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  INTRODUCTION


  THE MAN is at a beach party in Los Angeles, bored by the event and inclined to look at the ocean—“There it was, exactly as advertised,” he notes, and then a girl, a pretty girl, comes into view. She wears shorts, a Basque shirt, and a yachting cap, and she’s carrying a drink. “Her legs glimmered a little in the darkness.” As she walks into the sea she seems to be in control. But then a wave floors her—“She really went under.” He goes in to save her, and that night he manages to be the hero even if his pants are ruined. But there’s no salvation in the long run, not for her, not for him. In the course of this terse novel, they neither of them acquire or deserve names.


  My Face for the World to See was published in 1958, when Alfred Hayes was forty-seven. Born in London, he had left for the United States as a young child and in 1943 was drafted into the American army, and that’s how he had been to Italy where he contributed to the scripts of two famous neorealist movies, Roberto Rossellini’s Paisà, and Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves. Then he came back to America and wrote his most successful novel, The Girl on the Via Flaminia, published in 1949. For the next ten years, he was kept busy in Hollywood and, with or without credit, worked on a series of interesting pictures—Teresa, for Fred Zinnemann; The Lusty Men, by Nicholas Ray; two films for Fritz Lang, Clash by Night and Human Desire; Island in the Sun, an interracial love story that was big at the box office; A Hatful of Rain, an early study of drug addiction, taken from a play by Michael V. Gazzo; The Barbarian and the Geisha, a John Huston picture, starring John Wayne, about Japan in the nineteenth century.


  Hayes was comfortable, though that’s not the same as pleased. The man in this novel seems a success, too, but he has no self-respect. When the girl asks him if he’s writing at one of the studios now, “I said I wasn’t, really; I was writhing.” This girl has been saved from suicide, but the man has his own settled, established disquiet. He is earning “a salary somewhat in excess of what they paid an aged vice- president of a respectable bank.” But he is unconvinced by such credentials. After all, Hayes was a poet (he wrote “Joe Hill”), a novelist of clenched power and dismay, and a man fairly certain that the advertised benefits—the ocean, the movie happiness, marriage—didn’t work out.


  The man has left his wife and a cold marriage in New York, but the forlorn girl walking into the Pacific hardly surprises him. “At this very moment,” he says,


  
    the town was full of people lying in bed thinking with an intense, an inexhaustible, an almost raging passion of becoming famous if they weren’t already famous, and even more famous if they were; or of becoming wealthy if they weren’t already wealthy, or wealthier if they were.... There were times when the intensity with which they wanted these things impressed me. There was even, at times, a certain legitimacy to their desires. But it seemed to me, or at least it had seemed to me in the few years I had been coming and going from this town, there was something finally ludicrous, finally unimpressive about even the people who had all the things so coveted by all the people who did not have them.

  


  Hayes is the dry poet of the things we think about while lying in bed, when sleep refuses to carry us off. As this novel begins, the man seems in the superior position. He is older than the girl; he has a career; he watches her and the ocean from an upper balcony. Then he asks if she’d like to have dinner—she is pretty—and soon enough, the words will slip out of him, the unfelt, “I love you,” rather as he might have someone say that in a movie script. Isn’t that the kind of thing people are supposed to say? Moreover, the girl is a failure. Hoping to act, she does only auditions, and the tenuousness of her personality suggests the ordeals she may have faced at those occasions. She has been ill. She has a shrink who is holding off billing her until she makes it. When the lover takes her to a bullfight in Tijuana (a magnificent, remorseless scene) she is emotionally devastated.


  One night as they are in bed together in his house, he watches her asleep. She is moaning, grinding her teeth. She cries out, “No, no.” He decides their affair is a mistake.


  
    I thought: she shouldn’t sleep with anybody if she doesn’t wish them to know her secrets. It was something more than her nakedness: more than the exhaustion after love. She was in the bed as she would be in a ditch or a field. She slept like someone who could not go any further and had already come too far. I stretched myself out beside her, a stranger, a spy, sharing the warmth of the bed. Morning seemed immeasurably far.

  


  But then the man falls asleep and when he wakes up the girl is gone. At six o’clock she got up, dressed, and walked the streets searching for a taxi. This seems like another facet of her neurosis, and later the man asks why she did such a thing. They are talking on the phone and he thinks he is exploring her problems. But suddenly she tells him she was frightened.


  What frightened her, he wants to know.


  It was him.


  
    “In your sleep.... Don’t you know? You screamed out, several times; and cursed; and then once you began to cry.... You seemed to be suffering, and it was awful: the way you cursed. There must be someone, or something, you hate very much.”

  


  It’s such an economical revelation, and the proof that no one knows enough in Hayes’s world. We all cry out in our sleep. Yet still these people have no names. It’s a simple withholding, a withering eloquence, and it’s almost as if the inevitable disaster of the story is being guarded against by the lovers never quite being registered or given the ego of names. The novel is only 130 pages. You can read it quickly if you have the stomach for it, yet you know it’s slipping downhill. You want to wonder if it might have been prompted by a real incident, but Hayes writes without sentimentality, special pleading, or any faith in forgiveness. It’s a love story that is wary of using the word “love,” and it is so removed from the constant, hysterical romance of Hollywood in the 1950s. You can see how a man like Hayes might have written this book without ever mentioning it to anyone in the town or its business.


  I find the title mysterious, because in so many ways this is a story about an emotional cover-up. Though it is written in the first person, and lacks little in candor, it has the conviction that such matters should be buried. So if you read the book now, I think you may feel how far it cuts across the declaratory or boastful grain of better-known books from the 1950s, not just Norman Mailer but the kind of big novels of that era that he set up against himself in the heavyweight championship of the novel.


  A lot of Hayes’s writing turns inward. He likes long paragraphs that seem intent on mining their way towards some bleak but inward point. He does not often bother to notice the larger world or its solemn issues, and he is drawn time and again to solitude and loneliness. There is no rapture in this love story. The two people are never convinced of it, or deluded by hope. Yet, more than fifty years later, Hayes strikes me as more interesting and honest than so many of those famous novelists of the era. That was perhaps the last age in which novelists reckoned they had a chance of being important public figures, sorting out our Truths. Hayes took it for granted that he was only “writhing,” so he eliminated all the obvious Hollywood set pieces (some of which are very entertaining in Mailer’s The Deer Park). The action stays imprisoned in wretched apartments that resist any hint of home, a few clubs or restaurants, or at the beach.


  Alfred Hayes died in 1985. His screenwriting lasted through the ’70s and he wrote several episodes of The Alfred Hitchcock Hour for television. He was twice nominated for an Oscar (Paisà and Teresa), yet it is time we recognized him as the author of two novels no reader will easily forget. But it is embedded in Hayes’s view of the world that there is neither justice nor redemption. Just admitting what happened.


  —DAVID THOMSON


  MY FACE FOR THE WORLD TO SEE


  1


  IT WAS a party that had lasted too long; and tired of the voices, a little too animated, and the liquor, a little too available, and thinking it would be nice to be alone, thinking I’d escape, for a brief interval, those smiles which pinned you against the piano or those questions which trapped you wriggling in a chair, I went out to look at the ocean.


  There it was, exactly as advertised, a dark and heavy swell, and far out the lights of some delayed ship moving slowly south. I stared at the water, across a frontier of a kind, while behind me, from the brightly lit room with its bamboo bar and its bamboo furniture, the voices, detailing a triumph or recounting a joke, of those people who were not entirely strangers and not exactly friends, continued. It seemed silly to stay, tired as I was and the party dying; it seemed silly to go, with nothing home but an empty house.


  Below me, there was the beach; and now a girl came out of one of the bedrooms downstairs, dressed in a pair of shorts and a basque shirt, with a yachting cap on her head, and carrying in her hand a cocktail glass. She moved carefully and gaily out over the sand, balancing the glass, with the store-bought captain’s hat on her dark hair, and I could see her in the light coming from the house. Her legs had, in the very tight shorts, and in the darkness, a special whiteness. She went down to the edge of the surf and very deliberately there took a long drink from the glass and cocked her head a little to look at the stars. It made quite a picture: the sea, the shorts, the cocktail, and I assumed she was perfectly aware of the composition; but then, so was I, lingering out here on the porch, smoking a carefully meditative cigarette. I thought I’d seen her before somewhere: at least I’d seen the white legs, the long hair, the jaunty cap before; posed, sometimes, against the sail of a sloop at Balboa on a crowded weekend, or sitting up on a stool at the bar about four o’clock in the afternoon at Ocean House, if you were a member and had a cabaña, and the odds were she wasn’t. She’d been invited there, to Ocean House, as she’d been invited aboard that sloop in Balboa, and not usually alone; usually, there were three or four other girls, whose legs were equally long, and whose hair curled at the shoulders just so. I couldn’t see her face, but it didn’t matter: I was sure who she was, more or less, and I was sure she was experiencing, out there, with the water curled about her ankles, some divine rapport with the sea. Then, holding the glass, as though she were holding a chalice of some kind, in a private ceremony, she began to walk into the ocean. Her legs glimmered a little in the darkness. She paused to drink again, deliberately, from the glass, and then the undertow did something to the sand she was on and she fell. That delighted me. The little rump was now thoroughly wet, and the yachting cap was off her head. She stood up, confronting the Pacific, not making now quite the fascinating silhouette she had presented to the indifferent sky a few minutes before. She looked now a thoroughly discomfited nymph. I leaned down, my elbows on the railing of the small porch, enjoying her disaster. I was somewhat sick of all of them: their casual denims, and beachcombing sneakers, and t-shirts; their ginghams and halters and sandals; their candors and all their sunburned charms.


  The girl wavered a little now, with the cap gone and the cocktail glass at sea, and then she began to walk deeper into the ocean. She was pushing out into the water now, and she evidently wasn’t, as I had thought, wading. A big breaker came in and she went under. She really went under. I shouted something and jumped off the porch.
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  ON THE sand she coughed and tried to retch. Saliva hung out of her mouth, and there was seaweed clinging to her legs. She kept trying to speak. They’d come out of the house now, and I kept her down on the sand with difficulty and I straddled her and tried to pump the water out. I felt rather silly, and the position was obscene, and the damn sand was all over my slacks, and then the two cocker spaniels started to bark thinking it was some sort of game. Finally, she vomited. It all came up, the salt water and the gin and the food she’d had, a mess. She wasn’t pretty at all. It was a nuisance, and ugly. Of course, the dogs had to come over and smell it.


  But at least she could breathe now; or rather, wheeze.


  They wrapped her in blankets and took her into the house and put her close to the fire and gave her a cup of hot coffee. Nobody seemed too intensely upset. I got the impression they more or less expected climaxes like these at the parties they gave.


  “Who brought her?”


  “Benson, wasn’t it? She’s going to taste salty for a week.”


  “Somebody ought to put a picket fence around that ocean. It’s a public menace.”


  “Look at the poor thing shiver.”


  “Shut those dogs up.”


  She looked like a little girl now, the face washed of all color. She was shivering uncontrollably; and she crouched in front of the fire, with the blanket about her, as though waiting to be scolded, and waiting to be punished. I felt sorry for her, and obscurely annoyed; besides, I hadn’t been conveniently wearing shorts. I said to Charlie: “Christ, when you do invite me to a party, this happens.”


  He shook his head. “A kid like that. She’s probably been at the martinis too much.”


  “Sure.”


  “They just don’t know how to drink.”


  “Next party you invite me to, I’ll carry a respirator.”


  I went upstairs to borrow a pair of Charlie’s pants and a sweatshirt to drive home in.


  3


  HOME WAS an apartment I’d rented on the boulevard. It wasn’t bad: a little too bridal, perhaps; the girl I’d taken it from had gone off to Europe to forget an unsuccessful marriage which had been followed by an apparently unsuccessful divorce. The apartment was something she’d put together between husbands, and it was, in a way, quite a little love nest. There was a small bar off the living room with two upholstered bar stools, and on the wall over the bar there were large bullfight posters she’d brought back with her from Mexico City. I gathered it was in Mexico City the marriage had been unsuccessful, and that the husband she had gone to Europe to forget had been a Mexican. She had implied that the husband hadn’t quite forgiven her for being a gringa, and in Mexico was rather ashamed of having an American for a wife, despite all the efforts she had made to conform to his idea of what a wife, married to a Mexican, should be. It was apparently, from what she had told me, a love affair that had been quite exciting in the States, and a complete failure in Mexico City. At any rate, she’d set the apartment up, cozy and excessively frilled, and had done the bedroom all in white, a white chenille spread and white curtains and even the alarm clock white, and fixed the bar up, with the bullfight pictures and tiny Chianti bottles in their wicker skirts hanging from the molding below the ceiling, and a couch with a great many cushions apparently to lie down on when the bar stools became uncomfortable, and she tried to forget the marriage as well as the divorce. But from the evidence it hadn’t worked, despite the décor and the lavishly bridal effect she gave the apartment, so she’d gone off to Europe with six months’ rent I’d given her in advance, and now I slept in the bed she’d probably had great hopes of. One of the additional imaginative touches she’d given the place was to thrust into the bull’s hump on the poster directly over the bar two banderillas which were sustained by nearly invisible threads from the ceiling. It made, all in all, for quite picturesque living, the bridal business in the bedroom and the lithographed bulls with those poniards sticking out of them off the living room, and the nearly complete collection of cold creams and deodorants in the medicine cabinet. It had, though, the disadvantage of striking me, when I was in a bad mood, as murderously cute, and of, now and then, urging me to reconstruct those inevitable scenes which must have transpired when my landlady had tried desperately to get over her marital sorrows. The walls of the apartment weren’t precisely thick: I could hear the couple upstairs, a thin angular Russian who was the maître d’ at a balalaika restaurant and who had a wife with immense gold hoops in her ears; or the publicity man next door, in front of whose apartment an alarming pile of unread newspapers had a tendency to collect; and in the rear, two girls, both blonde, both fresh-looking, who worked in an aircraft factory and shared a place together. These composed the tenants I was able to glimpse now and then. I never did find out who the other inhabitants of the building were; I could hear fragments of them; their ice cubes clinking, the exhausts of their cars, or, late at night, a more or less casual goddamn as somebody broke something. They weren’t particularly evasive, nor did they make any particular effort to seclude themselves: there was just something invisible, I found, about everybody who lived in the town.
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  I TOOK a hot shower and went to bed. Occasionally, a car went by in the street; occasionally, there was the sound of a bird in a tree. I did not feel, in the darkness, lost or in despair or even unhappy. My throat burned a little, but that was because I smoked too much: it seemed somewhat ironic to have only that as a concern lying there in the darkness. I’d been coming here now, to this place, off and on for about five years. I’d work for a few months at one of the studios and then I’d go back to New York. It was not a disadvantageous arrangement. I did not feel, or at least I did not think I felt, superior to the things which concerned these people here. At this very moment, the town was full of people lying in bed thinking with an intense, an inexhaustible, an almost raging passion of becoming famous if they weren’t already famous, and even more famous if they were; or of becoming wealthy if they weren’t already wealthy, or wealthier if they were; or powerful if they weren’t powerful now, and more powerful if they already were. There were times when the intensity with which they wanted these things impressed me. There was even, at times, a certain legitimacy to their desires. But it seemed to me, or at least it had seemed to me in the few years I had been coming and going from this town, there was something finally ludicrous, finally unimpressive about even the people who had all the things so coveted by all the people who did not have them. It was difficult to say why. It might have been only a private blindness, a private indifference which prevented me from seeing how gratifying the possession of power or the possession of fame could be. Whatever money did, it didn’t do the things it was popularly supposed to do, and I thought I could speak with a certain minor authority on the matter because now for several months a year I earned a salary somewhat in excess of what they paid an aged vice-president of a respectable bank. I no longer spoke with the suspect voice of poverty. My hostility, if there was still hostility in me toward the rich, now seemed to flow from another source: a feeling, not quite identifiable, that there was something sinister about the way these people lived. But then, how could this life possibly be sinister? What harm could there be in the Braque bought in an art shop in Paris and now featured over the low couch against the pale wall? What danger could accrue from the immense albums of records stored in the living room or the den with the brick fireplace and the spotless desk? Why should it strike me darkly that a huge refrigerator, with Coca-Cola perpetually on ice, and grapes kept perfectly cold by a servant, stood on the patio beside the thirty-foot pool? Why did I persist in reacting so oddly to all their comforts, their acquisitions, their rarities, their cool, large and enviable homes? The fault, most likely, was in myself; they weren’t, perhaps, sinister at all. It was only a kind of voracity which struck me so, an insatiety that gave off, perhaps, a slight aura of the sinister. Well, I wasn’t going to be eaten, too. My head, on a platter at La Rue’s; my kidneys, in a pie, at Chasen’s.


  Besides, I had an idea they’d find me indigestible: at least, so I hoped. But one had to be careful. One had to be exceedingly careful. They’d have you skewered and barbecued and on a dish in no time at all if you weren’t careful.


  Meanwhile, outside, in the absurdly semitropical night, the geraniums grew. Snails, with their tiny horns, inched down the concrete driveways. Banana trees flourished at the edge of parking lots, and there were lovebirds, paired, in those garages renovated into bachelor quarters in the small canyons where, even now, bobcats came down to feed, and raccoons investigated the garbage pails.


  I thought of my wife. She was at a distance. The distance was in itself beneficial. I supposed I was being again uncharitable. She was what she was: I was what I was. That, when you came down to it, was the most intolerable thing of all. If only she weren’t, now and then, what she was, always. If she’d let up a little or knock it off a little or hang it out for a good airing once in a little while. God, marriage. No: it wasn’t marriage. There wasn’t, even on close examination, any other available institution you could substitute. There seemed to be nothing but marriage, when you thought of it, and when you thought of it, my God, was that all there was? That, and raising a family. That, and earning a living. That, and calling the undertaker.


  She’d wanted to come out here this time: I’d persuaded her not to. There had been difficulty with the persuasion. She didn’t much like the idea of my going off alone for the four months. She liked it less each time I went. The necessity for my going off alone was becoming, with the years, increasingly subtle. Now she had come to a point where she rarely argued the complicated reasons for my going; she’d become increasingly aggressive, now. I supposed somebody had told her to assert herself, somebody had suggested she ought to share my life, and the trips I took, which I only rarely took. Nevertheless, I’d managed, once more, to go off alone.


  Alone; it was the one active passion I had left now, the only real obsession. I had acquired, I hoped, with the passage of the years, the bad years, a measure of patience, and I thought of myself as being somewhat tight-mouthed, and even persevering, virtues I had always so conspicuously lacked, and I thought the time was at last gone when I had exhausted myself with futile rebellions. The rebellions seemed now, from this cool distance, this slight eminence I had achieved, silly and wasteful, and it was cunning that now struck me as the valuable quality to have, the distinctive characteristic. There had been so much blind impetuosity in the past; there had been so many indiscriminate wounds inflicted; I had lacerated myself as well as others so unhappily so many times. Now I fought, or it seemed to me I was fighting, a much sounder although a much more limited and more circumspect war: it consisted mostly of careful withdrawals, of very conscious retreats.


