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  CHAPTER ONE


  “I bought you some pajamas," Annice's mother said. She laid them on the bed among stacks of washed and ironed clothes, still in their cellophane envelopes from Sears Roebuck. Corny ones, Annice thought, red-checked gingham and a repulsive flowered print.


  "I don't wear pajamas," she said, thinking, I won't pick a fight, not the last minute like this, I won't let her make me mad. She bent over her suitcase, rearranging the blouses her mother had already packed.


  Mrs. Harvey said, "You might have a little decent gratitude." She was small and thin like Annice; anyone seeing them together would have known they were mother and daughter. But her reddish hair lacked gloss, her skin was dry, and the two creases between her eyes were permanent. She wore a starched gingham dress and low-heeled oxfords. Annice reassured herself with a glance at her own toreador pants. Even if I haven't got any chest, hardly, she thought, I wouldn't wear house dresses. Or cotton stockings. Or those ugly kitcheny aprons.


  "Even if you won't wear nightgowns, you can wear shorty pajamas like the other girls. It isn't decent to lie around with nothing on, a big girl like you."


  "Oh, Mother!" Annice yelled. There, she had broken all her good resolutions--no temper, no shouting, keep it sweet and friendly the last day. She picked up the top blouse and fingered it nervously, meanly pleased to see the wrinkles fan out between her fingers. Her mother had laundered it--had worked her fingers to the bone to keep things nice, was the way she put it whenever she thought the family was guilty of ingratitude. And that was most of the time. Annice dropped the garment on the bed, feeling better. She stretched. Four hours till train time, two hundred and forty minutes, how many seconds? "I'll be glad to get out of this crummy place."


  Mrs. Harvey refolded the blouse. "Are you taking this?"


  "Makes no difference. I don't care what I take, just so I have my notebooks."


  "All adolescents think they can write poetry. They get over it."


  And that's a lie, her daughter thought. That prim figure had never been shaken by desire or abandoned to passion; had never wept because an April tree was so beautiful and frail; had never walked in mist like the inside of a pearl. No, her concern on a rainy morning was all for muddy footprints on the kitchen linoleum. Annice lifted her chin. "After today I’ll be with my own kind of people."


  "If you mean that big sloppy Pat, I don't think much of your taste. I'd rather see you in your grave than have you running after boys the way she does."


  Shows how much mothers know. That night of the Senior Prom, when we danced till three and then drove to Uniontown for chicken and fries--well, parents always think you're safe if you square-date. It was Pat's date-- that good-looking Johnny Cutler, who had wanted to stop at the motel--anyhow, the first one to come out and say so. But after the boys had paid and made up fake names, it was Pat who had chickened out. Not me, Annice thought proudly. She remembered the urgency and excitement, and then, driving home, the letdown half-ashamed feeling because they hadn't gone through with it. The very first chance I get, she promised herself, ashamed to be so inexperienced at eighteen. Aloud she said, "Pat just happens to be my best friend."


  "Speak of the devil," Pat said from the bedroom doorway. She flashed a good-natured smile at both of them, knowing how all the mothers hated this business of walking in without knocking. Until this year, when she was finally allowed to drive the family car, the Harveys' place had been too far out in the country for free and easy visiting; now she took great pleasure in dropping in at odd hours. She leaned against the doorjamb and lit a cigarette.


  Mrs. Harvey's lips tightened. The hem of Pat's skirt was torn and a pack of cigarettes, unevenly ripped open, stuck out of her jacket pocket. Her nail polish was bright, and her legs were bare. She was wearing raffia slippers with little straw dolls on the toes, a man on one and a woman on the other, dancing and hobbling with each step she took. Pat grinned, her face alive and very pretty. "You most ready, kid?"


  "I don't think I'll ever be ready. All this junk."


  "Mom tossed all my stuff in Kevin's old foot locker. I'm all set." Pat crossed to the dressing table. "Hey, don't forget your glamor."


