没有留下尸骨，他们同那五个走进山腰活门的人一样都烧得干干净净了。

与此同时，随着一阵山摇地动的震响，城堡实打实地把自己抛向天空，当它腾空而起时，炸成了无数火红的碎片，然后坠回原址，化为烟雾弥漫的一堆瓦砾，一半落进了湖水。没有一星火光——烟也和阳光混合在一起吹跑了，不多几分钟，从那一大堆无以名状的废墟上卷来一阵尘埃般的大理石粉末，这就是一度曾经由珠宝筑成的宅邸。这时，再没有一丝儿声息，只有那三个人孤零零在这座山谷里。

[image: alt]
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日落时分，约翰和他的两个同伴到达了那座高高的悬崖，这原是标志华盛顿王国的疆域的边界，他们在悬崖上掉头回顾，但见那山谷在暮霭中显得无比静谧而动人。他们坐下来，吃完贾斯米随身带的篮子里的食物。

“你们看！”她说，铺好桌布，把三明治整整齐齐地堆成一堆。“这看起来不是挺诱人的吗？我一向认为在野外吃东西，味道更可口。”

“凭这句话，”吉斯米说，“贾斯米就进入了中产阶级啦。”

“你听我说，”约翰怀着渴望的心情说，“快把你的口袋翻过来，让咱们看看你带了哪些珠宝。要是你挑得好，咱们三个人这一辈子日子就过得舒舒服服的啦。”

吉斯米顺从地把手伸进口袋，在他的面前扔出两把闪烁发光的宝石。

“挺不错呢，”约翰热情洋溢地说，“它们不很大，可是——喂！”当他拿了一块举到落日余晖中审视时，他的脸色变了。“啊，这些都不是钻石！出了毛病啦！”

“天哪！”吉斯米神色惊讶地尖叫起来。“我真是个傻瓜！”

“嗐，这都是莱茵石！”约翰嚷道。

“我明白啦。”她格格地放声笑了。“我开错抽屉了。这原是一个来看望贾斯米的姑娘衣服上的东西。我给了她钻石，让她把这些莱茵石换给了我。我这辈子除了贵重的宝石，还没有见过别的东西呢。”

“那么，你带来的全都是这些东西？”

“恐怕就是这样，”她惆怅地摆弄着那些亮晶晶的东西。“我想我更喜爱这些莱茵石。我真有点儿腻味钻石了。”

“很好，”约翰沮丧地说。“这样咱们就得住在海地斯啦。你会给那些不肯轻信的娘儿们说你当时开错了一个抽屉，直说到你变成一个老婆子。遗憾的是你父亲所有的银行存折都跟他一起烧光了。”

“海地斯怎么样？”

“要是我这样的年纪带了一个妻子回家，我的父亲大概不会扔出一块烧红的煤跟我一刀两断，就像他们那儿常说的那样。”

贾斯米说话了。

“我喜欢洗衣服，”她平静地说。“我一向自己洗手绢儿。我会给人洗衣，来养活你们两个。”

“在海地斯他们有洗衣妇吗？”吉斯米天真地问。

“当然有，”约翰回答说。“跟其他任何地方一样。”

“我原来以为——也许那儿太热，根本不用穿什么衣服。”

约翰哈哈笑了。

“你试试看！”他提议说。“还没有等你把衣服脱掉一半，他们就要把你给撵跑啦。”

“爸爸会上那儿去吗？”她问。

约翰惊讶地向她转过身去。

“你的爸爸已经死了，”他严肃地回答说。“干吗他要上海地斯去呢？你把海地斯
〔18〕

 跟另外一个地方混淆起来了，那个地方很久以前就已经废除了。”

吃过晚饭，他们收起桌布，铺好毯子过夜。

“这真是一场梦，”吉斯米叹息说，仰视着天空的星星。“看起来多么奇怪，身上就这么一套衣服跟一个身无分文的未婚夫躺在这里！”

“在星星下面躺着，”她重复说，“我以前从来没有注意过星星。我总以为它们都是属于一个什么人的很大很大的钻石。可是现在它们让我害怕。它们使我感到这一切全是一场梦，我的全部青春是一场梦。”

“那是一场梦，”约翰静静地说。“每个人的青春都是一场梦，一种化学的发疯形式。”

“发疯该有多么快活！”

“人们也这么告诉我，”约翰忧郁地说。“此外我就再也不懂什么了。可不管怎样，让咱们俩权且相爱吧，你和我，相爱一年或者两年吧。这是人人都可以一试的一种神圣的喝醉了酒的形式。整个世界有的是钻石，钻石以及或者说是幻想破灭的寒伧的礼物。唔，这种钻石我到底有啦，而我对平常的那种钻石也就无所谓了。”他打了一下寒颤。“把你的领子翻起来，小姑娘，这儿夜晚可真凉，当心别得了肺炎哪。第一个发明知觉的人，是犯了滔天大罪。让咱们暂时把它忘掉几个钟头吧。”

说着，他把自己裹在毯子里，便堕入睡乡了。

汤永宽译

注　释


〔1〕
 　海地斯，与希腊神话和《圣经》中的冥府、黄泉或地狱字音相同，地狱有烈火炼狱。因此文中涉及海地斯时，往往以温暖、热等言词相谑。


〔2〕
 　原文是“from hot-box to hot-bed”。hot-bed指的是培养植物的温床，而hot-box则有多重解释，联系上下文，可能是指吸食大麻的封闭空间。这里为了照顾两个hot叠用的效果，造了“温厢”一词。


〔3〕
 　巴黎的一家著名的豪华大饭店。


〔4〕
 　蒙大拿（Montana）：美国西北部的一个州。


〔5〕
 　蒂坦尼亚（Titania）：民间传说，仙境的皇后。


〔6〕
 　卡茨基尔山：在纽约州的东南部，现为避暑胜地。


〔7〕
 　早期西班牙探险家想象中在南美的“黄金国”或“黄金城”，此处喻指所谓的钻石矿。


〔8〕
 　基督教新教的一种仪式，旨在激发一个宗教团体中的活跃分子，从而获得新的皈依。美国新教的传教士常在非洲和印度等地开展奋兴仪式。


〔9〕
 　波斯国王。


〔10〕
 　昔日土耳其君主。


〔11〕
 　Newport，应指英国威尔士东南部的一个港口，威尔士的第三大城市。


〔12〕
 　拉丁文：献给上帝、国家和圣米达。


〔13〕
 　在英语中“吉斯米”这个名字，与“吻我”谐音，故有此问。


〔14〕
 　欧仁尼（Eugénie，1826—1920）：拿破仑三世之妻，后为法国女皇，在位期间为1853—1871年。


〔15〕
 　指当时正当三十年代美国经济大萧条。


〔16〕
 　奥马哈（Omaha）：美国内布拉斯加州东部一城市。


〔17〕
 　苏城（Sioux City）：美国衣阿华州西部城市。


〔18〕
 　在希腊神话中，“海地斯”（Hades）指冥府。


THE DIAMOND AS BIG AS THE RITZ





Ⅰ

JOHN T. UNGER came from a family that had been well known in Hades — a small town on the Mississippi River — for several generations. John's father had held the amateur golf championship through many a heated contest; Mrs. Unger was known "from hot-box to hot-bed," as the local phrase went, for her political addresses; and young John T. Unger, who had just turned sixteen, had danced all the latest dances from New York before he put on long trousers. And now, for a certain time, he was to be away from home. That respect for a New England education which is the bane of all provincial places, which drains them yearly of their most promising young men, had seized upon his parents. Nothing would suit them but that he should go to St. Midas' School near Boston — Hades was too small to hold their darling and gifted son.

Now in Hades — as you know if you ever have been there — the names of the more fashionable preparatory schools and colleges mean very little. The inhabitants have been so long out of the world that, though they make a show of keeping up to date in dress and manners and literature, they depend to a great extent on hearsay, and a function that in Hades would be considered elaborate would doubtless be hailed by a Chicago beef-princess as "perhaps a little tacky".

John T. Unger was on the eve of departure. Mrs. Unger, with maternal fatuity, packed his trunks full of linen suits and electric fans, and Mr. Unger presented his son with an asbestos pocket-book stuffed with money.

"Remember, you are always welcome here," he said. "You can be sure, boy, that we'll keep the home fires burning."

"I know," answered John huskily.

"Don't forget who you are and where you come from," continued his father proudly, "and you can do nothing to harm you. You are an Unger — from Hades."

So the old man and the young shook hands and John walked away with tears streaming from his eyes. Ten minutes later he had passed outside the city limits, and he stopped to glance back for the last time. Over the gates the old-fashioned Victorian motto seemed strangely attractive to him. His father had tried time and time again to have it changed to something with a little more push and verve about it, such as "Hades — Your Opportunity," or else a plain "Welcome" sign set over a hearty handshake pricked out in electric lights. The old motto was a little depressing, Mr. Unger had thought — but now ...

So John took his look and then set his face resolutely toward his destination. And, as he turned away, the lights of Hades against the sky seemed full of a warm and passionate beauty.





St. Midas' School is half an hour from Boston in a Rolls-Pierce motor-car. The actual distance will never be known, for no one, except John T. Unger, had ever arrived there save in a Rolls-Pierce and probably no one ever will again. St. Midas' is the most expensive and the most exclusive boys' preparatory school in the world.

