














Maurice Bendrix, the narrator of Greene’s novel, is a
bitter man, driven by jealousy and remorse, who tells us
in retrospect the story of his torturous love affair with
another man'’s wife. In 1946, one month before the time of
this retelling, Sarah’s unsuspecting husband, Henry, had
come to Bendrix to confide his fear that she was being
unfaithful. Bendrix had indeed had an affair with Sarah
from 1939 to 1944, but he had not seen her since the day
of an air raid that destroyed part of the house where they
were making love. He had never discovered why she would
not see him after the raid and, in a spasm of jealous hatred
after seeing Henry, had hired a private detective to follow
Sarah, ostensibly to help his friend. The detective has stolen
Sarah’s private diary, which covers the period of the affair,
and this narrative fills the second third of the novel. The
story’s conclusion follows, full of strange twists and
mysterious revelations.

By counterpointing Bendrix’s obsessions with Sarah’s
intimate, unpretentious thoughts, Greene gives us an
extraordinary double perspective on the affair and its
principals. We discover that Bendrix’s fears of Sarah’s
unfaithfulness to him are unfounded. Thinking that
Bendrix had been killed in the raid, Sarah made a pact
with God never to see her lover again if he were allowed
to live. Her struggle to keep this vow and the growing faith
in God that allows her to do so until her sudden death
from illness are expressed in a simple and moving voice,
which contrasts with Bendrix’s complex, involuted bitter-
ness. By the end of the story, love for Sarah has drawn
Henry and Bendrix together, and by caring for his broken
friend, Bendrix finds some measure of solace.

Greene's novel is a moving account of human suffering
and the power of love to redeem it. On another level, it
may be seen allegorically, as a juxtaposition of the life of
the body (Bendrix’s narrative) and the life of the soul
(Sarah’s diaries). On the one hand, Bendrix’s grim obses-
sions remind us of the thin line between love and hate. As
Bendrix himself puts it:

Hatred seems to operate the same glands
as love; it even produces the same actions.
On the other hand, Greene’s central theme, expressed
through Sarah'’s faith and Bendrix’s grudging battle to
understand it, is that carnal love for another human
being can lead to a higher, spiritual love.

Tyler's novel presents a comic vision of a charming
eccentric, Morgan Gower, in search of some “orderliness”
in his life:

You could say he was a man who had gone

to pieces, or maybe he'd arrived unassembled.

Various parts of him seemed poorly joined

together. His lean, hairy limbs were connected

by exaggerated knobs of bone; his black

bearded jaw was as clumsily hinged as a nut-

cracker. Parts of his life, too, lay separate from

other parts. His wife knew almost none of

his friends. His children had never seen

where he worked. ..
The tone here and throughout the story is light, but its
implications are rather more sober. Morgan, the father of
seven daughters, seems never to have achieved the degree
of self-knowledge required to grow up: he is literally
unformed. His habit of dressing up in flamboyant costumes
and living in the fantasy world they create is again
amusing but also symbolizes his tenuous grip on his own
identity.

It is typical of Morgan to become fascinated with other
people’s lives and to live vicariously through them. So it
happens that Emily and Leon Meredith, a young couple
eking out a living by giving puppet shows for children,
find their lives invaded by a cheerful if slightly bizarre
man who delivers their child in a taxi. Morgan sees in
their stripped-down existence a simplicity that he craves,
and the attraction grows until he and Emily fall in love
and he fathers her child. Though the implications of his
actions seem at first rather remote, he finally begins to see
the role they suggest for him:

An assignment had been given him. Some-
one’s life, a small set of lives, had been placed
in the palm of his hand. Maybe he would
never have any more purpose than this: to
accept the assignment gracefully, lovingly,
and to do the best he could with it.

By taking responsibility for himself and his actions,
Morgan at last begins to achieve a kind of integrated exis-
tence. His subsequent life with Emily and the two children,
though still haphazard by any standard, is illuminated by
his new sense of purpose. The central force in all of this
is Morgan'’s love for Emily, which transforms his search for
meaning in others’ lives into a growing acceptance of his
own unique place in the world.



Godwin's novel is the story of one family’s attempt to
accommodate growth and change while holding on to each
other. The account begins with the death of the father,
Leonard Strickland, a gentle country lawyer from North
Carolina, whose passive steadiness had kept the personal-
ities of his wife, Nell, and his two daughters, Lydia and
Cate, from clashing too severely. Each woman must now
learn to live without him and come to understand his
place in their lives. Each is led eventually to a surer knowl-
edge of herself and to a more hopeful vision of the future
by romantic love. The novel’s final scene is a family
reunion that brings everyone together after they have
experienced great changes brought about by time and
chance. In this genuinely happy ending the bonds that
have kept the family intact are reaffirmed in a new and
deeper context.

Rich in character and incident, Godwin’s story depicts
many different kinds of love, of husbands and wives,
parents and children, grandparents and grandchildren. But
central to the evolution of each of the main characters is
an encounter with erotic love. Lydia, a beautiful but
conventional young woman recently separated from her
husband, is propelled into a future full of surprising
changes by the force of her encounter with a younger man.
Cate, a defiant and independent iconoclast twice divorced,
falls into an affair with an older man while teaching his
son’s drama class in a small midwestern college. Her
subsequent pregnancy and decision to get an abortion
force an agonizing reappraisal of the values by which she
has lived. And finally Nell, thrust unexpectedly into the
company of a childhood friend who is terminally ill, finds
a new sense of purpose in caring for this friend in her last
days and in the love of her friend’s husband, whom she
subsequently marries. The story ends with Nell’'s bemused
reflections while listening to her grandson play the flute:

And then...well, that was another
mysterious thing: how, at her age, at Marcus'’s
age... how they could enjoy a side of life she
had thought was over forever. A warmth
spread over her whole body and into her
face, and she felt the corners of her mouth
turn up as she dwelt with her eyes, as if such
a seemly gesture could render her strange
flush invisible.

“Oh my," thought Dickie, who happened
to glance at his grandmother as he launched
into his duet with the horn, "we've made her
rapturous with our playing.” =
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