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Each In His Generation 
 

BY MAXWELL STRUTHERS BURT 
From Scribner's Magazine  

Every afternoon at four o'clock, except when the weather was very bad--autumn, winter, 
and spring--old Mr. Henry McCain drove up to the small, discreet, polished front door, in 
the small, discreet, fashionable street in which lived fairly old Mrs. Thomas Denby; got 
out, went up the white marble steps, rang the bell, and was admitted into the narrow but 
charming hall--dim turquoise-blue velvet panelled into the walls, an etching or two: 
Whistler, Brangwyn--by a trim parlour-maid. Ten generations, at least, of trim parlour-
maids had opened the door for Mr. McCain. They had seen the sparkling victoria change, 
not too quickly, to a plum-coloured limousine; they had seen Mr. McCain become 
perhaps a trifle thinner, the colour in his cheeks become a trifle more confined and fixed, 
his white hair grow somewhat sparser, but beyond that they had seen very little indeed, 
although, when they had left Mr. McCain in the drawing-room with the announcement 
that Mrs. Denby would be down immediately, and were once again seeking the back of 
the house, no doubt their eyebrows, blonde, brunette, or red, apexed to a questioning 
angle.  

In the manner of youth the parlour-maids had come, worked, fallen in love and departed, 
but Mr. McCain, in the manner of increasing age, had if anything grown more faithful 
and exact to the moment. If he were late the fraction of five minutes, one suspected that 
he regretted it, that it came near to spoiling his entire afternoon. He was not articulate, but 
occasionally he expressed an idea and the most common was that he "liked his things as 
he liked them"; his eggs, in other words, boiled just so long, no more--after sixty years of 
inner debate on the subject he had apparently arrived at the conclusion that boiled eggs 
were the only kind of eggs permissible--his life punctual and serene. The smallest 
manifestation of unexpectedness disturbed him. Obviously that was one reason why, after 
a youth not altogether constant, he had become so utterly constant where Mrs. Denby was 
concerned. She had a quality of perenniality, charming and assuring, even to each strand 
of her delicate brown hair. Grayness should have been creeping upon her, but it was not. 
It was doubtful if Mr. McCain permitted himself, even secretly, to wonder why. Effects, 
fastidious and constant, were all he demanded from life.  

This had been going on for twenty years--this afternoon call; this slow drive afterward in 
the park; this return by dusk to the shining small house in the shining small street; the 
good-by, reticently ardent, as if it were not fully Mr. McCain's intention to return again in 
the evening. Mr. McCain would kiss Mrs. Denby's hand--slim, lovely, with a single 
gorgeous sapphire upon the third finger. "Good-by, my dear," he would say, "you have 
given me the most delightful afternoon of my life." For a moment Mrs. Denby's hand 
would linger on the bowed head; then Mr. McCain would straighten up, smile, square his 
shoulders in their smart, young-looking coat, and depart to his club, or the large, softly lit 
house where he dwelt alone. At dinner he would drink two glasses of champagne. Before 



he drained the last sip of the second pouring he would hold the glass up to the fire, so that 
the bronze coruscations at the heart of the wine glowed like fireflies in a gold dusk. One 
imagined him saying to himself: "A perfect woman! A perfect woman--God bless her!" 
Saying "God bless" any one, mind you, with a distinct warming of the heart, but a 
thoroughly late-Victorian disbelief in any god to bless.... At least, you thought as much.  

And, of course, one had not the slightest notion whether he--old Mr. Henry McCain--was 
aware that this twenty years of devotion on his part to Mrs. Denby was the point upon 
which had come to focus the not inconsiderable contempt and hatred for him of his 
nephew Adrian.  

It was an obvious convergence, this devotion of all the traits which composed, so Adrian 
imagined, the despicable soul that lay beneath his uncle's unangled exterior: undeviating 
self-indulgence; secrecy; utter selfishness--he was selfish even to the woman he was 
supposed to love; that is, if he was capable of loving any one but himself--a bland 
hypocrisy; an unthinking conformation to the dictates of an unthinking world. The list 
could be multiplied. But to sum it up, here was epitomized, beautifully, concretely, the 
main and minor vices of a generation for which Adrian found little pity in his heart; a 
generation brittle as ice; a generation of secret diplomacy; a generation that in its youth 
had covered a lack of bathing by a vast amount of perfume. That was it--! That expressed 
it perfectly! The just summation! Camellias, and double intentions in speech, and 
unnecessary reticences, and refusals to meet the truth, and a deliberate hiding of 
uglinesses!  