John's first two years there passed pleasantly. The fathers of all the boys were money-kings and John spent his summers visiting at fashionable resorts. While he was very fond of all the boys he visited, their fathers struck him as being much of a piece, and in his boyish way he often wondered at their exceeding sameness. When he told them where his home was they would ask jovially, "Pretty hot down there?" and John would muster a faint smile and answer, "It certainly is." His response would have been heartier had they not all made this joke — at best varying it with, "Is it hot enough for you down there?" which he hated just as much.

In the middle of his second year at school, a quiet, handsome boy named Percy Washington had been put in John's form. The newcomer was pleasant in his manner and exceedingly well dressed even for St. Midas', but for some reason he kept aloof from the other boys. The only person with whom he was intimate was John T. Unger, but even to John he was entirely uncommunicative concerning his home or his family. That he was wealthy went without saying, but beyond a few such deductions John knew little of his friend, so it promised rich confectionery for his curiosity when Percy invited him to spend the summer at his home "in the West." He accepted, without hesitation.

It was only when they were in the train that Percy became, for the first time, rather communicative. One day while they were eating lunch in the dining-car and discussing the imperfect characters of several of the boys at school, Percy suddenly changed his tone and made an abrupt remark.

"My father," he said, "is by far the richest man in the world."

"Oh," said John, politely. He could think of no answer to make to this confidence. He considered "That's very nice," but it sounded hollow and was on the point of saying, "Really?" but refrained since it would seem to question Percy's statement. And such an astounding statement could scarcely be questioned.

"By far the richest," repeated Percy.

"I was reading in the World Almanac," began John, "that there was one man in America with an income of over five million a year and four men with incomes of over three million a year, and —"

"Oh, they're nothing," Percy's mouth was a half-moon of scorn. "Catch-penny capitalists, financial small-fry, petty merchants and money-lenders. My father could buy them out and not know he'd done it."

"But how does he —"

"Why haven't they put down his income tax? Because he doesn't pay any. At least he pays a little one — but he doesn't pay any on his real income."

"He must be very rich," said John simply. "I'm glad. I like very rich people.

"The richer a fella is, the better I like him." There was a look of passionate frankness upon his dark face. "I visited the Schnlitzer-Murphys last Easter. Vivian Schnlitzer-Murphy had rubies as big as hen's eggs, and sapphires that were like globes with lights inside them —"

"I love jewels," agreed Percy enthusiastically. "Of course I wouldn't want any one at school to know about it, but I've got quite a collection myself. I used to collect them instead of stamps."

"And diamonds," continued John eagerly. "The Schnlitzer-Murphys had diamonds as big as walnuts —"

"That's nothing." Percy had leaned forward and dropped his voice to a low whisper. "That's nothing at all. My father has a diamond bigger than the Ritz-Carlton Hotel."





Ⅱ

The Montana sunset lay between two mountains like a gigantic bruise from which dark arteries spread themselves over a poisoned sky. An immense distance under the sky crouched the village of Fish, minute, dismal, and forgotten. There were twelve men, so it was said, in the village of Fish, twelve sombre and inexplicable souls who sucked a lean milk from the almost literally bare rock upon which a mysterious populatory force had begotten them. They had become a race apart, these twelve men of Fish, like some species developed by an early whim of nature, which on second thought had abandoned them to struggle and extermination.

Out of the blue-black bruise in the distance crept a long line of moving lights upon the desolation of the land, and the twelve men of Fish gathered like ghosts at the shanty depot to watch the passing of the seven o'clock train, the Transcontinental Express from Chicago. Six times or so a year the Transcontinental Express, through some inconceivable jurisdiction, stopped at the village of Fish, and when this occurred a figure or so would disembark, mount into a buggy that always appeared from out of the dusk, and drive off toward the bruised sunset. The observation of this pointless and preposterous phenomenon had become a sort of cult among the men of Fish. To observe, that was all; there remained in them none of the vital quality of illusion which would make them wonder or speculate, else a religion might have grown up around these mysterious visitations. But the men of Fish were beyond all religion — the barest and most savage tenets of even Christianity could gain no foothold on that barren rock — so there was no altar, no priest, no sacrifice; only each night at seven the silent concourse by the shanty depot, a congregation who lifted up a prayer of dim, anæmic wonder.

On this June night, the Great Brakeman, whom, had they deified any one, they might well have chosen as their celestial protagonist, had ordained that the seven o'clock train should leave its human (or inhuman) deposit at Fish. At two minutes after seven Percy Washington and John T. Unger disembarked, hurried past the spellbound, the agape, the fearsome eyes of the twelve men of Fish, mounted into a buggy which had obviously appeared from nowhere, and drove away.

After half an hour, when the twilight had coagulated into dark, the silent negro who was driving the buggy hailed an opaque body somewhere ahead of them in the gloom. In response to his cry, it turned upon them a luminous disk which regarded them like a malignant eye out of the unfathomable night. As they came closer, John saw that it was the tail-light of an immense automobile, larger and more magnificent than any he had ever seen. Its body was of gleaming metal richer than nickel and lighter than silver, and the hubs of the wheels were studded with iridescent geometric figures of green and yellow — John did not dare to guess whether they were glass or jewel.

Two negroes, dressed in glittering livery such as one sees in pictures of royal processions in London, were standing at attention beside the car and as the two young men dismounted from the buggy they were greeted in some language which the guest could not understand, but which seemed to be an extreme form of the Southern negro's dialect.

"Get in," said Percy to his friend, as their trunks were tossed to the ebony roof of the limousine. "Sorry we had to bring you this far in that buggy, but of course it wouldn't do for the people on the train or those Godforsaken fellas in Fish to see this automobile."

"Gosh! What a car!" This ejaculation was provoked by its interior. John saw that the upholstery consisted of a thousand minute and exquisite tapestries of silk, woven with jewels and embroideries, and set upon a background of cloth of gold. The two armchair seats in which the boys luxuriated were covered with stuff that resembled duvetyn, but seemed woven in numberless colors of the ends of ostrich feathers.

"What a car!" cried John again, in amazement.

"This thing?" Percy laughed. "Why, it's just an old junk we use for a station wagon."

By this time they were gliding along through the darkness toward the break between the two mountains.

"We'll be there in an hour and a half," said Percy, looking at the clock. "I may as well tell you it's not going to be like anything you ever saw before."

If the car was any indication of what John would see, he was prepared to be astonished indeed. The simple piety prevalent in Hades has the earnest worship of and respect for riches as the first article of its creed — had John felt otherwise than radiantly humble before them, his parents would have turned away in horror at the blasphemy.

They had now reached and were entering the break between the two mountains and almost immediately the way became much rougher.

"If the moon shone down here, you'd see that we're in a big gulch," said Percy, trying to peer out of the window. He spoke a few words into the mouthpiece and immediately the footman turned on a searchlight and swept the hillsides with an immense beam.

"Rocky, you see. An ordinary car would be knocked to pieces in half an hour. In fact, it'd take a tank to navigate it unless you knew the way. You notice we're going uphill now."

They were obviously ascending, and within a few minutes the car was crossing a high rise, where they caught a glimpse of a pale moon newly risen in the distance. The car stopped suddenly and several figures took shape out of the dark beside it — these were negroes also. Again the two young men were saluted in the same dimly recognizable dialect; then the negroes set to work and four immense cables dangling from overhead were attached with hooks to the hubs of the great jeweled wheels. At a resounding "Hey-yah!" John felt the car being lifted slowly from the ground — up and up — clear of the tallest rocks on both sides — then higher, until he could see a wavy, moonlit valley stretched out before him in sharp contrast to the quagmire of rocks that they had just left. Only on one side was there still rock — and then suddenly there was no rock beside them or anywhere around.

It was apparent that they had surmounted some immense knife-blade of stone, projecting perpendicularly into the air. In a moment they were going down again, and finally with a soft bump they were landed upon the smooth earth.

"The worst is over," said Percy, squinting out the window. "It's only five miles from here, and our own road — tapestry brick — all the way. This belongs to us. This is where the United States ends, father says."

"Are we in Canada?"

"We are not. We're in the middle of the Montana Rockies. But you are now on the only five square miles of land in the country that's never been surveyed."

"Why hasn't it? Did they forget it?"

"No," said Percy, grinning, "they tried to do it three times. The first time my grandfather corrupted a whole department of the State survey; the second time he had the official maps of the United States tinkered with — that held them for fifteen years. The last time was harder. My father fixed it so that their compasses were in the strongest magnetic field ever artificially set up. He had a whole set of surveying instruments made with a slight defection that would allow for this territory not to appear, and he substituted them for the ones that were to be used. Then he had a river deflected and he had what looked like a village built up on its banks — so that they'd see it, and think it was a town ten miles farther up the valley. There's only one thing my father's afraid of," he concluded, "only one thing in the world that could be used to find us out."

"What's that?"

Percy sank his voice to a whisper.

"Aeroplanes," he breathed. "We've got half a dozen anti-aircraft guns and we've arranged it so far — but there've been a few deaths and a great many prisoners. Not that we mind that, you know, father and I, but it upsets mother and the girls, and there's always the chance that some time we won't be able to arrange it."

