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Evan Early believed passionately in only one 
thing: the right of any man to live his life 
any way he pleased. Did that make him a spy? 

A Glass ol Water 

A MAN named Evan Early was on his way to a reception 
for a young American composer who had recently had a 
concerto for piano and orchestra performed at Carnegie Hall. 
It was a clear, cold night in March, and as the man moved 
toward the reception he could not help wondering once again 
if he had not received the invitation by mistake, for he knew 
nothing about music, had never heard of the composer, and 
had never moved in artistic or intellectual circles. 

Still, the invitation had been unmistakable: his name had 
been correctly spelled, his address had been exact, and he'd 
been asked to telephone if he could make it. He'd thought 
about the matter two days, and then he'd telephoned. He'd 
been cheerfully greeted by a young woman who said she 
was so glad he could come. He had wanted to ask a great 
many questions, but had decided against it. Who was giving 
the reception? Why was it being given? Would he be ex
pected to dress? 

The man stamped his feet as he walked because he felt 
so well. The better he felt the heavier he liked to walk, as 
if this proved how alive he was in spite of his sixty-three 
years. He seldom carried a stick because he was so often 
tempted to use it on people as he came upon them in the 
streets, not in anything like a cruel manner but lightly and 
in a spirit of fun, which he knew would never do, for he 
did not seem to be a man with any capacity at all for horse
play. 

One of his sticks was with him this evening, however, 
and during the first hundred yards of his walk he asked 
himself how it had come to pass that for the .first time in 
almost a year he was abroad with a stick. During the second 
hundred yards of his walk he decided he had picked up the 
stick and taken it along because he was afraid, and wanted 
something with which to protect himself. At the same time 
he knew it might be just as reasonable to believe he'd picked 
up the stick because he'd had a good supper and felt ex
ceptionally well, and a little jaunty. 

The man went to great lengths in his thinking about the 
very simplest sort of things, returning to a matter like the 
drinking of water, for instance, again and again, a moment 
or two at a time, over a period of twenty or thirty years . 
To drink water with enjoyment, that is to say, began years 
ago to intrigue him as being much more meaningful than 
anyone seemed to imagine, and it seemed to him that it was 
proper for him to seek to find out through careful observa
tion what such a thing really meant, what it might be said 
to mean, or what it probably ought to mean. 

The man possessed a rich store of these simple problems 
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which he returned to at random as the spirit moved him, not 
working at any of them diligently, never writing down a 
word about any of them, but allowing them to come and 
go as they pleased. It would not be inaccurate to say of him 
that he was interested in everything but unwilling to spe
cialize _ in anything. 

He had been well enough schooled to have no embar
rassing illusions about himself, but at the same time he had 
never permitted himself to be so ill-mannered as to exclaim 
in public, as so many of his acquaintances had done, that 
he was an ignorant man. He felt that the making of such a 
remark was the boldest and most offensive kind of bragging. 

Evan Early had long ago come to terms with himself 
about his own intelligence, charm, wit, and so on. He could 
not claim many of these qualities, but he had long since 
accepted the likelihood of his being entitled to think of 
himself as a man who was privately capable of intelligence, 
publicly incapable of anything better or worse than charm
less and cold directness. 

This was considered the consquence of his being a rich 
man who had not earned his fortune: an absolutely false 
theory, of course, for while it was true that he had inherited 
his fortune and had managed it soberly, he certainly had not 
inherited the enormous body of qualities which constituted 
his private personality, and it was this cultivated person
ality which put him to speaking directly and without charm, 
for he regarded as inferior all forms of insincerity, social 
excitement, and group enthusiasm. 

He was not a lonely man by any means. He was the father 
of three married daughters, all mothers of children, and 
two sons, one a neurologist with a rather impressive reputa
tion iri the medical world, the other - he took no secret 
pride in admitting it - an imbecile who did nothing but 
marry and divorce and travel. Still, he refused to deny this 
son his share of the fortune Evan Early himself had inherited, 
for he was not sure this son was not the one who deserved 
the very best order of notice, even if he were to end in dis
grace or suicide. 

His wife, only two years his junior, was the only woman 
he had ever known after their marriage, but his faithfulness 
to her had never been an ordeal. If she and he had remained 
strangers over the long years, they had certainly grown to 
be strangers who were charitable toward one another. 

