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Protestant fathers made him bury—for their peace of mind,
and for their power—but which lives in his personality and
haunts the universe yet. What an African, facing an American
Negro sees, I really do not yet know; and it is too carly to
telt with what scars and complexes the African has come up
from the fire. But the war in the breast between blackness and
whiteness, which caused Richard such pain, nced not be a war,
It is a war which just as it denies both the heights and the
depths of our natures, takes, and has taken, visibly nnd'invis-
ibly, as many white lives as black ones. And, as I see it, Richard
was among the most illustrious victims of this war. This is why,
it seems to me, he eventually found himself wandering in a
no-man’s land between the black world and the white. It is
no longer important to be white—thank heaven—the white
face is no longer invested with the power of this world; and
it is devoutly to be hoped that it will soon no longer be im-
portant to be black. The experience of the American Negro,
if it is cver faced and assessed, makes it possible to hope for
such a reconciliation. The hope and the effect of this fusion
in the breast of the American Negro is one of the few hopes
we have of surviving the wilderness which lies before us now.

13. The Black Boy Looks
at the White Boy

I walked and I walked
Till I wore out my shoes.
I can’r walk so far, but
Yonder come the blues.
—MaA RAINEY

I FIRST met Norman Mailer about five years ago, in Paris,
at the home of Jean Malaquais. Let me bring in at once
the theme that will repeat itself over and over throughout this
love letter: I was then (and I have not changed much) a very
tight, tense, lean, abnormally ambitious, abnormally intelli-
gent, and hungry black cat. It is important that I admit that,
at the time I met Norman, I was extremely worried about my
career; and a writer who is worried about his carcer is also
fighting for his life. I was approaching the end of a love affair,
and I was not taking it very well. Norman and I are alike in
this, that we both tend to suspect others of putting us down,
and we strike before we’re struck. Only, our styles are very
different: I am a black boy from the Harlem streets, and Nor-
man is a middle-class Jew. I am not dragging my personal
history into this gratuitously, and I hope I do not need to say
that no sncer is implied in the above description of Norman.
But these are the facts and in my own relationship to Norman
they are crucial facts.

Also, I have no right to talk about Norman without risking
a distinctly chilling self-exposure. I take him very seriously, he
is very dear to me. And I think I know something about his
journey from my black boy’s point of view because my own
journey is not really so very different, and also because I have
spent most of my life, after all, watching white people and
outwitting them, so that I might survive. I think that I know
somcthing about the American masculinity which most men
of my generation do not know because they have not been
menaced by it in the way that I have been. It is still true, alas,
that to be an American Negro male is also to be a kind of
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walking phallic symbol: which means that one pays, in onc’s
own personality, for the sexual insecurity of others. [The re-
lationship, therefore, of a black boy to a white boy is a very
complex thing,

There is a difference, though, between Norman and myself
in that I think he still imagines that he has something to save,
whereas I have never had anything to lose. Or, perhaps 1
ought to put it another way: the thing that most \vhltheoplc
imagine t that they can salvage from the storm of life is really,
in sum, their innocence. It was " this commodlty prcuscly
which Thad to get ridof at once, literally, on pain of death.
1 am afraid that most of the white people I have ever “known
impressed me as being in the grip of a weird nostalgia, dream-
ing of a vanished statc of security and order, against which
dream, unfailingly and unconsciously, they tested and very of-
ten lost their lives. It is a terrible thing to say, but I am afraid
that for a very long time the troubles of white people failed
to impress me as being real trouble. They put me in mind of
children crying because the breast has been taken away. Time
and love have modified my tough-boy lack of charity, but the
attitude sketched above was my first attitude and I am sure
that there is a great deal of it left.