  I was almost asleep when I realized with a start that the cigarette had fallen out of my hand. The blanket was beginning to smolder. It was the third time this week it had happened. I put the cigarette out carefully in the ashtray beside the bed. The bird continued to call quite clearly in the darkness. I was glad that I was alone, that the other half of the bed was unoccupied, that the bird was calling, that when I awoke the apartment would be as quiet as it was now. There was, for a moment, a fleeting reluctance to fall asleep again, an odd sort of fear of sleep. I supposed it was the episode with the girl at the beach. I was holding on too tightly to something. That was silly: there was nothing to be afraid of; and then I began to feel myself drift away, slowly, the bird’s song diminishing, into the unguardedness of sleep.
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  I DON’T think I’d expected her to call. I’d wondered a little about her, at work, the day after, but it was only an idle sort of speculation. What struck me was the somewhat ironical idea that I’d rescued somebody. I’d actually jumped: and then, the business of resuscitation. I had almost the impression of having had something happen. When she did telephone, two days later (evidently she had debated whether she ought to or not), I discovered that my dragging her out of the sea was responsible for a strange influence which seemed to be at work on me: it gave an oddly proprietary air to everything I said to her. Rescuing her, I could see, had been an intimate act, and a relationship of a kind had come into existence between us. She’d strangled on the sea water; she’d lain exposed on the sand, with all affectation gone, vomiting; she’d been like that in my arms even before I knew her or had spoken to her, before there was any other knowledge or any other emotion between us.


  When she called, I didn’t at first recognize the voice on the phone: I realized I hadn’t, that night on the beach, ever heard her speak. She was calling to thank me.


  “How do you feel?”


  “All right.”


  She hadn’t, she said, had a chance to apologize, and she wanted to, now; it was why she was calling. The voice was quite low, quite shy, even diffident. She didn’t want to disturb me, I was probably busy, but she had felt she really ought to, and I got somehow the impression that she had asked someone, possibly Charlie, who I was, and possibly even what I did; and that it had had an influence of some sort. I said there was nothing, really, to thank me for, though it was a rather large ocean, quite extensive and demonstrably bottomless, and she ought, especially on occasions when I was wearing a decent pair of slacks, to stay away from it. She sounded a little stricken at that: she had been a bother, hadn’t she? As though what she had done was somewhat unforgivable because it had disturbed the normal drinking and the standard fun; and then she wondered if anybody had said anything.


  She meant, of course, disapprovingly.


  Because, after all, it wasn’t pleasant to think the next morning, as she obviously had, that you’d made some sort of spectacle of yourself. She supposed they had something to say, particularly the women. Besides, she must have looked awful in that chair, wrapped up in that blanket, with her hair drenched like that, sipping the hot coffee. I smiled at the phone. Was I sure that she wasn’t disturbing me? I reassured her that it was quite all right, her telephoning, and that at the party nobody had said anything uncomplimentary or really unkind; that everyone there had been more or less solicitous. Besides, she could hardly have expected to come out of the Pacific immaculate.


  But she felt all right now, didn’t she? I asked again.


  “Yes.”


  So diffident a yes.


  “And you’ll stay away from the ocean?”


  She promised in that small, that hesitant voice, as a child promises not to climb again the dangerous fence from which it’s fallen. She had, of course, been bad, and bothered the people, and been a nuisance about blankets and coffee and wet clothes. She was waiting to be, there at the other end of the phone, as I remembered she’d been in front of the fire, reprimanded. A scolding would complete the incident for her. I recognized, too, that the conversation contained for me some odd element of phantasy. I didn’t entirely credit her with wanting to disappear permanently into that sea: at least, not with a yachting cap on her head and a cocktail glass in her hand. We were both, of course, pretending that she hadn’t been serious about it, that it was just an awkward kind of mishap, as though she’d tripped somewhere, carrying a tray, and my slacks were at the cleaners now because she’d been a little clumsy.


  “Martinis aren’t very good with salt water, you know.”


  “They’re not, are they?”


  I imagined the smile she was giving the phone. A smile somewhat wan, somewhat difficult. I thought of her as she had looked huddled in the blanket: colorless, exhausted.


  “Would you like to go to dinner?”


  “Dinner?”


  “Yes. But not sea food.”


  She didn’t laugh even a little, dutifully, at the joke. She paused. Then: “You don’t have to,” she said.


  “Tomorrow night?”


  “If you like.”


  “Give me your address.”


  I wrote it down on the desk blotter.
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  SHE HAD a black cat. It regarded me yellowly through the window screen when I rang her doorbell. On the walk some kid had left a tricycle, and there was a cap pistol discarded beside it. There was a garage in the rear with the inevitable geraniums growing wild against it, and at the curb a stunted palm tree, its lower fronds dying.


  She called: “Come in.”


  She was standing in front of a long mirror attached to the bathroom door. She had the door swung half open into the living room and as I came into the apartment she was turned so that she could see how the seams of her stockings were and how her skirt hung. She glanced up and said hello, and smiled, a somewhat awkward smile, and then she said: “I’ll just be a minute.”


  The place she lived in struck me bleakly. I’d expected, I suppose, a certain limited luxury: I’d become accustomed to the apartments I went to being somewhat more opulently furnished than hers. I’d forgotten, apparently, girls still lived like this.


  “Won’t you sit down?” she said.


  Since there was only a narrow bed, covered, against the wall, to sit on, and a green chair, I chose the chair. She’d evidently put the place together out of a second-hand store. The naked floor badly needed a rug. There was a drypoint etching over the bed, the room’s sole picture: two girls, in what seemed a Grecian background. One leaned on an elbow gazing into the slumbering face of the other. The girl asleep was naked.


  Upstairs, someone ran across the floor.


  She smiled apologetically. It was the upstairs neighbor’s boy: the owner of the cap pistol and the tricycle. Obviously, upstairs there were no rugs either.


  “Doesn’t it bother you?” I said.


  No; she didn’t mind. She did wish, though, they could persuade the little monster to go to bed before ten. Ten o’clock seemed to be the hour he ultimately collapsed.


  She had for me, still, at this time, standing there at the mirror and adjusting a pair of earrings in the lobes of her ears, a somewhat disconcerting quality. I had expected her to look less a stranger. The thing was, I’d found her so completely transfigured: a pretty girl, getting dressed, when my last thought of her was of someone huddled in a blanket; I’d gotten, coming into the room, a quick impression of a trimness, a slenderness, and of very dark, rather fine eyes. The transformation was complete: there wasn’t anything here, visibly, of the girl, somewhat drunk, convulsively shivering in front of a fire. It was the first of the surprises.


  “Would you like a drink?” she said. “I think there’s a little gin in the kitchen, and some vermouth.”


  She went on adjusting the pearls in her ears.


  I went into the kitchen. She’d been wrong; there wasn’t any gin: there were, though, two empty gin bottles under the kitchen sink, and on the stove a pot of crusted oatmeal. I went back into the living room. She was sorry about the gin. The black cat rubbed itself against the silk of her legs.


  “What’s his name?”


  “Morgan.”


  “He is black, isn’t he?”


  She’d found Morgan, mewing, lost, a few weeks old, out on the highway. She didn’t know how it wasn’t killed. It was so pretty. All black, and covered with fleas, wobbling on its legs, and not even able at the time to lap milk out of a saucer. She’d fed it with an eyedropper. Hadn’t Morgan grown up beautiful? Sleek and black, the cat walked between her legs. He’d grown up like any male, though: out all night.


  “I didn’t want him at first,” she said. “I’d had one and a car killed it. I didn’t want to love this one too and then have something happen.”


  She went into the bathroom, and I permitted myself a slower look at the apartment. She had the usual books. I could have guessed the copy of Emily Dickinson; and, inevitably, the Indian Love Lyrics. The ex-libris was dated ten years before. It would be the reading she had done at sixteen. There were exclamation marks, in heavy pencil, in the margins. Evidently someone named Paul had give her the copy: the inscription was in memory of “a certain night.”


  Again, upstairs, the inexhaustible boy ran across the floor.


  She hadn’t any money: that was fairly obvious. I’d wandered into an “unsuccessful” life again. I found I didn’t much like any more the way it looked, or the odor it gave off, or the barrenness it revealed. I frowned a little, surprised that I had somewhere learned to feel like that. Later, I discovered she was rather proud of having managed the apartment so; she gave, or tried to give me, the impression that she lived the way she wished to live, despite the bleakness of it, and she was not discontented. The lamp, picked up at a sale and painted, she thought attractive and ingenious; she was quite proud of the way she had manipulated the bed; the radio-victrola, with its albums labeled with strips of adhesive tape, was her most cherished possession. There was a noisy rush of water from the bathroom, and she appeared, ready for the evening, a smile she had chosen, I thought, from a small collection of smiles she kept for occasions like this, fixed upon her face.
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  AFTER dinner, we went to the Club Sierra, one of the more accessible Negro clubs on Central Avenue. She appeared to know the place. We sat at a miniature table, in the crowded room, listening to the five-piece combination, and we danced, once, on the tiny platform that served as a dance floor, with the spotlight conveniently subdued, and the faces, black and white, mutually flushed and mutually sweating, and then eventually there was a floor show of a kind. Dinner had been awkward; and now, at the Sierra, she seemed to be making an effort to enjoy herself, she seemed to like the music and the crowd; but I could see it was difficult for her. Something quite heavy, quite immovable, weighed her down. I wondered again, lightly, whether she’d simply been drunk, that night at the party, or whether the attempt had been genuine. I couldn’t tell. I mentioned, once, the martini she’d been carrying.


  “In my hand?” she said, as though astonished; and when I explained that she had raised the cocktail in a celebrant gesture of some sort to what could be seen of a rather sober moon, she gave that small ambiguous smile again, as though it were another girl and it was only something silly the other girl had done. “Don’t you remember what you did?” I asked.


  Apparently she didn’t: I thought it odd, and looked at her somewhat doubtfully. But she never remembered anything the next day.


  “You’re fortunate,” I said, “there was a next day.”


  “Oh,” she said, “nothing very fatal happens to me. The water would have sobered me up. I swim very well.”


  “Not in that undertow.” I hesitated. I was curious; having her here, before me, someone I’d rescued, someone who’d tried, if she’d really tried, to kill herself, gave her a singularity; almost, I found, a distinctiveness. “You didn’t really intend to do it, did you?” I asked.


  “What?”


  “The fatal something.”


  She seemed to genuinely try to remember. “I don’t think so,” she said, carefully. It left the possibility open. I thought: she’s not quite telling the truth, she simply wants to avoid talking about it. It seemed the more normal explanation. “Besides,” she said, seeing me frown, “it was the martinis. It’s been months since I’ve had as much to drink. I promised Dr. Ritter I wouldn’t.”


  “Dr. Ritter?”


  “An analyst I go to.”


  So there was a doctor. I wondered if I’d expected a doctor. Then I decided that, yes, the existence of a doctor, somewhere, should not have been unexpected.


  She looked at me: “The sea’s the source of all life.”


  “What?”


  “My father used to say that when I was little and we went to the ocean.”


  “But we don’t return to it.”


  “Don’t we, eventually?” she said. “There’s so much more water than land.”


  “Did your father tell you that, too?”


  “No.”


  There was a pause then. She looked up. “But that shouldn’t be so important,” she said. “I mean, whether I did or not. The only thing is Dr. Ritter would have been horribly disappointed. I’d hate it if he knew.”


  “Why?”


  “He’s the only human being I know who has any trust in me.”


  “You shouldn’t drink then.”


  “I don’t, now. I’ve been good for months. It was awful a year ago.”


  “What was awful a year ago?”


  “Everything.”


  It was that vague; and I didn’t question her further. She said, then, that she’d come from a small town near San Diego and she’d lived here now five years. She was, of course, in that loose category, an actress. She’d come because of, more or less, the usual compulsions: “my face for the world to see,” she said, quoting something I couldn’t identify. It was a pretty face, and I supposed somebody had convinced her it should be seen, and under the greatest magnification. “Do you go out much?” I asked. Rarely, she said. She was alone a great deal of the time. “This is the first night I’ve been out in weeks.”


  “Really?”


  I didn’t quite believe her about that, either. She seemed to be implying that with the exception of the party at Charlie’s, and this night, she’d been clinging closely to that bleak apartment of hers. But, later, I found it to be somewhat true: she had lived, for some months, a comparatively solitary life.


  Christmastime she always went home. Mother would be waiting at the airport and they’d drive out to the small white bungalow they lived in now, and there would be goose or turkey for Christmas dinner. Some of the neighbors would drop in afterward, girls she’d gone to school with or played jacks or softball with, for she’d been on the girls’ softball team, long ago, in a life she hardly remembered now. She slept in the living room on the living-room couch because there was only one bedroom, and she had, under her mother’s watchful eye, one cocktail before dinner. Daddy didn’t drink so much now, which was nice, and Mother was happier, at least happier than she’d been. She’d stay there, the whole week, trying to be kind, and the neighbors would call, curious, a little envious, for she was, after all, the successful daughter who’d gone away and was living what to them seemed a glamorous life in what to them was a glamorous place, and she’d lie as best she could about whom she’d met and who her friends were and what pictures she’d been called for. They thought it was wonderful. They envied her. But it was wearying, finally. She was so glad at last to get on the plane again, and to be going away. It depressed her, the signs of visible age overtaking her parents. If she could only buy them the small house she had always planned to buy them when she was successful. She felt a stiffening of her resolution to make money. But it was depressing being with them; so exhausting; she liked Mother, and Daddy was a dear, but it was so depressing after the tree was decorated and the gifts were exchanged and the big Christmas goose and the ice cream and the brandy were all finally done with. She had to pretend so in the house. She had to be so much the daughter, and there was nothing really she dared talk about to Mother; besides, they’d prefer not to know. Well, it was only a few days a year, thank God. On the plane back she could hardly wait for the smoky and sullen bed of neons that was Los Angeles from the air.


  “You’re married, aren’t you?” she said at the table. The floor show had ended and the dancing had begun again.


  “A little. Why?”


  “Nothing. Doesn’t your wife mind you going out like this?”


  “She’s in New York.”


  “Oh.”


  The small exclamation made me look at her. It suggested a kind of experience. I assumed Charlie had told her I was married, or whomever it was she’d asked; and I assumed she’d asked. She sat there, with the diminutive glass of Scotch, and her face turned to the music as though she were attentively listening.


  “Are their wives usually in New York?” I said.


  “They have a tendency to be.”


  “Does it bother you mine is, too?”


  “Not really. It’s only I promised myself not to go out with a married man again.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s one of the things I shouldn’t do any more.”


  “Is that Dr. Ritter’s advice?”


  “He doesn’t give me advice. He thinks I shouldn’t, that’s all.”


  “Because it’s a pattern?”


  “Yes.”


  “What happened? Did he go back to his wife?”


  She looked up.


  “No,” she said. “He fell in love with someone else. He wrote, too.”


  “Oh.” I paused. “We’ll have to be careful, won’t we?”


  She smiled at that.


  “Yes,” she said. “Very careful.”
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  SHE WENT twice a week, now, to see Dr. Ritter. She had gone through a friend who had urged her to go, and the doctor had been kind. It was difficult for her to talk about herself, she said. She was only learning to now at Dr. Ritter’s, the way she’d learned to read, haltingly, at school. Dr. Ritter’s kindness had been, perhaps, only a professional kindness, a habitual thing toward patients, but it was the first kindness she had known in some time, and she did think he had a special feeling for her. He’d been generous enough (the friend had explained her situation), and had deferred his payments, which were as expensive as the visits to an analyst usually are, and when she had money, in the future of course, she would repay him. She was very proud that he had taken her: a good many people wanted to go to him, because he had a fine reputation, and he had refused them. She explained to me that the deciding factor which usually determined Dr. Ritter’s decision about a patient was his hope or his belief in the patient’s ability to cure himself or herself. It was a co-operative healing; and what she was proud of was the fact that Dr. Ritter must have seen in her enough hope for a cure to justify his taking her on, moneyless at that. She saw it as though the doctor had looked into her, despite her fears of being looked into, and seen inside her, as in a caul, a little huddled fetus of hope. It was what was waiting to be born in her. A new girl: an unexpected girl: an utterly changed girl. That was why, too, the thing that had happened at the beach had been so painful for her; it would be such a disappointment to Dr. Ritter if he knew. She did not want to tell him although she knew that it was very important to tell everything. That was why one went to a doctor. It would be silly to go and to conceal things. One went to a doctor of that kind because one didn’t want any more to conceal things. She had concealed them so long. She wanted everything known, but she was afraid, too, of having everything known. It was such a terrible struggle to be able to speak of what had happened and even to admit they had happened. She had thought that one did things and that was the end of them. They had no consequences provided one didn’t think of them as having consequences. They all happened on the outside to someone you had decided to be at the moment you were doing them. The things which had happened to her, or the things she had done, she had always seemed to do when she was drunk and the consequences always seemed to be taking place when she was again sober. That had seemed in the past one more of the reasons for not being, when it was possible not to be, sober. If you could stay drunk long enough you might be able to avoid the consequences too. You could, she had thought, but no longer thought, it was another of Dr. Ritter’s triumphs, stay drunk right through the consequences.
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  I FOUND she struck the nerve of pathos, somehow; there was an air about her of a somewhat touching injury. It was possibly accentuated by the fact that she was pretty. I might not have been so sympathetic had she not been. I thought the love affair with the married man, hinted at, had something to do with that terrible atmosphere of negativity in which she seemed to move; the love affair, and the defeat of ambition. I supposed there had been other men. That would be inevitable. I wasn’t sure I liked her. There was something admirable about the small independence she exerted, the effort she made to maintain her pride. That was why the apartment was so neat; why the curtains were hemstitched. She wouldn’t go back home. Perhaps she couldn’t. Perhaps it was impossible for her to turn back. She had committed herself to the town. She could succeed or—I supposed that was the explanation of the ocean. It was too bad, though: a pretty girl like that. So many other lives seemed open to her, so many other opportunities. She had only to want them. But the pride, or something like pride, prevented her. Looking at her, it struck me that among the things wrong with her was that she had neither humor nor, really, charm. The eyes were fine, and quite beautiful, and she was undeniably a very pretty girl, but there was no charm in that somewhat rigid face, in the manner so constantly tensed. She hadn’t all evening said anything I could recall as either charming or witty. What she did have, apparently, was a sort of desperateness, which compelled another, and different, sort of appeal.


  “Are you writing at one of the studios now?” she asked. She said it as though it were a happy occupation. I said I wasn’t, really; I was writhing. I was a member, I said, now, of the Screen Writhers Guild.


  She looked at me with a certain hostility as I described, for what I thought was her amusement, my various colleagues whose muted typewriters could be heard in the soundproofed corridors. I recognized it as the hostility of those who had, or thought they had, serious issues at stake in the town. She thought I sounded snobbish, and I did, a little. If I hated the town, she said, and I was unhappy (a breach of protocol here, an act not far distant from treason), why didn’t I go back East?


  Ah, the East.


  But I hated New York too, that immense slum.