Most of the time Adrian was too busy to think about his uncle at all--he was a very busy 
man with his writing: journalistic writing; essays, political reviews, propaganda--and 
because he was busy he was usually well-content, and not uncharitable, except 
professionally; but once a month it was his duty to dine with his uncle, and then, for the 
rest of the night, he was disturbed, and awoke the next morning with the dusty feeling in 
his head of a man who has been slightly drunk. Old wounds were recalled, old scars 
inflamed; a childhood in which his uncle's figure had represented to him the terrors of 
sarcasm and repression; a youth in which, as his guardian, his uncle had deprecated all 
first fine hot-bloodednesses and enthusiasms; a young manhood in which he had been 
told cynically that the ways of society were good ways, and that the object of life was 
material advancement; advice which had been followed by the stimulus of an utter refusal 
to assist financially except where absolutely necessary. There had been willingness, you 
understand, to provide a gentleman's education, but no willingness to provide beyond that 
any of a gentleman's perquisites. That much of his early success had been due to this 
heroic upbringing, Adrian was too honest not to admit, but then--by God, it had been 
hard! All the colour of youth! No time to dream--except sorely! Some warping, some 
perversion! A gasping, heart-breaking knowledge that you could not possibly keep up 
with the people with whom, paradoxically enough, you were supposed to spend your 
leisure hours. Here was the making of a radical. And yet, despite all this, Adrian dined 
with his uncle once a month.  



The mere fact that this was so, that it could be so, enraged him. It seemed a renunciation 
of all he affirmed; an implicit falsehood. He would have liked very much to have got to 
his feet, standing firmly on his two long, well-made legs, and have once and for all 
delivered himself of a final philippic. The philippic would have ended something like 
this:  

"And this, sir, is the last time I sacrifice any of my good hours to you. Not because you 
are old, and therefore think you are wise, when you are not; not because you are blind 
and besotted and damned--a trunk of a tree filled with dry rot that presently a clean wind 
will blow away; not because your opinions, and the opinions of all like you, have long 
ago been proven the lies and idiocies that they are; not even because you haven't one 
single real right left to live--I haven't come to tell you these things, although they are true; 
for you are past hope and there is no use wasting words upon you; I have come to tell you 
that you bore me inexpressibly. (That would be the most dreadful revenge of all. He 
could see his uncle's face!) That you have a genius for taking the wrong side of every 
question, and I can no longer endure it. I dissipate my time. Good-night!"  

He wouldn't have said it in quite so stately a way, possibly, the sentences would not have 
been quite so rounded, but the context would have been the same.  

Glorious; but it wasn't said. Instead, once a month, he got into his dinner-jacket, brushed 
his hair very sleekly, walked six blocks, said good-evening to his uncle's butler, and went 
on back to the library, where, in a room rich with costly bindings, and smelling pleasantly 
of leather, and warmly yellow with the light of two shaded lamps, he would find his uncle 
reading before a crackling wood fire. What followed was almost a formula, an exquisite 
presentation of stately manners, an exquisite avoidance of any topic which might cause a 
real discussion. The dinner was invariably gentle, persuasive, a thoughtful gastronomic 
achievement. Heaven might become confused about its weather, and about wars, and 
things like that, but Mr. McCain never became confused about his menus. He had a habit 
of commending wine. "Try this claret, my dear fellow, I want your opinion.... A drop of 
this Napoleonic brandy won't hurt you a bit." He even sniffed the bouquet before each 
sip; passed, that is, the glass under his nose and then drank. But Adrian, with a 
preconceived image of the personality back of this, and the memory of too many offences 
busy in his mind, saw nothing quaint or amusing. His gorge rose. Damn his uncle's wines, 
and his mushrooms, and his soft-footed servants, and his house of nuances and evasions, 
and his white grapes, large and outwardly perfect, and inwardly sentimental as the 
generation whose especial fruit they were. As for himself, he had a recollection of ten 
years of poverty after leaving college; a recollection of sweat and indignities; he had also 
a recollection of some poor people whom he had known.  

Afterward, when the dinner was over, Adrian would go home and awake his wife, Cecil, 
who, with the brutal honesty of an honest woman, also some of the ungenerosity, had 
early in her married life flatly refused any share in the ceremonies described. Cecil would 
lie in her small white bed, the white of her boudoir-cap losing itself in the white of the 
pillow, a little sleepy and a little angrily perplexed at the perpetual jesuitical philosophy 
of the male. "If you feel that way," she would ask, "why do you go there, then? Why 



don't you banish your uncle utterly?" She asked this not without malice, her long, violet, 
Slavic eyes widely open, and her red mouth, a trifle too large, perhaps, a trifle cruel, 
fascinatingly interrogative over her white teeth. She loved Adrian and had at times, 
therefore, the right and desire to torture him. She knew perfectly well why he went. He 
was his uncle's heir, and until such time as money and other anachronisms of the present 
social system were done away with, there was no use throwing a fortune into the gutter, 
even if by your own efforts you were making an income just sufficiently large to keep up 
with the increased cost of living.  