To proceed: two lean cats, one white and one black, met
in a French living room. I had heard of him, he had heard of
me. And here we were, suddenly, circling around each other.
We liked each other at once, but each was frightened that the
other would pull rank. He could have pulled rank on me be-
cause he was more famous and had more money and also
because he was white; but I could have pulled rank on him
preciscly because I was black and knew more about that pe-
riphery he so helplessly maligns in The White Negro than he
could ever hope to know. Already, you see, we were trapped
in our roles and our attitudes: the toughest kid on the block
was meeting the toughest kid on the block. I think that both
of us were pretty weary of this grueling and thankless role, I
know that I am; but the roles that we construct are con-
structed because we feel that they will help us to survive and
also, of course, because they fulfill something in our person-
alitics; and one does not, therefore, cease playing a role simply
because one has begun to understand it. All roles are dan-
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gerous. The world tends to trap and immobilize you _in_the
role you play; - and it is not always easy—in fact, it is always
extremely hard—to maintain a Kind of watchful, mockmgq_ls-
tance between orieself as as one appears to be and oneself as one
acrually is.

I think that Norman was working on The Deer Park at that
time, or had just finished it, and Malaquais, who had trans-
lated The Naked and the Dead into French, did not like The
Deer Park. 1 had not then read the book; if I had, I would
have been astonished that Norman could have expected
Malaquais to like it. What Norman was trying to do in The
Deer Park, and quite apart, now, from whether or not he
succeeded, could only—it seems to me—bafile and annoy a
French intellectual who seemed to me essentially rationalistic.
Norman has many qualities and faults, but I have never heard
anyone accuse him of possessing this particular one. But
Malaquais’ opinion seemed to mean a great deal to him—this
astonished me, too; and there was a running, good-natured
but astringent argument between them, with Malaquais play-
ing the role of the old lion and Norman playing the role of
the powerful but clumsy cub. And, I must say, I think that
each of them got a grear deal of pleasure out of the other’s
performance. The night we met, we stayed up very late, and
did a great deal of drinking and shouting. But beneath all the
shouting and the posing and the mutual showing off, some-
thing very wonderful was happening. I was aware of a new
and warm presence in my life, for I had met someone I wanted
to know, who wanted to know me.

Norman and his wife, Adele, along with a Negro jazz mu-
sician friend, and myself, met fairly often during the few wecks
that found us all in the same city. I think that Norman had
come in from Spain, and he was shortly to return to the States;
and it was not long after Norman’s departure that I left Paris
for Corsica. My memory of that time is both blurred and
sharp, and, oddly enough, is principally of Norman—confi-
dent, boastful, exuberant, and loving—striding through thc
soft Paris nights like a gladiator. And I think, alas, that I en-
vied him: his success, and his youth, and his love. And this
meant that though Norman really wanted to know me, and
though I really wanted to know him, I hung back, held fire,
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danced, and lied. I was not going to come crawling out of
my ruined house, all bloody, no, baby, sing no sad songs for
me. And the great gap between Norman’s state and my own
had a terrible effect on our relationship, for it inevitably con-
nected, not to say collided, with that myth of the sexuality of

Negroes which Norman, like so many others, refuses to give

up. The sexual battleground, if I may call it that, is really the

-same for everyone; and 1, at this point, was just about to be

carried off the battleground on my shicld, if anyone could find
it; so how could I play, in any way whatever, the noble savage?

At the same time, my temperament and my experience in
this country had led me to expect very littde from most Amer-
ican whites, cspecially, horribly enough, my friends: so it did
not secm worthwhile to challenge, in any real way, Norman’s
views of life on the periphery, or to put him down for them.
I was weary, to tell the truth. I had tried, in the States, to
convey something of what it felt like to be a Negro and no
one had been able to listen: they wanted their romance. And,
anyway, the really ghastly thing about trying to convey to a
white man the reality of the Negro experience has nothing
whatever to do with the fact of color, but has to do with this
man’s relationship to his own life. He will face in your life
only what he is willing to face in his. Well, this means that
one finds onesclf tampering with the insides of a stranger, to
no purpose, which one probably has no right to do, and I
chickened out. And matters were not helped at all by the fact
that the Negro jazz musicians, among whom we sometimes
found ourselves, who really liked Norman, did not for an in-
stant consider him as being even remotely “hip” and Norman
did not know this and I could not tell him] He never broke
through to them, at least not as far I know; and they were far
too “‘hip,” if that is the word I want, even to consider break-
ing through to him. They thought he was a real sweet ofay
cat, but a little frantic.