  “No,” she said, “I’m serious,” as I tried to turn the conversation. Why, disliking the town, did I come here at all; disliking the work, why did I bother doing it? There was the money; that was a consideration, wasn’t it? Yes, she was quite right: it was a consideration. The fact that the money was made so easily, and in such impressive amounts, gave me the feeling that I’d been a sort of fool in the past about money, and made the long struggle to earn a respectable living slightly grotesque. But there was something odd about the money one made here. Didn’t she feel that? Didn’t she feel there was a phantasmal quality about it? I meant the whole queer business of being abruptly rich and yet being, oddly enough, not rich at all. For it didn’t seem, now, even with the money, which, as she said, was so considerable, that I had any larger sense of security; in some ways, I pointed out, my sense of being secure seemed to have diminished. It was something apparently in the nature of the work itself, this precariousness, this gift which seemed to leave me so ill at ease. Did she feel anything of that? Her dark eyes regarded me: I could see she didn’t quite understand; it was too moot a point for someone who had, at the moment, no money to feel complexly about. The town, and its rewards, had other meanings for her. I said, then, tentatively, that it seemed a bad life to me, the life of an actress in a town like this; I meant, of course, the way she lived, and the inevitable passes made in the inevitable offices; I’d have chosen another life if I were a pretty girl. Would I? she said; I’d have to be a pretty girl first, and then I’d have to choose among the possibilities open to a pretty girl. They weren’t so various; not really. They may have looked various, to someone who wasn’t, but there weren’t so many choices when you knew. As for the town: I needn’t tell her how rotten the town could be. She’d been here five years, and it was a long time, as time went in this town where if anything happened it happened most often quickly or not at all. There wasn’t much you didn’t learn in five years, from the bars in Balboa to the silent little photography dens. Ann O’Neil, did I know her? She’d had a horrible moment; in an office; wearing a low-cut dress; and one of the men (there were apparently several) put his hand casually, unsuspectingly, down the front of it. He’d bet someone they weren’t real.


  “What did she do?”


  “Cried.”


  “Didn’t she spit in his face?”


  “She needed the job.”


  “Not that much.”


  “How much is that much?”


  So I needn’t tell her about the town. She’d circled the average number of desks; she’d dodged hands, ugly and insistent, and said no (the implication was she’d said no) to the insistent voices, and the dangled insistent promises.


  Nevertheless, she wasn’t sure she’d have it different: the town. There was a defiant glint in the dark eyes, now, a touch of challenge. “I wouldn’t stay here, or any place, if I hated it,” and it struck me she wouldn’t: she wouldn’t tolerate, as I did, something I hated. Despite everything, the bare place she lived in, the look she had of injury and defeat, the life one of whose episodes was the thing at the beach, she did not despise or hate the town. I began to understand then that for her it was the best of all places she could be in, an arena perfectly suited for a play in which she was always the permanent heroine whether she succeeded or whether she failed. For even failure, here, would be for her more satisfying (as she explained later) than any life lived out, moderately happy, with a brand-new range and a child and a husband who went off every repetitious morning to work, somewhere else. The town was necessary for her. It was the place she would have, finally, chosen. It wasn’t that she thought it glamorous or anything. That had worn off with the first timid step she had taken into a casting office. Nor even that inevitably someday the erratic and unpredictable spotlight which illuminated the chosen would wheel and illuminate her. She’d now (it was different a year ago, a year ago she’d been sick, a little mad, she’d tell me about it, someday, when we knew each other better) come to acknowledge that it was quite possible that she would never have the big career or enjoy the immense fame that luck or shrewdness or an accidental beauty made possible here. That her face, after all, wouldn’t be, despite all her ambitions, the face that the world would see so greatly magnified, there, in the darkened theatres. “Yes,” she said, passionately, with a sincerity that at last silenced me, “it may be rotten,” meaning the town, and the life in it, “but I like it and I wouldn’t have it any other way; it seems right to me that it should be rotten the way it is.” And it struck me that, yes, why not? Perhaps for what one wanted it was right that the town should be hard and cruel and cheap and bitchy and stupid: all the other words, too. Yes, I thought: this is perhaps exactly as it should be, and from that odd angle, hers, I could see why she might, after all, like it, and think of it even as something perfectly true to its own rhinestone self.
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  SHE EXCUSED herself now, and headed for the powder room. I watched her go: the skirt, to a little below the knee, trim, and the trim stockings, and the attractive figure. It was too bad, I thought: a pretty girl like that. At the door of the powder room there was a tall Negro standing. He looked at her when she went into the room.


  I watched the trumpeter for a while, who closed his eyes, rapt, his cheeks bulging with wind, the black hands clawed delicately over the valves of his horn. He blew his way into the opening bars of “Melancholy Baby” and the people in the café all went ah. I turned back. The tall Negro was still standing there near the door. He watched the women come out. Evidently it was a sort of station for him. The door said “Chicks”; the other door said “Roosters.” He lounged there, waiting. He moved his head, easily, with an oiled movement, smiling when the door opened and a woman came out. They all had to pass him at least once during the evening. I noticed the smile was not indiscriminate: a choice, based on some knowledge, was involved. She emerged now, and I saw that the smile he gave her was one of the extra white ones, and he said something to her. She smiled back, and shook her head, declining whatever it was. He had been, evidently, mistaken. As she came back to the small table, I wondered what it was that determined his choice, what it was that he was waiting there to see in their faces, how he could distinguish between the customary lipstick and the usual mascara. Was there something in her face I did not see? On the bandstand, the trumpeter’s eyes were closed in a professional ecstasy.


  “What did he say to you?”


  “Who?”


  “At the door.”


  “Oh?” She glanced at me. “He asked me to dance.”


  “Would you like to?”


  “Of course not.”


  Nevertheless, I remember thinking: what had he seen that, apparently, I could not see?
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  I DROVE her home. She called: kitty, kitty, kitty. The cat came bounding out of the geranium bushes. It purred, glad to see her, its tail high. “What have you been doing?” she said to the cat. We stood there a moment, in the darkness. “Would you like to come in?” she asked, the keyring in her hand. I thought not; it was rather late. We shook hands.


  “I’ll call you again.”


  “If you like.”


  She went into the house, with the cat, and I walked back to the car, and drove home. I doubted that I’d see her again; it was that atmosphere of negation she moved in; it clung to me all the way home. I wondered what the illness was she’d spoken of. I supposed it had something to do with her going to the doctor. It must have been, I thought, an illness of a special kind: it seemed to me only that could have driven her to consult a doctor of the sort Ritter was. Then I shrugged. It didn’t really concern me, and the sympathy I felt was limited. I was quite sure that I wouldn’t call her again. What I’d forgotten was that I knew very few girls in town, and that I was, after all, quite lonely too.
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  WE WERE sitting in the car when the earth shook. It was a gentle shaking: that of a sleeper turning over, a sigh from a vast lung. I turned, thinking something had shaken the car. But there wasn’t anybody or anything on the dark road in the canyon. I had been kissing her in the car. Now the dogs began to bark. They’d been disturbed, too, by the unexpected movement of what was not supposed to move. I’d kissed her. It had been a tentative exploratory kiss and I’d half expected it to be refused; but she’d allowed it, closing her eyes, dropping her head upon my arm, and then the earth shook in that mild, unhappy way as though turning over, or as though suddenly cold, and all the dogs had barked. It had interrupted the kiss. She seemed not to have noticed the slight trembling of the ground. She did not seem startled by the dogs. Possibly she had expected more than the initial kiss, possibly she was waiting for the vague advance of my hands or the descent of my mouth to her throat, pale and so near, and I had disappointed her. It was odd, the earth moving then at that moment. It was strangely disturbing, and changed the familiar gesture, made so often before: the descent toward a girl’s mouth: but the earth moving had given the kiss a somewhat ominous quality. In the morning it was in all the papers: the earthquake.
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  ONE NIGHT (this was after I had kissed her in the car) she said, abruptly: “How long have you been married?”


  I hesitated. It was a familiar hesitation. How often, in the past, had I paused, confronting that question? I’d lied before, when it was expeditious to lie; I thought now (since I wasn’t conscious of any great desire for her: it was odd, this only mild sexual attraction, for she was undoubtedly pretty) that the issue wasn’t important enough to require lying: besides, I felt I was tired enough of the past to tell the rather dismal, self-diminishing truth now. “Why do you ask?” I said to her.


  “I wondered.”


  “Fifteen years,” I said deliberately.


  It had a sound like a weight falling. It struck the scene between us with an uncalculated heaviness; everything sagged a little. “No,” she said, disbelievingly. “It’s impossible.”


  “Why?”


  “Fifteen years!” She seemed to flicker: evidently it struck her as an immense time. “I was eleven years old and you were already married.” A great distance opened between us. “I can’t believe it.”


  “Does it sound that large a time?”


  “For you.”


  “Why?”


  “I’d have sworn it was three or four or possibly five years. How old is your little girl? It is a little girl, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “How old is she?”


  “Eight.”


  “She was born when I was seventeen. My God. You are married, aren’t you?” she said, giving it an emphasis I didn’t much like.


  “I seem to be.”


  “Funny. You don’t look like a person who’d be married fifteen years. You don’t look like a person who’d be anything very long.”


  I’d been twenty-two. It seemed an historically remote time. There had been the bad years, and the bad things done during those years. We’d come at last to something that resembled a truce. It may have been only a mutual exhaustion; it may have been only that I had more money now. I thought of the years. Where had they gone? The calendar showed its bleak discarded pages. Had something been wasted which a little courage, some determination, and a mutual honesty might have prevented being wasted? A wave of some obscure hopelessness, of an obscure shame, swept over me. But perhaps I was wrong: my wife insisted I was wrong: what I had might, unknown to myself, be after all good. The life I had might possibly be the best of the lives I could have or which were allowable to me. Did I feel somewhere cheated? I was old enough to know we all felt somewhere cheated. Did I seem shrunken to myself? It was a common sensation among my friends.


  I wanted suddenly not to be with this girl, here at my side. An echo of the old misery came back. She had set it off: she had ignited it again. I resented anyone who did.


  Besides, out there, where my dissatisfaction pointed, there was nothing out there. I had been a little way out, and there was nothing out there. A little colder, a little lonelier: at least, here, together, even unhappily together, there was a semblance of warmth, there was a kind of light, there was a habitation of a sort.


  “One always feels a little too young to be married, doesn’t one?” I said.


  “No. It seems to me nice to be married young.”


  “Have you been?”


  (Because I hadn’t asked.)


  “No,” she said.


  “Perhaps that’s why it seems nice.”


  I suppose it was all there in my voice—the mixed, the contradictory emotions which I so carefully tried to keep under control. Now I found myself resentful of the fact that I’d talked about them at all. Besides, she’d heard it before: I was sure she’d heard it all before. Possibly in a scene that was a close duplicate of this: the car parked in the hills, and two cigarettes, and the town below looking as hell might with a good electrician. What had he said, the married man she’d known? Had the excuse been that he was attending a class in Spanish twice a week, or had there been meetings, financially inescapable, with a producer whose habits required script conferences at night?


  She flushed, angrily. “I never asked,” she said. “And I didn’t care.”


  But she knew it all: the lies, the hasty appointments, the inevitable tears; one adultery was like another. A bitter note had intruded itself, despite all my efforts, into my voice. I’d always found it impossible to tell the truth about my marriage. I exaggerated, and I wanted to avoid exaggeration; everything emerged, somehow, falsified. I knew that what I said wasn’t quite the way I said it was. There were justifications omitted, and motives left out. When I was bitter, later the bitterness sounded false. It was only something I had said because the girl was pretty. In the car, now, she seemed to withdraw; and that, too, annoyed me, as though a relationship had been subtly established where I did not want any relationship to exist. I anxiously tried to dismiss the subject. It was depressing to talk about a marriage I no longer understood, a marriage in which I was a partner because of a necessity fifteen years younger than I was now, a marriage to which I apparently clung for reasons I could not understand, a marriage which, because of something deeply buried in me, seemed unbreakable. Did she think of it, as I spoke, as unbreakable? Was the unbreakableness in my voice, my simplest gesture, my most guarded look? I’d shrunk in the telling; I felt smaller, oddly depleted; yet obstinately I detested her now for having questioned me, and detested myself for having even partially answered. Didn’t she know, with that experience I was sure she had, that there were no answers? There were only elaborate explanations, always, with the years, growing more elaborate, and bringing with them increasingly elaborate questions. She’d been in love with a married man; surely she knew that. She said, in that muted voice: “It isn’t necessary, though, is it—for a marriage to be like that?”


  She meant that crushing.


  “I suppose not,” I said.


  She seemed to struggle against the idea. Wasn’t it possible for marriage to be a rich, a rewarding experience? I loved the child, didn’t I?


  Yes: that I could answer truthfully. That much was unquestioned.


  And once, years ago, I’d loved my wife too, hadn’t I? Because there must have been a time when we were in love for the marriage to have taken place. And if that were so, if I had, once, at the beginning, for the first few years, loved her, why was it inevitable that the love should seem to wither as it did, why should the time come when, as now, in a car, above a town like this, my voice should have in it that note of hopelessness, why should I seem to be caught in this net from which there was no escape?


  I hadn’t said I felt there was no escape.


  “No,” she said, “that’s not true. It’s what you feel. You feel hopeless.” And how could I go on if I felt there was no hope? Because there had to be, didn’t there, a hope of some sort, an expectation of a kind?


  Which I thought odd, coming from her. She’d been the hopeless, the despairing one. She’d been the one who’d tried the Pacific.


  I said: “If I explained, you wouldn’t understand.”


  “Why wouldn’t I? She’s intelligent, isn’t she, your wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “She was with you when you didn’t have any money and she never complained, did she?”


  “No,” I said wearily, “she never complained. She’s what you say: intelligent, decent, self-sacrificing.”


  “Then why can’t you explain?”


  “Because it would sound ugly.”


  “What would?”


  I looked at her. I didn’t really care now about concealing it. “I don’t like any more to go to bed with her. I can’t touch her.”


  Below, the lights guttered. Did she know what it was for a man to come to that point in his life when he found it impossible to touch the body of his own wife? To look at it; and to feel nothing. Not to desire it, at all, when the flesh was inert and dead and meaningless? To have the act of love become (with one’s own wife) the most meaningless of all acts?


  She said, finally: “Is it so important?” She had averted her head a little.


  I didn’t answer. It struck me as a stupid question: the importance seemed self-evident. “Aren’t there things between a husband and a wife that are more important than that?”


  “What? The gas bills?”


  “A life together.”


  “When there’s a woman in the house you don’t desire, she might as well be the maid.”


  She paused. Then she said, in a small burst that wasn’t quite anger: “Perhaps it’s difficult for your wife!”


  “Difficult?”


  I thought it the least difficult of acts.


  Because I was a man. A man would think that. He’d see no reason why for a woman it might not be like that at all. Wasn’t there something stupid in the lying down on one’s back? O not that she thought it stupid for everyone. Some women had no difficulty about it at all, and she supposed even enjoyed it. She rather envied them. Yes, she did, really, she really envied them. But think about it: wasn’t it, after all, a little abject, a little ridiculous and abject?


  No, I said: some women found it a triumphal position.


  Did they? She supposed so. She looked suddenly tired. It was no concern of hers, anyway; and she wasn’t that much interested in my wife. It was my problem.


  Yes, I said, with a grimace: it was.


  “Will you take me home?” she said. “Please.”


  Neither of us (I resentful for having talked of it at all, and she thinking whatever it was she thought) said anything in the car as I drove down the hill. She said good night as though she were saying good-by. I didn’t kiss her at the door.
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  SHE HAD been ill, and I was curious about the illness. She had referred to it several times, somewhat darkly; and then one night, when I’d made dinner and we were in the small room that had the bullfight posters in it and the bar, and she seemed somewhat relaxed, she told me what the illness had been.


  She couldn’t really tell when the phantasy had begun. It all started during that time when, having no money at all, and living in that dark incredible place she had lived in in Santa Monica before she had found the flat she had now and being hungry so much of the time and waiting at the telephone so long for her agent or a man or just anybody to call saying there was a job or an appointment or even simply a date for dinner, and having, too, suddenly, those dizzy spells, existing so much in a silence that opening the icebox or the springs of the bed when she lay on it sounded abnormally loud, having now and then palpitations of the heart (for she thought they were palpitations, feeling often as though her heart were dangerously enlarged and its beat quickened and its sound almost audible), she began constructing for herself what later she knew to be a phantasy but which wasn’t, at least then, a phantasy. She would save whatever money she could and when she had enough she’d buy a pint if she could or if she couldn’t afford that a half pint of gin and she’d come home and nurse the bottle of vermouth which she’d had now for months and mix herself the martinis and put the automatic changer of the victrola on and sit on the floor in front of it and play those records which I discovered she always played when she was drunk enough. She had the cat and the light turned low and the martini on the floor and an ashtray close by and she’d play and drink until somewhere about three or four in the morning when she had drunk enough she carefully took the cat and got into bed with the cat there in her arms the only thing she could endure, murmuring and talking to the cat, and so she’d fall asleep, drugged, heavy, saturated with the music and cigarettes and the gin, and sleep like that, a dead sleep, with the curtains drawn and the room full of smoke, until two or three in the afternoon. It was during this time that she put together that dream which explained everything so perfectly, that accounted for all her difficulties, that made it possible to wait endlessly for the phone to ring. It was, she said, only that which kept her from picking somebody up on the streets and taking him home and making him pay, for she would have, she had gotten to the point where it was only the next brutal step to sitting up prim at a bar and waiting for someone to smile and offer her the drink and say hello. It was because she had this other thing that made it possible for her not to do that.


  She found one day in a dish of stewed prunes a tiny sliver of glass. She was eating in a cafeteria. She could feel the hard foreign edge of the sliver in her mouth. She was suddenly quite sure that the sliver of glass had been put deliberately into the dish of prunes. She was utterly convinced at the moment that someone was trying to kill her. It was the only possible explanation. There was an enemy here, in the cafeteria. One of the waitresses most likely. She was sure of it. She would have eaten the glass and she would have died. It was what they wanted. She was dizzy, frightened, abandoned, surrounded by people who hated her. By people who did not wish her to succeed. By people conspiring against her. That waitress, with the sly vindictive eyes; that busboy, plotting.


  She was quite sure that they were people (the busboy, the vindictive waitress) who were employed by certain powers at the studios. She was utterly convinced, as though it were a knowledge she had always had, that they (the busboy, the waitress) were agents of those people at the studios and that each week they sent in reports and that the reports were filed away. They were being kept in a large steel vault in a box like a safety-deposit box and the box had her name on it. She knew now why she was followed on the streets. She was being followed by men the Studio had hired to observe her, and after a while she felt she could pick out which of the apparently innocent pedestrians were the ones detailed to keep her under observation. She was almost positive that the men who approached her at a bar, and smiled at her, and offered to buy her a drink, were men acting under orders to see whether or not she could fulfill the morality clauses in an official and legal contract. The Studio, obviously, did not want girls of a dubious reputation. They wanted girls of good character and, while this was in contradiction to the fact that they also wanted girls for whom all the men wanted to buy drinks, she understood that this was in a way a complex test. It seemed to her she was being made to endure every possible sort of test. When for example her dentist seemed unduly cruel and she suffered a great deal of pain in the dental chair, it was only because they wished to see how far they could inflict on her the rigors and the pain and the privation which went with so difficult an accomplishment as being an actress. She would, if they were on location, and the film was a jungle film, or a particularly realistic Western, where she would be called on to ride or scale a cliff or to be injured by the heavy’s spur, have to be ready to endure pain at least equal to what the dentist, who was surely in their employ since they preferred professional men, was now, with the whirring drill, seemingly so callously inflicting. She began, too, during this period which followed the end of her affair with the married man, to walk with extraordinary care. She had to go very carefully across floors or over lawns because the world was so delicately balanced and because life was everywhere and her foot coming down might injure something, not necessarily an insect, but grass and wood too, for everything was vulnerable to pain and destruction. She did not know how frightfully thin she had become, how luxuriously black her eyes seemed to people who met her and how odd, and diffident, her sentences were, and how they broke off and trailed and were left incomplete. She trembled a great deal, as though cold or afraid; she cried, suddenly and noiselessly, and the tears would fall and she would not wipe them away. She’d cry paralytically, sitting rigid in a chair or walking the street or in a market, cry without knowing she was crying, and not touch her eyes, but continue walking or continue sitting or continue shopping. She explained it all later to Dr. Ritter, and he nodded solemnly that large misshapen heavy head of his, as though yes of course he understood and that was of course how it had been.