  Annice caught the bottle of Tabu neatly and dropped it into the suitcase, on the disarrayed blouses. Her mother glanced at the rejected pajamas, then at the slip straps and unmated nylons dangling over the suitcase edge. She walked out of the room, ramrod-stiff, closing the door precisely. Pat flopped down on the bed. "Fight?"


  Annice scowled. "Doesn't do any good to fight with her, she's always right. You can't tell her anything, she knows it already." She picked the cellophane envelopes up distastefully and shook the despised new-smelling garments out on the bed. "Now I have to be modest when I sleep. The house might burn down or something."


  "Take them along. You might be sick some time."


  There was a moment of silent struggle. Torn between common sense and resentment, Annice finally laughed and laid them with her other clothes. "I can come home if I get sick. I should be glad I've got a good home to come to."


  Her tone implied that she'd rather die in a charity ward. "Or I can write home for money if I run over my allowance." Rather starve, too.


  Pat stubbed out her cigarette butt. She lit another, snicking the silver lighter open with a practiced thumbnail. "Four more hours. I can't believe it,"


  "I never thought they'd say yes."


  "Seven of us, Mom's glad to get rid of me."


  Smoke curled elegantly out of her nose. Annice made another resolution--to start smoking the minute the train pulled out of the station. It was one of the things her mother hated most about Pat, along with Pat's bare legs, her buttonless blouses, her religion, her casual profanity, her naturally curly hair and the hours she came home from dates. Therefore it was one of the things Annice envied and wanted to copy.


  "Do people always hate their parents?"


  "Always. It's psychology." Pat rolled over on her stomach. "Especially only children. I never thought Barby's folks would let her go, did you?"


  "There's something creepy about that setup."


  "All middle-aged people make me feel creepy. They don't really have any more reason for being alive." Pat lowered her voice, glancing at the door. "It's not so awful with a big family though, they sort of spread it around. One reason mine gave in, they think it'll break me up with Johnny."


  "If he really loves you he'll write. Or something."


  "I don't know. I'm not ready to be married yet."


  "I'm not talking about being married. That's for the birds." She giggled. "And the bees."


  "Well, but it's a sin. I'm going to wait for the man I marry. I made my mind up that night--honest, Annice, I couldn't go through with it. I know you were mad about it, but I can't help it." She looked at her feet, making the dolls jounce. "It's okay to read poetry about free love and all that jazz, but I bet you haven't gone all the way with a boy yet. Not unless you've been holding out on me."


  "That's because nobody around here's worth bothering with." Annice stared out of the bedroom window, past the barn and machine shed, the RFD mailbox and the road that led to the county seat. She pictured a future filled with handsome intellectual men--or better--fascinating, ugly intellectual men. Her eyes shone.


  Pat shrugged. "Anyhow we're going. Big deal."


  They grinned at each other, the whole bright-colored future unrolling before them. Chicago. Jobs. An apartment. Annice's jaw set like her mother's. She'd go to college if she had to, but not a day longer than it took to make her first sale to a poetry magazine. They didn't need to think she was going to spend her life in a classroom, learning dull dates and facts out of books, when there was life to be lived.


  "Barby's father thinks it would be nice if we stayed in a girls' club."


  "He would."


  Annice twiddled the windowshade cord. The familiar landscape was uglier than ever, with rescue so near. She pulled the shade down with a snap, shutting out buildings, combine, and the neighbors' feedlot. "I hate this place. I hate everything about it. It smothers me, it's so fat and bourgeois and corn-and-hoggy. If I ever get out of it I'm never coming back, not even for a visit."


  "Sure, sure."


  "You don't know. You've always lived in town." She overlooked the fact that the town had a population of three thousand, with three grocery stores, two churches and a handful of filling stations. "You don't know what it's like to always be a country kid and have to go to school on the bus, like a--a peasant or something. It isn't money, it's a question of soul."


  "Can't be any worse than these little hick towns."


  "Anyhow, we're getting out."