Shreds and tatters of chinchilla, courtesy clouds in the green moon's heaven, were passing the green moon like precious Eastern stuffs paraded for the inspection of some Tartar Khan. It seemed to John that it was day, and that he was looking at some lads sailing above him in the air, showering down tracts and patent medicine circulars, with their messages of hope for despairing, rockbound hamlets. It seemed to him that he could see them look down out of the clouds and stare — and stare at whatever there was to stare at in this place whither he was bound — What then? Were they induced to land by some insidious device there to be immured far from patent medicines and from tracts until the judgment day — or, should they fail to fall into the trap, did a quick puff of smoke and the sharp round of a splitting shell bring them drooping to earth — and "upset" Percy's mother and sisters. John shook his head and the wraith of a hollow laugh issued silently from his parted lips. What desperate transaction lay hidden here? What a moral expedient of a bizarre Croesus? What terrible and golden mystery?...

The chinchilla clouds had drifted past now and outside the Montana night was bright as day. The tapestry brick of the road was smooth to the tread of the great tires as they rounded a still, moonlit lake; they passed into darkness for a moment, a pine grove, pungent and cool, then they came out into a broad avenue of lawn and John's exclamation of pleasure was simultaneous with Percy's taciturn "We're home."
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Full in the light of the stars, an exquisite château rose from the borders of the lake, climbed in marble radiance half the height of an adjoining mountain, then melted in grace, in perfect symmetry, in translucent feminine languor, into the massed darkness of a forest of pine. The many towers, the slender tracery of the sloping parapets, the chiselled wonder of a thousand yellow windows with their oblongs and hectagons and triangles of golden light, the shattered softness of the intersecting planes of star-shine and blue shade, all trembled on John's spirit like a chord of music. On one of the towers, the tallest, the blackest at its base, an arrangement of exterior lights at the top made a sort of floating fairyland — and as John gazed up in warm enchantment the faint acciaccare sound of violins drifted down in a rococo harmony that was like nothing he had ever heard before. Then in a moment the car stopped before wide, high marble steps around which the night air was fragrant with a host of flowers. At the top of the steps two great doors swung silently open and amber light flooded out upon the darkness, silhouetting the figure of an exquisite lady with black, high-piled hair, who held out her arms toward them.

"Mother," Percy was saying, "this is my friend, John Unger, from Hades."

Afterward John remembered that first night as a daze of many colors, of quick sensory impressions, of music soft as a voice in love, and of the beauty of things, lights and shadows, and motions and faces. There was a white-haired man who stood drinking a many-hued cordial from a crystal thimble set on a golden stem. There was a girl with a flowery face, dressed like Titania with braided sapphires in her hair. There was a room where the solid, soft gold of the walls yielded to the pressure of his hand, and a room that was like a platonic conception of the ultimate prison — ceiling, floor, and all, it was lined with an unbroken mass of diamonds, diamonds of every size and shape, until, lit with tall violet lamps in the corners, it dazzled the eyes with a whiteness that could be compared only with itself, beyond human wish or dream.

Through a maze of these rooms the two boys wandered. Sometimes the floor under their feet would flame in brilliant patterns from lighting below, patterns of barbaric clashing colors, of pastel delicacy, of sheer whiteness, or of subtle and intricate mosaic, surely from some mosque on the Adriatic Sea. Sometimes beneath layers of thick crystal he would see blue or green water swirling, inhabited by vivid fish and growths of rainbow foliage. Then they would be treading on furs of every texture and color or along corridors of palest ivory, unbroken as though carved complete from the gigantic tusks of dinosaurs extinct before the age of man ...

Then a hazily remembered transition, and they were at dinner — where each plate was of two almost imperceptible layers of solid diamond between which was curiously worked a filigree of emerald design, a shaving sliced from green air. Music, plangent and unobtrusive, drifted down through far corridors — his chair, feathered and curved insidiously to his back, seemed to engulf and overpower him as he drank his first glass of port. He tried drowsily to answer a question that had been asked him, but the honeyed luxury that clasped his body added to the illusion of sleep — jewels, fabrics, wines, and metals blurred before his eyes into a sweet mist ...

"Yes," he replied with a polite effort, "it certainly is hot enough for me down there."

He managed to add a ghostly laugh; then, without movement, without resistance, he seemed to float off and away, leaving an iced dessert that was pink as a dream ... He fell asleep.

When he awoke he knew that several hours had passed. He was in a great quiet room with ebony walls and a dull illumination that was too faint, too subtle, to be called a light. His young host was standing over him.

"You fell asleep at dinner," Percy was saying. "I nearly did, too — it was such a treat to be comfortable again after this year of school. Servants undressed and bathed you while you were sleeping."

"Is this a bed or a cloud?" sighed John. "Percy, Percy — before you go, I want to apologize."

"For what?"

"For doubting you when you said you had a diamond as big as the Ritz-Carlton Hotel."

Percy smiled.

"I thought you didn't believe me. It's that mountain, you know."

"What mountain?"

"The mountain the château rests on. It's not very big, for a mountain. But except about fifty feet of sod and gravel on top it's solid diamond. One diamond, one cubic mile without a flaw. Aren't you listening? Say —"

But John T. Unger had again fallen asleep.





Ⅲ

Morning. As he awoke he perceived drowsily that the room had at the same moment become dense with sunlight. The ebony panels of one wall had slid aside on a sort of track, leaving his chamber half open to the day. A large negro in a white uniform stood beside his bed.

"Good-evening," muttered John, summoning his brains from the wild places.

"Good-morning, sir. Are you ready for your bath, sir? Oh, don't get up — I'll put you in, if you'll just unbutton your pajamas — there. Thank you, sir."

John lay quietly as his pajamas were removed — he was amused and delighted; he expected to be lifted like a child by this black Gargantua who was tending him, but nothing of the sort happened; instead he felt the bed tilt up slowly on its side — he began to roll, startled at first, in the direction of the wall, but when he reached the wall its drapery gave way, and sliding two yards farther down a fleecy incline he plumped gently into water the same temperature as his body.

He looked about him. The runway or rollway on which he had arrived had folded gently back into place. He had been projected into another chamber and was sitting in a sunken bath with his head just above the level of the floor. All about him, lining the walls of the room and the sides and bottom of the bath itself, was a blue aquarium, and gazing through the crystal surface on which he sat, he could see fish swimming among amber lights and even gliding without curiosity past his outstretched toes, which were separated from them only by the thickness of the crystal. From overhead, sunlight came down through sea-green glass.

"I suppose, sir, that you'd like hot rosewater and soapsuds this morning, sir — and perhaps cold salt water to finish."

The negro was standing beside him.

"Yes," agreed John, smiling inanely, "as you please." Any idea of ordering this bath according to his own meagre standards of living would have been priggish and not a little wicked.

The negro pressed a button and a warm rain began to fall, apparently from overhead, but really, so John discovered after a moment, from a fountain arrangement near by. The water turned to a pale rose color and jets of liquid soap spurted into it from four miniature walrus heads at the corners of the bath. In a moment a dozen little paddle-wheels, fixed to the sides, had churned the mixture into a radiant rainbow of pink foam which enveloped him softly with its delicious lightness, and burst in shining, rosy bubbles here and there about him.

"Shall I turn on the moving-picture machine, sir?" suggested the negro deferentially. "There's a good one-reel comedy in this machine to-day, or I can put in a serious piece in a moment, if you prefer it."

"No, thanks," answered John, politely but firmly. He was enjoying his bath too much to desire any distraction. But distraction came. In a moment he was listening intently to the sound of flutes from just outside, flutes dripping a melody that was like a waterfall, cool and green as the room itself, accompanying a frothy piccolo, in play more fragile than the lace of suds that covered and charmed him.

After a cold salt-water bracer and a cold fresh finish, he stepped out and into a fleecy robe, and upon a couch covered with the same material he was rubbed with oil, alcohol, and spice. Later he sat in a voluptuous chair while he was shaved and his hair was trimmed.

"Mr. Percy is waiting in your sitting-room," said the negro, when these operations were finished. "My name is Gygsum, Mr. Unger, sir. I am to see to Mr. Unger every morning."

John walked out into the brisk sunshine of his living-room, where he found breakfast waiting for him and Percy, gorgeous in white kid knickerbockers, smoking in an easy chair.





Ⅳ

This is a story of the Washington family as Percy sketched it for John during breakfast.

The father of the present Mr. Washington had been a Virginian, a direct descendant of George Washington, and Lord Baltimore. At the close of the Civil War he was a twenty-five-year-old Colonel with a played-out plantation and about a thousand dollars in gold.

Fitz-Norman Culpepper Washington, for that was the young Colonel's name, decided to present the Virginia estate to his younger brother and go West. He selected two dozen of the most faithful blacks, who, of course, worshipped him, and bought twenty-five tickets to the West, where he intended to take out land in their names and start a sheep and cattle ranch.

When he had been in Montana for less than a month and things were going very poorly indeed, he stumbled on his great discovery. He had lost his way when riding in the hills, and after a day without food he began to grow hungry. As he was without his rifle, he was forced to pursue a squirrel, and in the course of the pursuit he noticed that it was carrying something shiny in its mouth. Just before it vanished into its hole — for Providence did not intend that this squirrel should alleviate his hunger — it dropped its burden. Sitting down to consider the situation Fitz-Norman's eye was caught by a gleam in the grass beside him. In ten seconds he had completely lost his appetite and gained one hundred thousand dollars. The squirrel, which had refused with annoying persistence to become food, had made him a present of a large and perfect diamond.
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Late that night he found his way to camp and twelve hours later all the males among his darkies were back by the squirrel hole digging furiously at the side of the mountain. He told them he had discovered a rhinestone mine, and, as only one or two of them had ever seen even a small diamond before, they believed him, without question. When the magnitude of his discovery became apparent to him, he found himself in a quandary. The mountain was a diamond — it was literally nothing else but solid diamond. He filled four saddle bags full of glittering samples and started on horseback for St. Paul. There he managed to dispose of half a dozen small stones — when he tried a larger one a storekeeper fainted and Fitz-Norman was arrested as a public disturber. He escaped from jail and caught the train for New York, where he sold a few medium-sized diamonds and received in exchange about two hundred thousand dollars in gold. But he did not dare to produce any exceptional gems — in fact, he left New York just in time. Tremendous excitement had been created in jewelry circles, not so much by the size of his diamonds as by their appearance in the city from mysterious sources. Wild rumors became current that a diamond mine had been discovered in the Catskills, on the Jersey coast, on Long Island, beneath Washington Square. Excursion trains, packed with men carrying picks and shovels, began to leave New York hourly, bound for various neighboring El Dorados. But by that time young Fitz-Norman was on his way back to Montana.