But we were far more cheerful than anything I’ve said might
indicatc and none of the above secemed to matter very much
at the ume. Other things mattered, like walking and talking
and drinking and cating, and the way Adcle laughed, and the
way Norman argued. He argued like a young man, he argued
to win: and while I found him charming, he may have found
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me exasperating, for I kept moving back before that short,
prodding forefinger. I couldn’t submit my arguments, or my
real questions, for I had too much to hide. Or so it seemed
to me then. I submit, though I may be wrong, that I was then
at the beginning of a terrifying adventure, not too unlike the
conundrum which seems to menace Norman now:

“I had done a few things and carned a few pence”’; but the
things I had written were behind me, could not be written
again, could not be repeated. I was also realizing that all that
the world could give me as an artist, it had, in cffect, already
given. In the years that stretched before me, all that I could
look forward to, in that way, were a few more prizes, or a lot
more, and a little more, or a lot more money. And my private
life had failed—had failed, had failed. One of the reasons I
had fought so hard, after all, was to wrest from the world fame
and money and love. And here I was, at thirty-two, finding
my notoricty hard to bear, since its principal effect was to
make me more lonely; money, it turned out, was exactly like
sex, you thought of nothing else if you didn’t have it and
thought of other things if you did; and love, as far as I could
see, was over. Love seemed to be over not merely because an
affair was ending; it would have seemed to be over under any
circumstances; for it was the dream of love which was ending.
I was beginning to realize, most unwillingly, all the things love
could not do. It could not make me over, for example. It
could not undo the journey which had made of me such a
strange man and brought me to such a strange place,

But at that time it seemed only too clear that love had gone
out of the world, and not, as I had thought once, because 1
was poor and ugly and obscuge, but precisely because 1 was
no longer any of these things. What point, then, was there in
working if the best I could hope for was the Nobel Prize? And
how, indeed, would I be able to keep on working if I could
never be relcased from the prison of my egocentricity?| By
what act could I escape this horror? For horror it was, let us
make no mistake about that.

And, beneath all this, which simplified nothing, was that
sensc, that suspicion—which is the glory and torment of every
writer—that what was happening to me might be turned to
good account, that I was trembling on the edge of great rev-
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clations, was being prepared for a very long journey, and
might now begin, having survived my apprenticeship (but had
I survived it?), a great work. I might really become a great
writer. But in order to do this I would have to sit down at
the typewriter again, alone—I would have to accept my de-
spair: and I could not do it. It really does not help to be a
strong-willed person or, anyway, I think it is a great error to
misunderstand the nature of the will. In the most important
arcas of anybody’s life, the will usually operates as a traitor.
My own will was busily pointing out to me the most fantas-
tically unreal alternatives to my pain, all of which 1 tried, all
of which—luckily—failed. When, late in the evening or carly
in the morning, Norman and Adele returned to their hotel on
the Quai Voltaire, I wandered through Paris, the underside
of Paris, drinking, screwing, fighting—it’s a wonder I wasn’t
killed. And then it was morning, I would somchow be
home—usually, anyway—and the typewriter would be there,
staring at me; and the manuscript of the new novel, which it
seemed I would never be able to achieve, and from which
clearly I was never going to be released, was scattered all over
the floor.

That’s the way it is. I think it is the most dangerous point
in the life of any artist, his longest, most hideous turning; and
especially for a man, an American man, whose principle is ac-
tion and whose jewel is optimism, who must now accept what
certainly then seems to be a gray passivity and an endless de-
spair. It is the point at which many artists lose-their-mindss-or
commit suicide, or throw themselves into good works, or try
to enter politics. For all of this is happening not only in the
wilderness of the soul, but in the real world which_accom-
plishes its seductions niot by offering you opportunities to_be
wicked but by offering opportunities to be good, to be active
and effective, to be admired and central and apparently loved.