  She hardly listened to what was said to her. She seemed concentrated on some news or some announcement that was about to come. She listened for a knock that was unaccountably delayed or a messenger somewhere detained.


  Now the conviction grew that there existed behind all her suffering a plan of some sort. The men in power who operated the giant Studio intended something for her. This was not a random or an accidental ordeal. It was engineered. It was governed. She was being closely watched. She was being tested. She was being subtly tried. It was only what all the great stars had had to endure in their climb to the top, where suffering ended, and they had all been subjected to ordeals as rigorous and as terrible as hers. The fan magazines contained clues; the gossip columns. She read them feverishly. At some unimaginable moment the hand of power moved. The hidden mechanism revealed itself. The darkness parted, revealing the secret face.


  On that day a limousine would draw up at the curb of the street where she lived. Two men, one a chauffeur in livery, and the other anonymous and with no expression on his face, would dismount. The upstairs boy’s bicycle lay on the walk. Possibly she had just gone for the mail. The man with the unchanging face knocked; the chauffeur waited at the limousine.


  Oh, she said, it was so clear. I could see it so clearly, she said.


  They’d drive her there, then, in that immense limousine. The front desk knew she was coming; the arrangements had been made; she was ushered in. For they’d be waiting, then, behind their desks, those vast desks, the men, the inaccessible men, the enigmatic titans, the perverse masters of her world. They smiled at her.


  It had been such a difficult ordeal, and you were so exhausted. Now at last they were kind, now at last everything was to be explained.


  How, from the very beginning, from the moment descending the train you arrived in town, those sleepless eyes had watched you. Now the incident of the glass sliver became finally clear; the pain endured at the dentist was at last explained; the neighbor’s hostility and the loneliness and the men who approached you or the men who avoided you, were stripped of their mystery. There was no malice here, ever; there was only a grueling examination, a fiery testing. They had arranged it all so: and now at last having emerged from the furnace, here were the rewards at last. Because they smiled, then, and pushed a small button, and a door opened, and you could hear them say in their strong, their decisive voices: Miss V? and you followed, bewildered still, somewhat frightened, not sure of yourself yet, down the private elevator to where the limousine waited; and drove out of town, up into the softly landscaped hills, to a place shaded by great trees, up a gravel drive, and there was a house at the end of it; a beautiful house, simple, secluded, with a swimming pool and a private tennis court on which the leaves had fallen, and a garden in the rear; kept by servants who appeared now, smiling and deferential, nodding, recognizing you for whom they’d waited; and the house was yours; all of it; pool, tennis court, the badminton net, the trees, the cabañas to dress in, the fireplace and the candlesticks and the tall draperies; all of it kept for you, looked after for you, waiting for you, all during that terrible time when you’d had nothing. They were pleased; they liked the effect it had upon you; and later, they showed you the file which they’d kept in the vault, the secret file; and the reports from their various agents; and in the file, too, was a bankbook: the money deposited in your name, a weekly check put there for you, and in the two-car garage, low and shining, a lovely convertible, and that was yours too: so that they’d not been vindictive or ignorant of your existence after all; they had never intended to deny the great gifts which so many others (read about, or briefly glimpsed) had been given. It was simply how things were organized; how their stars were chosen; how they selected, from the vast and anxious throngs, those few shining beings who were theirs, and who, groomed finally and luxurious, they presented to the world, complete, with the convertible and the house in the hills, and the tiled pool: with racks of gowns and soft fluffy immense bath towels: with a garden of camellias and a kitchen that was all chromium and a bar that was paneled and shaded and a fireplace that was brick and magnificent: the very special one, who was to be theirs, their creature, and they had not ever forgotten you: inevitably, someday, the limousine drove up, the emissary knocked, and it would be over, at last, the great trial by loneliness and hunger.
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  SHE HAD told her story haltingly; with, it was apparent, a certain amount of embarrassment and shame. What I felt as I listened to her can be described best, I suppose, as a kind of stopped sympathy. I was concerned because she’d been ill, because the story was a fairytale of illness, and I was a little puzzled and not altogether sure I quite understood the sort of person who was capable of manufacturing a dream of that kind. I realized, later, that one of the difficulties arose from the fact that something in me did not, even then, altogether believe her; that there was in me something which continued, below the surface of my mind, to believe her story suspect, too pat, too theatrical. But then, I told myself, the mad were theatrical; they were the most theatrical of all; the girl, with the wilted flower, beyond the barred gate; the gentleman, watched by the burly attendant, wearing the eye patch he’d wear at Trafalgar.


  So she had gone to Dr. Ritter. He hadn’t been at all the sort of person she’d expected him to be. He looked so utterly different; so, she confessed, commonplace.


  “God knows what he thought of me when I walked into his office. I was all eyes; and so thin.”


  And the doctor had been kind.


  “Every Saturday afternoon he goes out to the track, and I thought that was awful, somebody who was supposed to be the sort of doctor he was, and going to the track.”


  It had ebbed, gradually: the dream of the men watching her, and the limousine that never came. Reality, that thin membrane, covered the exposed nerve; the world, for what the world was, became again the recognizable world. Her dentist collapsed into a simple man in white; again the waitresses carried innocent trays.


  “It was so slow; and sometimes I didn’t want it. To know, I mean, there wasn’t any limousine at all. I was so empty for a while; empty, and the world empty; and then, a kind of hope. In myself, I mean.”


  And I thought: what is it I really feel? Why is it that even now I don’t quite believe her, and the sympathy, what there is of it, isn’t quite what sympathy should be? Is it because she’s introduced, here, into my rented apartment, this love nest subleased and hung with those ludicrous Chianti bottles, the vocabulary of the abnormal? She cannot possibly be lying: this is true, something that happened, a way she felt and was, and thinks now she doesn’t any longer feel and no longer is. Meanwhile, the fire in the fireplace; the table arranged for dinner.


  She saw herself, at the end of the time she would be with the doctor, as reappearing in a world she had, as it were, temporarily abandoned. And she’d be changed, then; strengthened and changed. It was what she had said before: it was something she wanted very much to believe. I was curious what the change was that she expected.


  “Oh, simpler, I guess is what I mean.”


  Simpler? Yes: why not? That would look attractive: to be, at last, simple and serious, and the emotions she would have then, when the transformation was complete, when the end of the interminable tunnel was reached, would be truer and more profound than the emotions she had now.


  I saw that she saw herself at the end of that time as somebody at last admirable. I saw that she saw herself, when the weekly visits were finally over, as somebody people would care to know. I saw that she saw herself in that time as somebody at last enviable, a thing she wanted very much to be.


  And it would be the mysterious Dr. Ritter, back from a Saturday at the track, with the disappointing face and the dull exterior, who’d accomplish all this.


  “Shall I fix another drink?”


  She nodded.


  There was an expectation of a kind in the air now. The room was warm, and I sensed that now, with the fire low and a hush upon the furniture, and the confession done, she was waiting for some gesture on my part, a kiss perhaps; wasn’t the fire, after all, and the dinner, and the small apartment, so conscientiously put together by my landlady in Paris, arranged for this? I’d kissed her before; she expected to be kissed again; but I was oddly reluctant. Was it some fleeting compunction about her “illness”? But I didn’t, really, consider her ill. Was it a hesitant wish to avoid that sexual entanglement even the simplest of my acts seemed to involve me in? But it was ridiculous to think that a casual, an offhand, a (so I thought) reasonable pleasure should so inevitably involve me. Other men managed it without the involvements: other men had, without consequences, a quick pleasure when they wanted it. I didn’t, I thought, really like her, for really she wasn’t the sort of girl to whom I was usually attracted. I’d always thought that the girls who appealed to me most were the rather energetic, rather vigorous, rather healthy girls I saw on the tennis courts or on the beach. The girls who swam well, and whose skins were beautifully tanned, and who had broad shoulders. The girls who looked well in white. The girls with clear, straightforward eyes. The girls who laughed a great deal.


  I’d always thought I preferred a girl like that, and it was only an unfortunate set of circumstances which prevented me from meeting one.


  For her, I suppose, the fact that I sat there, on the floor, with my knees up, slowly finishing my Scotch, and did not now, at the historic moment, extend toward her an exploratory hand, or try, with what deftness I could muster, to maneuver her into a more convenient position, was somewhat inexplicable. Both of us were curiously frozen. I knew that she was waiting for some tentative gesture; and yet I couldn’t, or didn’t want to, make it: the initial move from which there could be no retracting, no withdrawing once it was made. I thought at that moment of Baudelaire’s poem: how love, from its shadowy retreat, bent his fatal bow. The arrows were crime, horror, folly. But, ah—it was only a girl, somewhat unhappy, here on an inexpensive rug before a small fire. We exaggerated, Baudelaire and I. Sexual disaster was only the invention of our own reluctance, of our own inverted natures. She was only a girl, and expected something: a simple something, the conclusion of a moment like this, the kiss that followed an intimate silence, the love-making that went with the loneliness after dinner. Why should I hesitate? Why should I be withdrawn, and why did a smile, that wasn’t a smile at all, hover so oddly in my eyes? She stirred, restlessly. She was, I suppose, finally piqued. She was accustomed to being desired. Odd that I shouldn’t, or shouldn’t seem to. She put it down to awkwardness, or to some scruple. She could not understand the slight, the vague, the rather silly fear which possessed me; not wanting my life (so patched together, so uneasily maintained) to be shaken or disturbed. She turned, in the silence between us, and reached toward me, and with a small deliberative movement began to unfasten the buttons on my shirt.


  16


  I AWOKE. It was about four o’clock. She was moaning beside me, grinding her teeth in some obscure anguish. She was having a bad dream; there was sweat upon her forehead. Outside, a bird sang in the plum tree. Everywhere, the silence: and then she moved her head and cried out, a disembodied “no, no” and then she was asleep again, her lips making those small nibbling movements.


  I thought: it’s all wrong. I was aware of having committed some terrible blunder. Then I reassured myself that in the morning she would be gone, and it would not happen again.


  Meanwhile, the grinding of her teeth.


  She had the look, asleep, of a younger and a smaller girl. She was not flushed with sleep, but pale with it. One arm, too thin, was flung out, defenselessly; a hand, curled, was under her cheek. It was a terrible sound to listen to, lying beside her, the grinding of her jaws, as though something were being ground and destroyed in her sleeping mouth. Looking at her, I couldn’t seem to remember who she was.


  I thought: she shouldn’t sleep with anybody if she doesn’t wish them to know her secrets. It was something more than her nakedness: more than the exhaustion after love. She was in the bed as she would be in a ditch or a field. She slept like someone who could not go any further and had already come too far. I stretched myself out beside her, a stranger, a spy, sharing the warmth of the bed. Morning seemed immeasurably far.
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  WHEN I awoke again, she was gone. I did not at first remember she had been there; she had slipped out from beneath the blankets and left them carefully arranged as though she had wanted to create the impression, for herself too perhaps, that she had not occupied at all the other half of the bed. I remembered her with a small effect of shock. When had she gone? There was the pillow, indented; in the bathroom, a scrap of tissue with lipstick; on the floor in front of the fireplace, two glasses with what remained of the Scotch. But that was all; only the smallest sort of disarrangement, only the merest trace: she had been careful, as well as quiet.


  I was, for the moment, glad; the night had been an error. She had awakened, knowing it; she’d fled. Sunlight (were there errors committed in sunlight, blunders at noon?) lay warmly in the apartment. I’d been a fool. A girl like that; and without any affection, really; something done, a compulsive ritual. She had gone, a naked interloper, with her hair uncombed, and the clothing put hastily and silently on, and then the cautious unlatching of the door, and the mist coming off the lawns. I made coffee, washed and shaved. She really needn’t have gone without coffee; I wouldn’t have minded if she’d stayed for coffee. How had she gotten home? The taxis cruised infrequently. She must have had difficulty finding a taxi. I thought of her awakening, and confronting the sad mardi gras of her own clothes discarded on the floor; and of myself, a stranger in the strange bed; of the sour mouth and the night’s bruises. She had wanted only to reach back, to feel herself a woman again, desired and capable of desire, and then the morning had come, with its confrontations. I thought, having my coffee, I understood what it was she had felt, and why it was she had gone from the apartment, obliterating as she could all traces of herself.


  She answered the phone, I think, knowing I’d call. It struck me, as her voice answered, that she had more or less expected me to call; that the calling was inevitable, as what I had thought having my coffee had been inevitable, and that she had done this before, the disappearing act, and that the men, whoever they were, thinking as I had thought that not to call her or to be concerned was to be a bit of a brute, when she vanished from some hasty bedroom, had always called. And that their voices, as they stood, in a living room or a foyer, with an after-breakfast cigarette in their hands and the telephone to their mouth, could not have been too dissimilar to mine: making now its own cumbersome effort to be deft, making now its own effort to be friendly, mildly chiding, somewhat puzzled, and at ease.


  “What happened to you? I woke up, and there you were: gone.”


  “Yes.”


  “You needn’t have run off like that. I’d have unlocked the leg irons. I always do, when I feed the prisoners.”


  She paused, then, distant. “I had to,” she said.


  Her voice wasn’t diffident now as it had been when first she called the office to thank me and to apologize for the thing at the beach; it had another quality which the man on the phone, in the morning, resembling me, would begin inevitably to interpret as her having not liked at all the night she’d spent; and he, the man on the phone, hearing that reluctance in her voice, and sensing how the night had become something she did not wish to discuss, and seemed to wish to forget, quickly, would begin to think then that what she had done, after all, was to escape from him; that she had found the bed, narrow or wide, intolerable; that his being there had been less for her than the traditional delight it should have been. He would be nettled, then, the man on the phone, and somewhat sharper.


  “It was a bit stupid, you know. I’d have taken you home if you’d wanted so much to go. Did you get a taxi?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where?”


  “I walked until I found one.”


  In the early morning; damp, uncomfortable; with the street gray. I saw her looking for the difficult taxi. My God, it must have been six o’clock. She supposed so; about six, yes. And out of a warm bed; and without coffee; and no good-by. It was neither civilized, nor polite. She hesitated; I could feel her hesitation. “I couldn’t sleep,” she said.


  Why? Hadn’t the bed been comfortable? My landlady, in Paris, had been very farsighted about the bed.


  Again, she paused; evidently it was something she was debating. Something I should, or should not be told; I urged her, thinking others had urged her, to tell me. “I was frightened,” she said.


  Frightened? I frowned at the phone. By what?


  “You.”


  I? I’d frightened her? My God. I couldn’t possibly have done anything to frighten her. I’d never frightened anybody. I was one of the least frightening of people.


  “In your sleep,” she said. “Don’t you know? You screamed out, several times; and cursed; and then, once, you began to cry.”


  I? I’d cried? In my sleep?


  “Yes.”


  A pause, then, “I thought it was because I was there,” she said. “I lay there, and couldn’t sleep, and listened to you, and I was afraid to move. Should I have awakened you? You seemed to be suffering, and it was awful: the way you cursed. There must be someone, or something, you hate very much.”


  I?


  “Hello?” she said. “Hello?”
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  A WEEK later, I said to her: “Would you like to go down to Tijuana Sunday? Charlie asked me. He’s going down to see the bullfights.”


  “That sounds nice.”


  “I thought you might like to go. Have you seen a bullfight?”


  “No.”


  “Would you like to?”


  “Very much.”


  “All right. I’ll pick you up early, or if you’d like ...”


  “What?”


  “I was going to suggest you stay over here Saturday night. That would make it simpler than driving over in the morning.”


  “I don’t know what to do about the cat.”


  “Bring him here. We’ll leave food for him.”


  So Saturday afternoon she brought the cat, and some clothes, and then in the morning we went down to Tijuana.
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  THE CARS came steadily across the International Bridge. The little donkeys, painted with stripes to look like zebras, and with sombreros on, and sailors mounted on their patient backs, were being photographed. You could smell the tacos on the small sidewalk carts. The bars in the clubs were crowded and it was only three o’clock in the afternoon. At Caliente they were running off the eighth race, and there were long lines in front of the two-dollar windows and the neon numbers on the tote board over the green lawn beyond the track flickered the odds very palely in the sunlight.


  “Kiss it for luck,” Charlie said. He held out the ticket he bought on the eighth race. “I haven’t hit all afternoon.”


  She laughed, and kissed the pari-mutuel stub.


  She had had three silver fizzes, and she was enjoying herself. She hadn’t, she said, had so much fun since she was at Del Mar, for a week, years ago.


  “The time we went to Del Mar,” she said, “it was crazy. They rented a DC-4 and flew down.”


  “They?” I said.


  “Some people I knew. The only thing was, it turned out the pilot wasn’t licensed.”


  “What happened?” Charlie said.


  “I got killed,” she said, laughing. She looked out toward the flower-banked track, and the horses being walked to the post.


  “Like it?” Charlie asked.


  She nodded, happy. “This is fun. I’m so excited.” She looked excited, too: I’d never seen her sparkle so. This was evidently one of the things she liked very much to do: a track, in the club section, with a private table, and the people there, looking at her.


  It was the huge white straw hat she wore. The hat, like her laughter, was a possession of the past. It was something she had worn once, perhaps at Del Mar, when those anonymous friends had rented the DC-4. She looked at me.


  “We have to go to Santa Anita every week when the season opens,” she said. “It will be wonderful, getting out.”


  Charlie thought so, too. “What are you hiding her for?” he said. “A lovely girl like that.”


  She looked that Sunday afternoon so very different from the girl who’d been in his beach house, shivering by the fire. Charlie had been astonished. She was unrecognizable.


  “I’m not hiding her.”


  After all, if there was a change, I’d something to do with it. She was very pretty: you could see the Mexicans looking at her. It had possibly been that all she had needed was something simple like this: a public admiration, and the opportunity of wearing the enormous hat. Possibly, even the nights together. The memory of her teeth grinding faded. She was really awfully pretty. Then the long shot came in, paying twenty to one, and she laughed again, delighted, clapping her gloved hands. “It’s because I kissed your ticket,” she said to Charlie. And to me: “See? Aren’t I luck?”


  At a quarter to four we took a taxi to the bull ring.
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  SHE SAT very straight on the hard wooden bench looking toward the ring bright-eyed and eager. It was going to be fun. Then the musicians, in their white pants and striped shirts, stood up and began to blow on their trumpets. It was the music for the bulls. She saw the gate swing open and the bull come plunging out with two of the streamers in his shoulder and abruptly everything was different than she had expected. She wasn’t quite sure yet of the difference. It was all very gay, very festive, there, with the Indian faces and the hot sand and the men selling beer, and the famous people who had come down to see the fights and whom Charlie knew. His little bald head glistened as he stood up and smiled and waved to them, or called halfway across the stands, “How are you, doll?”


  Doll (I thought it might be Paulette Goddard) nodded and smiled.


