Keepers of the Flame
J. Weintraub

"Nasty, unscrupulous, and generally a very reprehensible character, or so I'm told. A real charmer, too, when he wanted to be, but I still consider myself lucky to be dealing with him posthumously rather than in person." Carl Milliken was a friend from graduate school, and as founder and president of The Wabash Press, he specialized in publishing the fictions of neglected, often out-of-print authors. Since I was then actively buying new and reprint editions of the works of both obscure and established Midwestern writers -- as well as autograph letters and manuscripts -- I often sought Carl's advice on likely candidates for shelf space. He occasionally steered me toward his own authors, but this was the first time we ever discussed Pierce Norris.

"I was supposed to read Night Train to Chicago once for Contemporary Lit," I said, "but never got around to it."

"It's worth a look, despite the echoes of Dreiser. In fact, we're considering a new edition, but The Haymarket Trilogy is still our number-one priority."

From my briefcase, I took a flyer announcing Kingdom of the Yards, the first volume in The Haymarket Trilogy. "Your friend, Sonia Radovitch, gave this to me the other night. Or rather shoved it into my hand."

"You'll be receiving a copy any day now. She asked me to send it to you. I think you'll be impressed. There's nothing quite like it in the canon. You should be collecting him, you know. He was an alumnus."

I told Carl that one of my old professors, who knew him, used to entertain us with tales of his more notorious campus escapades. "I'm sure he'd turn up in the university archives if I looked hard enough. But as a writer, I always thought he was someone who'd outlived his time by about a generation."

"That's the official line. But it's based on what he published during his life. This new stuff, though . . ." He tapped the flyer that I had laid on the table. "That crazy woman just wouldn't let go. She lives in Chicago, and although she must've been turned down by every trade press in New York, she insisted that Wabash was the perfect match for Norris. She just wouldn't let go until I agreed to read him." He smiled and shook his head. "When Cheryl -- she's my top reader -- saw the size of the manuscript, she almost quit on the spot. But once she started, she couldn't stop. That crazy woman. She was right on the money after all."

The crazy woman was, of course, Sonia Radovitch. By now the Pierce Norris story is well known. The popular success of his early fictions, the critical and public dismissal of his work during and after the war, the spectacular failure of The Chicago Literary Messenger, the quarrels and litigations with agents and publishers, the barroom brawls, the descent into poverty and literary obscurity. And then the posthumous triumph of The Haymarket Trilogy, praised as an American original, an experiment in magic realism before its time. In an almost predictable sequence, the success was followed by the collected stories, new editions of out-of-print works, the biography, the critical reassessment, the letters, the journals. All precipitated by Sonia Radovitch's persistence in harassing the publishing world until someone, anyone -- in this case The Wabash Press -- returned Pierce Norris to print.

She had also stimulated my own -- and through me our library's -- interest in Norris. I first met her during a university extension course on recent fiction ("Realism, Sur-realism, Supra-realism"). I knew about half the other students as we assembled around the conference table, but I didn't recognize the stocky, elderly woman who insisted on staring at me as soon as we had introduced ourselves to each other. As she continued to train her bright Tartar eyes on me, I shifted my chair sideways to face the professor, who was lecturing at the head of the table, and at the end of the hour, I quickly left the room. She overtook me just outside the wrought-iron fence as I was hurrying to catch my bus. 

"Excuse me," she said, the soft trace of an accent in her voice, "at the beginning of class, you said you were the curator of the university library?"

"Assistant curator." I hadn't recalled her name, but I remembered her profession. "And you're a retired editor, right?"

"Not quite retired," she said, tilting her head upward, toward me. She was barely five-foot tall. "May I ask you if you have anything to do with the Mann Memorial Trust?"

"Yes," I replied, and I told her that I was largely responsible for the design and stocking of the Mann Memorial Reading Room, which, by provision of the Trust, was dedicated to the collection and preservation of the work of Midwestern writers. The Room was scheduled for dedication the following autumn. 

"Pierce knew Arthur Mann very well. I have letters from him."

"Pierce?" I asked

"Pierce Norris. I've recently edited the first volume of his masterpiece The Haymarket Trilogy, direct from the manuscripts, which I own. Here," and she took a flyer from her purse and pressed it into my hand. "Would you like to join me, perhaps, in a cup of coffee?"