Sooner or later Adrian's mind reverted to Mrs. Denby. This was usually after he had been 
in bed and had been thinking for a while in the darkness. He could not understand Mrs. 
Denby. She affronted his modern habit of thought.  

"The whole thing is so silly and adventitious!"  

"What thing?"  

Adrian was aware that his wife knew exactly of what he was talking, but he had come to 
expect the question. "Mrs. Denby and my uncle." He would grow rather gently cross. "It 
has always reminded me of those present-day sword-and-cloak romances fat business 
men used to write about ten years ago and sell so enormously--there's an atmosphere of 
unnecessary intrigue. What's it all about? Here's the point! Why, if she felt this way about 
things, didn't she divorce that gentle drunkard of a husband of hers years ago and marry 
my uncle outright and honestly? Or why, if she couldn't get a divorce--which she could--
didn't she leave her husband and go with my uncle? Anything in the open! Make a break-
-have some courage of her opinions! Smash things; build them up again! Thank God 
nowadays, at least, we have come to believe in the cleanness of surgery rather than the 
concealing palliatives of medicine. We're no longer--we modern people--afraid of the 
world; and the world can never hurt for any length of time any one who will stand up to it 
and tell it courageously to go to hell. No! It comes back and licks hands."  

"I'll tell you why. My uncle and Mrs. Denby are the typical moral cowards of their 
generation. There's selfishness, too. What a travesty of love! Of course there's scandal, a 
perpetual scandal; but it's a hidden, sniggering scandal they don't have to meet face to 
face; and that's all they ask of life, they, and people like them--never to have to meet 
anything face to face. So long as they can bury their heads like ostriches! ... Faugh!" 
There would be a moment's silence; then Adrian would complete his thought. "In my 
uncle's case," he would grumble in the darkness, "one phase of the selfishness is obvious. 
He couldn't even get himself originally, I suppose, to face the inevitable matter-of-fact 
moments of marriage. It began when he was middle-aged, a bachelor--I suppose he wants 
the sort of Don Juan, eighteen-eighty, perpetual sort of romance that doesn't exist outside 
the brains of himself and his like.... Camellias!"  

Usually he tried to stir up argument with his wife, who in these matters agreed with him 
utterly; even more than agreed with him, since she was the escaped daughter of rich and 
stodgy people, and had insisted upon earning her own living by portrait-painting. 



Theoretically, therefore, she was, of course, an anarchist. But at moments like the present 
her silent assent and the aura of slight weariness over an ancient subject which emanated 
from her in the dusk, affronted Adrian as much as positive opposition.  

"Why don't you try to understand me?"  

"I do, dearest!"--a pathetic attempt at eager agreement.  

"Well, then, if you do, why is the tone of your voice like that? You know by now what I 
think. I'm not talking convention; I believe there are no laws higher than the love of a 
man for a woman. It should seek expression as a seed seeks sunlight. I'm talking about 
honesty; bravery; a willingness to accept the consequences of one's acts and come 
through; about the intention to sacrifice for love just what has to be sacrificed. What's the 
use of it otherwise? That's one real advance the modern mind has made, anyhow, despite 
all the rest of the welter and uncertainty."  

 "Of course, dearest."  

He would go on. After a while Cecil would awake guiltily and inject a fresh, almost gay 
interest into her sleepy voice. She was not so unfettered as not to dread the wounded 
esteem of the unlistened-to male. She would lean over and kiss Adrian.  

"Do go to sleep, darling! What's the sense? Pretty soon your uncle will be dead--wretched 
old man! Then you'll never have to think of him again." Being a childless woman, her 
red, a trifle cruel mouth would twist itself in the darkness into a small, secretive, maternal 
smile.  