  “Compañero!”


  It was Charlie shouting again.


  “Who is it?” I said.


  “Gilbert Roland.”


  Every place you went there were a certain number of the same people who always knew each other. You got used to it after a while at the Legion on Saturday nights or at the ball park.


  Then the first bull came plunging out of the darkness.


  She was being very animated still in the seat beside me. She was all right until the bull went into the horse, and the crowd shouted, and the picador put his iron into the animal’s shoulder. She had not understood until then why the horses were blindfolded, or why they wore the heavy quilting. Her hand clutched at my arm and the whole gay expression of her face changed. She was rigid now. She watched disbelievingly as the bull tried to lift the horse and the armored picador on his horns. They were running across the sand with capes, shouting at the bull. She moaned a little. I heard her say: no, no. She was getting it now as a distinct and outrageous shock, as almost something physical being done to her each time the bull went into the horse, and the horse reared and the picador wheeled him back into position, blinded and trembling, or the bull cornered the horse and the man against the wooden barrier and worked at the padded underbelly with his horns. When they took the bull away with the capes and set him up in the ring, she relaxed a little. She was very white. Still, she couldn’t turn entirely away. She thought it would be easier now that the thing with the horse was over. It always looked as though it were going to be easier to take when the picador trotted the blindfolded horse out.


  “It’s horrible,” she cried.


  But she didn’t know why it was horrible. She thought of it only as outrageously cruel. She saw the horse as helpless and when the picador went into the bull with his iron lance she saw the bull as helpless. It was all so public. It was out there in the open and the shouting of the Mexicans and the music playing and the cries of the men selling beer through all of it added to the confusion of what she was hearing and feeling and seeing. If it had all taken place in a solemn silence she would not have felt so sick. The sand glared and the sun shone. The handlers leaned with their hands over the barrier watching and smoking. They looked decapitated. An Indian boy crouched on his heels in the aisle above us. He had a charming face and he was eating a bar of candy. Everybody seemed pleased. She could hear the pleased shouts. The confusion came from what she was looking at and what she heard: shouts of pleasure, shouts of applause, and a sightless horse below. She had no idea how pale she was.


  Because of the distance, the moment with the banderillas seemed less cruel. She could see the darting and diagonal run of the man in his brilliant clothes across the sand and then the little standards planted in the bull. It did not look too bad from here. The bull’s immense tongue was beginning to drip saliva. The great mouth hung open and the great eye rolled. Snot, in blobs, formed at the wide nostrils. It stood there, tormented. Then the band played again and the matador came delicately and slowly out with his cape and sword. Blood, when you looked closely, increasingly stained the dark hide from beneath the wounds made by the gay banderillas. She tried to smile now as the capework began. I took her hand; she was rigid and sweating. Each time the bull plunged close to the man her fingers clutched. The shouts mounted with each successful pass.


  “Beautiful,” Charlie said.


  The matador turned slippered in the sand. The bull was maneuvered into the set he wanted. He had two tries at the hump, and then the sword went in and vibrated a little as he stepped away from the bull and the tongue hung grotesquely out of the laboring mouth looking like something which had been half cut away from the animal and now blood started to come from the mouth, too. The blood, and the snot, and the manure, all yellow, streaking its rear hoofs, which in its fear and its anger the animal had discharged. It stood there and did not fall yet and then it sank down at last into the sand in which all together now there were the sword and the dying animal and the animal’s blood and the snot and the manure. It was dying and then it was dead and then to be sure it was dead they came and put the short knife into the neck and there it was: the triumph. He was awarded an ear. The air was full of enthusiastic pillows now being thrown into the ring and a few hats and a woman threw a shoe. The movie people down at the barrier stood up and applauded. The brassy music played. The matador began his slow smiling triumphal march about the arena. And the men came out of the stalls whipping a team of mules and attached the dead bull to a leather chain and they dragged the animal out of the arena. The matador circled the ring. He kissed the woman’s shoe; he wore the thrown hat; his smile distributed itself among the beer bottles and the candy bars and the summer furs. He was quite wonderful at that moment in his sequins, bowing a little, with his little plaited pigtail, and having proved what he had come into the ring to prove: that he was skillful and that he was brave. He walked the sand like a man who had attained a momentary perfection. It was always impressive.


  She was glad the first encounter was over. She was trembling. She was glad the bull was gone and the ring empty and that there seemed to be no blood. She listened to the stands and looked at them, the dark faces she had seen near the tacos stands and outside the clubs and waiting at the taxis, and she shivered a little and couldn’t quite believe it. “Do they always cheer like that?” she said. “Do they always throw cushions? Do the women always behave like that?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s awful.”


  “Shall we go?”


  “No.”


  She looked toward the ring. She was going to endure it. She was going to be like the other people down there in the stands. She attempted a smile, but it was an uncertain smile. “I’ll get used to it, won’t I?” she said. “If I keep watching? You get used to it, don’t you?”


  The gate opened and a bull plunged out and she was back in it. She went rigid again. The respite had been short. She had not realized it would begin again so quickly. She had thought there would be a respite of a sort. She had not thought they would begin it again and do it all over again: the music, and the horns driven into the horse, and the lance, and the first blood, and the wearing down of the bull.


  She wanted so much to be able to sit elegantly and attractively there in the stands, in her nice summer frock and the large straw hat she wore, and she wanted to be like a sort of minor, a diminutive queen among them, enjoying a popular spectacle, and she just couldn’t make it. She just couldn’t watch it. She felt wretched. Her insides hurt. She began to cry at last out of wretchedness, a little sort of crying, as though she couldn’t help herself, and because they wouldn’t stop it down there below in the ring. She wanted them to stop it. She was so ill. She was so exhausted. Why couldn’t they stop it? Why didn’t someone go to the matador, slippered and lean and elusive, and the deliberate volutions of the cape, and the waiting sword, and make him understand and he would stop it. It hurt so to watch. She hated the man in the ring and all his murderous finery. She hated the faces so dark and so indifferent and so many of them all turned outward and looking on as though it were not what it was. But they didn’t stop it. They went right on presenting it to her. It went remorselessly on, sensation after sensation, blow after blow, until she was exhausted with the stiffening of her stomach and her breasts and her spine, that stiffening as she tried to resist the impact of each successive episode on the sand in the hot and partially shaded ring. It was all so different than she had expected. She was feeling so pitifully outraged. It wasn’t fun at all. It wasn’t anything like a game. She was crying because of the enjoyment she had thought she would have and the picture she would have made and it was too much. When the third bull went into the third blindfolded horse and got his horns under and lifted and toppled both of them, the picador and the horse, and the crowd all standing now screamed, she screamed too. The bull was going at the horse as it frantically kicked, blindfolded, on its side. The picador in all his armor was trying to crawl away. She screamed. When they came running out with capes, stamping their feet and hoo-hooing at the bull, and got the bull away, she moaned a little and leaned over and vomited. The silver fizzes and the eggs we had had in their hot sauces and a little of yesterday’s wine, too. The vomit spread in a dark stain at her feet, and all around us the crowd was standing and shouting, and down there it went on and on.
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  I STOOD in the doorway and I whistled and the cat didn’t come. We were back from Tijuana. She had looked with loathing at the posters from Mexico City my landlady had hung on the wall of the room with the bar in it, and I put her to bed, because of the way she was feeling and the long drive back, and then I whistled for the cat and the cat didn’t come. I had to be at work in the morning and it was late and I was tired and the arrangement was that I would drive her home on my way to work. I went to bed, too, and she had a slight fever in the night, so that finally I went into the other room and slept on the couch beside the bar. When I got up in the morning, I made coffee and woke her, and went to the door again and whistled and went out into the garden to look for the cat. It was getting late and I wanted to go to work. I walked down the street a way and under one of the palm trees there was the lid of a cardboard box and under it a tail. It was the cat: what was left of it. Somebody had evidently shoveled it to the sidewalk with the lid of the box and then put the cardboard over it and to make sure I picked up the lid and looked at it. It was Morgan, all right: and his eyes weren’t yellow any more. I stayed there, crouched over, with the cat under the piece of cardboard. There wasn’t anything I could do but go in and tell her. When I told her I knew exactly what she would think. She had slept with me and the cat was dead because of it. She hadn’t anything but the cat. Now because she had come to the house and stayed and then gone with me to Tijuana she didn’t have the cat any more. A car went by; someone came out of an apartment house. Had I killed the cat? She would think that. I knew that was exactly what she would think. I would have to go in and tell her. She’d go out and look at it as I had done. She would run out of the house, with a small cry. She would see from under the cardboard lid the extended tail. Morgan was dirty now. He had been in the gutter among the cars for some time. She had gone to Tijuana and hated the bullfights and she had been sick and now the cat was dead. It would be a proof of a kind. I stood up and started back toward the house. I knew I was going to be late to work that morning.
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  SHE DISCOVERED I was kind, and that she liked being with me. She said: “It’s so long since I’ve felt anything at all.” At first, it was frightening to feel even these small tendrils of sensation pushing their way through the rocky heart.


  “You’re not falling in love?”


  “You say it so grimly.”


  “It’s a grim subject.”


  No, she wasn’t falling in love, she reassured me. It was simply that she’d been in a sort of darkness of no feeling at all for so long. Now there were these touches of sweetness. These quickenings. These unexpected gusts. They were, despite the fact that she knew she was not in love, a bit disturbing. She had spoken to Dr. Ritter (still invisible to me, still unseen) about them.


  “What did he recommend?”


  “He thought you might be good for me.”


  So she had that sanction, which she somehow needed: I was something the doctor recommended. I wasn’t to think of it, though, as the equivalent of some obscure pill she was taking. She’d always remember it as one of the good things that had happened to her: that we’d met at all, and been together, and that I’d come in a time that was so important to her. Her eyes shone gratefully. She’d always think of it as lucky, as a beneficent thing, as fortunate in the sense that I was the sort of person I was and the difference between myself and the others (the others crowding her past which had existed before the eventful evening she’d walked into the sea) was exactly the kind office she needed. Because she wasn’t, after all, deceiving herself; she wasn’t, even with the nights spent at my apartment and the clothes which gradually found their way into my closet, building upon what she knew was illusory; she knew I’d never leave my wife.


  It, of course, stung; she seemed so certain of it; it had all the finality of a life sentence. I didn’t like at all the way her judgment locked me so permanently in.


  “What makes you so sure I’ll never leave?”


  Oh, men like me didn’t. She didn’t mean it as a reproach, or an accusation: it was a simple fact, a law as determined as a gravitational pull. Still, she’d wondered, in the weeks we’d been together, what I’d be like if I ever should; what I’d do, free. Did I ever think of it?


  “At reasonable intervals.”


  She smoothed her skirt. “What would you do, travel?” she said. She gave it a detached interest; we might have been sitting, not on the couch, but in a bus station. “I suppose you’d travel, wouldn’t you? Where would you go if you were free and you could travel?”


  “Peru.”


  I’d chosen it blindly.


  “Why Peru?”


  “Why not Peru? The important thing is the distance, isn’t it? I’d want it to be far from the scene of my crimes.”


  I would get a house in Peru, on a mountain; I’d read, somewhere, in a travel article, of a small town perched beautifully on a mountainside in Peru, and that’s where the house would be, the house I’d get when I was free to travel, a house with a broken fountain in the courtyard, flowers that exploded noiselessly in the Andean air, a house accessible only to goats.


  “You’d need a housekeeper.”


  “Are you applying for the job?”


  “By mail.”


  “I’d probably want to sleep with the housekeeper now and then. When the accessible goat was inaccessible.”


  “It could be arranged.”


  “It would be nice, wouldn’t it? Peru.”


  We both thought, then, in a small silence, about Peru. For a brief moment, something surged through me. A violent something. My god: why not Peru? Why not anywhere? When had my world shrunk so? All I had to do was go: a moment of volition. I saw myself, miraculously, on a mountain in Peru. Bearded, changed, another man. It wasn’t, at the moment, absurd; it wasn’t, at that moment, one of the infinite things forever denied me. I ached with longing. Then, abruptly, that indulgence collapsed. The fountain expired; the faraway flowers withered. I was alone, with her, in a silly room.


  “Well: don’t rush out for your passport.”


  Peru!
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  SHE WAS driving the car; traffic was heavy, and there was a sudden insistent honking on an automobile horn. I heard someone calling. When I turned, a face I did not know, or remember having anywhere seen, was leaning out of a car window and a hand was somewhat frantically waving. It was a signal directed at her.


  It was a Saturday afternoon, and the street was full of shoppers. We had come from a department store. On the seat behind us was a box in which neatly wrapped was a dress I’d bought her. She had at first refused the dress with a show of independence; but she’d allowed me finally to persuade her into the store. I’d spent the afternoon leaning upon glass showcases while she’d stalked the immense racks of fabrics.


  She’d heard the voice; and apparently seen the signal. I saw her cast one frightened look at the traffic going by in the opposite lane, and then she stepped on the accelerator. In the rear-view mirror the man, whoever he was, desperately and violently tried to make a U-turn in the afternoon traffic. She obviously didn’t want to be seen. “Who is it?” I asked.


  “Oh, somebody.”


  The corner of her mouth twitched.


  “Is there anything wrong?”


  “Nothing. My nerves.”


  But I remembered how frantic the attempted U-turn had been.
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  NERVES: it was only nerves. It was the explanation she gave for so many things. Afterward, she’d be quickly apologetic; she’d take my arm, conciliating me, if we were in the street; or press against my side, if we were in a restaurant. She was easily wounded; she was a little too quickly repentant. And I would find myself thinking that she was being rigidly on some sort of good behavior, that each time she was irritable it was as though a mask of a kind slipped. She would be, then, suddenly another girl. I would have the sense, too, at those moments, of being blind to something; something that would have been apparent to anybody else less involved with her than I was, but which was quite invisible to me. Still, the disagreeable moments were not too frequent, and as the weeks went by she seemed palpably to change. It was flattering to me to witness these transformations. I had, in a way, resuscitated her twice: the sea had been the simpler rescue. She seemed animated now: the inarticulateness seemed to go; her skin was better. She didn’t sleep quite as late; she talked of renting a bicycle, and of riding it every day; even, at last, of getting out into the sun more, a thing she had always detested. Of course, the important thing was work; and work, for her, was an immense sound stage, hung with cables, the coming out of the morning sunlight into a theatrical gloom; it was the few lines of dialogue, the anxiety of a cue. I thought that I might, after all, if she wished me to, talk to Charlie; or to someone at the studio. It was a bit awkward. You did get a certain kind of look asking a job or an audition for a girl. Yet it was what she really needed: that solidity; and it would complete, I thought, the curious obligation that rescuing her had laid upon me.


  So I arranged whatever there was to be arranged, and had Charlie call her, and set the appointment, and I expected her that evening. I supposed she’d dress herself very carefully, and there would be all sorts of decisions that morning about what she’d wear; and that, coming in, she’d want a drink badly. I made the martinis and put them in the icebox. Odd that at home I hated to be in the kitchen; yet here I was, the anxious cook. I found myself wishing the afternoon would be successful for her; she’d come in then glowing with the pleasure of the success. It would be nice to see her with that glow, and to be responsible for it. The evening would be, as it hadn’t been yet, a celebration of a kind.


  When it was seven o’clock, I began to be uneasy. She was late. There wasn’t any reason, it seemed to me, for her to be late. The interview could not have endured very long, or been too elaborate. I’d made dinner; and when I telephoned, there was no answer. I hadn’t wanted, really, to be concerned about her; but now, with the dinner waiting and the doorbell silent, I found myself concerned. Concerned; and annoyed. The furniture watched me. She hadn’t done—I stopped abruptly at the idea. She couldn’t possibly have. The clock moved toward eight. My uneasiness increased. When I telephoned again, and there was still no answer, I got into the car, leaving the house lights on and the steaks in the oven, and I drove to her apartment. I parked, and walked up the little path, with its geraniums, and as I got to the door of her place I could see behind the venetian blind a sort of flickering light, and I could hear a subdued music. The door was locked, and I tried to look through the blind; I could see a candle burning, and the music was evidently her victrola, and I had at first the impression that the music was going on and the candle burning in a room that was empty. I got over, then, to the very edge of the blind, so that my vision was slatted too, and then I saw her: crouched, or huddled, in a far corner of the bed, against the wall. She’d been drinking. The glass (of gin, I guessed) was in her hand. She seemed to have gotten, or have tried to get, as far away from something as she possibly could; to have gotten, in that forlorn position, to wherever the wall allowed her. The record played; the candle, in the neck of a bottle, flickered. It would burn down, the gin would empty, the record end; then it would be dark. Strange, how I thought that the scene at which I was looking must end in darkness. She was dressed as she must have been dressed when she had gone that afternoon to see whomever Charlie had arranged for her to see: with earrings still in her ears, and a white silk blouse, and a tight straight black skirt; she’d taken off apparently only her shoes. I knocked then; and was forced to knock again. She came reluctantly to the door, summoned from the wall. She’d have sat there, I thought, if I hadn’t come, until the diminishing candle died, staring into some pit. She let me into the apartment as she’d have let the police in: retreating from the door.


  “I telephoned. Why didn’t you answer?”


  “I didn’t want to see anybody.”


  “Is that gin?”


  “Yes.”


  “I had two martinis made.”


  They were in the icebox; and the steaks in the oven. We weren’t going to celebrate anything. One never did.


  “I was worried.”


  She’d gone back to the wall, her refuge. Above her, I saw the lithograph of the two girls. It wasn’t difficult to guess the afternoon had not been the success I’d hoped.


  “What happened?”


  I wanted the lights on, and not the silly candle; but I didn’t dare touch the switch. Or disturb the muted victrola. She’d arranged the scenery of her defeat. The evidence was all of some defeat. Nevertheless, I was irritated.


  “It’s not that important.”


  I meant whatever it was that had happened; the reading, or the interview, such as it was. Still, I knew it was poor cheer: I couldn’t really calculate the importance for her. Between what she wanted, and what she got, a gulf loomed. Possibly that was the pit into which she’d been staring.


  “It would have been only a bit part.”


  It was awkward, and fatiguing, too, to sit there, as I sat, on the bed beside her, attempting a bleak consolation. I couldn’t make myself feel the enormity of failure that she felt. My god, a silly part in a silly moving picture. It shouldn’t crush her so. She looked at me then with what was unmistakably a sort of hatred. It startled me: to have that come out of the depths. I knew, of course, the contours of the pit into which she was looking. I’d looked into it in my own time; the pit of one’s own incapabilities. It never really closed over. But I felt she’d come so far; she’d been so much better. I was involved in any defeat she suffered now. Or thought I was involved; thought I was willing to be involved. So I tried. It was necessary to say something. To find the confident, the reassuring thing. My own fund of confidence and assurance was not that large; I could spoon out only what there was to share. She let me talk: with the candle dying, and the records succeeding themselves. I suppose they were, the things I said to her, as she sat there on the bed, with her face averted, inert, despairing, meager enough; I had to find, because of her, the hard things that I myself believed in, and only at the most infrequent times permitted myself to think of. Failure was always present; it changed its aspect, it acquired new forms. Did one ever go from success to success? But one went, simultaneously, from failure to failure. What was it that I’d once thought intolerable? In a few years, it had become tolerable. The reasons for living changed. At the end, the great pang would be that death deprived one of the very, very simplest things: the simpleness of sight, the mechanical marvel of breathing. Ah, she mustn’t feel the way she did. Nothing catastrophic had really happened. What one was good at didn’t always and continually give one pleasure. Appetites died; ambitions expired; desire put on a different skin. She’d see, if she’d only give it time. That was the thing: time. It was the one genuine gift we all had: a conceivable measure of time, and the certainty that having it would alter what we already had. She’d so much more than other girls had, as well as her conviction that she had so much less. She might not believe me now, feeling as she did, with this momentary despair so heavy upon her, but she need only wait and see. Wasn’t it, after all, a great thing that we could wait and see? That we were permitted to learn about ourselves, however distasteful the lessons might be? That the possibility remained always open? She was beautiful. Even now, in the darkness: and my fingertips traced the shape of her cheekbones. It was only a question of values. I disliked the word: but it would do. A value: something that time proved, and stamped, and which remained in the end negotiable. Her silk blouse glimmered; she’d become a shadow, with only a warmer substance than a shadow. I’d said so much; she’d been silent so long; the candle had been so long dying; the air itself in the small room had become so charged with something; that, holding her in my arms, and forgetting now who I was, and who she was, too, in that compounded moment I heard somebody murmur “I love you,” somebody who resolved himself into me.