I told her that I was already late for my bus. "Maybe next week," I said, and only after we had exchanged business cards and parted, did I notice from the flyer that Kingdom of the Yards was being published by Carl Milliken's Wabash Press. 

  
Kingdom of the Yards arrived on my desk the day after my lunch with Carl. Late that same afternoon, I opened it, and from its first page, I was seduced by the lyricism of its prose and the imaginative power of the story. In fact, I became so engrossed in the narrative, I failed to notice that my boss, Adam Gottlieb, had slipped into my office and settled into the chair behind me.

"Research, I hope," he said.

I slid my feet from the desk, swivelled around toward him, and handed him the book.

"Pierce Norris? Now there's a forgotten voice."

"I think he's about to be remembered again,” and I told him what I knew about Kingdom of the Yards and The Haymarket Trilogy and its editor, Sonia Radovitch.

"And you say she's got the manuscripts?" he asked, leafing through the pages.

"So she claims. She seemed particularly interested in my position here at the library.”

"Aha!" he said, rising and returning the book to me, "Your first donor," and then, like a craftsman dispensing advice to his most promising apprentice, he began to lecture, "First, approach with absolute caution. Never expose your position until you learn the true extent of what's available. Eagerness can only encourage exotic conditions or inflate the price should the quarry be disposed to sell rather than to give. Only when the size and quality of the trophy is known and sighted do you" and he swung an imaginary rod over his head “cast your line, let it drift along with the current, and then, when

you feel a bite, set your hook gently but firmly and reel them in." He twirled his fist in tiny circles and lofted an imaginary fish.

But with Sonia, I never was sure who was reeling in whom. By the time she again invited me to join her in a cup of coffee, I had finished Kingdom of the Yards.

"It simply shattered all my expectations," I said, summing up my impression of the book as she was finishing her tea. (Although she invariably asked me to join her in a cup of coffee, she always ordered tea.) "Absolutely breathtaking. I can hardly wait for the next volume."

She pushed the empty cup aside, drew a Montblanc fountain pen from her purse, and inscribed a date on a paper napkin.

"This is the pub date for Prairie, the second volume." She wrote down another date next to the Roman numeral three. "And then the third volume for the following season. Pierce died before he could settle on a title, but Mr. Milliken and I will work something out. Pages are due from the printer next month."

She then mentioned that along with proofing the pages for Prairie, she had begun editing the stories for The Wabash Press. "The collection will open with his first major publication, Under Wacker Drive. But so much of the shorter works have never appeared in print before, at least not in their final versions. I'll be preparing all of them directly from Pierce's revisions."

"You seem to have a lot of original material."

"All of it's mine," she said as she paid the bill. "I own all of it. Everything."

By the time I informed Adam that Sonia claimed possession of an entire archive, he, too, had begun reading Kingdom of the Yards. "From now on," he said, "you pick up the tab for the coffee and tea."

Two weeks later, Sonia and I met again, and even before we ordered, I introduced the subject of the manuscripts. "How did you acquire them?" I asked. "Did you buy them?"

"Buy them?" she laughed. "Of course not. They were mine by inheritance. Pierce made me his literary executor, and I was his sole heir."

"You must have been very close to him."

"What are you thinking?" she replied, and she cocked her head to one side as if amused by my naiveté. "Close? We were lovers, of course," and she laughed again.

Frankly, although I should have expected this, I was surprised by the revelation. Nowadays, the late blooming romance of Sonia Radovitch and Pierce Norris is so well known it has become almost legendary, whatever may have been the actual truth behind it. But not until the appearance some years later of Michael Dreyfuss' biography Pierce Norris: A Life Underground, was Sonia's role in the author's life revealed and fully appreciated. Besides, in the intervening weeks I had learned much about Pierce Norris, and Sonia Radovitch did not seem to me to be the kind of woman who generally appealed to him. I had been rummaging through the library stacks searching for traces of the novelist, and although Norris's literary reputation had dwindled to almost nothing by World War II, his name and images of him surfaced again and again in literary biographies, memoirs, and letters of the time, largely because of his sexual exploits. The most notorious, of course, was his brawl with Nelson Algren, precipitated by Simone de Beauvoir's rejection of his advances and Norris's subsequent characterization of her -- to Algren's face -- as an "existential cockteaser." But affairs with socialites and publishers' daughters and writers' wives proliferated, and when he was teaching at Massapaic Community College, he barely escaped prosecution for statutory rape. I wasn't surprised to learn that neither of his marriages -- one to a fashion model, the second to a cocktail waitress -- survived the first year, and almost every photo of him that appeared in the contemporary society pages included, clinging to his arm, a young woman as lithe and as wispy as the smoke curling up from the cigarettes invariably dangling from their fingers. Even in his later years, when he had migrated temporarily to the West Coast to peddle his work to the smaller presses then publishing bohemian writers, an occasional scandal erupted, and the same limber women -- only now they seemed even younger and were wearing black turtleneck sweaters instead of evening gowns -- were photographed in his company. As I watched Sonia blowing into her tea to cool it, her 