By the end of a fortnight he had estimated that the diamond in the mountain was approximately equal in quantity to all the rest of the diamonds known to exist in the world. There was no valuing it by any regular computation, however, for it was one solid diamond — and if it were offered for sale not only would the bottom fall out of the market, but also, if the value should vary with its size in the usual arithmetical progression, there would not be enough gold in the world to buy a tenth part of it. And what could any one do with a diamond that size?

It was an amazing predicament. He was, in one sense, the richest man that ever lived — and yet was he worth anything at all? If his secret should transpire there was no telling to what measures the Government might resort in order to prevent a panic, in gold as well as in jewels. They might take over the claim immediately and institute a monopoly.

There was no alternative — he must market his mountain in secret. He sent South for his younger brother and put him in charge of his colored following — darkies who had never realized that slavery was abolished. To make sure of this, he read them a proclamation that he had composed, which announced that General Forrest had reorganized the shattered Southern armies and defeated the North in one pitched battle. The negroes believed him implicitly. They passed a vote declaring it a good thing and held revival services immediately.

Fitz-Norman himself set out for foreign parts with one hundred thousand dollars and two trunks filled with rough diamonds of all sizes. He sailed for Russia in a Chinese junk and six months after his departure from Montana he was in St. Petersburg. He took obscure lodgings and called immediately upon the court jeweller, announcing that he had a diamond for the Czar. He remained in St. Petersburg for two weeks, in constant danger of being murdered, living from lodging to lodging, and afraid to visit his trunks more than three or four times during the whole fortnight.

On his promise to return in a year with larger and finer stones, he was allowed to leave for India. Before he left, however, the Court Treasurers had deposited to his credit, in American banks, the sum of fifteen million dollars — under four different aliases.

He returned to America in 1868, having been gone a little over two years. He had visited the capitals of twenty-two countries and talked with five emperors, eleven kings, three princes, a shah, a khan, and a sultan. At that time Fitz-Norman estimated his own wealth at one billion dollars. One fact worked consistently against the disclosure of his secret. No one of his larger diamonds remained in the public eye for a week before being invested with a history of enough fatalities, amours, revolutions, and wars to have occupied it from the days of the first Babylonian Empire.

From 1870 until his death in 1900, the history of Fitz-Norman Washington was a long epic in gold. There were side issues, of course — he evaded the surveys, he married a Virginia lady, by whom he had a single son, and he was compelled, due to a series of unfortunate complications, to murder his brother, whose unfortunate habit of drinking himself into an indiscreet stupor had several times endangered their safety. But very few other murders stained these happy years of progress and expansion.

Just before he died he changed his policy, and with all but a few million dollars of his outside wealth bought up rare minerals in bulk, which he deposited in the safety vaults of banks all over the world, marked as bric-à-brac. His son, Braddock Tarleton Washington, followed this policy on an even more tensive scale. The minerals were converted into the rarest of all elements — radium — so that the equivalent of a billion dollars in gold could be placed in a receptacle no bigger than a cigar box.

When Fitz-Norman had been dead three years his son, Braddock, decided that the business had gone far enough. The amount of wealth that he and his father had taken out of the mountain was beyond all exact computation. He kept a note-book in cipher in which he set down the approximate quantity of radium in each of the thousand banks he patronized, and recorded the alias under which it was held. Then he did a very simple thing — he sealed up the mine.

He sealed up the mine. What had been taken out of it would support all the Washingtons yet to be born in unparalleled luxury for generations. His one care must be the protection of his secret, lest in the possible panic attendant on its discovery he should be reduced with all the property-holders in the world to utter poverty.

This was the family among whom John T. Unger was staying. This was the story he heard in his silver-walled living-room the morning after his arrival.





Ⅴ

After breakfast, John found his way out the great marble entrance, and looked curiously at the scene before him. The whole valley, from the diamond mountain to the steep granite cliff five miles away, still gave off a breath of golden haze which hovered idly above the fine sweep of lawns and lakes and gardens. Here and there clusters of elms made delicate groves of shade, contrasting strangely with the tough masses of pine forest that held the hills in a grip of dark-blue green. Even as John looked he saw three fawns in single file patter out from one clump about a half-mile away and disappear with awkward gayety into the black-ribbed half-light of another. John would not have been surprised to see a goat-foot piping his way among the trees or to catch a glimpse of pink nymph-skin and flying yellow hair between the greenest of the green leaves.

In some such cool hope he descended the marble steps, disturbing faintly the sleep of two silky Russian wolfhounds at the bottom, and set off along a walk of white and blue brick that seemed to lead in no particular direction.

He was enjoying himself as much as he was able. It is youth's felicity as well as its insufficiency that it can never live in the present, but must always be measuring up the day against its own radiantly imagined future — flowers and gold, girls and stars, they are only prefigurations and prophecies of that incomparable, unattainable young dream.

John rounded a soft corner where the massed rosebushes filled the air with heavy scent, and struck off across a park toward a patch of moss under some trees. He had never lain upon moss, and he wanted to see whether it was really soft enough to justify the use of its name as an adjective. Then he saw a girl coming toward him over the grass. She was the most beautiful person he had ever seen.

She was dressed in a white little gown that came just below her knees, and a wreath of mignonettes clasped with blue slices of sapphire bound up her hair. Her pink bare feet scattered the dew before them as she came. She was younger than John — not more than sixteen.

"Hello," she cried softly, "I'm Kismine."

She was much more than that to John already. He advanced toward her, scarcely moving as he drew near lest he should tread on her bare toes.

"You haven't met me," said her soft voice. Her blue eyes added, "Oh, but you've missed a great deal!"... "You met my sister, Jasmine, last night. I was sick with lettuce poisoning," went on her soft voice, and her eyes continued, "and when I'm sick I'm sweet — and when I'm well."

"You have made an enormous impression on me," said John's eyes, "and I'm not so slow myself" — "How do you do?" said his voice. "I hope you're better this morning." — "You darling," added his eyes tremulously.

John observed that they had been walking along the path. On her suggestion they sat down together upon the moss, the softness of which he failed to determine.

He was critical about women. A single defect — a thick ankle, a hoarse voice, a glass eye — was enough to make him utterly indifferent. And here for the first time in his life he was beside a girl who seemed to him the incarnation of physical perfection.

"Are you from the East?" asked Kismine with charming interest.

"No," answered John simply. "I'm from Hades."

Either she had never heard of Hades, or she could think of no pleasant comment to make upon it, for she did not discuss it further.

"I'm going East to school this fall" she said. "D'you think I'll like it? I'm going to New York to Miss Bulge's. It's very strict, but you see over the weekends I'm going to live at home with the family in our New York house, because father heard that the girls had to go walking two by two."

"Your father wants you to be proud," observed John.

"We are," she answered, her eyes shining with dignity. "None of us has ever been punished. Father said we never should be. Once when my sister Jasmine was a little girl she pushed him down-stairs and he just got up and limped away.

"Mother was — well, a little startled," continued Kismine, "when she heard that you were from — from where you are from, you know. She said that when she was a young girl — but then, you see, she's a Spaniard and old-fashioned."

"Do you spend much time out here?" asked John, to conceal the fact that he was somewhat hurt by this remark. It seemed an unkind allusion to his provincialism.

"Percy and Jasmine and I are here every summer, but next summer Jasmine is going to Newport. She's coming out in London a year from this fall. She'll be presented at court."

"Do you know," began John hesitantly, "you're much more sophisticated than I thought you were when I first saw you?"

"Oh, no, I'm not," she exclaimed hurriedly. "Oh, I wouldn't think of being. I think that sophisticated young people are terribly common, don't you? I'm not at all, really. If you say I am, I'm going to cry."

She was so distressed that her lip was trembling. John was impelled to protest:

"I didn't mean that; I only said it to tease you."

"Because I wouldn't mind if I were," she persisted "but I'm not. I'm very innocent and girlish. I never smoke, or drink, or read anything except poetry. I know scarcely any mathematics or chemistry. I dress very simply — in fact, I scarcely dress at all. I think sophisticated is the last thing you can say about me. I believe that girls ought to enjoy their youths in a wholesome way."

"I do too," said John heartily.

Kismine was cheerful again. She smiled at him, and a still-born tear dripped from the corner of one blue eye.

"I like you," she whispered, intimately. "Are you going to spend all your time with Percy while you're here, or will you be nice to me? Just think — I'm absolutely fresh ground. I've never had a boy in love with me in all my life. I've never been allowed even to see boys alone — except Percy. I came all the way out here into this grove hoping to run into you, where the family wouldn't be around."

