CHAPTER 18





	I kept eating at Billie's Lunch, because I liked Edna, but I also started going over to this professor's house to eat once in awhile, too.  He and his wife were old and had no children, so they liked having me over because they were so goddamn lonely they kept about twenty cats.  In a way, they were rejectees, too.  President Utrecht didn't invite them to any parties because they were members of the old faction that hated his guts and thought he was destroying everything good that old Walton College had worked so hard to build up over the years --- standards of scholarship, love of learning for its own sake rather than just using it to make more money than neighbor Jones, emphasis on brains over brawn, on mind over matter, books over buildings --- but the main reason they hated Utrecht was because he was crude.  He knew almost nothing, and where his way worked fine on the business alums, it fell flat with the few old scholars on his "revitalized" faculty, and they usually talked to him as if he were some kid standing there with a popsicle dripping down his hand.  They were always carefully explaining to him why he was wrong --- so naturally they and he didn't get along.  But the Swansons were all right with me, because I hated his guts, too.


	The old professor's name was Lochinvar, but his wife, Mamie, called him "Swanny," because their last name was Swanson.  Since I didn't want him to think of me as a student anymore, I called him Swanny, too, which was all right with him as long as I could tell him stories about people like Charlie and Homer and Skylark and Candy, so he could laugh, his eyes twinkling behind his thick glasses and every once in a while his face getting so red he had to cough into his hand.  He's dead now; his lungs eaten away by cancer and his faulty heart couldn't sustain him.


	"But why do you think your friend Skylark loved to dive so close to the ground?" he would ask, and then not giving me a chance to answer he would add: "Because he wanted to die, of course.  All heroes want to die, and that is why they are heroes.  Those of us who want to live are called humanists, my boy.  The world of man is split into heroes and humanists; the kings and the kindly; the killers and the curers; the willful and the wise; the hunters and the harvesters; the cops and the curators . . . " He would stop only when his wife implored him: "Swanny, stop making lists like Homer.  This isn't Greece."  He would smile and mumur, "No one knows this isn't Greece as well as I do, Mamie... no one knows as I do how much Greece outdistanced us... no one knows Greece as I do."  And he was right.  He knew everything about Greece, Italy, France, England, Germany, America, Egypt, Sumaria, India, China, everything about everything, and he kept reading, probing, trying to find out more.  He once explained to me how fascinating it was for a learned man to learn something, because it knocked everything down in his head like dominoes and he had to rebuild the whole "complex castle all over again, this time including the new brick."  He was a funny guy, reading all the time, and Mamie would come in from getting a frizzy permanent and she would sit and sigh and say to him as he pored over four books at once on the dining table, "You should have been born in a different period, Swanny, because you just don't belong in this world."  And he would answer, "What makes you think that?"  And Mamie would say quickly, as if she had been saving it up, "Well, there's a big sale on stainless at Baumgartner's, and I want some stainless only if I ask you you'll laugh and say it isn't important, but I want some anyway --- that's why I wish we were in a different period where there wouldn't be any stainless, just you and your books and me, and we could be happy."  He would say, "Mamie, I want you to have some new stainless!"  And she would say, "No, we really can't afford it."  But he would answer, "Yes, we can.  I absolutely demand it!"  And she would smile and get up and say, "Well, if you insist, Swanny, Baumgartner's is having a sale and I can get it cheap if I hurry right now," and she would be halfway down the street before the screendoor banged: while he would be happy to get back to his books, since this was all he really wanted anyway, the chance to read in peace, to follow one thought through many minds, to discover an idea hadn't thought of or read before, to find one new fact that changed his perspective on all the old ones, to understand one little thing, to see something new, or hear something he hadn't heard, to not be bored, to be in contact with strange equal minds of centuries ago, to feel the surge of another's blood to the brain, to feel the speed of another's mind, to feel another's unspeakable agony and know it is so for others.  He felt so alone with Mamie, so single, so foreign, so strange, so unlike her, so dissimilarly dissatisfied; so restless, while she was calm; so conscious of the dialogue of knowledge that existed in books, while she talked with neighbors and never read; so caught up in the expression of the unexpressible, while she stammered about the commonplace --- that he wished her any satisfaction available to her, and he was only at peace when he thought she was amused because he felt so guilty.


	Swanny was the only absolutely learned man I've known; he knew the inches, the weight, the type of skull, the temperament, the family, the friends, the period, the works (yes, all about the works, everything), the dreams, the letters, the wishes, the ambitions, the loves, the travels, the successes and the failures of just about all men of importance, and when I told him I thought this was incredible, a sort of miracle of the mind, he answered that it was not so difficult to know the men of importance because since the beginning there haven't been very many of them.  There was Homer, Aeschylus, Socrates, and Plato; there was Virgil, Horace and Ovid; there was Montaigne; there was Chaucer and Shakespeare; there was Dickens and Goethe, Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky there was Whitman and Melville --- and there were others he named that I can't remember, but there weren't very many that he cared about, because having known a few great ones he could not settle for less anymore, so he dismissed the minor lights as not being adequate for that monstrous darkness that he was aware of, leading back into the cave of time endlessly --- he had no use for little failures but only for the few magnificent ones.


	Well, there is no need to prolong it; in 1954 Utrecht took the kindly old man's "chair" away from him because he was a "dangerous leftist and detrimental to Walton College," although the President claimed he was only acting on a decision made by the Walton Board of Directors.  Soon after, the old man's lungs and heart got the better of him, and his books were left without him, as were his students, his friends, his proteges like me, and Mamie, too, who was left only with her stainless and a vague sense of Swanny's defeat.  Swanny died, and Walton went on and on, and is still going on today, instructing the young in the ways of skill and competence and technique, and never once missing the eminent man of knowledge who was the only thing wise that Walton ever had.  Nobody stayed long at his funeral because they didn't want to be at associated with “the dangerous leftist" too strongly, and this more than anything else pained Mamie deeply, because she thought everyone should have loved him the way she had, and she knew he wasn't dangerous and never had been, not even to her stainless, her hats, her Wedgewood dishware, her shrimp croquettes, her Belgian wine glasses, her milkglass flower bowls, her lace drapes, her Napoleonic couches, her frilly blouses --- and this after all was capitalism as she knew it, so how could they call him a "leftist" and consider him dangerous to the young?  How could they?


	(Mamie lives now with her sister in South Carolina, and there are no books in her house.)