cheeks swelling out from her wide Slavic face, I found it hard to believe that Pierce Norris could have been attracted to her.

"You have to understand," she said, as if she sensed my skepticism, "he was sick and afraid of becoming old, and I was much younger then. And yet still so much youthful magnetism in those pale blue eyes of his. Such ambition and force still there!"

She continued: "It was the worst of times for him. He was proofreading here at Gateway where I was a copyeditor. I knew him then only as Norris, and when I found out he was the Pierce Norris who had written Night Train to Chicago -- which I had read in translation while I was a student in Paris -- I was flabbergasted. I don't think anyone at Gateway knew who he was, and if they did, they didn't seem to care. But to me, he was the author of Night Train to Chicago, and I told him how much he had meant to me in Paris and how much I admired his work. He seemed happy to hear this and we took lunches together and talked about writing. Soon, I was reading the work that had been unpublished for so long and I told him that this was true literature, that it could not fail to be published some day, and once it was 

published it would never die. This seemed to please him very much, and soon afterwards we became lovers."

She took several sips from her tea -- a discrete silence then being appropriate -- before continuing, "We were together for only a short time. I had to move to New York. My mother was dying there. But we corresponded, and he wrote me such beautiful letters."

She took a sheet of blue stationery from her purse, unfolding it and holding it by its corners as if she were about to read its contents to me. The sheet was sharply creased, like paper that had been folded and unfolded many times, and the writer's scrawl and splotches of ink were clearly discernible through its thin surface. Like a magician with a top hat, Sonia enjoyed extracting surprising objects from her purse  -- a page from Norris's journal, a manuscript poem, notes for a character on the back of an envelope -- and tantalizing me with these artifacts from her collection. She smiled coyly and returned the letter unread to her purse. As I noted before, I didn't know whether it was she or I who was being hooked and reeled in.

"When my mother finally died, I returned to Chicago. But by then, Pierce was very sick, too. Really, we were together for such a short time. The most wonderful days of my life."

Last week I removed the letter again from its folder. At least, I think it was the one Sonia showed me that day so many years before. In any case, it seemed to be the kind of message an elderly woman with romantic inclinations was likely to cherish, occasionally carrying it about with her in her purse. 

I wiped my hands and drew it from its acetate sheath, careful to touch only a single edge. The letter had been opened and flattened, but the creases made by the folds were still deep and evident as if they had been ingrained into the texture of the paper itself.

"Sonia," it read in Norris's peculiar script, slanting precipitously to the left, "Ever since you left on your mission of other mercy, I've been dwelling in a dark crevice, hanging here where I stumbled headfirst, wedged by my ankles a foot above the muck, awaiting the rats and the moles to begin gnawing at my cheeks and nose. Needless to say, I can hardly write in this attitude. Sure, I try to put words down on a piece of corrasable, but they tumble off and then disappear, trailing toward the east as if in pursuit of you. And why shouldn't they? My dearest reader. My audience of one. In those ugly days before you came to me, I used to think that it was enough to write only for myself. Desireable, in fact, although a howl in the desert unheard even by the vultures could be interpreted by some as being depressingly futile. But now I know that when I am writing for myself, I'm also writing for you, and my words do not reverberate unheard, although in your absence that resonance can sound hollow, like an echo descending into silence. Come home soon. Make us both whole again."

This letter was one of the first documents seen by visitors to our library's special exhibit "Pierce Norris: His Life, His Work." The ink had already faded dangerously, and continued exposure, even to the filtered light of our display cases, could accelerate the deterioration. But Sonia insisted on placing the letter in the first alcove, and Adam was not about to deny any of her wishes.