  I froze.


  She appeared not to have noticed the words, the words which quickly took on a lingering and disastrous echo, and lay there breathing quietly on the pillow, seemingly deaf to them.


  I’d been so circumspect. I’d guarded myself so.


  She’d been the one who’d reached across the intervening space to unbutton the reluctant buttons, and I told myself that she would not misinterpret the words and that she would understand the circumstances in which they had been spoken. She would understand that they were words which had been addressed to someone not here in the room at all. We could be to each other only what we’d been: something the doctor recommended.


  Nevertheless, I had said them. And I thought: does it matter? The words had forced themselves past my obdurate lips. Did it really matter that I’d said them here, now, having denied myself so long the saying them, or to whom or where they were finally said, and that accident had voiced them under this etching (so ambiguous) of the twinned girls, naked and somnolent, looking with so long a look into each other’s veiled eyes? My actual arms were about her. Why not here, now, at this instant, no more propitious, no more sincere, no more eternal, than any other providential instant? To say: to say, at last, somewhere, “I love you.” To think (even for this small, this false instant) that it had been said.


  And she didn’t contradict, or question the words.


  They hovered between us, and dissolved, like a secret. I had a sense as of some weight being at last lifted. As though a series of doors, one after another, slowly opened. It was I, now, who reached across whatever divided us, and began in the darkness, my hand a conclusion to something, to unbutton her white silk blouse.
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  BUT THE doors were not to stay open. One evening, when I drove up to my apartment, there was mail in the mailbox: a bill from the gas company, something friendly from an investment broker, and a letter from my wife. Her father had died.


  He was an old man in his late sixties, always scrupulously clean, and he had died in a hospital, among nuns, unshaven, and after a week of intense suffering. She thought it particularly cruel of death to have taken him unshaven. She remembered him shaving with an old-fashioned straight razor standing in the bathroom with the bathroom door half open. Death should have given him time, she thought, to go to a mirror and to take the familiar razor and to have shaved himself for the very last time that he would ever shave.


  She had stood at the window the night after the funeral thinking that now she had no father. She had been a child, and he had been her father, and now, close to middle age, she was an orphan. She was alone.


  I remembered something then, she wrote in the letter, that I had forgotten all these years. I must have been about eight, and there were always terrible quarrels going on in the kitchen; I’d hear them in bed. I didn’t know what they were about: it was only a violence taking place in that abyss that exists between children and the people who are by some accident of nature their parents. Papa left the house that night; he was going to be divorced. In the morning he was gone. I didn’t know what divorce was, except that it had an ominous, a final sound to it. Mama had been up all night standing at the window, as I stood, and in the morning she called some hotel Papa was staying at. She made me go to the phone and say Papa please come home and I didn’t want to, I was sorry for Papa, I thought it right for him to go away because of all the quarrelling: now she made me go to the phone (and stand on a chair and talk into it in the candy store because we didn’t have a phone) and say what she’d repeated and repeated I should say: Please Papa I love you come home. He wouldn’t have answered her; I was the terrible obligation he could not break. I never forgave my mother that, and I think I despised Papa, too, for coming back because of me. And I remembered it so sharply, how I’d brought back to a house he could not endure a man who was my father and who was dead now.


  She had recalled the episode after the funeral, feeling alone in the world, and she had thought she would never use a child as she had been used. She would not be what her mother had been. She was leaving New York Sunday night. She would be in on the morning plane. Our life was going to be different. I was to meet her Monday at the airport, and there was so much for us to talk over, so many misunderstandings that now, being alone and older, and with her father dead, she felt capable of dealing with at last.
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  SHE GUESSED quickly that evening there was something wrong. Possibly, I had arranged my face so that she could not help knowing there was something wrong. She sat in the car, wearing a white woolen stole I’d bought her, and she thought that I was being awfully quiet as we drove down the boulevard toward a restaurant. I’d known, of course, that I’d eventually, before the evening was over, have to tell her. I hadn’t anticipated her guessing so soon. Or quite so accurately.


  “It’s your wife, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “She’s coming out here.”


  “Monday morning. I’m to meet her at the airport.”


  She turned a long, somewhat blank stare upon the clock on the dashboard. She considered the illuminated time. I had nothing to contemplate except the signals, changing their insistent colors. One could feel whatever it was between us actually break. It hadn’t, I thought, been much: nevertheless, it broke. With a more disastrous feeling than I’d foreseen.


  “Perhaps you’d rather not go to dinner,” I said. “I’ll take you back home if you’d like.”


  She reached forward, turning on the car radio. The music ruptured the small silence between us. She meant it to. She wasn’t going to have, now, any significant silences between us. No, she thought: she’d rather not go home. It didn’t matter much, did it? She meant this final evening out, this inconsequential dinner. When was I to meet my wife? The eight o’clock plane. Really? I’d have to get up at an ungodly hour. I couldn’t afford to be late, could I? Not for that plane.


  No, I said, stiffly: I couldn’t.


  Did I have a cigarette? And would I light it for her? She was accustomed to having her cigarettes lit. So: it was fini. She smiled bitterly through the cigarette smoke at the image of it: the nothingness. Would I do her a favor though? At last, an ultimate favor.


  Yes: I’d be happy to.


  Would I please not telephone. She meant in the future. In the inevitable future with her still here in town, and the town containing all of us. Would I please not telephone? She’d only be nasty and hang up. It would be a kindness to both of us if I didn’t telephone.


  I wasn’t intending to.


  Wasn’t I? Yes: now. It was a resolution I could make now. She had heard, before, identical resolutions. I’d be tempted to call. On some night. When I was a little lonely. When I wanted some recreation. Please. I wasn’t to. She’d be ever so grateful.


  What did she want, a solemn promise? All right: she had a solemn promise.


  She meant it. It didn’t matter whom else I called. It was simply that she preferred not having to hang up on me. It was so awkward, hanging up on discarded lovers.


  Was it?


  Yes: quite awkward. It was an experience she didn’t care for. Really: I must believe her. She was sure I’d find somebody accommodating enough. The town was full of girls accommodating enough: I’d have no trouble finding one. Only please, not her. She declined the privilege. And could I drive a little faster? I was such a cautious driver; was I afraid of an accident before Monday morning? I needn’t worry: I’d be all in a piece Monday morning, and punctual too, despite the ungodly hour. A little faster. Because she’d like a drink. She’d like a drink quickly. If I could drive a little faster to wherever it was we were going, she’d be, she said, as the lights changed, ever so grateful.
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  THE RESTAURANT was vaguely Parisian; at least, it was possible to identify the huge poster on the wall as the Eiffel Tower, silhouetted against a sinking sun, and there were cheerful, easily translatable mottoes on the beamed ceilings. When the waitress came, her leg showed through a slit skirt. She seemed a bit too motherly to wear a skirt like that.


  “I’d like another martini.”


  “Shouldn’t we eat first? I’ve ordered duck à l’orange.”


  “Did you? I’d like another martini.”


  I ordered it.


  “And for the gentleman?”


  “Give the gentleman another martini, too. We’re celebrating.”


  “An anniversary?”


  “Sure. An anniversary. Our wife is coming. That’s the anniversary.”


  The waitress, slit skirt and revelatory thigh, went away, and we were alone, checkered tablecloth, the crumbled breadsticks, the inescapable candles in the inescapable bottles festooned with wax drippings. In the rear, near the bar, a man in an unpressed tuxedo was playing a concertina.


  Across the diminutive table, she cocked her head and laughed; she was being wonderfully airy. She was free again. I had no idea what a delicious feeling it was, to be free, to be absolutely unconcerned about whether one loved or didn’t love. It was such a bore, loving. Being so concerned, so dreadfully afraid of saying the wrong thing or doing the wrong thing. She was so glad to be rid of it, all the concern. Hadn’t I noticed how uncomfortable she’d been these last few weeks? Surely I’d noticed. I was so observant; surely I’d noticed how unnatural it was for her to be good? She had been, hadn’t she? All those weeks. Disgustingly good. So solicitous of me. Of my opinion of her. She’d wanted so to have a decent relationship with a man. She’d bitched up so many relationships in the past.


  Well: she’d been a fool. Where was that woman with the martinis? You’d think nothing could be made quicker than a martini. A martini was just absolutely simple. Would I cast my observant eye about and see if I could locate the waitress? And did I mind please not looking like that: it was none of my business how many martinis she ordered, or how many she drank; she wasn’t any more a concern of mine. My concern was flying in eight o’clock Monday morning. All she asked of me was that I please see the waitress hurried a bit with that complicated martini, and if I didn’t want to, or the task was too difficult, she’d find someone else, she was sure, to order it for her.


  I had no doubt she could.


  Damn right she could. And now there was just one more favor she had to ask, one more favor I could grant. Would I, before this long, this lovely, this eventful evening was finally over, take that goddamn disapproving look off my face? Because she was sick of it: my approval or my disapproval. Why didn’t I go back to New York where I belonged? I didn’t like the town; why didn’t I go back to New York? New York, New York; she’d never had any luck with anybody from New York.


  I was going back; she needn’t worry about that.


  Soon?


  Soon enough.


  Please, sooner than that.


  Because my god: did I have any idea what life with me was like? She pitied my wife. Really. The tender kiss in the car; the modest going to bed. How abysmal it had been. Was I like that with my wife? God, she pitied her: really.


  The waitress came, and the slow martinis. I could hear the concertina; I could see the people at the bar; I had read, several times, the cheerful little mottoes on the beams, crumbled between my fingers several of the dry breadsticks. The bits lay on the checkered tablecloth.


  “I suppose you thought I was in love with you,” she said. “Helplessly. Well, you thought wrong, darling. It’s another of my surprises. I’m never helpless. I can get up and walk any time I want to.”


  Not steadily, I said.


  Steadily. Did I want to see her?


  No, I said. I believed her. She could get up and walk and undoubtedly do it as straight as an arrow. The duck had come, in its rich sauce, and I tried, since I was hungry, and thought perhaps the automatic gestures of eating and chewing on the meat might possibly divert her, I tried to persuade her to try the duck.


  She looked at the duck, in its sauce; and then, deliberately, put her cigarette into the meat.


  She wanted another martini.


  Of course, I knew she hated me, didn’t I? My veritable guts. Intellectuals, God save her from them. She’d prefer a truck driver any time. At least they made her feel something.


  Where?


  Here! she said, striking her thigh.


  I thought it an overrated target.


  Did I? That was because I was squeamish. I was so squeamish about so many things. My skin always crawled a bit, didn’t it? There was a grocery boy came to the house once. In Venice, when she was living near the pier. Had she told me the story? I was always asking her about her life. Why didn’t I ask her about the grocery boy? He’d delivered his groceries. Oh yes, he’d certainly delivered his groceries. They were charming, the grocery boy’s groceries. Was I surprised? I needn’t be. Why shouldn’t she, after all, on some afternoon, when she was bored, and she could hear the sea, and there was a thick mist over the pier, choose a grocery boy? He’d looked at her with such adoration. He thought nobody existed like her. He was quite overwhelmed, coming into the half-darkened room, and she was lying there, with the victrola playing, smoking a cigarette. It had helped the afternoon pass, and there were so many afternoons, and they all passed with difficulty, and he’d never forget her, the grocery boy.


  I had no doubt about that. I saw his face: flushed with adoration; or was it eczema?


  She’d done so many things. I’d no idea the sort of things she’d done.


  Hadn’t I?


  It was an interesting story, wasn’t it, the grocery boy?


  Fascinating. Who else had she felt, at intermittent moments, so generous an impulse toward? A bartender, perhaps? I could see she might have a certain affinity for bartenders.


  Perhaps.


  Night shift or day shift?


  Day shift.


  Of course. They looked lonesomer by day. And having it available, he’d brought some of his merchandise with him. To help the afternoon pass.


  I didn’t object, did I?


  Not at all. Who was I to object? Besides, it seemed a marvelous way to get a drink on the house. I’d never thought of it: stupidly, I’d have paid. But then: I always did, didn’t I? An unshatterable habit.


  Did I?


  Yes: unfortunately. But we had a grocery boy now, so there was meat in the icebox; a bartender, so that took care of the liquor problem; and, of course, the truck driver she’d prefer: for the free ride? Who else? A rug salesman? We could use a decent rug.


  I’ve never taken money from anybody, she said.


  Really? I was astonished. My God, she didn’t think that would ruin her amateur standing, did she?


  My amateur standing, she said. I suppose you don’t do what you do for money?


  True.


  And every day, she said. A whore gets a day off now and then. But you go in there every day. You’re the one to talk about whoring.


  True again, I said. We’re two of a kind. All that beats us is a small straight.


  I sat there. She was, of course, lying. I was sure she was lying. The evening was only something that had to be endured because, several weeks ago, I’d made a nocturnal blunder. The stout gentleman, with the soiled tuxedo, was still playing the concertina. It made for a grotesque obbligato. I had only to be patient: the evening would end. She saw me brooding over what remained of her dinner. She glanced down, that unnatural brightness in her eyes. The poor duck. She was immensely solicitous. What had it cost? Three and a half dollars? She’d pay me back. I said, wearily: “Don’t bother. I’m being paid back now, aren’t I?”


  A bit. Yes: perhaps I was being paid back a bit. But I’d been curious, hadn’t I? Since the night we’d first gone to dinner and then to the Club Sierra. I ought to take advantage of this occasion. She was very articulate when she was drunk; hadn’t I noticed? Martinis improved her vocabulary. She could talk, then. She was talking now. I ought to listen: I wouldn’t again have the opportunity. Like the girl once, in San Francisco; it was awful what had happened at a certain hotel. She’d never told it to anybody. She didn’t even think of it except on occasions like this. She’d been in a show, then, and she wore a magnificent headdress. She could still remember the headdress: all the marvelous feathers. Wasn’t I interested in knowing what had happened in San Francisco? Not very. But I was always curious about her. She was somebody I’d saved. Somebody who had done something I didn’t think I was capable of, and I’d been curious. She’d known I’d be curious. She leaned across the table toward me, over the duck à l’orange with her cigarette protruding from it, and somewhere in the rear of the café the dingy gentleman playing his concertina, and asked me again: Aren’t you curious? Because she’d tell me the truth now if I’d ask and satisfy that curiosity of mine. Ask her about the grocery boy. Ask her about the girl in San Francisco. Ask her any question I wished. Because tonight she’d answer. She hadn’t even told Dr. Ritter. Dr. Ritter. We were a nice pair of professionals, the doctor and I. He sat in that chair of his and he listened to her, too. The pair of us: listening. She was just the one with the life. To the doctor she was only somebody who was sick. And to me? What was she to me? A little interesting information combined with a little interesting roll in the hay.


  Perfect, wasn’t it? I was a son of a bitch: I knew that, didn’t I, sitting there, listening, with that look on my face, and not even now believing her. Thinking it was only something she was making up, the grocery boy, that girl in San Francisco in the hotel room, all the other things she’d done, not really believing her at all, thinking smugly, because I was smug, God I was smug, that she wasn’t capable of things like that. A lot I knew what she was capable of. It was just too horrible. It was just too sordid. How did I think she’d lived?


  No better than anyone else. No worse.


  Yes: that was one of my prize beliefs, wasn’t it? Neither better nor worse. The big sameness. Everybody in the ditch together. Well: she’d tell me something. It was worse. It was much worse. It was a sick ugly terrible life, her life, and she knew it, and she didn’t want me or any damn doctor forgiving her for it.


  That wasn’t her doctor’s business, nor mine: forgiving her sins.


  Sins? My God, sins. Is that what I thought they were? She had to laugh. Sins! She went to a priest once. It was funny: walking down the street, and the church there, a Catholic church, and the desire, suddenly, to go in and talk to the priest who was in there. They had confession: they’d understand. And somebody, she thought somebody like a priest would understand if anybody would. Perhaps it wasn’t my business, but it was a priest’s. She remembered every word. He was thin, the priest, and his hands looked cold. She hadn’t liked him. When she argued, he said: my dear child, if God intended us to be monkeys, we would have remained monkeys. God doesn’t need evolution. What He creates, He creates once and for all eternity. She remembered every word. That priest, in the chair, and his hands moving in his lap. It was difficult to become a Catholic: they made it difficult, or the priest seemed to be making it difficult. And then she told him a little of her life: as she was telling me, as she told Dr. Ritter. Fragments of it, not much, a little. She could see by his glance that he didn’t like at all even the little she told him. It sounded depraved to him. A priest: he wasn’t anything really but a stupid man. She wouldn’t have cared about the evolution or the monkeys, if only he hadn’t looked so shocked. You’d think he’d heard things like that: that was his business, sins. So they mustn’t have been, must they, the things she told him, sins at all? They were worse than sins. That’s why she thought it so funny I should use the word.


  What had she told him?


  The priest?


  Yes.


  She’d thought I wasn’t interested. How nice to see I was. She could hardly remember; it was so long ago. No: it hadn’t been the grocery boy; nor that evening when, in a bar, she’d picked up a sailor and his fiancée. That had been a lovely ball, the sailor and his fiancée, but she was sure it wasn’t that particular night she’d mentioned to that thin disagreeable man in the church. Oh yes: the little boy. It was the little boy she’d mentioned. He was eight years old.


  I thought it a tender age.


  But not too young to get started.


  And she’d started him?


  “Somebody had to, darling,” she said. “Somebody started me, didn’t they? The road to perdition.” She’d paved it pretty well. “Haven’t I? I’ve tried hard to see it wasn’t dull, like yours.”


  Mine?


  With nothing in it (that life of mine which I sat contemplating now as though it lay, trussed and basted and with a blackened end of a cigarette in it, on her plate) but a few idiotic adulteries. Is that what I was proud of: a few foolish girls (in whose unfortunate company I was to include her) who’d said yes because, at the moment they’d said it, there hardly seemed reason enough to anything to say no? A few girls taken in by my brown eyes; a few girls deceived by my hypocritical kindness; a few girls silly enough to be sweet-talked into the universal crib.


  At least they had been older than eight.


  Ah! she said, triumphantly: the little boy hurts, doesn’t it? I said, stonily, it might be a good idea if, instead of a psychiatrist, she stopped off one afternoon at a delousing station.


  Did I (with her eyes widely open) really think so?