But old Mr. Henry McCain didn't die; instead he seemed to be caught up in the condition 
of static good health which frequently companions entire selfishness and a careful interest 
in oneself. His butler died, which was very annoying. Mr. McCain seemed to consider it 
the breaking of a promise made fifteen or so years before. It was endlessly a trouble 
instructing a new man, and then, of course, there was Adlington's family to be looked 
after, and taxes had gone up, and Mrs. Adlington was a stout woman who, despite the fact 
that Adlington, while alive, had frequently interrupted Mr. McCain's breakfast newspaper 
reading by asserting that she was a person of no character, now insisted upon weeping 
noisily every time Mr. McCain granted her an interview. Also, and this was equally 
unexpected, since one rather thought he would go on living forever, like one of the 
damper sort of fungi, Mr. Denby came home from the club one rainy spring night with a 
slight cold and died, three days later, with extraordinary gentleness.  

"My uncle," said Adrian, "is one by one losing his accessories. After a while it will be his 
teeth."  

Cecil was perplexed. "I don't know exactly what to do," she complained. "I don't know 
whether to treat Mrs. Denby as a bereaved aunt, a non-existent family skeleton, or a 
released menace. I dare say now, pretty soon, she and your uncle will be married. 



Meanwhile, I suppose it is rather silly of me not to call and see if I can help her in any 
way. After all, we do know her intimately, whether we want to or not, don't we? We meet 
her about all the time, even if she wasn't motoring over to your uncle's place in the 
summer when we stop there."  

So she went, being fundamentally kindly and fundamentally curious. She spoke of the 
expedition as "a descent upon Fair Rosamund's tower."  

The small, yellow-panelled drawing-room, where she awaited Mrs. Denby's coming, was 
lit by a single silver vase-lamp under an orange shade and by a fire of thin logs, for the 
April evening was damp with a hesitant rain. On the table, near the lamp, was a silver 
vase with three yellow tulips in it, and Cecil, wandering about, came upon a double 
photograph frame, back of the vase, that made her gasp. She picked it up and stared at it. 
Between the alligator edgings, facing each other obliquely, but with the greatest amity, 
were Mr. Thomas Denby in the fashion of ten years before, very handsome, very well-
groomed, with the startled expression which any definite withdrawal from his potational 
pursuits was likely to produce upon his countenance, and her uncle-in-law, Mr. Henry 
McCain, also in the fashion of ten years back. She was holding the photographs up to the 
light, her lips still apart, when she heard a sound behind her, and, putting the frame back 
guiltily, turned about. Mrs. Denby was advancing toward her. She seemed entirely 
unaware of Cecil's malfeasance; she was smiling faintly; her hand was cordial, grateful.  

"You are very good," she murmured. "Sit here by the fire. We will have some tea 
directly."  

Cecil could not but admit that she was very lovely; particularly lovely in the black of her 
mourning, with her slim neck, rising up from its string of pearls, to a head small and like 
a delicate white-and-gold flower. An extraordinarily well-bred woman, a sort of misty Du 
Maurier woman, of a type that had become almost non-existent, if ever it had existed in 
its perfection at all. And, curiously enough, a woman whose beauty seemed to have been 
sharpened by many fine-drawn renunciations. Now she looked at her hands as if 
expecting Cecil to say something.  

"I think such calls as this are always very useless, but then--"  

"Exactly--but then! They mean more than anything else in the world, don't they? When 
one reaches fifty-five one is not always used to kindness.... You are very kind...." She 
raised her eyes.  

Cecil experienced a sudden impulsive warmth. "After all, what did she or any one else 
know about other peoples' lives? Poor souls! What a base thing life often was!"  

"I want you to understand that we are always so glad, both Adrian and myself.... Any 
time we can help in any way, you know--"  



"Yes, I think you would. You--I have watched you both. You don't mind, do you? I think 
you're both rather great people--at least, my idea of greatness."  

Cecil's eyes shone just a little; then she sat back and drew together her eager, rather 
childish mouth. This wouldn't do! She had not come here to encourage 
sentimentalization. With a determined effort she lifted her mind outside the circle of 
commiseration which threatened to surround it. She deliberately reset the conversation to 
impersonal limits. She was sure that Mrs. Denby was aware of her intention, adroitly 
concealed as it was. This made her uncomfortable, ashamed. And yet she was irritated 
with herself. Why should she particularly care what this woman thought in ways as subtle 
as this? Obvious kindness was her intention, not mental charity pursued into tortuous by-
paths. And, besides, her frank, boyish cynicism, its wariness, revolted, even while she felt 
herself flattered at the prospect of the confidences that seemed to tremble on Mrs. 
Denby's lips. It wouldn't do to "let herself in for anything"; to "give herself away." No! 
She adopted a manner of cool, entirely reflective kindliness. But all along she was not 
sure that she was thoroughly successful. There was a lingering impression that Mrs. 
Denby was penetrating the surface to the unwilling interest beneath. Cecil suspected that 
this woman was trained in discriminations and half-lights to which she and her generation 
had joyfully made themselves blind. She felt uncomfortably young; a little bit smiled at 
in the most kindly of hidden ways. Just as she was leaving, the subversive softness came 
close to her again, like a wave of too much perfume as you open a church-door; as if 
some one were trying to embrace her against her will.  