The exhibit had, in fact, been Adam's idea. I had been regularly reporting to him about my talks with Sonia and, in particular, the documents she had been revealing to me, one-by-one.

"She showed me a Faulkner letter last night." I announced one morning.

"A significant one?"

"I don't know. She only let me see the signature, nothing else. She says there's correspondance from Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Dos Passos."

"Do we believe her?"

"I don't see why not, although I'm still seeing only bits and pieces. The tip of the iceberg, she likes to tell me. She says she has everything worth having. She seems to enjoy tempting us."

"Well, I'm tempted," said Adam. "and isn't it about time we did some tempting of our own? I've been doing some research on Norris's years at the university. We could probably put together a few cases just from our own collection."

"You mean for an exhibit?"

"Yes. An exhibit."

I was surprised by Adam's suggestion. In the past, our exhibits had been devoted to incunabula or works of literary, historical, or artistic importance. Occasionally, we'd feature a single author associated with the region, and we've used our exhibit corridor to showcase a significant purchase or bequest. But the articles on display were almost always from our own collection.

Besides, as I reminded Adam, Norris was still largely forgotten. We both respected his work, but at that time the first volume of The Haymarket Trilogy had just been published by Wabash, a small Midwestern reprint house, and although it had generated some critical interest, there was not likely to be any serious consideration until the entire trilogy was available, and 

even then it was possible that Norris would remain no more than a marginal figure or, even worse, disappear into obscurity once again..

"Last year, at your suggestion," Adam reminded me, "we filled the corridor with the works of Eugene Field. If we can feature the manuscript of 'Wynken, Blynken, and Nod,' I can see no harm in exhibiting the drafts of Night Train to Chicago. Tell her what we're contemplating," he added. "Let's see once and for all what the crown jewels really consist of.” 

The crown jewels were stored in the room at the end of the long central hallway that bisected her apartment in the turn-of-the-century six-flat at the edge of Chicago's Lakeview district. Removing a key chain from the pocket of her heavy knit sweater, Sonia unlocked two deadbolts, switched on the light, and entered. A single forty-watt bulb glimmered dimly from above behind a frosted glass shade, and the room seemed to be, rather than illuminated, suffused with a yellow fog darkening into the shadows that filled its corners.

"I understand that light is bad for manuscripts," she said. "As you can see, I keep the shades tightly drawn."

"Someone should inform her about dust, too," murmured Adam as he entered behind me, clearing his throat

Sonia had crossed to the far corner of the room, stopping beside a bulky, functional desk that could barely be distinguished from the shadows. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I noticed an old manual Royal at the center of a green blotter, with an ancient gooseneck lamp leaning over the typewriter. A variety of secondhand or government-surplus file cabinets lined the walls on both sides of the desk. Rather than a writer's space, I was reminded of a warehouse nook set aside for itinerant bookkeepers.

"This is his desk," said Sonia, "and the typewriter on which he composed. The keys stick, but it always was too much trouble for him to have it cleaned. The room is very much like his old study. He liked it this way."

"It's depressing," I said.

"He liked to face the wall and the shadows. No distractions, he used to say. Only his imagination and his words at the center of an arc of light." She switched on the gooseneck lamp, and when she tilted its shade toward us, the single bulb was as blinding as a spotlight in the room's dimness. As Adam and I turned our eyes away, we noticed for the first time behind us, reaching from floor to ceiling, row upon row of frayed and fading books. There were many paperbacks, and library call numbers were etched into the spines of some of the clothbound editions. But most still had their original jackets, the design and typography identifying them as novels from the forties and fifties. Both Adam and I could hardly resist pouncing upon the collection and sifting through it in search of first editions and presentation copies.

"This was his library," said Sonia. "He rarely bought any books. Most were review copies or gifts. The others -- well, it was never wise to lend Pierce anything, not if you expected it back, and he interpreted the word 'public' very liberally when he visited public libraries."

Adam had already put on his reading glasses, but before he could approach the shelves, Sonia had diverted the glare of the lamp to the nearest file cabinet.

"I began filing Pierce's work when he was still alive," she said, "under his supervision. He kept everything in tip-top shape, although things were scattered about. One doesn't expect great artists to be good housekeepers. But he always knew where to find what he needed."