Norman came on to America, and I went to Corsica. We
wrote cach other a few times. I confided to Norman that I
was very apprchensive about the reception of Giovanni’s
Room, and he was good enough to write some very encour-
aging things about it when it came out. The critics had
jumped on him with both their left feet when he published
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The Deer Park—which I still had not read—and this created
a kind of bond, or strengthened the bond already existing
between us. About a year and several overflowing wastebaskets
later, 1, too, returned to America, not vastly improved by hav-
ing been out of it, but not knowing where else to go; and
one day, while I was sitting dully in my house, Norman called
me from Connecticut. A few people were going to be there—
for the weeckend—and he wanted me to come, too. We had
not seen cach other since Paris.

Well, I wanted to go, that is, I wanted to sec Norman; but
I did not want to see any people, and so the tone of my
acceptance was not very enthusiastic. 1 realized that he felt
this, but I did not know what to do about it. He gave me
train schedules and hung up.

Getting to Connecticut would have been no hassle if 1
could have pulled myself together to get to the train. And I
was sorry, as I meandered around my house and time flew and
trains left, that I had not been more honest with Norman and
told him exactly how I felt. But I had not known how to do
this, or it had not really occurred to me to do it, especially
not over the phone.

So there was another phone call, I forget who called whom,
which went something like this:

N: Don’t feel you have to. I'm not trying to bug you.

J: It’s not that. It’s just—

N: You don’t really want to come, do you?

J: 1 don’t really feel up to it.

N: I understand. I guess you just don’t like the Connecticut
gentry.

J: Well—don’t you ever come to the city?

N: Sure. We’ll see each other.

J: T hope so. I’d like to see you.

N: Okay, dll then.

And he hung up. I thought, I ought to write him a letter,
but of course I did nothing of the sort. It was around this
time I went South, I think; anyway, we did not see cach other
for a long time.

But I thought about him a great deal. The grapevine keeps
all of us advised of the others’ movements, so I knew when
Norman left Connecticut for New York, heard that he had
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been present at this or that party and what he had said: usually
something rude, often something penetrating, sometimes
something so hilariously silly that it was difficult to believe he
had been serious. (This was my reaction when I first heard his
famous running-for-President remark. I dismissed it. I was
wrong.) Or he had been seen in this or that Village spot, in
which unfailingly there would be someone—out of spite, idle-
ness, envy, exasperation, out of the bottomless, ccrie, aimless
hostility which characterizes almost every bar in New York, to
speak only of bars—to put him down. I heard of a couple of
fist-fights, and, of course, I was always encountering people
who hated his guts. These people always mildly surprised me,
and so did the news of his fights: it was hard for me to imagine
that anyone could really dislike Norman, anyone, that is, who
had encountered him personally. I knew of one fight he had
had, forced on him, apparently, by a blow-hard Village type
whom I considered rather pathetic. I didn’t blame Norman
for this fight, but I couldn’t help wondering why he bothered
to rise to such a shapeless challenge. It seemed simpler, as I
was always telling myself, just to stay out of Village bars.

And people talked about Norman with a kind of avid glee,
which I found very ugly. Pleasurc made their saliva flow, they
sprayed and all but drooled, and their eyes shone with that
blood-lust which is the only real tribute the mediocre are ca-
pable of bringing to the cxtraordinary. Many of the people
who claimed to be secing Norman all the time impressed me
as being, to tell the truth, pitifully far beneath him. But this
is also true, alas, of much of my own entourage. The people
who are in one’s life or merely continually in one’s presence
reveal a great deal about one’s needs and terrors. Also, onc’s
hopes.

I was not, however, on the scene. I was on the road—not
quite, I trust, in the sensc that Kerouac’s boys are; but I pre-
sented, certainly, a moving target. And I was reading Norman
Mailer. Before I had met him, I had only read The Naked and
The Dead, The White Negro, and Barbary Shore—1 think this
is right, though it may be that I only read The White Negro
later and confuse my reading of that piece with some of my
discussions with Norman. Anyway, I could not, with the best
will in the world, make any sense out of The White Negro and,
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in fact, it was hard for me to imagine that this essay had been
written by the same man who wrote the novels. Both The
Naked and The Dead and (for the most part) Barbary Shore
are written in a lean, spare, muscular prose which accom-
plishes almost exactly what it sets out to do. Even Barbary
Shore, which loses itself in its last half (and which deserves, by
the way, far more serious treatment than it has reccived) never
becomes as downright impenetrable as The White Negro does.

