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Reborn in Harvard Yard,

as Standish’s, though Archie
seems to have internalized their
vapidity more effectively. In his
tender youth, he’s already well on

. his way to becoming an effective
Three Pals Disown the Past i‘lzﬁkz :: ;‘é’f;f:;ﬁ-"s{, ;ush;nis
Matters Louis Harvard at midcentury wasn’t Butit’s Henry White who is the real
Alfred %H?(,"?g;'y 307 %igglg precisely a model of ntx‘;rnytocracy pointof Matters of Honor, deliver-
$24.95. ’ " Inheritedprivilege dominatedthe  ingit from what might have beena
game, with the semiotics of dated tale of mild debauchery, dis-
The power of Louis Begleys  clothes and bearing—all theac-  appointment and decline among
Matters of Honor sneaks up on the coutrements of self—interpretcd the Auchincloss crowd into a mov-
readersoftfy. Thesto-  with pitiless accuracy. Despitethe  ing tale of squandered talents,
soox || Tyistold withaquiet surface differences between the thwarted dreams and t'he incalcu-
review|| control thatdeepens three roommates, there are pro-  lable toll exacted by bigotry.
intosilence, whichis ~ found similarities that join them That it's Henry White who's the
to say that it is a5 together. None is easy in his skin, fulcrum of the story is made clear
much constructed from suppres-  and Harvard’s clammy clubbiness ~ from the stunning opening para-
sions and elisio_&gsﬁ‘omanything only exacerbates the conditi(;n_ graph. “This is my first memory of
actually stated. The sentences never Each has, to some extent, dis- .
devinte from their subdued preci-  ownedhispast,atleastinthe form  Hroney. ko ot e d00r of o oF
sion, no matter whether whatSbe- o his parents. Thisis particularly ¢ e'in'the college dormitory to
ing described is the acqmsﬁ;::hn o,sf true for two of the roommates: which I have been assigned. At the
the right mgm; Sam Standish, the narratorof Mat-  open window, with his back to me,
shameless e ters of Honor, and Henry White,  a tall, slender, red-haired boy is
mm“mNeverﬂlel ol:c: the book’s primary focus. leaning out and waving to someone.
mourned death. ] e ess, d Sam Standish is a novelistwho  He has heard my footsteps, turns,
of barely coannﬂz:t ;:hngmg 20 has met with some success,aswe  and beckons to me saying, Take a
regret penetrae. h ishattering Inth cometoleammuchlaterinthebook,  look,a beautiful girl is blowing kiss-
nospmksw mmmammogﬁ,emﬁ‘ almostasaby-the-by. Hishomosex-  estome. I've never seen her before.
The plot concemns three men who ualityisalsodeducedfromdropped  She must be mad.” In writing as
werothrougheitherthe itelligent 25955 it Snotasublectthatthethree  spare and controlledas this, we can
designof anomniscient, beneficent  Sncndseveraddressdirectly. Vaguo e certain that the firstsight of Hen-
ot odadministratorop more ke 12658 2nd indirection are Standish’  py, it his back to me;” s deadly
by, through inattentive chance—as.  Pretcrredmodes, speciallywhenit  deliberate. Standish, who himself
i hersroommates  C0mes 10 divulging details about  gtangs with his back to the reader,
:Lm%mﬁ:nshmen in the early himself. The name Standish not op- maneuvers throughout the book to
19505, Do we inhabit a universe 1Y SugBests theright sort of upper- - gain fllsight of the boy who's star-
ed with woward onr | CTuststuffbutalsosomeonestanding  ing longingly at that elusive girl
arrﬁnbgedem@ : ?raﬂ:eyeercosmically off—standoffish, as it were. Obliqui- Henry has arrived at Harvard on
oot to our desires? Tosug.  'yosaliterary styleandoutsidersta-  the basis of his brains, which are
o t;;e l:h onl ical conu;gl- tus as a theme have prevailed in M. considerable, not his background,
et e e oy BogkySsovenpreviousnovelsiand  which could hardly have been less
B aiamontsis.of 8t leasttwoof these, The Man ho  conducive towand hisending up gaz-
° ew::fl ridiculoult— Was Late(1992)and AsMax Sawlt  ing out a window overlooking Har-
:f bed s,'},m text of the novel, (1994), use thetechniqueofopeman  vard Yard. There’s a slight accent
g I e O e fuiy,  telling the story of another withot  furking behind his careful pronun-
e theeriorpraduate, oY Erasping it from the inside, 8 ciaron; the roommates lean thathe
lm%‘o;lldityﬁmt,oddly contributes to- isthecasehere. . had come from Poland in 1947.
wand ts evenfual swell of athos Archic, the third roommate, isa  Standish says, “whether Henry was
e ) likeable Army brat whoseparents 3 Jew was a question Archie and 1
are just as distant and ineffectual had discussed more than once with-
out reaching a definitive conclu-

sion.” But then, the two roommates
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reason, ifhe truly were a Polish Jew, Toward the end of A Portrait of the
how could he have survived the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce
war? Hesurvived, welaterleam,be-  has Stephen Dedalus declare that
cause he was hidden, along withhis his defenses will be silence, exile
mother, in a sealed room that had and cunning. Those three words
been offered to them by hismoth-  perfectly sum up the tone, theme
er’s old Latin teacher at the gim- and technique of this latest in Louis
nazjum. His father was hidden  Begley's powerful oeuvre. [ would
- _  judge, on the basis of his writing,
%wﬁ%’&m that the author is & man of refined
chasedthe Germansoutof Krakow, ~ Skepticisms, which makes his faith
westaggeredintothestreetlikepeo-  inhisreadersallthe more impressive.
plewhohadbeentrappedinamine”  His technique demands atten-
Henry, who majors in classics  tion—andrichly rewards .
mz&a ;;n t%:‘;ghm:pnl:t?hc;le’ Rebecca Goldstein is a philoso-
is still imperceptibly staggering  Pher andnovelist; her most recent
when Standish meets him. He 200k is Betraying Spinoza: The
staggers for decades, despite his Renegade Jew Who Gave Us
efforts to transform himself by ~ Moderity (Schocken).
what and whom he encountered at
Harvard. Standish is not one to Harvard at
plumb the full depths of what it is ,
that Henry is staggering away i t“ry
from, He can’t pierce the nullityﬂ‘to mldcen wasnt
which Henry strives to reduce the 1
past, into which he sacrifices his pl' eClsely a mOdel
two desperately dysfunctional par- :
ents. There’s nothing from that Of mel'ltOCI' aCY'
past to which he's heir, and the re-
lationships that Henry enacts with
the heirs and heiresses of the
world, to which his Harvard connec-
tions will lead him, only betray
him. Though Mr. Begley doesn't
entirely violate his beliefin the ul-
timate mystery of character, we
manage to glean enough about
what makes and breaks Henry
‘White to move us profoundly.
M Begley s strategic silencescan
attimes frustrate aesthetic demands,
So, forexample, he lays outa mystery g
regarding Standish's identity: Al- £
though he was adopted, his physical i
attributes declare him a Standish, as §
ﬁmﬁmgfgmﬁi Louis Begley (b. 1933) is the
simply left dangling; the skeleton in author of seven previous
the closet grinningly keepsitssecret ~ novels, including Wartime
fromthereadet. I supposeaconclu-  Lies (1991) and About
sion as to the impenetrable opacity | Schmide (1996).
of identity can be drawn. Still, can
tified though it may be—altogether fill
the narrative gap?
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