She slid open the top drawer, revealing a series of black binders. "Notebooks," she said, "dozens of them." Other drawers contained packages carefully wrapped for storage in oilcloth and string. "These are works already published, and here . . . " and she crossed over to another cabinet. "All unpublished, and as you can see, novels filed by chapter, stories by title, in consecutive drafts. Pierce was always very careful about these. He spent the last days of his life with me, organizing them for publication, identifying the final drafts."

Adam leaned over the open drawer and plucked a fragment from the brittle edge of one of the file folders. "Acidic," he said.

"Excuse me?"

"These manila folders are acidic. See," and he carefully removed a page from one of the folders. "Your friend, Mr. Norris, used paper of excellent quality. But note the yellowing on the reverse. A result of acid migrating from the folder. And those manuscript boxes of corrugated cardboard in that file there. They emit peroxides and lignin. Very detrimental in enclosed microenvironments."

"I don't know about these things," said Sonia. "Of course, I wasn't expecting to keep all this forever. . . until someone showed some interest . . ."

"You must insist upon storage materials of archival quality. Paper containers with alkaline reserves. Hollinger fiberboard boxes for manuscripts. Not to mention, of course, macro- and microbiological controls, proper ventilation, and filtration of dust and toxic pollutants . . . But forgive me, I'm beginning to sound like a conservationist at a seminar. I understand that there are letters, too . . . "

"Yes," said Sonia, now subdued as she opened the top drawer of another cabinet. "These are all from Pierce. Mostly to me, but there are others, too. In his last months, he requested the return of much of his correspondence."

Within the files I saw the tattered edges of the familiar blue stationery. Adam winced when he noticed that some of the sheets had been fastened to envelopes with metal paper clips and that Scotch tape, already crusty and brown, had been used to repair tears in the paper. "Letters can be particularly fragile," he said. "It's tedious and expensive work, but significant correspondance should be encapsulated, sheet-by-sheet, in clear polyester.”

She slid the door shut, apparently unwilling to risk further criticism from our chief librarian.

Having made his point, Adam smiled reassuringly. "Of course, that's why we have libraries, isn't it? Richard tells me you also have letters from some of Mr. Norris's more celebrated contemporaries."

Sonia tapped the side of another cabinet but failed to open any drawers. I later saw that all of these letters had been filed in manila folders.

"I must admit, I'm very impressed, Ms. Radovitch," said Adam. "Very impressed. We'll probably require outside funding to underwrite the catalogue, but with all of these manuscripts, with the correspondence, and with some articles from our own collection . . ."

"What are you suggesting, Mr. Gottlieb?" asked Sonia, her spirits, downcast a moment before, now uplifted by Adam's apparent interest. "Richard mentioned, perhaps, a small exhibition . . . "

"I'm rather thinking of a large exhibition. Traditionally, we've drawn primarily from our own holdings. However, in this case . . ."

"This is wonderful!" exclaimed Sonia, now effervescent with enthusiasm. "I will work with you. This will do so much for Pierce, he would have been so happy . . . " and several weeks later, as I was inventorying the items that would best contribute to a meaningful narrative of Norris's life and career, Sonia agreed to donate to the university all of the articles selected for display.

It took us almost a year to organize and mount the exhibit. Funds from the Mann Memorial Trust subsidized an ambitious publicity campaign, and when "Pierce Norris: His Life, His Work" finally opened, it could not have occurred at a more opportune time. By then, the concluding novel in The Haymarket Trilogy had been published, and with interest in the first two volumes growing at an exponential rate, it was given the kind of reception usually reserved for major works of established writers. Sonia had been busy editing Under Wacker Drive and Other Stories, and excerpts from the collection had already appeared in The New Yorker and The Paris Review. She had also been interviewed by Alfred Kazin, who was preparing a retrospective essay for The New York Review of Books, and she and Carl Milliken had been laboring diligently over an "unexpurgated" edition of Night Train to Chicago to ensure that Kazin saw at least the galleys before finishing his piece. In fact, Sonia had been working so hard over these multiple projects, I feared for her health, and when I commented on her loss of weight, she smiled and said that the negotiations over the English edition of the trilogy had entered a promising stage. 

The exhibit opened the same day as the dedication of the Mann Memorial Reading Room, inaugurating a season of seminars and lectures that attracted a number of renowned scholars and authors to the campus. In honor of Sonia's donation to the university, a private viewing and reception was held on the eve of the opening ceremonies, and along with the usual faculty, friends-of-the-library, university trustees, and board members, several critics and editors representing national media attended. The Tribune, in fact, considered the reception to be "the literary social event of the year, certain to remedy the critical neglect of one of Chicago's own native sons." 