Now, much of this, I told myself, had to do with my resis-
tance to the title, and with a kind of fury that so antique a
vision of the blacks should, at this late hour, and in so many
borrowed heirlooms, be stepping off the A train. But I was
also baffled by the passion with which Norman appeared to
be imitating so many people inferior to himself, i.e., Kerouac,
and all the other Suzuki rhythm boys. From them, indeed, I
expected nothing more than their pablum-clogged cries of
Kicks! and Holy! It seemed very clear to me that their glori-
fication of the orgasm was but a way of avoiding all of the
terrors of life and love. But Norman knew better, had to know
better. The Naked and The Dead, Barbary Shore, and The Deer
Park proved it. In each of these novels, there is a toughness
and subtlety of conception, and a sense of the danger and
complexity of human relationships which one will search for
in vain, not only in the work produced by the aforementioned
coterie, but in most of the novels produced by Norman’s con-
temporarics. What in the world, then, was he doing, slum-
ming so outrageously, in such a dreary crowd?

For, exactly because he knew better, and in exactly the same
way that no one can become more lewdly vicious than an
imitation libertine, Norman felt compelled to camy their mys-
tique further than they had, to be more (‘hip,g’) or more
‘“beat,” to dominate, in fact, their dreaming ; and since
this mystique depended on a total rejection of life, and insisted
on the fulfillment of an infantile dream of love, the mystigue
could only be extended into violence. No one is more dan-
gerous than he who imagines himself pure in heart: for his
purity, by definition, is unassailable.

But why should it be necessary to borrow the Depression
language of deprived Negroes, which eventually evolved into
jive and bop talk, in order to justify such a grim system of
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dclusions?YWhy malign the sorely menaced sexuality of Ne-
groes in order to justify the white man’s own sexual panic?
Especially as, in Norman’s case, and as indicated by his work,
he has a very real sense of sexual responsibility, and, even, odd
as it may sound to some, of sexual morality, and a genuine
commitment to lifg.|None of his people, I beg you to notice,
spend their lives on the road. They really become entangled
with cach other, and with life. They really suffer, they spill real
blood, they have real lives to lose. This is no small achieve-
ment; in fac, it is absolutely rare. No matter how uneven one
judges Norman’s work to be, all of it is genuine work. No
matter how harshly onc judges it, it is the work of a genuine
novelist, and an absolutely first-rate talent.

Which makes the questions I have tried to raise—or, rather,
the questions which Norman Mailer irresistibly represents—
all the more troubling and terrible. I certainly do not know
the answers, and even if I did, this is probably not the place
to state them.

But I have a few ideas. Here is Kerouac, raminating on what
I take to be the loss of the garden of Eden:

At lilac evening I walked with every muscle aching among the
lights of 27th and Welton in the Denver colored section, wishing I
were a Negro, feeling that the best the white world had offered was
not enough ecstasy for me, not enough life, joy, kicks, darkness, mu-
sic, not enough night. I wished I were a Denver Mexican, or even a
poor overworked Jap, anything but what I so drearily was, a “white
man” disillusioned. All my life I"d had white ambitions. . . . I passed
the dark porches of Mexican and Negro homes; soft voices were
there, occasionally the dusky knce of some mysterious sensuous gal;
and dark faces of the men behind rose arbors. Little children sat like
sages in ancient rocking chairs.

Now, this is absolute nonsense, of course, objectively con-
sidered, and offensive nonsense at that: I would hate to be in
Kerouac’s shoes if he should ever be mad enough to read this
aloud from the stage of Harlem’s Apollo Theater.

And yert there is real pain in it, and real loss, however thin;
and it #s thin, like soup too long diluted; thin because it does
not refer to reality, but to a dream. Compare it, at random,
with any old blues:
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Backwater blues done caused me
To pack my things and go.
'Cause my house fell down

And I can’t live there no mo’.

