





					   PART ONE





		Our goodness, our meanness, our name, our social relations


	do not disclose themselves to the eye, we carry them hidden with-


	in us.  Even Ulysses did not at once recognize Athena.





						Cities of the Plain   Marcel Proust





	


	As you will observe, dear reader, I will lead you to believe that the action of this novel begins in the year 1920 in Charlotte, North Carolina.  Which is not really a lie, but then, neither is it the truth either.  I tell you this perfectly frankly and for reasons of my own, as I am determined that what is written on the pages following should be concerned not so much with simple, verifiable truth - such as the course of the Catawba River or the distance in miles from Asheville to the Outer Banks - as it is with the imaginative reality in which we all live our lives, whether or not we are aware of that.  And so, it is easy to see I would be ill-advised to have this story start off in a town so familiar to so many hundreds of thousands - even millions of members of the human race.  An actuality of any kind whatsoever has a different truth for each witness to it.


	Therefore, the Charlotte, North Carolina, you will read about here must belong to the people who live in it, that is, these characters who start off in my mind as actual, observable people and then begin to lead a life of their own, independent of my will, in what I call my imagination or through some mysterious influence from lost memory that rises through my fingers.


And so, this location will be the actual truth for these insistent and obstin-


ate human beings and, consequently, the reality for you as well - that is, if you will do me the kindness of giving me the benefit of the doubt for a little while.  In other words, in this Charlotte, North Carolina, you will not find the names of the streets and boulevards and back alleys you remember from your childhood nor the house where your beautiful and sinful cousin used to live nor the attic window from which you first discovered love, nor will you find the darkened room where you thought you might bring your sad little life to an end with sleeping tablets or maybe a razor blade and thus take re-


venge on an unappreciative humanity.


	No.  Those streets and those houses, dear reader, would have to be in the story in which you are a character - possibly even the chief character.  However, in these pages, you will be pleased to find narrow, tree-shaded backstreets where small houses of fanciful and eccentric architecture shelter fanciful and, most likely, eccentric people, some of whom are strongly marked by destiny, some of whom seem merely to drift, bitter-sweet ornaments to time's relentless passage.  You will happen upon an Ital-


ian villa that might have been transported by magic from a country estate in the Russia of the Czars and follow along broad avenues with busy with streetcars and, later on, buses and all kinds and descriptions of motor cars and, of course, pedestrians seeking the means and stamina to make their way through life without falling by the wayside from exhaustion or poverty or over-indulgence in forbidden pleasures or - as is most frequently the case - from sheer boredom.


	And then, perhaps the reader will begin to believe that there was once, in this particular town, a child who was to become a boy and then a young man and then a middle-aged man and then an older one much like Had-ley Jamison, and it is entirely possible that you will come to like him - even to love him, such as he is.  For Hadley came into this existence with a firm and fixed and final conviction that he had joined the cast of a vast, univer-sal, theatrical spectacle, written and produced by God Himself.  As it turns out, you will see how this certainty saved his sanity on painful and emoti-onally ruinous and tragic occasions and, in the end, how it saved his life as well.  It was as if he was an entranced member of the audience and, at the same time, a performer on the stage, the observer and, at the same time, the observed.  "I wonder what I am to you, Hadley," his mother said to him once in the course of one of their many devastating confrontations.  "I mean I wonder what I am to you inside your head.  I think I'm nothing but a charac-ter in a play to you, and I can't put up with that."


	It is no wonder then that this responsibility that he was a performer playing a part gave to Hadley's life a certain nervous vulnerability, a child-ish and dreamlike charm, so that living from one decade to the next became for him the creation of a work of art, sometimes very beautiful to observe, but for the most part of no particular value except to himself and his com-


panions of the moment.  Still it was a life of continuous hope and correct-


ion, a life driven by the search for an existence he had recollected from somewhere in time and space that he felt he must one day find again or perish.  And so, Hadley Jamison's days were full of error and despair and adventure and blind risk.  And, of course, of lovely light, as the reader will discover.
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