Banquet tables holding trays of cheese and fruit, bottles of domestic white wine, and rows of plastic wine glasses formed a semicircle at the entrance of the corridor leading to the Special Collections Department. All of our exhibits were mounted in this narrow hall, and several alcoves -- each lined with glass-enclosed, lacquered oak bookcases filled with rare editions -- provided additional space for secured display tables, illuminated from the inside by filtered light.

Within the first of these tables, selections from the Norris/Radovitch correspondence were featured, and at its center was an enlarged photograph of Sonia, taken years before she met Norris. The photo was Adam's idea, and although Sonia was first reluctant to include it, it was a flattering portrait, and she eventually consented to its display. As far as I know, this was the first public acknowledgement of the relationship between Sonia and Pierce Norris.

The other alcoves contained more of Norris's personal and business correspondance as well as editions of work that appeared during his life, from the many translations of Night Train to Chicago to lesser know works published by smaller and increasingly obscure presses as the years passed. The first few wall displays on the opposite side of the corridor presented a narrative of his youth and early career, with family photos, juvenilia, literary awards, and almost everything I could find in the archives concerning his years at the university, including his troubled tenure as editor of the campus newspaper. Two cases were then devoted to the ill-fated Chicago Literary Messenger, and the final ones focused on the posthumous work, displaying manuscripts for The Haymarket Trilogy and yet to be published fictions. The last case contained the galleys, edited by Sonia, for a story shortly to appear in Esquire, along with an original water-color portrait of the author, commissioned by the magazine.

Sonia was delighted with the exhibit and the interest that it provoked, and although she was tired the night of the reception and had to leave early, she managed first to squeeze through the crowd, tightly massed in the hallway, to where I had been cornered, just outside the entrance of Special Collections. There she embraced me fiercely, kissing me twice on both cheeks. "Pierce would have been so pleased," she said, tears in her eyes, "and so proud. This will help so much." Of course, she had every reason to be pleased herself, since as the heir to Norris's royalties, she would be the primary financial beneficiary of the author's posthumous success.

But I still had no doubt that her relentless devotion to rescuing his work from oblivion was motivated primarily by her love for the man, and now she had the satisfaction of seeing him gain, through her efforts, the recognition he had sought throughout his life. I only knew Norris through his writing, but from his letters -- some then on display in our library -- I realized the importance he attached to being published and read. His failure, for instance, to find a publisher for The Haymarket Trilogy was "a premature death," and in the same letter to Sonia, he compared being out-of-print to being "buried alive, suffocating slowly and irrevocably in the thickness of night." But for the forseeable future, his words were back in print, attracting more readers every day and receiving serious critical attention.

"He can breathe again," I said. "Alive and well, and somewhere, he's very grateful to you, beyond recompense." She kissed me again on both cheeks, and without another word, forced her way back toward the library foyer, this time slipping through the crowd along the wall displays, past the manuscripts she had brought into print and past the photographs of her lover as a young man.

Two weeks later she was dead. I've only cried twice, that I can recall, in my adult life. The night my mother died, and at Sonia Radovitch's funeral.

As we had hoped and expected, Sonia bequeathed her entire Pierce Norris collection to the university library, including his shelves of books. The royalties from his works she divided among several charities and a younger sister, still living in Paris. In a codicil to her will, drafted and signed only days before her death, she empowered Michael Dreyfuss with "complete and immediate access to all manuscripts, journals, and letters, and all other documents, materials, and papers comprising the Pierce Norris archives, and permission to quote therefrom in any future published secondary work." She also awarded him a small stipend from the estate "to be used solely and only for documented expenses accruing from the research, drafting, and manuscript preparation of a scholarly biography of the life of Pierce Norris."

I had first met Dreyfuss at Sonia's reception. I doubt that I would have noticed him except for his youth -- he seemed to be even younger than I was -- and for his constant attendance on Sonia, once even interrupting Adam's attempt to introduce her to one of our more moneyed benefactors. When Sonia left the reception, he turned his persistent attentions on any guest who might have had an even remote personal acquaintance with Norris, scribbling furiously into a small notebook at the end of each of these encounters.