There had been a time, twenty years earlier, when it had 
seemed that his wife was on the verge of falling into any 
number of unhappy potentialities, a time during which their 
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Evan Early had never · looked at the world in any such 
confident manner. He had never believed he could guess 
what was the matter with it, or what to do about it. To begin 
with, he bad always known that only workers were permitted 
by custom to look at the world with critical or covetous eyes, 
and to say how to straighten it out. Hence, he bad not in
vaded a territory which others bad clearly marked out for 
themselves. Still, he had watched the behavior of govern
ments, corporations, industries, and human beings of all 
kinds for the better part of his life and if he had been unable 
to reach any astonishing conclusions about any of them, he 
had never for a moment been able to pretend that the motiva
tion in all of them had not been the same: profit. And the 
technique was invariably the same, too : achieve the end by 
any means, including dishonesty. His conclusion had finally 
come to be that in the perfect world every man would be in 
a position to enjoy the freedom which comes from not being 
oppressed by either ambition or need. But he knew this was 
a very poor economic philosophy, and he did not bother to 
seek any kind of support for it, even for his own benefit. 

He had never had a material need which could not be 
filled if he so desired. His only ambition had been to deliver 
himself from the longing he felt as a young man to choose 
an ambition for himself. 

After the age of thirty he had never bored himself, although 
he was not unwjlling to believe that he had probably bored 
everybody else. He was not a man of improvisation. His 
pleasures were all simple and unaccompanied by hangovers 
of regret or distress. He enjoyed reading history, biography 
and science, but he was not addicted to the printed page. 
He had easy access to the best clubs, but avoided them, find
ing the cheeriness of the members as smug and offensive as 
the blurted but much more reasonable and understandable 
comradeship of the men of the Bowery, where he liked to 
walk now and then. He enjoyed listening to Handel, Haydn 
and Mozart, but only through recordings, in the privacy of 
his home. He turned on the radio at least an hour or so 
every week, but he was always astonished at what he heard, 
even if it happened to be a speech by someone who was 
supposed to be very important in the world. He enjoyed 
motoring, but was never in a hurry to get anywhere in par
ticular. He loved his wife and children soberly, and took the 
world for granted, with thanks for his own undeserved good 
fortune in it. He was neither religious nor irreligious. If he 
believed in anything passionately it was in the right of any 
man to live his life any way he pleased, which accounts for 
his refusal to be altogether scornful of his son who did 
nothing but marry and divorce and travel. 

These thoughts came to Evan Early fleetingly as he waited 
for the proceedings to begin, and as they came he examined 
them, criticized them, put them aside, revised them. He 
remarked, for instance, that he u•as a nonentity, but certainly 
no more of a nonentity than anyone else still alive in the 
world. He also remarked that he U'aJ one of these others . 
Whether they knew it or not, liked it or not, in a sense he 
was one of them . .. because he was alive in the same world. 

By ten o'clock the room was very nearly full. He had 
seen the young composer himself, a man of forty-five or so, 
delicate in health, pale, with sunken eyes, a good man no 
doubt, perhaps a man of authentic genius. The composer 
wore expensive clothes and tried to enjoy his success. 

Half a do?:en waiters worked among the tables quickly 
and efficiently, and although Evan Early had asked for a 
large glass of water more than half an hour ago, it had not 

been brought to him. He enjoyed drinking, but not among 
excited people, and his thirst this night was for water, because 
he felt so well and was so glad it would soon be Spring again. 
He was quite pleased also that no one had -sat at his table . 
He recognized no one at all. It was quite evident that some 
of the guests were more famous or highly-regarded than 
others. He overheard cheerful, witty and excited talk about 
plays, movies, books, music, painting, and of course politics. 
It was all innocent enough, and if you cared for that sort of 
thing perhaps decent enough, too, everyone glad to be there, 
glad to be eager for political harmony in the world , glad to 
be artistic or intellectual, glad to know right from wrong, a 
good social philosophy from a poor one, and so on. 

At last a young man stood upon a small platform on which 
a microphone had been placed. He cleared his throat, smiled, 
nodded, and little by little the people at the tables and along 
the bar quieted down and the young man began to speak. 
He spent a moment praising the concerto for piano and 
orchestra composed by Augustus Havvenner, and then re
marked that it was no accident that Mr. Havvenner had 
entitled his concerto One World. This seemed commendable 
enough to Evan Early, though scarcely original, for he had 
long ago read Wendell Willkie's book bearing that title. It 
seemed strange, however, that when the speaker said One 
W odd the audience cackled, and then broke into applause, 
for there was nothing exciting in the words themselves. 