  Yes: I thought so. A delousing station might, after all, be ever so much more helpful than some poor doctor trying, in a scheduled hour, to disentangle that soul of hers.


  How nice to say she had one.


  She had one. Oh stained a little and dirtied a little and cheap a little. But she had one.


  White and fluttery?


  White and fluttery and from the hand of God.


  She was delighted. A soul: an actual soul. No one, in years, had used the word. Were souls coming back, like mahjong? But it was such a waste, wasn’t it, to have bothered giving her one. So superfluous. It was one of the least necessary things. A soul, how silly. Of what possible use could it be, except to get in the way and trip her, at critical moments, like a nightgown that was a bit too long?


  She was smiling, with her head somewhat to one side, tracing the rim of the martini glass with her finger.


  That was the trouble: they kept giving you things you didn’t need. They never gave you quite what you really needed. Enough guts, for example.


  Didn’t she have her share?


  Sadly, no. No she didn’t. She didn’t have nearly enough. She could use more and more. She could use scads of it for what she wanted to do. She’d trade it in: one soul, slightly damaged, for its equivalent in guts. Did I know a buyer? Someone interested in second-hand souls? Someone who’d care to exchange? Really: she was serious. She was perfectly serious. She’d love to get rid of the damn thing; it was such a nuisance having one, and being expected to take care of it, when really there wasn’t time, and there were so many other more important things which needed her constant attention.


  Was I still brooding about the little boy?


  Silly.


  It had been so quiet in the house, and she’d been reading a book, and he kept wanting to lie down on the sofa next to her.


  It was funny, really.


  Quite funny.


  Because after a while she’d been curious. He snuggled up. A little boy like that. So she’d let him kiss her.


  I’d no idea how charming it was, in a way, and how funny.


  Pure instinct.


  Pure reflex action.


  He’d tried so hard, the little boy. There was something very tender about it, and quite touching, the little intensity of it, the fierce little maleness of it, and all quite involuntary, for he couldn’t have known, could he, what he was so desperately trying to do, and couldn’t do there on the sofa? Innocence: she had to laugh. Innocence was only the truth left out. And I’d no idea what a pleasure it was, at last, to tell the truth.


  The truth—with all its dirty edges; the truth—with its slightly sickening quality.


  Because she’d been lying to Dr. Ritter. Had I known that? But, of course. It was all an elaborate game. Oh, she’d told him a bit here, a bit there; nothing really consequential; it was all a pretense really her going to the doctor. He’d be shocked, too: as I was. I was, wasn’t I? I really couldn’t keep it out of my eyes. I was really simple and naïve, after all. I was as moral as the rest of them: policemen and priests and mothers and friends of the family. I wanted the truth nice, and my little world clean, with only a few stained adulteries (of the commoner kind) and a few unorthodox rolls in the hay (of the usual sort) to discolor it. I should be grateful to her for this quick and gratuitous education; I might, by being attentive, learn something about women. Or if not: a story. She knew my appetite for stories. Had she told me about the welder? That was during the war, and she was doing her patriotic bit, too, in a shipyard; I should have seen her, goggles and overalls, and her hair in a bandana. He’d taken her home to meet his wife; and brought a present: perfume. She’d thought that was awfully considerate, buying his wife a gift like that. He’d introduced her as a friend he’d given a ride home from the yard, and then he gave his wife the perfume and she started to cry. She, the wife, had known exactly what was going on, because then she’d taken her into the bedroom (I was to imagine a frame house, set back, with a scraggly lawn and the washing hung out to dry and visible through the bedroom window) and there in a drawer in the maple dresser there were at least a dozen bottles of perfume. He’d buy her a bottle every time he’d been unfaithful; and she was quite nice, the wife, and not hostile at all, and they’d become good friends. Wasn’t that an interesting story? Someday, somewhere, I could use it: she gave me her permission. See how concerned she was about my career? Because she wanted me to be famous. From coast to coast, from ship to shore, from A to Z. My photograph in all the papers: back from Europe, in my pajamas, having breakfast in bed, and my opinions on the theatre; and beside me, of course, wife and child, the perfect family.


  And I mustn’t look like that, really I mustn’t. A man, what was another man? Everything disappeared: down the drain it went. With the baby fat; with the buttocks admired once by a photographer; with the first strapless dress. My God, men: men were only something women needed in addition to clothes. She couldn’t even remember now, and it was only a few weeks, what making love to me was like. Poor darling. I’d thought she would remember, didn’t I? But really, it was only vanity to expect her to: to think that what I’d done with my hands or my mouth was one particle different than any other lover had done who’d grunted on the pillow beside her. Down, down it went: kisses and hands and lovers: gurgling down the drain.


  She looked up now as though rediscovering where we were. It was after ten; and the bar was crowded. The man with the concertina no longer played; it was the jukebox now, noisier but somehow less artificial than the concertina, and the dingy tuxedo, had been. She wanted to dance now.


  All right.


  “Not with you,” she said. “I’m going to dance with that boy there. At the bar. He looks so lonely.”


  I didn’t mind, did I?


  “Why should I?”


  I sat there at the table and watched her get up and cross through the people dancing to the bar. The boy wore a badly-fitting sports jacket. He had a blue-eyed vacancy. He’d combed his hair and that was his best jacket. There was a highball glass in his hand, and it had been there, obviously, a long time, because later he’d have to buy somebody a drink and I supposed he was saving his money for that important moment. She came across the floor toward him, smiling; the blue eyes, startled, lost their sad vacancy. Her purse and her stole, the white woolen one I’d bought her, remained on the table beside me. I saw her, at the bar now, talking to the boy. The boy could hardly believe it; he looked uncertainly about the room. She must have been apparitional to him. He put the drink down carefully, on the bar, and she took his hand to reassure him, and drew him out on the floor. The boy didn’t rumba badly; I guessed she’d have liked him to be somewhat clumsier. It would have added to the charity. She was being very animated with the boy, and smiling a great deal, with her lips very close to him. She was exuding charm. All of her, the animated eyes, the intimate hips, the arm about the boy’s neck, flattered him. The boy was, I could see, a little frightened by the unexpectedness of it, and then, as they danced, I could see he tried rising to the occasion. He attempted something witty. She laughed, appreciatively. Watching her, I could see the grocery boy hadn’t been something she’d entirely made up. The jukebox swirled into silence. They went back to the bar, and I saw the boy offer her a drink. That would be the reserved money. She smiled, patted his arm, declined; her moment as the apparitional beauty was over: she was about to vanish in the glass coach. I watched her cross toward the powder room. The boy turned, deflated, to his solitary highball.


  I waited at the table. Fifteen minutes later she still hadn’t appeared. I called the waitress.


  “Yes?”


  “Will you do me a favor? The girl I was with, will you see if she’s in the ladies’ room, please?”


  “Certainly.”


  The boy was hunched over the bar nursing the highball glass. In the jukebox, the sick colors flowed. On the table were her handbag and the white stole. It was difficult to believe she had gone leaving behind the purse and the stole.


  The waitress returned.


  There was no lady in the ladies’ room. She looked sympathetically at me. She saw the handbag and the stole. It was very close in the restaurant, and maybe the lady had a headache, and she’d gone, perhaps, for a little air. She was sure the lady would be back.


  “I’m not going to wait,” I said. “May I have the check, please?”


  The waitress was a tall woman, with a light complexion and a nice smile. I supposed the people who owned the place made her wear a skirt like that. She shook her head now, counting out my change. The duck, uneaten; and the lady gone. She assumed the lady was someone I was in love with, and I didn’t bother to disabuse her. The sympathetic smile accompanied me to the door. When I went outside, carrying with a certain awkwardness the stole and her handbag, the boy in the badly-fitting sports jacket was standing on the restaurant steps. He was watching the cars go by. I looked at him, that face bleached and young, and the tie knotted for the big date that hadn’t materialized, and I said: “You didn’t see the girl I was with come out, did you?”


  “No.”


  Well, she’d disappeared.


  Disappeared?


  She’d gone off; disappeared; I spelt it out for him.


  “Gee. Why?”


  Thinking, perhaps, it was because she’d danced with him, and I’d been jealous, and we’d quarreled. I said yes, we’d had an argument, she’d gone into the john and not come out, and the boy said well gee he hadn’t seen her, he’d been standing here, she hadn’t come out. I said that one of the reasons we’d argued was because she’d thought him so attractive.


  “Gee,” the boy said. “I didn’t say nothing to her. We were just dancing.”


  He was awed.


  “She came over to me,” he said. “She asked me to dance. I thought that was kinda funny.”


  “Don’t girls usually come over and ask you to dance?”


  “Gee, no.”


  “Well, if she comes back, you tell her that I’ve taken her handbag and her stole. She’ll probably come back here later looking for you.”


  “For me?”


  “Sure. I’d wait.”


  “Gee,” the boy said. “A girl like that.”


  “Like what?”


  “I mean, so well dressed. What is she, in the movies or something?”


  “Is that what she told you?”


  “She said something about being in the movies.”


  “Yes,” I said. “She’s a big star.”


  “Yeah? Gee.”


  “I’d wait.”


  “You don’t mind, do you?” the boy asked anxiously. He wasn’t sure about me. But he’d read in the fan magazines what life was like in the movies. Crazy, that’s what life was like in the movies. “She was with you, I mean,” the boy said.


  I said it was perfectly all right. “Just be careful,” I said. “She’s got a big future, and you have to be a little careful about the scandal.” I went down the steps. He’d wait. The little bastard would probably wait all night out there on the steps. That goddamn coat; and that bowtie; and that cowlick. In the movies, I said as I got into the car: he knows what it’s like in the movies.
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  I AWOKE, hearing a sound. The bedroom was dark; then, past the white muslin curtains, I saw her eyes at the window, with a dark furious light in them. She was scratching at the window screen. I looked at the clock; a little after midnight: I’d slept an hour. There was nothing to do, I supposed, but to let her into the house. In my pajamas, I opened the front door.


  She’d been somewhere, drinking. She came into the apartment with the violence of the very drunk. She’d been somewhere and she’d been steadily drinking. I didn’t really care where she had gone or what had happened to her; what street she’d disappeared down, what folly she’d committed. I cared only that when she came into the house the silence was destroyed. She turned on me, her mouth dryly working. “You didn’t even look for me,” she said. “I could have been murdered in an alley. You wouldn’t care.” She was in the living room now. “You went to sleep,” she said. It was unforgivable. I’d gone to sleep; I hadn’t cared whether a truck had run over her or she’d been murdered; I’d gone to sleep. She was talking, loudly. There were the neighbors: upstairs, the balalaika man and his wife; the airplane girls; my publicity man: she’d wake them. “Let me make you some black coffee,” I said; I might have been suggesting strychnine. She ignored me. She wove, in the air, some intricate gesture.


  “I could have been a beautiful dancer,” she said. “A dancer should have a long body and no hips and I could have been a beautiful dancer. I could have been so many things,” she said.


  She smiled; the dry lips smiled at some memory. “The lower part of my back is perfect,” she said. She arched it. “A photographer told me. He said the lower part of my back is perfect. He wanted to photograph it. Every girl has something perfect and I have the lower part of my back,” she said.


  She stumbled. “Mother,” she said, “I’m so sick.”


  She saw me coming toward her.


  “Don’t touch me,” she said. “Don’t touch me, you son of a bitch,” she said.


  She got to her feet. It was incredible that she could get to her feet. I was afraid if I touched her she’d scream. She mustn’t scream. Not at this hour. Not here, now.


  “Lie down,” she said. She was mimicking me. I’d suggested she lie down on the couch. “Lie down,” she said. All she knew was (weaving there, blindly, on the rug) that I’d gone to sleep and she might be lying murdered now in some alley and I didn’t care. All I’d ever wanted was to drag her into bed. I, and all the others. She unbuttoned her blouse. She wore a black brassière; it would be one of the fancier, the special brassières. She looked down at her breasts. She was admiring them. Weren’t they beautiful?


  I said yes.


  Because she mustn’t scream.


  She closed her hands over them. Her poor breasts. Kissed, fondled. Pity was in her face: her poor betrayed breasts. She remembered the cat now: I’d killed it. Because she’d slept here, in this house. She didn’t want me to get dressed; she didn’t want me to take her home. The cat was dead. Everything (a gesture, vague and pitiable) was being taken away from her. She was talking continuously now. She was crying and talking and gesturing and her voice carried in the night and I could see through the window the lights go on in the apartment on the other side of the driveway. There was that, too, to worry about. Somebody would inevitably call the police. I didn’t want the police coming and finding her here, drunk, in the apartment. I had to get her out of the house. She seemed to have forgotten I was there. She wept, out of some vast desolation. She murmured at someone invisible; an animal, a man, I couldn’t tell which. She wove, in the air again, that mysterious gesture, as though she were again dancing. Or she’d be cold, and shiver. Or she’d draw back, her palms distended, as though something threatened her. I would think she could not possibly continue, and she would sink, her skirt huddled about her, exhausted to the rug, and I would think that it was at last over, but when I went toward her or spoke to her, she’d revive, some incredible energy returned, and she would begin again, a broken recitation, or some dance, or some incoherent monologue. She wavered, now, pale, in a corner of the room. She was staring at something. It was across the room, whatever it was.


  She cried out: Mother.


  Then: He’s throwing the cigar, Mother!


  She broke off. She was weeping. She had her hands clasped to her neck.


  He burned me, Mother, she said. Daddy burned me. He threw the cigar and burned me. Why do you fight with him? Why do you fight and fight and fight? You made him throw the cigar and now he burned me. I hate you. I hate you and I hate Daddy and I hate everybody.


  She was sobbing, in pain, where, once, a cigar had burned her.


  She looked up.


  Again, her face was transfigured. Something, or somebody, was approaching her. She spoke in a tense whisper.


  Go away, she said. I told you to go away. This isn’t your garage. It’s my grandmother’s garage. You go away or I’ll scream.


  She did.


  I knew that in the silent and tree-dark street her scream sounded. It would not sound like anything but a girl somewhere screaming. I knew that now in the apartments upstairs or across the driveway somebody started awake and lay in the darkness, listening. I saw all the telephones, so close to all the beds.


  The scream was abruptly cut off and she was in the corner, behind the armchair, whimpering, her body curiously broken.


  I went to her, lifted her. I put her on the couch in the room where the Chianti bottles were. She clung to me. I was somebody to cling to now, who was protecting her. I was whoever had come and taken her out of the garage. She cried. Dry and racked and convulsive tears.


  Then she said: “Marsha.”


  “Marsha,” she said again, distinctly.


  I waited.


  “My cat thinks I’m beautiful,” she said. “My cat loves me. It’s so stupid,” she said.


  I whispered: “What?”


  She said: “Everything. They just don’t know how stupid it is. The cat’s jumping up on the bed, Marsha,” she said. “This is where I live. I don’t like where I live,” she said. “I’d love a piano stool for Christmas, Daddy. But you sold our piano. I want our piano back. You sold it to Sally Mulligan. She has my piano in the parlor and she takes lessons. I want my piano back. Sally doesn’t have any right to have my piano.”


  “I’m going to telephone her house right now,” she said. “It’s my piano. I was studying. I want it back. I’m going to telephone and make Sally give me my piano.”


  She was struggling to get up from the couch. I was now somebody preventing her from getting something that somebody had taken away from her. She wanted the telephone. She was going to call San Diego.


  “Why should Sally Mulligan keep my piano? I can play the piano better than she can. It was my piano.”


  She struggled in my arms.


  “You’ll call Sally Mulligan later,” I said. “She’s asleep now. You can’t wake her up.”


  She said, crying: “It’s mine, Daddy. It’s my piano.”


  I said, her father now: “I know, dear. We’ll get it back.”


  She said: “I want everything back. My piano and the ribbon Georgia Holmes borrowed from me and when I get a bicycle I’m not going to lend it to anybody.”


  I said, comforting her, crouched over, holding her heavily in my arms: “No, you won’t, darling. You’ll keep everything. I won’t let them take anything away from you.”


  Silence.


  In a diminished voice, then, a child’s: “I’m so sleepy. I’m so tired.”


  Hopefully, she’d sleep now I thought, at last she’d sleep, it would end in sleep, I said softly, almost crooning: “Yes, go to sleep, darling. It’s late.”


  “Is it very late?”


  “Yes it’s very late.”


  “Is it twelve o’clock?”


  “It’s later than twelve o’clock.”


  Then she said: “I can’t. I can’t sleep. There’s somebody in the bedroom.”


  “He’ll go away.”


  She said: “Make him go away. He’s been in there so long. I don’t like him.”


  “I’ll make him go away.”


  “Poor Daddy.”


  “Daddy’s all right,” I said.


  “It hurts.”


  “What?”


  “Here. It hurts here.”


  “Shhh.”


  “But it hurts, Marsha. Here. Put your hand here. He hit me.”


  “Who?”


  “Phillip. Phillip hit me. Phillip came home on leave and hit me. He followed me around and around the room and he hit me.”


  “Phillip?”


  “Phillip hates me too. They all want to hit me. They all want to hit me or break something. They break the furniture and hit me. They all hit me.”


  She started up, angrily.


  “Don’t be stupid, Marsha,” she said. “Get away from that window. I told you I have to go to Hollywood. I told you I have to go. Stop threatening me. I told you he’s taking me to Hollywood.”


  “Marsha,” she said, “don’t go near that window.”


  She stared at me. I had become somebody else. Somebody near a window.


  “Don’t,” she said. “Marsha.”


  She twisted under me and sprang from the bed.


  “Marsha!”


  I caught her in my arms.


  Her look collapsed. She scurried, with a small animal movement, away from me and to the wall. The wall was as far as she could go. She was looking past me again.


  “Don’t open the door,” she said. “It’s the police. Don’t open the door.”


  She whimpered.


  “Marsha?” she said.


  “Yes,” she said, nodding: “she’s Russian.” “Yes,” she said to somebody, “she worked at the store I used to work in. Yes,” she said to whoever was questioning her, “I was an elevator operator.”


  “I don’t want to go to the police station,” she said. “I have to go to Hollywood. Don’t look out of the window. Everybody’s looking up. I have to go to Hollywood. I told Marsha I have to, I have to.”


  She sank, trembling, toward the floor.


  Again, I went to her. Again, I lifted her as I had lifted her before. Again, I put her on the couch. I bent over her, impotent, stroking her convulsive shoulder. I wasn’t really trying to comfort her. I was partly kneeling on the couch. She was below me. She turned over, staring up at me, staring up into my eyes.


  “Who are you?” she said.


  She struggled to recognize me. She had a look on her face now that wasn’t pleasant: a cunning, a crafty look. She was finding herself on the couch, in a room where several times I’d made love to her, and there I was, bent over her, a position obscenely familiar, a position which possibly she had, from some equally violent and incoherent daze, emerged in before, in apartments she could only with difficulty remember entering, and had found, as she found now, a man’s face looming over her. She pushed herself erect. I thought at first she had not yet identified me, that I was only as anonymous as any man would have been to her ascending from the darkness and the obliteration of the liquor. But I was wrong. I was apparently recognizable: I was somebody known. She had pierced my identity, and the knowledge was there in the look she gave me, in the expression at once cunning and afraid and defiant. Yes, she was certain now, pushing me away, her eyes bloodshot and cunning, who I was, who I’d always been.