Deeply flattered, John bowed from the hips as he had been taught at dancing school in Hades.

"We'd better go now," said Kismine sweetly. "I have to be with mother at eleven. You haven't asked me to kiss you once. I thought boys always did that nowadays."

John drew himself up proudly.

"Some of them do," he answered, "but not me. Girls don't do that sort of thing — in Hades."

Side by side they walked back toward the house.





Ⅵ

John stood facing Mr. Braddock Washington in the full sunlight. The elder man was about forty with a proud, vacuous face, intelligent eyes, and a robust figure. In the mornings he smelt of horses — the best horses. He carried a plain walking-stick of gray birch with a single large opal for a grip. He and Percy were showing John around.

"The slaves' quarters are there." His walking-stick indicated a cloister of marble on their left that ran in graceful Gothic along the side of the mountain. "In my youth I was distracted for a while from the business of life by a period of absurd idealism. During that time they lived in luxury. For instance, I equipped every one of their rooms with a tile bath."

"I suppose," ventured John, with an ingratiating laugh, "that they used the bathtubs to keep coal in. Mr. Schnlitzer-Murphy told me that once he —"

"The opinions of Mr. Schnlitzer-Murphy are of little importance, I should imagine," interrupted Braddock Washington, coldly. "My slaves did not keep coal in their bathtubs. They had orders to bathe every day, and they did. If they hadn't I might have ordered a sulphuric acid shampoo. I discontinued the baths for quite another reason. Several of them caught cold and died. Water is not good for certain races — except as a beverage."

John laughed, and then decided to nod his head in sober agreement. Braddock Washington made him uncomfortable.

"All these negroes are descendants of the ones my father brought North with him. There are about two hundred and fifty now. You notice that they've lived so long apart from the world that their original dialect has become an almost indistinguishable patois. We bring a few of them up to speak English — my secretary and two or three of the house servants.

"This is the golf course," he continued, as they strolled along the velvet winter grass. "It's all a green, you see — no fairway, no rough, no hazards."

He smiled pleasantly at John.

"Many men in the cage, father?" asked Percy suddenly.

Braddock Washington stumbled, and let forth an involuntary curse.

"One less than there should be," he ejaculated darkly — and then added after a moment, "We've had difficulties."

"Mother was telling me," exclaimed Percy, "that Italian teacher —"

"A ghastly error," said Braddock Washington angrily. "But of course there's a good chance that we may have got him. Perhaps he fell somewhere in the woods or stumbled over a cliff. And then there's always the probability that if he did get away his story wouldn't be believed. Nevertheless, I've had two dozen men looking for him in different towns around here."

"And no luck?"

"Some. Fourteen of them reported to my agent that they'd each killed a man answering to that description, but of course it was probably only the reward they were after —"

He broke off. They had come to a large cavity in the earth about the circumference of a merry-go-round and covered by a strong iron grating. Braddock Washington beckoned to John, and pointed his cane down through the grating. John stepped to the edge and gazed. Immediately his ears were assailed by a wild clamor from below.

"Come on down to Hell!"

"Hello, kiddo, how's the air up there?"

"Hey! Throw us a rope!"

"Got an old doughnut, Buddy, or a couple of second-hand sandwiches?"

"Say, fella, if you'll push down that guy you're with, we'll show you a quick disappearance scene."

"Paste him one for me, will you?"

It was too dark to see clearly into the pit below, but John could tell from the coarse optimism and rugged vitality of the remarks and voices that they proceeded from middle-class Americans of the more spirited type. Then Mr. Washington put out his cane and touched a button in the grass, and the scene below sprang into light.

"These are some adventurous mariners who had the misfortune to discover El Dorado," he remarked.

Below them there had appeared a large hollow in the earth shaped like the interior of a bowl. The sides were steep and apparently of polished glass, and on its slightly concave surface stood about two dozen men clad in the half costume, half uniform, of aviators. Their upturned faces, lit with wrath, with malice, with despair, with cynical humor, were covered by long growths of beard, but with the exception of a few who had pined perceptibly away, they seemed to be a well-fed, healthy lot.

Braddock Washington drew a garden chair to the edge of the pit and sat down.

"Well, how are you, boys?" he inquired genially.
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A chorus of execration in which all joined except a few too dispirited to cry out, rose up into the sunny air, but Braddock Washington heard it with unruffled composure. When its last echo had died away he spoke again.

"Have you thought up a way out of your difficulty?"

From here and there among them a remark floated up.

"We decided to stay here for love!"

"Bring us up there and we'll find us a way!"

Braddock Washington waited until they were again quiet. Then he said:

"I've told you the situation. I don't want you here, I wish to heaven I'd never seen you. Your own curiosity got you here, and any time that you can think of a way out which protects me and my interests I'll be glad to consider it. But so long as you confine your efforts to digging tunnels — yes, I know about the new one you've started — you won't get very far. This isn't as hard on you as you make it out, with all your howling for the loved ones at home. If you were the type who worried much about the loved ones at home, you'd never have taken up aviation."

A tall man moved apart from the others, and held up his hand to call his captor's attention to what he was about to say.

"Let me ask you a few questions!" he cried. "You pretend to be a fair-minded man."

"How absurd. How could a man of my position be fair-minded toward you? You might as well speak of a Spaniard being fair-minded toward a piece of steak."

At this harsh observation the faces of the two dozen steaks fell, but the tall man continued:

"All right!" he cried. "We've argued this out before. You're not a humanitarian and you're not fair-minded, but you're human — at least you say you are — and you ought to be able to put yourself in our place for long enough to think how — how — how —"

"How what?" demanded Washington, coldly.

"— how unnecessary —"

"Not to me."

"Well, — how cruel —"

"We've covered that. Cruelty doesn't exist where self-preservation is involved. You've been soldiers: you know that. Try another."

"Well, then, how stupid."

"There," admitted Washington, "I grant you that. But try to think of an alternative. I've offered to have all or any of you painlessly executed if you wish. I've offered to have your wives, sweethearts, children, and mothers kidnapped and brought out here. I'll enlarge your place down there and feed and clothe you the rest of your lives. If there was some method of producing permanent amnesia I'd have all of you operated on and released immediately, somewhere outside of my preserves. But that's as far as my ideas go."

"How about trusting us not to peach on you?" cried some one.

"You don't proffer that suggestion seriously," said Washington, with an expression of scorn. "I did take out one man to teach my daughter Italian. Last week he got away."

A wild yell of jubilation went up suddenly from two dozen throats and a pandemonium of joy ensued. The prisoners clog-danced and cheered and yodled and wrestled with one another in a sudden uprush of animal spirits. They even ran up the glass sides of the bowl as far as they could, and slid back to the bottom upon the natural cushions of their bodies. The tall man started a song in which they all joined —





"Oh, we'll hang the kaiser

On a sour apple tree —"





Braddock Washington sat in inscrutable silence until the song was over.

"You see," he remarked, when he could gain a modicum of attention. "I bear you no ill-will. I like to see you enjoying yourselves. That's why I didn't tell you the whole story at once. The man — what was his name? Critchtichiello? — was shot by some of my agents in fourteen different places."

Not guessing that the places referred to were cities, the tumult of rejoicing subsided immediately.

"Nevertheless," cried Washington with a touch of anger, "he tried to run away. Do you expect me to take chances with any of you after an experience like that?"

Again a series of ejaculations went up.

"Sure!"

"Would your daughter like to learn Chinese?"

"Hey, I can speak Italian! My mother was a wop."

"Maybe she'd like t'learna speak N'Yawk!"

"If she's the little one with the big blue eyes I can teach her a lot of things better than Italian."

"I know some Irish songs — and I could hammer brass once't."

Mr. Washington reached forward suddenly with his cane and pushed the button in the grass so that the picture below went out instantly, and there remained only that great dark mouth covered dismally with the black teeth of the grating.

"Hey!" called a single voice from below, "you ain't goin 'away without givin' us your blessing?"

But Mr. Washington, followed by the two boys, was already strolling on toward the ninth hole of the golf course, as though the pit and its contents were no more than a hazard over which his facile iron had triumphed with ease.





Ⅶ

July under the lee of the diamond mountain was a month of blanket nights and of warm, glowing days. John and Kismine were in love. He did not know that the little gold football (inscribed with the legend Pro deo et patria et St. Mida) which he had given her rested on a platinum chain next to her bosom. But it did. And she for her part was not aware that a large sapphire which had dropped one day from her simple coiffure was stowed away tenderly in John's jewel box.

Late one afternoon when the ruby and ermine music room was quiet, they spent an hour there together. He held her hand and she gave him such a look that he whispered her name aloud. She bent toward him — then hesitated.

"Did you say ‘Kismine'?" she asked softly, "or —"

She had wanted to be sure. She thought she might have misunderstood.

Neither of them had ever kissed before, but in the course of an hour it seemed to make little difference.

The afternoon drifted away. That night when a last breath of music drifted down from the highest tower, they each lay awake, happily dreaming over the separate minutes of the day. They had decided to be married as soon as possible.





Ⅷ

Every day Mr. Washington and the two young men went hunting or fishing in the deep forests or played golf around the somnolent course — games which John diplomatically allowed his host to win — or swam in the mountain coolness of the lake. John found Mr. Washington a somewhat exacting personality — utterly uninterested in any ideas or opinions except his own. Mrs. Washington was aloof and reserved at all times. She was apparently indifferent to her two daughters, and entirely absorbed in her son Percy, with whom she held interminable conversations in rapid Spanish at dinner.