  Mrs. Harvey mounted the front stairs, her steps light and even but somehow emphatic. The girls looked at each other in perfect understanding. She had worked off her righteous indignation--had defrosted the refrigerator or cleaned the pantry shelves probably--and was ready to make a sign of forgiveness, an overture of friendship that would make them feel adolescent and uncouth. They would rather have been left to nurse their resentment.


  "If you girls want to come downstairs you can have some cocoa." Peace offering, because she believed it was bad for the digestion to eat between meals, and she had never become reconciled to the tons of cheeseburgers, salted peanuts, candy bars, cokes, and pizza the high-school generations wolfed down. She was ready to meet them half-way by suggesting food, and fattening food at that.


  In theory, they despised cocoa and never ordered it in the school lunchroom. They would rather have had black coffee or--more adult because it was forbidden--beer. Actually, the rich, sugary smell floating up the stairs made their mouths water. They arranged their faces into the expression of bored tolerance worn by fashion models, and got to their feet.


  "Go ahead," Annice said. "I have to go to the John." She had grabbed at the first excuse she could think of, because suddenly she felt an unexpected need to be alone for a minute.


  I'm leaving my childhood behind, she thought, standing in the middle of the floor and looking around at the flowered wallpaper, the familiar bleached-wood furniture. When I come back, if I ever do, I'll be changed. She tried to feel some suitable emotion, but all she could conjure up was the familiar irritation at the flowered curtains her mother had made and the matching dressing table skirt.


  Her going wasn't likely to make much difference here. The empty drawers of the dresser yawned, in the closet a tangle of wire hangers swayed slightly. Her childhood books and high school annuals still stood in the white-painted bookcase, and there were gaps where she had taken out the modern novels and slim volumes of poetry. It could have been any teen-age girl's room. She had no feelings about it at all.


  She shut the door behind her quietly, as her mother had done.


  CHAPTER TWO


  “I don't see why you want to do this," Robert Morrison said. He tried to keep his voice even, to sound reasonable and not querulous. Stuffing tobacco into his pipe, he noted irritably that his hands were shaking; his heart was pounding, too. He had hurried home from the store for one last try, knowing of course that it wouldn't do any good, but unable to accept the accomplished fact of his daughter's leaving home--trunk packed, train ticket bought, job as stock girl in a Loop department store arranged through his own business contacts. He tried to smile. "I'm not standing in your way or anything. It's just that it seems so foolish."


  Barby said nothing. She had been standing, taking dresses down off the dining-room fight fixture one by one and laying them in the trunk as her mother had taught her, with tissue paper between the folds. At the sound of her father's footsteps on the front porch she became absolutely motionless except for the quickened rise and fall of her chest. She stood with her back against the wall, her eyes fixed on his face. In the bright sunshine of early afternoon her profile, outlined against the cheery wallpaper, was a replica of his.


  "It's nothing of the sort," Mrs. Morrison said. She turned halfway from the sewing machine, pushing aside the foam of thin material that was one last dress to go. It was her pride that Barby had better clothes, and more of them, than any other girl in her class; had her hair styled at the beauty parlor when her friends were putting theirs up in pin curls; took dancing lessons and went to a high-priced camp in Wisconsin in the summer. All the advantages I never had, she said frankly, not bothering to hide or deny her skimpy farm girlhood because, after all, her friends and neighbors, the women she saw at church and Eastern Star and PTA, had known her since she was a barefooted little girl in feedsack petticoats.


  She said, "She's old enough to make her own way in the world. That's perfectly natural."


  "God damn it, you can't live by magazines and' psychology books."


  "There's a good deal of truth in psychology books," Helen Morrison said. A flicker of distaste crossed her round cheerful face. "Even if they do put too much emphasis on certain things. A girl's grown-up by eighteen. Plenty of girls are married then."


  "You'd like that, wouldn't you?" Damn it, his heart was pounding like a triphammer now. A wonder they couldn't hear it on the other side of the room. He hated feeling flustered. It disturbed his habitual calm to be reminded of the secret he had kept so long. A line of white appeared at each side of his mouth. He took off his rimless glasses and polished them on a clean white handkerchief, narrowing his sharp blue eyes at his wife. "You'd like to get her married and out of the house, wouldn't you? You're jealous of her. All older women are jealous of young girls."