"You will understand," said Mrs. Denby, "that you have done the very nicest thing in the 
world. I am horribly lonely. I have few women friends. Perhaps it is too much to ask--but 
if you could call again sometime. Yes ... I would appreciate it so greatly."  

She let go of Cecil's hand and walked to the door, and stood with one long arm raised 
against the curtain, her face turned toward the hall.  

"There is no use," she said, "in attempting to hide my husband's life, for every one knows 
what it was, but then--yes, I think you will understand. I am a childless woman, you see; 
he was infinitely pathetic."  

Cecil felt that she must run away, instantly. "I do--" she said brusquely. "I understand 
more than other women. Perfectly! Good-by!"  

She found herself brushing past the latest trim parlour-maid, and out once more in the 
keen, sweet, young dampness. She strode briskly down the deserted street. Her fine 
bronze eyebrows were drawn down to where they met. "Good Lord! Damn!"--Cecil 
swore very prettily and modernly--"What rotten taste! Not frankness, whatever it might 
seem outwardly; not frankness, but devious excuses! Some more of Adrian's hated past-
generation stuff! And yet--no! The woman was sincere--perfectly! She had meant it--that 
about her husband. And she was lovely--and she was fine, too! It was impossible to deny 
it. But--a childless woman! About that drunken tailor's model of a husband! And then--



Uncle Henry! ..." Cecil threw back her head; her eyes gleamed in the wet radiance of a 
corner lamp; she laughed without making a sound, and entirely without amusement.  

But it is not true that good health is static, no matter how carefully looked after. And, 
despite the present revolt against the Greek spirit, Time persists in being bigotedly Greek. 
The tragedy--provided one lives long enough--is always played out to its logical 
conclusion. For every hour you have spent, no matter how quietly or beautifully or 
wisely, Nemesis takes toll in the end. You peter out; the engine dulls; the shining coin 
wears thin. If it's only that it is all right; you are fortunate if you don't become greasy, too, 
or blurred, or scarred. And Mr. McCain had not spent all his hours wisely or beautifully, 
or even quietly, underneath the surface. He suddenly developed what he called "acute 
indigestion."  

"Odd!" he complained, "and exceedingly tiresome! I've been able to eat like an ostrich all 
my life." Adrian smiled covertly at the simile, but his uncle was unaware that it was 
because in Adrian's mind the simile applied to his uncle's conscience, not his stomach.  

It was an odd disease, that "acute indigestion." It manifested itself by an abrupt tragic 
stare in Mr. McCain's eyes, a whiteness of cheek, a clutching at the left side of the breast; 
it resulted also in his beginning to walk very slowly indeed. One day Adrian met Carron, 
his uncle's physician, as he was leaving a club after luncheon. Carron stopped him. "Look 
here, Adrian," he said, "is that new man of your uncle's--that valet, or whatever he is--a 
good man?"  

Adrian smiled. "I didn't hire him," he answered, "and I couldn't discharge him if I 
wanted--in fact, any suggestion of that kind on my part, would lead to his employment 
for life. Why?"  

"Because," said Carron, "he impresses me as being rather young and flighty, and some 
day your uncle is going to die suddenly. He may last five years; he may snuff out to-
morrow. It's his heart." His lips twisted pityingly. "He prefers to call it by some other 
name," he added, "and he would never send for me again if he knew I had told you, but 
you ought to know. He's a game old cock, isn't he?"  

"Oh, very!" agreed Adrian. "Yes, game! Very, indeed!"  

He walked slowly down the sunlit courtway on which the back door of the club opened, 
swinging his stick and meditating. Spring was approaching its zenith. In the warm May 
afternoon pigeons tumbled about near-by church spires which cut brown inlays into the 
soft blue sky. There was a feeling of open windows; a sense of unseen tulips and 
hyacinths; of people playing pianos.... Too bad, an old man dying that way, his hand 
furtively seeking his heart, when all this spring was about! Terror in possession of him, 
too! People like that hated to die; they couldn't see anything ahead. Well, Adrian 
reflected, the real tragedy of it hadn't been his fault. He had always been ready at the 
slightest signal to forget almost everything--yes, almost everything. Even that time when, 
as a sweating newspaper reporter, he had, one dusk, watched in the park his uncle and 
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