"Who is that guy?" I asked.

"Michael Dreyfuss," said Adam. "A junior faculty member, extremely on the make. His specialty's Twentieth-Century American, and he's already attracted attention for his revisionist views of Farrell and Algren. I'm surprised you haven't heard of him."

"I've heard of him," I said. "I just didn't recognize him. I guess I thought he was older."

"Up and coming," said Adam, "up and coming, and I'll wager he'll be up and coming to you before the evening's complete," and just as Adam predicted, Michael Dreyfuss was soon introducing himself to me. He knew who I was, and when I explained the role I had played in initiating and arranging the exhibit, he insisted on making an appointment with me for "further explorations."

"As soon as the quarter's over," he said. "I'm vastly interested in the Norris materials, and you must tell me everything you know about Ms. Radovitch. Fascinating woman," and after jotting my phone number into his notebook, he moved on to his next source, a retired journalist and one of Norris's college roommates who had flown into Chicago from Honolulu for the occasion.

Despite a certain academic bruskness, Dreyfuss could be quite personable, and after a pair of interviews and several social encounters, we became friends. Moreover, since he respected, as I did, Sonia and her devotion to her lover, I was eager to assist him in telling both of their stories. Along with acting as his guide to our archives, I wrote letters of introduction for him on departmental stationery whenever he needed access to another library's holdings, and when he began writing the biography, I reviewed his drafts. Although he was generally a good stylist, his prose was often pretentious, and I'm proud to say that many of my emendations appear in the published version.

But he also relied on my personal impressions of Sonia Radovitch for his presentation of her in the biography, and I believe I contributed much to his portrayal of Sonia as a lead character in one of the century's great romantic stories. 

There is no doubt that Sonia was responsible for preserving the work and restoring the reputation of a major American writer, that without her efforts much of Pierce Norris's work would have been irretrievably lost. But Dreyfuss also contended that Sonia's emotional support softened Norris's affections and provided him with the sympathy and inspiration he needed to complete his last great works. (In fact, Dreyfuss finds much of Sonia in the heroic figure of Marsha Englund whose beauty and altruism precipitates the final tragedy that ends The Haymarket Trilogy.) "Theirs was a love," writes Dreyfuss near the end of his penultimate chapter, "that generated an immense restorative power, inspiring Norris in his last days to higher levels of sensibility and insight. As he revealed in his letters to Sonia -- in themselves a monument to the generative power of love -- their passion not only offered him a new strength but renewed and fortified his empathy toward his fellow human beings."

In the final chapter, Dreyfuss focused on Sonia's activities after her lover's death. "Theirs was a love," begins the chapter, "that was also to extend beyond the grave. Onto his coffin she dropped a spray of forget-me-nots, not only, as she later confided to a friend, as a token of undying passion, but as a pledge to bringing and returning his work to the light." 

I must admit, I was disappointed to find that Dreyfuss did not name me as the friend or as an active participant in this restorative effort. I was, however, included in the acknowledgements, wedged between tributes to his mentor (John Emerson Cobb, the Whitman scholar) and his first wife. I appear there as sort of a Diogenes figure, "who held aloft a lantern to the dark often cavernous world of library archives, throwing light into every nook and cranny, illuminating the truth."

Well, not every nook and cranny and not every truth. 

Adam had correctly predicted that the acquisition of the Norris archives, along with the publicity produced by our activities that season, would transform our library into a primary depository for materials in modern American literature. Almost at once, we began to attract additional bequests of documents, and several substantial donations enabled us to bid on any relevant materials that might appear on the market. Dealers and collectors were alerted to our interests and purchasing power, and when the files of David Cronin, Executive Editor and co-owner of Clipper House, were offered for sale, we were one of the first to be notified. Adam made a few calls, and we soon had the sufficient funds for the buy.

Clipper House specialized in limited illustrated editions, usually reprints of shorter works by contemporary authors, and its titles were notable for the brilliance and originality of their graphics and design. Cronin commissioned some of the finest artists of the time -- Rockwell Kent, Thomas Hart Benton, Ben Shahn -- and since we owned a complete set of the one hundred or so volumes, the files were an appropriate addition to our collection.