“Man,” said a Negro musician to me once, talking about
quman, “the only trouble with that cat is that he’s white.”
This does not mean exactly what it says—or, rather, it does
mean exactly what it says, and not what it might be taken to
mean—and it is a very shrewd observation. What my friend |
meant was that to become a Negro man, let alone a Negro
artist, one had to make oneself up as one went along. This

had to be donc in the not-at-all-metaphorical teeth of the
world’s determination to destroy you. The world had _pre-
pared no_place_ for_you, and if the world had its way, no
place would ever exist. Now, this is true for . everyone, but
in the case of a Negro, this truth is absolutely nakcd:’iﬁlej\_)
deludes himself about it, he will die. This is not the way this
l:rufh presents itsclf to white men, who believe the world is
theirs and who, albeit unconsciously, expect the world to
help them in the achievement of their identity. But the
world_docs not do this—for anyone; the world is not inter-
ested in anyone’s identity. And, therefore, the anguish which
can overtake a white man comes in the middle of his life
when .hc must make the almost inconceivable effort to di-’
vest himself of everything he has ever expected or believed
wht_:n he must take himself apart and put himself togcthcx,'
again, walking out of the world, into limbo, or into what
certainly looks like limbo. This cannot yet happen to any
Negro of Norman’s age, for the reason that his delusions
and defenses are either absolutely impenetrable by this time
or he has failed to survive them. “I want to know ho“;
power works,”_Norman_once said to me, “how it really
works, in_derail.” Well, 1 know how power works, it _has
worked on me, and if I didn’t know how power worked, I~
would be dead. And it goes without saying, —pghaf)s,_tlﬁ% T
havc. simply never been able to afford myself any illusions con-
cerning the manipulation of that power. My revenge, I de-
C{dcd very carly, would be to achieve a power which outlasts
kingdoms.
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11

When [ finally saw Norman again, I was beginning to sus-
pect daylight at the end of my long tunnel, it was a summer
day, I was on my way back to Paris, and I was very cheerful.
We were at an afternoon party, Norman was standing in the
kitchen, a drink in his hand, holding forth for the benefit of
a small group of people. There seemed something different
about him, it was the belligerence of his stance, and the really
rather pontifical tone of his voice. I had only seen him, re-
member, in Malaguais’ living room, which Malaquais indefat-
igably dominates, and on various terraces and in various dives
in Paris. I do not mean that there was anything unfriendly
about him. On the contrary, he was smiling and having a ball.
And yet—he was leaning against the refrigerator, rather as
though he had his back to the wall, ready to take on all
comers.

Norman has a trick, at least with me, of watching, some-
what ironically, as you stand on the edge of the crowd around
him, waiting for his attention. I suppose this ought to be ex-
asperating, but in fact I find it rather endearing, because it is
so transparent and because he gets such a bang out of being
the center of attenton. So do I, of course, at least some of
the time.

We talked, bantered, a little tensely, made the usual,
doomed effort to bring each other up to date on what we had
been doing. I did not want to talk about my novel, which was
only just beginning to secem to take shape, and, therefore, did
not dare ask him if he were working on a novel. He seemed
very pleased to see me, and I was pleased to see him, but I
also had the feeling that he had made up his mind about me,
adversely, in some way. It was as though he were saying, Okay,
so now I know who yox are, baby.

I was taking a boat in a few days, and I asked him to call me.

“Oh, no,” he said, grinning, and thrusting that forefinger
at me, “you call me.”

“That’s fair enough,” I said, and I left the party and went
on back to Paris. While I was out of the country, Norman
published Advertisements for Myself, which presently crossed
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the ocean to the apartment of James Jones. Bill Styron was
also in Paris at that time, and one evening the three of us sat
in Jim’s living room, reading aloud, in a kind of drunken,
masochistic fascination, Norman’s judgment of our personal-
itics and our work. Actually, I came off best, I suppose; there
was less about me, and it was less venomous. But the con-
descension infuriated me; also, to tell the truth, my feelings
were hurt. I felt that if that was the way Norman felt about
me, he should have told me so. He had said that I was inca-
pable of saying “F—— you” to the reader. My first temptation
was to send him a cablegram which would disabuse him of
that notion, at least insofar as one reader was concerned. But
then I thought, No, I would be cool about it, and fail to react
as he so clearly wanted me to. Also, I must say, his judgment
of myself seemed so wide of the mark and so childish that it
was hard to stay angry. I wondered what in the world was
going on in his mind. Did he really suppose that he had now
become the builder and destroyer of reputations,

And of my reputation?