Evan Early at this point began to notice that everything 
the speaker said seemed to have two meanings, for the 
speaker invariably paused after certain key remarks for the 
awareness he wished to arouse in the audience, or expected 
from them, and this awareness of the second meaning was 
invariably made known to the speaker either by joyous ex
clamations or applause, or both. 

The speaker said, for instance, "The other day I met a 
Russian," paused, listened to the joy and applause, and then 
said, "To tell you the truth, at first I didn't even know he 
u •as a Russian." He paused again, with the same result. 

This was quite bewildering to Evan Early. He was sin
cerely interested in the meeting of the speaker and the 
Russian, whoever the Russian was. But the speaker and the 
audience refused to let the story be told . In a matt~ of two 
or three hundred words the talk had become a preposterous 
message in code that was absolutely meaningless and yet to 
the audience seemed most profoundly meaningful and won
derful. 

Evan Early was glad when the young speaker introduced 
the composer himself. He was so glad in fact that he ~ave 
no particular importance to the speaker's final remark: "Spies 
or no spies in our midst, it is an honor to introduce a man 
who through the medium of music is fearlessly attacking 
reaction, propaganda, and war-mongering." 

Evan Early would not have committed this remark to 
memory had not the composer begun his speech by saying, 
"And I say spies or not spies, I shall go on with the attack!" 

"Spies or not spies?" Evan Early thought. "Who can they 
possibly mean ' Why would there be spies at a meeting of 
artists and intellectuals? What sort of spies? Who would 
they be spying for?" It was very strange. Evan Early wondered 
if he was being thought of as a spy. But such a thing was 
pure fantasy. Still, one absurd innuendo followed another. 
Perhaps he had made a mistake to come to the reception. Was 
he making everybody uncomfortable? Had someone played 
a trick on him? He decided quickly that his thoughts were 
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nonsense and sat back in his chair to enjoy the new experi
. ence of seeing and hearing truly zealous if tiresome people. 

The speaker after the composer was a foreign correspond
ent recently returned from China who spoke more clearly 
and dispassionately than the first two speakers. And then a 
lawyer spoke with a great deal of passion about legal pro
cedure in America. When the lawyer came to the end of his 
speech he was perspiring and angry. He removed his glasses 
from his face, dried them with a handkerchief, dried his eyes, 
dried his face, and then said in a hushed voice, "And now 
it is my pleasure to introduce a man who is so well known 
to all of us that all I need to do is mention his name - Evan 
Early." 
. Evan Early watched the lawyer step down from the plat
form. His eyes were almost · blinded by amazement. He 
listened to applause that was preposterous. It was not just 
ordinary applause: it was hysterical. He got up from his 
chair with the intention of walking to the platform when he 
noticed a fat little man of forty or so with a bald head mak
-ing his way to the platform. When this man stood on the 
platform the volume of the applause increased very swiftly, 
and only after almost half a minute stopped enough for the 
man to begin speaking. 

Rvan Eady sat down to listen to the other Evan Early, 

but alas, this man also spoke with innuendo and excitement. 
After five minutes of it, Evan Early got up and made his way 
to the bar where he asked for and got a large glass of water. 
He drank the water, glanced once more at the other Evan 
Early, and then left the room. 

He walked home and told his wife what had happened. 
"If they had actually asked you to speak," his wife said, 

"what would you have talked abo11t?" 
"Water," Evan Early said. "I was dying of thirst. " 
"Were you terribly astonished?" 
"Terribly. And then delighted." 
"Delighted? Why?" 
"Because I knew I was free again," Evan Early said. "It 

would have been the end of me to be so admired by hyster
ical people. It's certainly the end . of everybody else, and yet 
they seem to prefer it. I'll take a glass of water any day. 
I don't mind being a spy at all." 

" A_ spy? Why, what in the world do you mean?" 
"Oh, nothing, really," Evan Early said. "Still, this business 

of spies is a complicated one. Perhaps I am one, at that." 
His wife glanced at him strangely, and then changed the 

subject, as she always did when she realized again what 
strangers they were to one another, and yet how little it 
really mattered .. 