Jasmine, the elder daughter, resembled Kismine in appearance — except that she was somewhat bow-legged, and terminated in large hands and feet — but was utterly unlike her in temperament. Her favorite books had to do with poor girls who kept house for widowed fathers. John learned from Kismine that Jasmine had never recovered from the shock and disappointment caused her by the termination of the World War, just as she was about to start for Europe as a canteen expert. She had even pined away for a time, and Braddock Washington had taken steps to promote a new war in the Balkans — but she had seen a photograph of some wounded Serbian soldiers and lost interest in the whole proceedings. But Percy and Kismine seemed to have inherited the arrogant attitude in all its harsh magnificence from their father. A chaste and consistent selfishness ran like a pattern through their every idea.

John was enchanted by the wonders of the château and the valley. Braddock Washington, so Percy told him, had caused to be kidnapped a landscape gardener, an architect, a designer of state settings, and a French decadent poet left over from the last century. He had put his entire force of negroes at their disposal, guaranteed to supply them with any materials that the world could offer, and left them to work out some ideas of their own. But one by one they had shown their uselessness. The decadent poet had at once begun bewailing his separation from the boulevards in spring — he made some vague remarks about spices, apes, and ivories, but said nothing that was of any practical value. The stage designer on his part wanted to make the whole valley a series of tricks and sensational effects — a state of things that the Washingtons would soon have grown tired of. And as for the architect and the landscape gardener, they thought only in terms of convention. They must make this like this and that like that.

But they had, at least, solved the problem of what was to be done with them — they all went mad early one morning after spending the night in a single room trying to agree upon the location of a fountain, and were now confined comfortably in an insane asylum at Westport, Connecticut.

"But," inquired John curiously, "who did plan all your wonderful reception rooms and halls, and approaches and bathrooms —?"

"Well," answered Percy, "I blush to tell you, but it was a moving-picture fella. He was the only man we found who was used to playing with an unlimited amount of money, though he did tuck his napkin in his collar and couldn't read or write."

As August drew to a close John began to regret that he must soon go back to school. He and Kismine had decided to elope the following June.

"It would be nicer to be married here," Kismine confessed, "but of course I could never get father's permission to marry you at all. Next to that I'd rather elope. It's terrible for wealthy people to be married in America at present — they always have to send out bulletins to the press saying that they're going to be married in remnants, when what they mean is just a peck of old second-hand pearls and some used lace worn once by the Empress Eugénie."

"I know," agreed John fervently. "When I was visiting the Schnlitzer-Murphys, the eldest daughter, Gwendolyn, married a man whose father owns half of West Virginia. She wrote home saying what a tough struggle she was carrying on on his salary as a bank clerk — and then she ended up by saying that ‘Thank God, I have four good maids anyhow, and that helps a little.'"

"It's absurd," commented Kismine. "Think of the millions and millions of people in the world, laborers and all, who get along with only two maids."

One afternoon late in August a chance remark of Kismine's changed the face of the entire situation, and threw John into a state of terror.

They were in their favorite grove, and between kisses John was indulging in some romantic forebodings which he fancied added poignancy to their relations.

"Sometimes I think we'll never marry," he said sadly. "You're too wealthy, too magnificent. No one as rich as you are can be like other girls. I should marry the daughter of some well-to-do wholesale hardware man from Omaha or Sioux City, and be content with her half-million."

"I knew the daughter of a wholesale hardware man once," remarked Kismine. "I don't think you'd have been contented with her. She was a friend of my sister's. She visited here."

"Oh, then you've had other guests?" exclaimed John in surprise.

Kismine seemed to regret her words.

"Oh, yes," she said hurriedly, "we've had a few."

"But aren't you — wasn't your father afraid they'd talk outside?"

"Oh, to some extent, to some extent," she answered, "Let's talk about something pleasanter."

But John's curiosity was aroused.

"Something pleasanter!" he demanded. "What's unpleasant about that? Weren't they nice girls?"

To his great surprise Kismine began to weep.

"Yes — th — that's the — the whole t-trouble. I grew qu-quite attached to some of them. So did Jasmine, but she kept inv-viting them anyway. I couldn't understand it."

A dark suspicion was born in John's heart.

"Do you mean that they told, and your father had them — removed?"

"Worse than that," she muttered brokenly. "Father took no chances — and Jasmine kept writing them to come, and they had such a good time!"

She was overcome by a paroxysm of grief.

Stunned with the horror of this revelation, John sat there open-mouthed, feeling the nerves of his body twitter like so many sparrows perched upon his spinal column.

"Now, I've told you, and I shouldn't have," she said, calming suddenly and drying her dark blue eyes.

"Do you mean to say that your father had them murdered before they left?"

She nodded.

"In August usually — or early in September. It's only natural for us to get all the pleasure out of them that we can first."

"How abominable! How — why, I must be going crazy! Did you really admit that —"

"I did," interrupted Kismine, shrugging her shoulders. "We can't very well imprison them like those aviators, where they'd be a continual reproach to us every day. And it's always been made easier for Jasmine and me, because father had it done sooner than we expected. In that way we avoided any farewell scene —"

"So you murdered them! Uh!" cried John.

"It was done very nicely. They were drugged while they were asleep — and their families were always told that they died of scarlet fever in Butte."

"But — I fail to understand why you kept on inviting them!"

"I didn't," burst out Kismine. "I never invited one. Jasmine did. And they always had a very good time. She'd give them the nicest presents toward the last. I shall probably have visitors too — I'll harden up to it. We can't let such an inevitable thing as death stand in the way of enjoying life while we have it. Think how lonesome it'd be out here if we never had any one. Why, father and mother have sacrificed some of their best friends just as we have."

"And so," cried John accusingly, "and so you were letting me make love to you and pretending to return it, and talking about marriage, all the time knowing perfectly well that I'd never get out of here alive —"

"No," she protested passionately. "Not any more. I did at first. You were here. I couldn't help that, and I thought your last days might as well be pleasant for both of us. But then I fell in love with you, and — and I'm honestly sorry you're going to — going to be put away — though I'd rather you'd be put away than ever kiss another girl."

"Oh, you would, would you?" cried John ferociously.

"Much rather. Besides, I've always heard that a girl can have more fun with a man whom she knows she can never marry. Oh, why did I tell you? I've probably spoiled your whole good time now, and we were really enjoying things when you didn't know it. I knew it would make things sort of depressing for you."

"Oh, you did, did you?" John's voice trembled with anger. "I've heard about enough of this. If you haven't any more pride and decency than to have an affair with a fellow that you know isn't much better than a corpse, I don't want to have any more to do with you!"

"You're not a corpse!" she protested in horror. "You're not a corpse! I won't have you saying that I kissed a corpse!"

"I said nothing of the sort!"

"You did! You said I kissed a corpse!"

"I didn't!"

Their voices had risen, but upon a sudden interruption they both subsided into immediate silence. Footsteps were coming along the path in their direction, and a moment later the rose bushes were parted displaying Braddock Washington, whose intelligent eyes set in his good-looking vacuous face were peering in at them.

"Who kissed a corpse?" he demanded in obvious disapproval.

"Nobody," answered Kismine quickly. "We were just joking."

"What are you two doing here, anyhow?" he demanded gruffly. "Kismine, you ought to be — to be reading or playing golf with your sister. Go read! Go play golf! Don't let me find you here when I come back!"

Then he bowed at John and went up the path.

"See?" said Kismine crossly, when he was out of hearing. "You've spoiled it all. We can never meet any more. He won't let me meet you. He'd have you poisoned if he thought we were in love."

"We're not, any more!" cried John fiercely, "so he can set his mind at rest upon that. Moreover, don't fool yourself that I'm going to stay around here. Inside of six hours I'll be over those mountains, if I have to gnaw a passage through them, and on my way East."

They had both got to their feet, and at this remark Kismine came close and put her arm through his.

"I'm going, too."

"You must be crazy —"

"Of course I'm going," she interrupted impatiently.

"You most certainly are not. You —"

"Very well," she said quietly, "we'll catch up with father and talk it over with him."

Defeated, John mustered a sickly smile.

"Very well, dearest," he agreed, with pale and unconvincing affection, "we'll go together."

His love for her returned and settled placidly on his heart. She was his — she would go with him to share his dangers. He put his arms about her and kissed her fervently. After all she loved him; she had saved him, in fact.

Discussing the matter, they walked slowly back toward the château. They decided that since Braddock Washington had seen them together they had best depart the next night. Nevertheless, John's lips were unusually dry at dinner, and he nervously emptied a great spoonful of peacock soup into his left lung. He had to be carried into the turquoise and sable card-room and pounded on the back by one of the under-butlers, which Percy considered a great joke.





Ⅸ

Long after midnight John's body gave a nervous jerk, and he sat suddenly upright, staring into the veils of somnolence that draped the room. Through the squares of blue darkness that were his open windows, he had heard a faint far-away sound that died upon a bed of wind before identifying itself on his memory, clouded with uneasy dreams. But the sharp noise that had succeeded it was nearer, was just outside the room — the click of a turned knob, a footstep, a whisper, he could not tell; a hard lump gathered in the pit of his stomach, and his whole body ached in the moment that he strained agonizingly to hear. Then one of the veils seemed to dissolve, and he saw a vague figure standing by the door, a figure only faintly limned and blocked in upon the darkness, mingled so with the folds of the drapery as to seem distorted, like a reflection seen in a dirty pane of glass.