  They were clever. They were devious and clever. This time they thought (the mouth slack, and the hair disordered) they’d fool her. This time they thought she would not recognize the one they’d sent.


  Yes.


  For always before it had been someone in an expensive suit. Or a sailor. Or an actor. Easily identifiable. The disguise penetrable. With their suspect voices, and their transparent propositions, and their weekend invitations to a cottage by the sea.


  She knew them all.


  She could always tell, whether in the drugstore asking her for a match, or on the street and it was some address they wanted, or in the Cadillac that pulled up, noiselessly, beside the bus sign, and it was a lift home.


  Monogrammed lighters betrayed them, and initialed cuff links.


  Bedrooms, one glimpse of which and she knew.


  She could always tell. They’d known at last, having exhausted all their decoys, that now she was experienced and she could always tell.


  So they’d sent me.


  For she would not have suspected me.


  Who was so unlike all the others; who would not ask for a match or the address in a street that didn’t exist or offer her ever the lift home; who pretended to despise the town and did not talk about the odds he had on a horse at Del Mar or boast about his irresistible connections and what, were she nice to him, he could do for her. Someone who offered her nothing and was a little uneasy with her and seemed unhappy. They had known I would be someone she would never suspect.


  Ah, yes: I’d fooled her. I’d go back to them now, at that huge, that mysterious studio where they waited, and I’d tell them all: her last secrets, for I knew everything now. She crouched away from me, gesturing.


  Yes, she said, in that crooning and anguished voice, I’d tell them all. For she saw me, the agent reporting to his superiors, filing in that vast repository they kept all the detailed information I now had: how she looked, naked, crossing the narrow hallway to the bathroom; her voice, thinned to a scream, rising from the disordered pillows; the gesture, abandoned, obscene, in the private dark.


  Yes: she knew who I was, and now, as I came toward her there, as she crouched near the bar, with that anguished and vindictive look in her eyes, and touched her, she clumsily and unexpectedly swung at me. She’d doubled her fist like a vicious boy’s. She caught me on the bridge of the nose, and tears and a sharp pain momentarily blinded me. Her small fist was bony enough, and the blow was unexpected enough; I found that I was standing absolutely still in the room and I was afraid that if I moved at all I’d kill her. Drunk or not, insane or not. She shrank away, now, afraid, so that I could see she wasn’t as unaware of herself as she pretended to be. The cold rage mounted in me. I felt a fool; a complete, a humiliated fool. She cowered away and said, “Don’t hit me” for she’d been hit sometime, somewhere, in the past, and I looked at her: the high cheekbones, the whole disordered expression, the mouth loose and twisted a little, and I hated her, and all those like her, for she seemed at that moment to contain in herself all that I hated and feared in people, the violent follies, the vicious melodramas, the grotesque self-destructiveness. She must have thought that I would hit her after all, as Phillip and the others, if there was a Phillip and the others, had done, and she turned and with a small cry ran past me and out of the room and into the bathroom. I heard the door lock. I heard running water. I heard something break, like a glass. I’d had enough. I’d had all of it I wanted. I’d never struck a drunken girl; I could understand now striking them. I went to the bathroom door. I wanted her out of there, I wanted her out of the house; I didn’t care any longer how she got out, on her own feet or not, ill or not, or where or what she did once she was gone, and I shook the doorknob, leaning against the door, telling her to open it or so help me I’d break it down. Did she hear me? Stupid bitch. Why didn’t she go home; she was the one who ought to go back where she’d come from, San Diego or wherever it was that was unlucky enough to be called home by her. She didn’t answer. Was she going to open the door? I’d give her two minutes to get it unlocked. It was only an immensely complicated act, all of it, the gestures, the tears, the incoherent murmurings. Was she going to open the door? I moved back and hit it with my shoulder.


  I heard her in the bathroom now, and I heard the door unlock, and she opened it. She had done two things: she had turned on the water in the sink, and she had broken the glass I kept my toothbrush in. With the broken glass, she had cut jaggedly into her wrists.


  I hadn’t expected that: not with the green glass of a tumbler I kept a toothbrush in; and not actual blood. She seemed taller. I don’t know why at that moment she seemed taller, and even somewhat triumphant; triumphant, and taller, in a way I couldn’t explain; as though, finally, she’d outwitted, or spited someone (it could not have been me); she stood there, with an exhausted, but a cunning and a triumphant look on her face, for whomever she’d at last outwitted, and then everything, the bones that held her up, sort of melted, and she fell into the blood that was now all over her dress and all over the tiled bathroom floor.


  The experience of horror is an experience of emptiness. I cried out her name; I stooped; I touched her, not knowing how to touch her; and then something froze in me. Something became cold and heavy and immovable in me. It was a sort of weight, the weight in me of someone else’s inconceivable act, a stupid act, an act bloody and irrevocable and stupid.


  I went into the bedroom and took two ties from the tie rack and made two clumsy tourniquets. So it had ended like this. I didn’t know what to do, whom to call: a doctor or the police. I knew what it meant to call the police. I knew that, if I called a doctor, the doctor would call the police. I’d thought it would not matter to me whether my wife knew or not; that I would not give a damn any more how much or what she knew; but I didn’t, suddenly, want her or anybody else for that matter to know this. A rented apartment; this town; a girl with her wrists slashed; a girl like this. I didn’t think of anything or feel anything except that I was unaccountably cold. Cold, and my stomach hurt, I seemed to hurt, my stomach, my jaws, behind my eyes I hurt. I couldn’t understand what had happened or why it had happened or how or by what intricate ways I had become involved with her. I had never been involved in anything like this before. It had never before ended in blood. In more than blood: in the inconceivable. There was, in all the town then, nobody to call but Charlie. I couldn’t think of anybody to call but Charlie.
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  I AWOKE him. The phone was next to the bed; I saw him, on an elbow, dry-mouthed, with the black instrument to his ear, in pajamas that would be striped and silk.


  “What’s the matter, kid? What is it?”


  “I’m in a jam, Charlie.”


  “You?”


  He thought, I could see, I’d run short of money somewhere, or there was a car accident, a minor something that I, being what I was, could conceivably get into, and not anything for the phone to ring alarmingly about at one o’clock in the morning, and for his sleep, that inflexible eight hours, to be broken. “What kind of a jam?” For there were, for Charlie, categories; and when I told him what mine was, the phone went silent and I could hear, both near and distant, his breathing. “Christ, how did you get into that?” I wasn’t to touch anything, to say anything, to call anybody. Charlie was coming over.


  It would be a half hour. The Lincoln would have to come up the coast highway. Nights like these the coast was foggy. In twenty minutes he would be coming over the mountains. There would be little traffic. The road was dark. In fifteen minutes he would be coming to Brentwood. Brentwood would be dark, too. He could do seventy or eighty miles an hour at this time of night and in a half hour he would be here.


  I was glad Charlie would be here. I was glad somebody would be here. I saw it as a deliverance. I’d never again despise Charlie or laugh at those expensive ties of his or the suits he wore so micrometrically tailored to him or the lifts on his shoes because he was so short. He’d handle it. Smash-ups; stuff at the studios with girls; drunks; Charlie knew how to handle all that. The quiet settlement, the discreet word slipped in here, the telephone call made there; Charlie’d know. I knew nothing; really nothing. What I knew, the knowledge I had, was nothing. I could see that in the past I’d been supercilious. I’d been a snob. It was men like Charlie you relied on in a crisis. Charlie lived in a world inhabited by genuine policemen, with real arrests in it, and scandals that had punishable consequences. I thought of Charlie at the office window of the branch agency in New York, when I’d first met him, looking down on Madison Avenue, saying: It’s a town for winners. He’d know what measures winners took.


  I crouched over her. What department did one call when it was, not the cat, but the cat’s owner? Was she dying? No: she couldn’t possibly be dying. She was breathing shallowly, and the blood welled from the wounds. At least, the apartment was quiet; I’d wanted it quiet, hadn’t I? Her eyelashes, dark, seemed oddly gummed, and she was paler than I remembered. It was as though she were terribly asleep. Had there been pain? There must have been pain. She could not gash herself like that and there have been no pain. I looked down at her with a dulled stupefaction. To have done it; to have smashed a glass; to have taken the jagged thing and to have done it; it was still an inconceivable act. Even with this evidence; even with the torn veins. She was, more than ever, alien. Her skirt huddled up, and I stared at the visible black brassière. How disconnected now she was from any possibility of desire. That breast, known; that thigh, stroked. Between desire and her the jagged glass intervened. She’d come, burdened down with error and stupidity and vanity and suffering. I’d held her; now the cold tiles. And I? Had I been burdened with less? I stared bleakly down as though into a pit. I’d thought it was not a matter of importance where I was employed or what it was I did to earn what I’d thought of as very good money. It had ended like this. I had wanted to avoid torment and isolation and self-doubt. I had wanted something that would not involve a sincerity of any kind, but only a show of skill, a pretense of sincerity. It had ended like this. I had wanted a life less difficult than the life I had had, the life I was afraid of, and it had ended like this.


  I heard the Lincoln’s distinguishable motor outside. Charlie closed the door quickly. He had put on I could see the sort of suit he would wear for an occasion like this. He regarded me with a mixture of distaste and concern. Where was the girl? He looked around the apartment: I think he expected gin bottles somewhat scattered, and blood on the walls. The evidences, at least, of a minor orgy. He didn’t quite believe my being asleep, and her apparitional face at the midnight window. He didn’t believe I was quite as innocent as I protested I was. In the bathroom, he stared down at her; but it was not with my look. Had I been in love with her? My God, in love! He’d seen us in Tijuana; how could I possibly be in love with her? Then why had she done it? There was a reason; there had to be a reason.


  “Charlotte’s coming in Monday.”


  “And you told her?”


  “Yes.”


  He’d accept that: a broad you got mixed up with, and a wife’s ill-timed arrival. It was the simpler of the explanations. The other, the complex one, the one I thought was the explanation, he’d listen to suspiciously. It wouldn’t be for him an explanation: but my kind of alibi. A pretty girl; she meets someone like me; she’s in love; the wife comes; zip: the wrists. Charlie’d have it that way. I didn’t care.


  “What am I going to do, Charlie?”


  “Get her out of here.”


  “Where?”


  “She lives somewhere. Home’s for suicides. Get her out.”


  Had I thought once there were acts of which I was incapable? I knew now that Charlie would persuade me I was capable of them. I might have been, once, contemptuous of a man of whom I’d heard a story resembling the story which, possibly, Charlie would one day, at lunch, in a studio commissary, tell of me. I wasn’t contemptuous now; or perhaps I was; and yet I knew that I would allow Charlie to persuade me. My protests, like a blonde’s, could be circumvented; my virtue, with a little patience, was assailable. The guilt I experienced was of no importance; it would not change anything, or deter Charlie, moving so efficiently about the living room. He said to me: “Forget it; you aren’t the first, you won’t be the last. A warm wind blows from the south and they automatically uncross their legs.” He was, of course, right; they were none of them virgins. It was unavoidable that one had to take a blanket from the bed to wrap her in; unavoidable that he should ask me if there were any clothes of hers here in the house; unavoidable that the lights should be carefully extinguished and the door cautiously opened. Charlie was only doing, in the circumstance, what in his own lexicon had to be done. He was rendering me a service in the only way he knew. Yet it was a service that would bind me, wouldn’t it? I’d be, where I had not been before, or thought I was not before, in his debt, in Charlie’s debt, and by extension in debt to all of them. I had only to call the police and there would be no debt, and yet I knew that I couldn’t call the police. I did not have to stoop to lift her and carry her, an oddly shameful weight, out of the darkened house, as Charlie held the door open; I did not have to, awkwardly, in the empty street, put her into the luxurious Lincoln parked there. It need not have been done, any of it. Yet I did it. It was useless to think it was someone who was not me doing it: the discovery was that it was I who was doing it. I, holding her so that the inert body might not slump; I, pretending that the motorist or the pedestrian, if we should encounter a motorist or a pedestrian, who might glance into the car, would think only she was a girl drunk; I, who, while Charlie opened the door with the keys found in her littered purse, put her there on the familiar studio bed against the wall under the picture of the two girls and no cat there now as there had been once when innocent still I first knocked on her door thinking that all I’d come for was to take her to dinner, to dinner, because after all she’d been a girl I’d, oddly enough, saved.
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  I CALLED Dr. Ritter. It was all I could think of doing, and Charlie had not wanted me to do that. It was, possibly, not wise. I had been, on the phone, an anonymous voice. Now, I compelled Charlie to wait in the parked car down the street. Only until the doctor came; only to be sure the doctor came.


  We sat there, in the darkness. I had become painfully aware who I really was. I stared at the transfigured street through the windshield. There were the palm trees; the houses boxlike or gabled; the family garages; the provincial silence.


  “How did it happen?” Charlie asked again. He felt no complicity: no ambiguous guilt. He was attached to it by only a telephone call at one o’clock in the morning.


  “I don’t know. I’ve no experience with suicides.”


  “At the beach, and now here.”


  “Yes,” I said. “At the beach and now here.”


  “She has parents?”


  “Somewhere down in San Diego. An alcoholic father; a mother who tells the neighbors she’s in the movies. I suppose the doctor will wire them.”


  Charlie stared out at the street, too. I didn’t know what shape it had for him; what the street lamps translated themselves into. “At the beach,” he said, frowning, “she didn’t know you. So it couldn’t have been you.”


  “No, at the beach she didn’t know me. But she knew you. So it couldn’t have been you.”


  “What?”


  “They sent me. The perfect agent. From the studio.”


  “What studio?”


  “Any. Transcendental Pictures. The biggest lot in town.”


  Everywhere, now, those who hadn’t yet, or saw no reason yet to reach for the glass one left a toothbrush in, or for the Veronal left over in the medicine cabinet and forgotten about, or who hadn’t ever yet been accosted or visited by and gone to bed with the ultimate spy, slept. It was the hour for the late radio show, the hour the small bands got hot. I remembered her at Tijuana: she’d sparkled so. She came alive at night, she said. Like a cat, when the sun went down. But she hadn’t any cat now. She hadn’t anything now. He would find on her arms, the good doctor, the two ties with which I had so clumsily bound her, the inexpert tourniquets. Suppose she died? What would I confront in the morning if she should die? She had come to town after whatever it was had happened with the girl Marsha, if there’d ever been a Marsha. I wouldn’t really ever know. She’d inhabited for a while these streets; her high heels had sounded on these pavements passing the cactus gardens and the orange trees. Her smile, a bit too anxious, a bit too placating, had floated above the polished bars. She had murmured for a while in all the telephone booths; I saw the names vanishing from all the address books she had ever kept.


  I said: “I suppose I’ll hear from them in the morning. Do you think someone will contact me, or will there be a regulation form in the mail I’m to fill out?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  It really was an ordinary street, marvelously ordinary, in what out here comprised the ordinary; not a dying maple, but a dying palm, and the roses wild on unsuspected street corners. She was unconscious, bleeding, if she was unconscious; if what she had done to herself was only unconsciousness. It was possible, I thought, that all this had been calculated in advance, from the very moment I first went into the ocean, and dragged her out, kneeling there on the dark sand pumping out the sea water. A statistical machine of some kind would have given them the inevitable result: maybe not the glass exactly in which my toothbrush was kept, and maybe not the precise bathroom it would happen in: but they must have known.


  “Known what?” Charlie said.


  Because there was the prize, glittering out there at the end of the branch. It hung there, ripe and visible, not looking at all dangerous, not looking at all like a fruit that might contain so fatal a pit; and hanging there where it could be seen, where she could always see it, why was it to be expected that she would consider it forbidden? That she would accept the fact that only the duller vegetables were for her? That the apple, golden or just gold-plated, was denied? For in the end, that was where the injustice of it lay: that it was visible, that it was there, on that branch, that it was reachable, that it was close or seemingly close.


  “For Christ sakes, what apple? What’s there?”


  It must have always been there for her. Because it existed, it had to exist for her, too; and you couldn’t expect her to accept some edict, whose authority she didn’t recognize to begin with, that it was a thing that might be dangerous for her. If they expected her to resist, or any of the girls like her, then it would have been wiser in the first place to have concealed all of it: wall around the big estates, and abolish from the newspapers those brides in the expensive veils, and keep the cameramen away from the yacht races.


  “Yes, a statistical machine could have calculated all that, and it wouldn’t be too difficult. All they would need is the right kind of machine, and they must have one, don’t they, Charlie? The thing you can count on them having is the necessary machine. But it can’t end like this, can it, Charlie?”


  “End like what?”


  “With our sitting here in the car, on this street, with her inside there, dying or not dying. They wouldn’t have it end like this. Because there must be another scene, after the doctor comes. There’s always something, tears or repentance, absolution or a long walk in the park, after the doctor comes.”


  He sat there, small, white-faced, and said: “I’m getting you out of here and we’re going over to Romanoff’s, and we’re going to walk in as though nothing’s happened and sit down and have something to eat and have people see us.”


  “Romanoff’s?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that what the instructions say?”


  “That’s what the instructions say, or whatever it is you’re talking about.”


  I didn’t quite believe him; not Romanoff’s. But then, why not? Romanoff’s, Chasen’s, La Rue’s: to eat, or be eaten somewhere; to see or be seen somewhere. Why not Romanoff’s? With the attendant parking the car. With the huge doors opening. And a steak, rare. Why not Romanoff’s, and a steak, rare? It was the legitimate, the smart, the considered, the self-protective thing. It was, after all, their world and sooner or later I had to live in it on the only possible terms: theirs. It was a delusion that I could make my own. The self-deception had been that any terms but theirs could exist. I did not want to be again that coldwater-flat hero, keeping myself neat and unimpaired in the subway at the five o’clock rush hour. So it was to be Romanoff’s, and a steak, rare. Up the street, there was the glare of headlights. “Is it the doctor?” Charlie said. “That must be the doctor.” For the car parked there at the curb beside the identifying palm. I watched then the driver, the car’s sole occupant, appear: in a dark topcoat, short, bulky, and the street lamp caught him in a momentary pause. He was checking the house number. I saw a thick-shouldered man with, as she’d explained, an undistinguished face in a profession that asked for a somewhat distinguished face, and he hadn’t that. He would find her under the etching of the two girls, and it might or it might not be in the newspapers in the morning. He went slowly toward the dark house. He went patiently toward it, undistinguished face and all, as I should have gone, as something in me in a dying effort still wanted to go.


  “All right now?” Charlie said. “You satisfied now? Now can we go?”
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  I STOOD on the top step, briefly suspended, looking down into the well-lighted, the warm, the communal room. Eyes, reasonably famous, turned toward me; I was smiled at by reasonably famous teeth.


  Beside me, Charlie waved at X and signaled Y and nodded to Q and blew a kiss at V.


  The horses were running at Hollywood Park; the bets were down on the fights at the Stadium; the reservations were in for next weekend at Las Vegas.


  It was dark outside, where I’d come from: the eyes that turned toward me turned to see who it was had come in out of the dark. She lay there, under the etching of the naked girl, and I saw Dr. Ritter bend over her. Monday morning Charlotte would be here and I’d be at the airport. It would be foggy that early: I’d stand watching as the great plane taxied in.


  I looked down again at those who also went to the airport in the early morning and who, when they were in difficulty, always had Charlie to call. They did not look like people who were guilty of anything. Careful, wary, my own teeth visible, my own eyes alert, I went down the three carpeted stairs with Charlie and I joined them.
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