But there was a Pierce Norris connection, too. I recalled Sonia once mentioning that in the last year of his life, Norris had been approached by the artist Raphael Soyer to collaborate on an illustrated edition of Under Wacker Drive for Clipper House. Soyer had known Norris in his Greenwich Village days, and perhaps having heard of his financial distress, he suggested a project that would generate some cash for his old friend. The deal eventually fell through, but I knew the approximate date of these discussions, and as soon as the files arrived, I searched through them for signs of Norris. At that time Dreyfuss's biography was still undergoing revisions, and any new material that could provide additional substantiation or insight would surely be welcome.

There was, however, no correspondence from Norris, or even from Soyer. But I did find two documents referring to the project, a letter from Cronin to Jake Bagwell, who had been Norris's agent, and Bagwell's reply. The Cronin letter was merely a note, concise and formal, inquiring after Norris's health and asking Bagwell's advice on how best to approach the author. "I understand he's been ill of late," wrote Cronin, "and I recall that he was never easy to deal with under the best of circumstances." He continued, "I know that you no longer represent him and that his affairs are now being handled by a Miss Sonia Radovitch. But I respect your opinion, and any advice you can offer that would lead us to a satisfactory conclusion would be much appreciated."

Bagwell's reply was longer. He mentioned that he was still communicating with Norris, although it had been years since he last represented him. "There's been precious little interest in his work for some time now, and ten percent of nothing was all that I earned in my last five years as his agent." He then turned to "the matter of this Radovitch woman," first referring Cronin to Norris's seduction of Dorothy Magnuson (an affair well documented in the Dreyfuss biography), undertaken by Norris in an effort to influence her publisher father to invest in the failing Chicago Literary Messenger. "Old Pierce," continued Bagwell, "will sleep with anyone of any gender to keep his career afloat, and now this Radovitch woman, 'my pathetic little Slavic cow' to use Pierce's own words, is about all a man of his age and straitened circumstances can attract." He then confirmed that Norris's health was deteriorating, that "wine, women, and song had finally caught up with his liver," and that he had recently drafted a will and appointed a literary executor. "He once considered me for the honor," wrote Bagwell, "but, God knows, I wouldn't know what to do with all those unpublishable hallucinations he's currently writing. But now, in keeping with the pimp at the center of his soul, he's shanghaied someone lovestruck and foolish enough to think she can keep the fire burning after he's gone, although, as far as I can tell, the flame’s no more than a dying glimmer in a heap of cinders." He warned Cronin that should he proceed with the edition he would need to "write the name of Soyer large, since the name of Norris will attract no interest whatsoever."

Of course, Bagwell's opinion of Norris's motives was far from reliable. He was not a disinterested party, and seemed bitter about having failed to sell and profit from Norris's work and also for having been replaced by Sonia as his representative to the publishing world. Besides, the biography was almost in page proofs, and since it was unlikely Dreyfuss would have allowed such unconfirmed and fugitive remarks to undermine his central thesis, I saw no reason to bring these comments to his or to anyone else's attention.

Among professional librarians, there is debate over the cataloguing of original materials from a single source. Some believe that provenance must be respected and that the archive should be catalogued and stored exactly as it is received, as a unique collection.  But researchers would probably prefer that the materials be dispersed throughout the library's holdings, catalogued and shelved with related documents, where they can be most easily referenced and found. 

I, however, am a proponent of the Provenienzprinzip, first proclaimed in 1874 by the Director of the Prussian State Archives, Heinrich von Sybel, and the Clipper House files are now catalogued in Special Collections as a separate, discrete item. Someday I hope to have sufficient staff to provide suitable annotations and cross-referencing, but I have no doubt that as Pierce Norris's reputation grows, critics will continue to sift through the relevant documents to reassess his life and work. After all, if I can make the connection between the Clipper House files and Norris's career, others will, too, without my help, and they, too, will be free to interpret the evidence and publish their versions of the truth.

In the meantime, Dreyfuss's Pierce Norris: A Life Underground has become a standard among literary biographies. It finally appeared six years after Sonia's death, and was received with immediate critical acclaim, winning several distinguished awards for scholarly publications. It was also a commercial success, remaining for seventeen weeks on the New York Times bestseller list, and I am convinced that its popularity was largely due to the compelling story of Pierce Norris's last years with Sonia, the narrative of their redemptive love and his ultimate triumph over death through her devotion. In fact, although the project is still in development, a major movie studio has purchased the rights to the biography, and I understand that Meryl Streep is interested in playing the part of Sonia.    
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