We met in the Actors’ Studio one afternoon, after a per-
formance of The Deer Park—which I deliberately arrived too
late to sec, since I really did not know how I was going to
react to Norman, and didn’t want to betray myself by clob-
bering his play. When the discussion ended, 1 stood, again on
the edge of the crowd around him, waiting. Over someone’s
shoulder, our eyes met, and Norman smiled.

“We’ve got something to talk about,” I told him.

“I figured that,” he said, smiling.

We went to a bar, and sat opposite each other. I was relieved
to discover that I was not angry, not even (as far as I could
tell) at the bottom of my heart. But, “Why did you write
those things about me?”

“Well, I’ll tell you about that,” he said—Norman has sev-
eral accents, and I think this was his Texas one—*‘I sort of
figured you had it coming to you.”

‘(why?’)

“Well, I think there’s some truth in it.”

“Well, if you felt that way, why didn’t you ever say so—to
me?”
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“Well, I figured if this was going to break up our friendship,
somcthing else would come along to break it up just as fast.”

I couldn’t disagrce with that.

“You’re the only onc I kind of regret hitting so hard,” he
said, with a grin. ““I think I—probably—wouldn’t say it quite
that way now.”

With this, I had to be content. We sat for perhaps an hour,
talking of other things and, again, I was struck by his stance:
leaning on the table, shoulders hunched, sceming, really, to
roll like a boxer’s, and his hands moving as though he were
dealing with a sparring partner. And we were talking of phys-

| ical courage, and the necessity of never letting another guy
|

get the betrer of you.

I laughed. “Norman, [ can’t go through the world the way
you do because I haven’t got your shoulders.”

He grinned, as though I were his pupil. “But you’re a
pretty tough little mother, too,” he said, and referred to one
of the grimmer of my Village misadventures, a misadventure
which certainly proved that I had a dangerously sharp tongue,
but which didn’t really prove anything about my courage.
Which, anyway, I had long ago given up trying to prove.

I did not sec Norman again untl Provincetown, just after
his celebrated brush with the police there, which resulted, ac-
cording to Norman, in making the climate of Provincetown
as “mellow as Jello.” The climate didn’t secem very different
to me—dull natives, dull tourists, malevolent policemen; I
certainly, in any case, would never have dreamed of tcsting
Norman’s sanguine conclusion. But we had a great time, lying
around the beach, and driving about, and we began to be
closer than we had been for a long time.

It was during this Provincetown visit that I realized, for the
first time, during a long exchange Norman and I had, in a
kitchen, at someone clse’s party, that Norman was really fas-
cinated by the nature of political power. But, though he said
so, I did not really believe that he was fascinated by it as a
possibility for himself. He was then doing the great piece on
the Democratic convention which was published in Esguire,
and I put his fascination down to that. I tend not to worry
about writers as long as they are working—which is not as
romantic as it may sound—and he seemed quite happy with
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his wife, his family, himself. I declined, naturally, to risc at
dawn, as he apparently often did, to go running or swimming
or boxing, but Norman scemed to get a great charge out of
these admirable pursuits and didn’t put me down too hard
for my comparative decadence.

He and Adele and the two children took me to the plane
one afternoon, the tiny plane which shuttles from Province-
town to Boston. It was a grear day, clear and sunny, and that
was the way [ felt: for it seemed to me that we had all, at last,
re-established our old connection.