  "Don't be ridiculous. Nobody can say I haven't been a good mother."


  Barby was going to be sick again. Oh God, she prayed, not now. Not today when it’s almost time to go. She swallowed hard, conscious of the familiar warning symptoms--the hard knot in her stomach, the nausea, giddiness, tension in her arms and legs. Sweat ran down her back, cold under the thin summer dress. Now the rain of black specks and zigzag of dancing lights would come, followed by holes in her vision and the old one-sided, bursting pain. Migraine. Ever since she was thirteen and--No. Don't think about that.


  I'll have to stay home and go to bed, she thought in anguish, remembering all the days under sedation and the tired, dragged-out crawling back to health. And then, a straw of hope to grasp at--but it never happens away from home. If I can just hold it off till train time, it's not so long now--


  "Good mother--good God Almighty."


  Helen shrugged. She turned back to the machine, obeying the feminine impulse to find comfort in something that could be handled, adjusted, manipulated. "There, it's done. I hope you'll have a chance to wear it, some place exciting to go."


  "It's beautiful," Barby said politely. She took the dress in both hands and stood holding it as if she didn't know what to do with it. "I'll have more clothes than I can wear."


  "Most likely you'll meet some nice boys," Helen said. "You ought to date more."


  "She'll have better things to think about," Robert said.


  He was shaking inwardly. Why in hell couldn't she understand? Why couldn't she see that Barby was different from most girls, better, prettier, smarter--and more in need of protection? But of course she couldn't know that; for five years he had schemed to keep her from knowing.


  He looked with some distaste at his wife, placid and plump as she cleared away the little clutter of sewing. A good woman, as wholesome as bread pudding. Their marriage was as good as most. He thought virtuously, I'm a good husband, I support my family, I don't drink or chase other women. Does she have to be so goddam stupid?


  Barby bent slowly, focusing her eyes on a figure in the rug to ward off further dizziness, and laid the new dress in her trunk. His eyes followed her movement; he put his glasses back on and watched the nebulous lines of her back and thighs become clear and sharp. A pretty girl, her waist narrow, shoulders and hips softly rounded. That vase-shaped back was wholly womanly. When she turned around the lines of her bosom would be--ah!


  "Mind you use plenty of face cream," Helen said. "City air is awfully hard on the skin. Have your hair done by a good man--don't try to save on it. Don't buy cheap shoes, they'll ruin your feet." She paused, considering what other moral precepts might apply to a daughter about to leave home. "And get plenty of sleep. Nothing puts dark circles under your eyes and spoils your looks like late hours."


  Barby nodded. She had heard all this before; her mother had been saying the same things since she was in kindergarten. Think about the trip to Chicago. The train--the same one she had taken on so many shopping trips, but different because it was carrying her into the future. The other girls. The job in a big department store, and a chance to earn her own money instead of taking everything from him. The apartment, when they could find one and fix it up with cute gadgets from the dime store, fresh paint and drapes. And when she went to bed at night the loneliness and the secret terror wouldn't be there any more--the other girls would be there, her best friends all through high school. I hate to be alone, she thought. It'll be fun to have roommates, almost as much fun as having sisters.


  The churning in her stomach stopped. She felt light and warm with reassurance. "I'll go get my suitcase," she said. Her voice sounded all right


  Robert's eyes followed her to the stairs. A slow graceful walk, with the curves of her legs outlined under the thin skirt Funny, he thought she looks like me, but she's all girl--all the curves are in the right places. He tried to picture the days ahead when she would be gone. They stretched out before him in a long drab line, without color or meaning. The store, the basement workshop where he made fine bits of furniture--mostly to get away from Helen evenings--the well-cooked meals and comfortable bed. All meaningless. This was her doing. His anger kindled against his wife. "You don't have to talk like that," he said harshly. "You trying to make a whore out of her?"