With a sudden movement of fright or resolution John pressed the button by his bedside, and the next moment he was sitting in the green sunken bath of the adjoining room, waked into alertness by the shock of the cold water which half filled it.

He sprang out, and, his wet pajamas scattering a heavy trickle of water behind him, ran for the aquamarine door which he knew led out onto the ivory landing of the second floor. The door opened noiselessly. A single crimson lamp burning in a great dome above lit the magnificent sweep of the carved stairways with a poignant beauty. For a moment John hesitated, appalled by the silent splendor massed about him, seeming to envelop in its gigantic folds and contours the solitary drenched little figure shivering upon the ivory landing. Then simultaneously two things happened. The door of his own sitting-room swung open, precipitating three naked negroes into the hall — and, as John swayed in wild terror toward the stairway, another door slid back in the wall on the other side of the corridor, and John saw Braddock Washington standing in the lighted lift, wearing a fur coat and a pair of riding boots which reached to his knees and displayed, above, the glow of his rose-colored pajamas.

On the instant the three negroes — John had never seen any of them before, and it flashed through his mind that they must be the professional executioners — paused in their movement toward John, and turned expectantly to the man in the lift, who burst out with an imperious command:

"Get in here! All three of you! Quick as hell!"

Then, within the instant, the three negroes darted into the cage, the oblong of light was blotted out as the lift door slid shut, and John was again alone in the hall. He slumped weakly down against an ivory stair.

It was apparent that something portentous had occurred, something which, for the moment at least, had postponed his own petty disaster. What was it? Had the negroes risen in revolt? Had the aviators forced aside the iron bars of the grating? Or had the men of Fish stumbled blindly through the hills and gazed with bleak, joyless eyes upon the gaudy valley? John did not know. He heard a faint whir of air as the lift whizzed up again, and then, a moment later, as it descended. It was probable that Percy was hurrying to his father's assistance, and it occurred to John that this was his opportunity to join Kismine and plan an immediate escape. He waited until the lift had been silent for several minutes; shivering a little with the night cool that whipped in through his wet pajamas, he returned to his room and dressed himself quickly. Then he mounted a long flight of stairs and turned down the corridor carpeted with Russian sable which led to Kismine's suite.

The door of her sitting-room was open and the lamps were lighted. Kismine, in an angora kimono, stood near the window of the room in a listening attitude, and as John entered noiselessly, she turned toward him.

"Oh, it's you!" she whispered, crossing the room to him. "Did you hear them?"

"I heard your father's slaves in my —"

"No," she interrupted excitedly. "Aeroplanes!"

"Aeroplanes? Perhaps that was the sound that woke me."

"There're at least a dozen. I saw one a few moments ago dead against the moon. The guard back by the cliff fired his rifle and that's what roused father. We're going to open on them right away."

"Are they here on purpose?"

"Yes — it's that Italian who got away —"

Simultaneously with her last word, a succession of sharp cracks tumbled in through the open window. Kismine uttered a little cry, took a penny with fumbling fingers from a box on her dresser, and ran to one of the electric lights. In an instant the entire château was in darkness — she had blown out the fuse.

"Come on!" she cried to him. "We'll go up to the roof garden, and watch it from there!"

Drawing a cape about her, she took his hand, and they found their way out the door. It was only a step to the tower lift, and as she pressed the button that shot them upward he put his arms around her in the darkness and kissed her mouth. Romance had come to John Unger at last. A minute later they had stepped out upon the star-white platform. Above, under the misty moon, sliding in and out of the patches of cloud that eddied below it, floated a dozen dark-winged bodies in a constant circling course. From here and there in the valley flashes of fire leaped toward them, followed by sharp detonations. Kismine clapped her hands with pleasure, which a moment later, turned to dismay as the aeroplanes at some prearranged signal, began to release their bombs and the whole of the valley became a panorama of deep reverberate sound and lurid light.

Before long the aim of the attackers became concentrated upon the points where the anti-aircraft guns were situated, and one of them was almost immediately reduced to a giant cinder to lie smouldering in a park of rose bushes.

"Kismine," begged John, "you'll be glad when I tell you that this attack came on the eve of my murder. If I hadn't heard that guard shoot off his gun back by the pass I should now be stone dead —"

"I can't hear you!" cried Kismine, intent on the scene before her. "You'll have to talk louder!"

"I simply said," shouted John, "that we'd better get out before they begin to shell the Château!"

Suddenly the whole portico of the negro quarters cracked asunder, a geyser of flame shot up from under the colonnades, and great fragments of jagged marble were hurled as far as the borders of the lake.

"There go fifty thousand dollars' worth of slaves," cried Kismine, "at prewar prices. So few Americans have any respect for property."

John renewed his efforts to compel her to leave. The aim of the aeroplanes was becoming more precise minute by minute, and only two of the anti-aircraft guns were still retaliating. It was obvious that the garrison, encircled with fire, could not hold out much longer.

"Come on!" cried John, pulling Kismine's arm, "we've got to go. Do you realize that those aviators will kill you without question if they find you?"

She consented reluctantly.

"We'll have to wake Jasmine!" she said, as they hurried toward the lift. Then she added in a sort of childish delight: "We'll be poor, won't we? Like people in books. And I'll be an orphan and utterly free. Free and poor! What fun!" She stopped and raised her lips to him in a delighted kiss.

"It's impossible to be both together," said John grimly. "People have found that out. And I should choose to be free as preferable of the two. As an extra caution you'd better dump the contents of your jewel box into your pockets."

Ten minutes later the two girls met John in the dark corridor and they descended to the main floor of the château. Passing for the last time through the magnificence of the splendid halls, they stood for a moment out on the terrace, watching the burning negro quarters and the flaming embers of two planes which had fallen on the other side of the lake. A solitary gun was still keeping up a sturdy popping, and the attackers seemed timorous about descending lower, but sent their thunderous fireworks in a circle around it, until any chance shot might annihilate its Ethiopian crew.

John and the two sisters passed down the marble steps, turned sharply to the left, and began to ascend a narrow path that wound like a garter about the diamond mountain. Kismine knew a heavily wooded spot half-way up where they could lie concealed and yet be able to observe the wild night in the valley — finally to make an escape, when it should be necessary, along a secret path laid in a rocky gully.





Ⅹ

It was three o'clock when they attained their destination. The obliging and phlegmatic Jasmine fell off to sleep immediately, leaning against the trunk of a large tree, while John and Kismine sat, his arm around her, and watched the desperate ebb and flow of the dying battle among the ruins of a vista that had been a garden spot that morning. Shortly after four o'clock the last remaining gun gave out a clanging sound and went out of action in a swift tongue of red smoke. Though the moon was down, they saw that the flying bodies were circling closer to the earth. When the planes had made certain that the beleaguered possessed no further resources, they would land and the dark and glittering reign of the Washingtons would be over.

With the cessation of the firing the valley grew quiet. The embers of the two aeroplanes glowed like the eyes of some monster crouching in the grass. The château stood dark and silent, beautiful without light as it had been beautiful in the sun, while the woody rattles of Nemesis filled the air above with a growing and receding complaint. Then John perceived that Kismine, like her sister, had fallen sound asleep.

It was long after four when he became aware of footsteps along the path they had lately followed, and he waited in breathless silence until the persons to whom they belonged had passed the vantage-point he occupied. There was a faint stir in the air now that was not of human origin, and the dew was cold; he knew that the dawn would break soon. John waited until the steps had gone a safe distance up the mountain and were inaudible. Then he followed. About half-way to the steep summit the trees fell away and a hard saddle of rock spread itself over the diamond beneath. Just before he reached this point he slowed down his pace, warned by an animal sense that there was life just ahead of him. Coming to a high boulder, he lifted his head gradually above its edge. His curiosity was rewarded; this is what he saw:

Braddock Washington was standing there motionless, silhouetted against the gray sky without sound or sign of life. As the dawn came up out of the east, lending a cold green color to the earth, it brought the solitary figure into insignificant contrast with the new day.

While John watched, his host remained for a few moments absorbed in some inscrutable contemplation; then he signalled to the two negroes who crouched at his feet to lift the burden which lay between them. As they struggled upright, the first yellow beam of the sun struck through the innumerable prisms of an immense and exquisitely chiselled diamond — and a white radiance was kindled that glowed upon the air like a fragment of the morning star. The bearers staggered beneath its weight for a moment — then their rippling muscles caught and hardened under the wet shine of the skins and the three figures were again motionless in their defiant impotency before the heavens.

After a while the white man lifted his head and slowly raised his arms in a gesture of attention, as one who would call a great crowd to hear — but there was no crowd, only the vast silence of the mountain and the sky, broken by faint bird voices down among the trees. The figure on the saddle of rock began to speak ponderously and with an inextinguishable pride.

"You out there —" he cried in a trembling voice. "You — there —!" He paused, his arms still uplifted, his head held attentively as though he were expecting an answer. John strained his eyes to see whether there might be men coming down the mountain, but the mountain was bare of human life. There was only sky and a mocking flute of wind along the tree-tops. Could Washington be praying? For a moment John wondered. Then the illusion passed — there was something in the man's whole attitude antithetical to prayer.

"Oh, you above there!"

The voice was become strong and confident.
〔1〕

 This was no forlorn supplication. If anything, there was in it a quality of monstrous condescension.