And then I heard that Norman was running for mayor,
which I dismissed as a joke and refused to believe until it
became hideously clear that it was not a joke at all. I was
furious. I thought, You son of a bitch, you’re copping out.
You’re one of the very few writers around who might really
become a great writer, who might help to excavate the buried
consciousness of this country, and you want to settle for being
the lousy mayor of New York. It’s not your job. And I don’t
at all mean to suggest that writers are not responsible to and
for—in any casc, always for—the social order. I don’t, for that
matter, cven mean to suggest that Norman would have made
a particularly bad Mayor, though T confess that I simply can-
not see him in this role. And there is probably some truth in
the suggestion, put forward by Norman and others, that the
shock value of having such a man in such an office, or merely
running for such an office, would have had a salutary effect
on the life of this city—particularly, I must say, as relates to
our young people, who are certainly in desperate need of
adults who love them and take them scriously, and whom they
can respect. (Serious citizens may not respect Norman, but
young pcople do, and do not respect the serious citizens; and
their instincts are quite sound.)

But I do not feel that a writer’s responsibility can be dis-
charged in this way. I do not think, if one is a writer, that one.
escapes it by trving to become something elsc. One does ot
become something else:_one_becomes nothing. And what 15
crucial here is that the writer, however unwillingly, always,
somewhere, knows this. There is no structure he can build
strong enough to keep out this self-knowledge. What bas
happened, however, time and time again, is that the fantasy
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structure the writer builds in order to escape his central re-
sponsibility operates not as his fortress, but his prison, and he
perishes within it. Or: the structure he has built becomes so
stifling, so lonely, so false, and acquires such a violent and
dangerous life of its own, that he can break out of it only by
bringing the entire structure down. With a great crash, inev-
itably, and on his own head, and on the heads of those closest
to him. It is like smashing the windows one second before
onc asphyxiates; it is like burning down the house in order,
at last, to be frec of it. And this, I think, really, to touch upon
it lightly, is the key to the events at that monstrous, baffling,
and so publicized party. Nearly everyone in the world—or
nearly everyone, at least, in this extraordinary city—was there:
policemen, Mafia types, the pcople whom we quaintly refer to
as “‘beatniks,” writers, actors, editors, politicians, and gossip
columnists. It must be admitted that it was a considerable
achievement to have brought so many unlikely types together
under one roof; and, in spite of everything, I can’t help wish-
ing that I had been there to witness the mutual bewilderment.
But the point is that no politician would have drecamed of
giving such a party in order to launch his mayoralty campaign.
Such an imaginative route is not usually an attribute of poli-
ticians. In addition, the price one pays for pursuing any pro-
fession, or calling, is an intimate knowledge of its ugly side.
It is scarcely worth observing that political activity is often, to
put it mildly, pungent, and I think that Norman, perhaps for
the first time, really doubted his ability to deal with such a
world, and blindly struck his way out of it. We do not, in this
country now, have much taste for, or any real sense of, the
extremes human beings can reach; time will improve us in this
regard; but in the meantime the general fear of experience is
one of the reasons that the American writer has so peculiarly
difficult and dangerous a time.

Onc can never really see into the heart, the mind, the soul
of another. Norman is my very good friend, but perhaps I do
not really understand him at all, and perhaps everything I have
tried to suggest in the foregoing is false. I do not think so,
but it may be. One thing, however, I am certain is not false,
and that is simply the fact of his being a writer, and the in-
calculable potential he as a writer contains. His work, after all,

T
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is all that will be left when the newspapers arc yellowed, all
the gossip columnists silenced, and all the cocktail parties
over, and when Norman and you and I are dead. I know that
this point of view is not terribly fashionable these days, but I
think we do have a responsibility, not only to ourselves and to
our own time, but to those who are coming after us. (I refuse
to believe that no one is coming after us.) And I suppose that
this responsibility can only be discharged by dealing as truth-
fully as we know how with our present fortunes, these present
days. So that my concern with Norman, finally, has to do with
how decply he has understood thesc last sad and stormy
events. If he has understood them, then he is richer and we
are richer, too; if he has not understood them, we are all much
poorer. For, though it clearly needs to be brought into focus,
he has a real vision of ourselves as we are, and it cannot be
too often repeated in this country now, that, where there is
no vision, the people perish.