"You there —"

Words, too quickly uttered to be understood, flowing one into the other .... John listened breathlessly, catching a phrase here and there, while the voice broke off, resumed, broke off again — now strong and argumentative, now colored with a slow, puzzled impatience. Then a conviction commenced to dawn on the single listener, and as realization crept over him a spray of quick blood rushed through his arteries. Braddock Washington was offering a bribe to God!

That was it — there was no doubt. The diamond in the arms of his slaves was some advance sample, a promise of more to follow.

That, John perceived after a time, was the thread running through his sentences. Prometheus Enriched was calling to witness forgotten sacrifices, forgotten rituals, prayers obsolete before the birth of Christ. For a while his discourse took the form of reminding God of this gift or that which Divinity had deigned to accept from men — great churches if he would rescue cities from the plague, gifts of myrrh and gold, of human lives and beautiful women and captive armies, of children and queens, of beasts of the forest and field, sheep and goats, harvests and cities, whole conquered lands that had been offered up in lust or blood for His appeasal, buying a meed's worth of alleviation from the Divine wrath — and now he, Braddock Washington, Emperor of Diamonds, king and priest of the age of gold, arbiter of splendor and luxury, would offer up a treasure such as princes before him had never dreamed of, offer it up not in suppliance, but in pride.

He would give to God, he continued, getting down to specifications, the greatest diamond in the world. This diamond would be cut with many more thousand facets than there were leaves on a tree, and yet the whole diamond would be shaped with the perfection of a stone no bigger than a fly. Many men would work upon it for many years. It would be set in a great dome of beaten gold, wonderfully carved and equipped with gates of opal and crusted sapphire. In the middle would be hollowed out a chapel presided over by an altar of iridescent, decomposing, ever-changing radium which would burn out the eyes of any worshipper who lifted up his head from prayer — and on this altar there would be slain for the amusement of the Divine Benefactor any victim He should choose, even though it should be the greatest and most powerful man alive.

In return he asked only a simple thing, a thing that for God would be absurdly easy — only that matters should be as they were yesterday at this hour and that they should so remain. So very simple! Let but the heavens open, swallowing these men and their aeroplanes — and then close again. Let him have his slaves once more, restored to life and well.

There was no one else with whom he had ever needed to treat or bargain.

He doubted only whether he had made his bribe big enough. God had His price, of course. God was made in man's image, so it had been said: He must have His price. And the price would be rare — no cathedral whose building consumed many years, no pyramid constructed by ten thousand workmen, would be like this cathedral, this pyramid.

He paused here. That was his proposition. Everything would be up to specifications and there was nothing vulgar in his assertion that it would be cheap at the price. He implied that Providence could take it or leave it.

As he approached the end his sentences became broken, became short and uncertain, and his body seemed tense, seemed strained to catch the slightest pressure or whisper of life in the spaces around him. His hair had turned gradually white as he talked, and now he lifted his head high to the heavens like a prophet of old — magnificently mad.

Then, as John stared in giddy fascination, it seemed to him that a curious phenomenon took place somewhere around him. It was as though the sky had darkened for an instant, as though there had been a sudden murmur in a gust of wind, a sound of far-away trumpets, a sighing like the rustle of a great silken robe — for a time the whole of nature round about partook of this darkness: the birds' song ceased; the trees were still, and far over the mountain there was a mutter of dull, menacing thunder.

That was all. The wind died along the tall grasses of the valley. The dawn and the day resumed their place in a time, and the risen sun sent hot waves of yellow mist that made its path bright before it. The leaves laughed in the sun, and their laughter shook the trees until each bough was like a girl's school in fairyland. God had refused to accept the bribe.

For another moment John watched the triumph of the day. Then, turning, he saw a flutter of brown down by the lake, then another flutter, then another, like the dance of golden angels alighting from the clouds. The aeroplanes had come to earth.

John slid off the boulder and ran down the side of the mountain to the clump of trees, where the two girls were awake and waiting for him. Kismine sprang to her feet, the jewels in her pockets jingling, a question on her parted lips, but instinct told John that there was no time for words. They must get off the mountain without losing a moment. He seized a hand of each, and in silence they threaded the tree-trunks, washed with light now and with the rising mist. Behind them from the valley came no sound at all, except the complaint of the peacocks far away and the pleasant undertone of morning.

When they had gone about half a mile, they avoided the park land and entered a narrow path that led over the next rise of ground. At the highest point of this they paused and turned around. Their eyes rested upon the mountainside they had just left — oppressed by some dark sense of tragic impendency.

Clear against the sky a broken, white-haired man was slowly descending the steep slope, followed by two gigantic and emotionless negroes, who carried a burden between them which still flashed and glittered in the sun. Half-way down two other figures joined them — John could see that they were Mrs. Washington and her son, upon whose arm she leaned. The aviators had clambered from their machines to the sweeping lawn in front of the château, and with rifles in hand were starting up the diamond mountain in skirmishing formation.

But the little group of five which had formed farther up and was engrossing all the watchers' attention had stopped upon a ledge of rock. The negroes stooped and pulled up what appeared to be a trap-door in the side of the mountain. Into this they all disappeared, the white-haired man first, then his wife and son, finally the two negroes, the glittering tips of whose jeweled head-dresses caught the sun for a moment before the trap-door descended and engulfed them all.

Kismine clutched John's arm.

"Oh," she cried wildly, "where are they going? What are they going to do?"

"It must be some underground way of escape —"

A little scream from the two girls interrupted his sentence.

"Don't you see?" sobbed Kismine hysterically. "The mountain is wired!"

Even as she spoke John put up his hands to shield his sight. Before their eyes the whole surface of the mountain had changed suddenly to a dazzling burning yellow, which showed up through the jacket of turf as light shows through a human hand. For a moment the intolerable glow continued, and then like an extinguished filament it disappeared, revealing a black waste from which blue smoke arose slowly, carrying off with it what remained of vegetation and of human flesh. Of the aviators there was left neither blood nor bone — they were consumed as completely as the five souls who had gone inside.

Simultaneously, and with an immense concussion, the château literally threw itself into the air, bursting into flaming fragments as it rose, and then tumbling back upon itself in a smoking pile that lay projecting half into the water of the lake. There was no fire — what smoke there was drifted off mingling with the sunshine, and for a few minutes longer a powdery dust of marble drifted from the great featureless pile that had once been the house of jewels. There was no more sound and the three people were alone in the valley.





Ⅺ

At sunset John and his two companions reached the high cliff which had marked the boundaries of the Washingtons' dominion, and looking back found the valley tranquil and lovely in the dusk. They sat down to finish the food which Jasmine had brought with her in a basket.

"There!" she said, as she spread the table-cloth and put the sandwiches in a neat pile upon it. "Don't they look tempting? I always think that food tastes better outdoors."

"With that remark," remarked Kismine, "Jasmine enters the middle class."

"Now," said John eagerly, "turn out your pocket and let's see what jewels you brought along. If you made a good selection we three ought to live comfortably all the rest of our lives."

Obediently Kismine put her hand in her pocket and tossed two handfuls of glittering stones before him.

"Not so bad," cried John, enthusiastically. "They aren't very big, but — Hello!" His expression changed as he held one of them up to the declining sun. "Why, these aren't diamonds! There's something the matter!"

"By golly!" exclaimed Kismine, with a startled look. "What an idiot I am!"

"Why, these are rhinestones!" cried John.

"I know." She broke into a laugh. "I opened the wrong drawer. They belonged on the dress of a girl who visited Jasmine. I got her to give them to me in exchange for diamonds. I'd never seen anything but precious stones before."

"And this is what you brought?"

"I'm afraid so." She fingered the brilliants wistfully. "I think I like these better. I'm a little tired of diamonds."

"Very well," said John gloomily. "We'll have to live in Hades. And you will grow old telling incredulous women that you got the wrong drawer. Unfortunately your father's bank-books were consumed with him."

"Well, what's the matter with Hades?"

"If I come home with a wife at my age my father is just as liable as not to cut me off with a hot coal, as they say down there."

Jasmine spoke up.

"I love washing," she said quietly. "I have always washed my own handkerchiefs. I'll take in laundry and support you both."

"Do they have washwomen in Hades?" asked Kismine innocently.

"Of course," answered John. "It's just like anywhere else."

"I thought — perhaps it was too hot to wear any clothes."

John laughed.

"Just try it!" he suggested. "They'll run you out before you're half started."

"Will father be there?" she asked.

John turned to her in astonishment.

"Your father is dead," he replied somberly. "Why should he go to Hades? You have it confused with another place that was abolished long ago."

After supper they folded up the table-cloth and spread their blankets for the night.

"What a dream it was," Kismine sighed, gazing up at the stars. "How strange it seems to be here with one dress and a penniless fiancé!

"Under the stars," she repeated. "I never noticed the stars before. I always thought of them as great big diamonds that belonged to some one. Now they frighten me. They make me feel that it was all a dream, all my youth."

"It was a dream," said John quietly. "Everybody's youth is a dream, a form of chemical madness."

"How pleasant then to be insane!"

"So I'm told," said John gloomily. "I don't know any longer. At any rate, let us love for a while, for a year or so, you and me. That's a form of divine drunkenness that we can all try. There are only diamonds in the whole world, diamonds and perhaps the shabby gift of disillusion. Well, I have that last and I will make the usual nothing of it." He shivered. "Turn up your coat collar, little girl, the night's full of chill and you'll get pneumonia. His was a great sin who first invented consciousness. Let us lose it for a few hours."

So wrapping himself in his blanket he fell off to sleep.

1922
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注　释


〔1〕
 　原文如此,语法似有误。
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