  "It's not necessary to use that kind of language," Helen said. Her face was without expression. "I want her to lead a normal life. Any mother wants that."


  "You want her running the streets like some cheap tramp."


  "If she doesn't know how to behave by this time, she likely never will."


  "All this talk about clothes and looks, cheap beauty-parlor trash. It's demoralizing. She has a good mind, she ought to be making something of her life. She could do anything she wanted."


  "It's natural for a girl to think about her appearance. Men don't understand about these things."


  "You'd like her to marry some ordinary boy and have a flock of snotnosed brats, I suppose."


  "That's not the worst thing that could happen to her."


  He raised his head quickly. Her face was turned away from him; she was replacing the little clutter of threads and scissors in a drawer. His mouth went dry.


  She didn't know. How could she know? It had happened --oh, God, five years ago. I never told her. I'm almost sure Barby never told her. She'd have thrown it up to me in one of those sweet aggrieved I-told-you-so spells. As far as Stewart's concerned, the sanctimonious bastard would burn in hell before he'd let a thing like that get out about himself.


  He shut his eyes, feeling again the unbelieving horror of that evening. He had walked home late from the store, eager to see Barby and hear all the details of her childish day, and at the same time turning over in his mind the possibility of the bank's giving him the loan he had applied for. It was snowing a little; the blue Buick in front of the house was flecked with white. Stewart's car. That meant they were going to let him have the five thousand, because the vice-president of the County Trust and Savings wouldn't have come to him otherwise.


  The silence of the house brought him to a stop in the front hall, with his hand on the doorknob. Helen--always a talker, always chattering--should have been entertaining the banker in the living room. He pulled his overcoat off and hung it up, frowning. This was her bridge-club night-- but Stewart?


  A child's muffled sob brought him to the door of the living room, moving quickly and lightly.


  Robert Morrison's face, five years later, was pinched and white at the memory. Damn Helen, he thought for the millionth time. Damn her miserable little soul to hell. If she hadn't let Stewart in and then gone out to her stupid club--if she hadn't left him alone in the house with a sleeping girl child of thirteen--if Barby hadn't been waked by the door slamming behind her, and come downstairs sleepy in her flimsy little nighty! Morrison clenched his fists.


  People don't do such things. Not solid, respectable family men like Stewart. Vice-president of the bank, active in the service clubs. You don't, if you have grown up in a safe middle-class small town, have any qualms about leaving a man like that alone in the lighted living room, knowing your husband will be home any minute to discuss business with him. It was unreasonable to blame Helen. Robert admitted it. But hate filled him every time he relived that evening, like a cold clear poison distilled through his mind and body, drop by drop.


  He released his held-in breath and walked into the kitchen, careful not to look at his wife as he passed her. He turned on the cold water. Distracted by the splatter and splash in the immaculate sink, feeling the chill trickle down his constricted throat, listening to the footsteps upstairs, he felt better.


  He'd always been a fool about Barby, by Helen's figuring. After all, the only child. But after that night he was conscious of her as a developing woman, and he worried about what life might hold for her. As her leggy angular body took on the curves of adolescence, as she grew into the kind of girl men turn to look after on the street, his pride was tempered by a fearful anxiety. He justified himself by thinking that she was all he had. All that mattered, anyway. And he was the only one who knew what had happened to her.


  Stewart had never said anything. Maybe he hoped that Morrison didn't really know, was only guessing--that he had arranged his clothing and wiped his perspiring face before eyes accustomed to the outdoor dark could be sure of what they had seen. He had been genial ever since; but then, he was genial to everybody. And the five thousand, long repaid, had pulled the store through its only real crisis. That it was the best department store in the county was due mostly to Stewart's granting that loan.


  She needs me, he thought. I'm the only one that knows about her. I don't see how she can get along without me.


  He stood with the empty glass in his hand, looking into a future without Barby and without light.


  CHAPTER THREE


  They had talked about the trip for weeks, planning the details right down to what they would wear on the train. But after they bought the tickets a quietness settled down that even the determined cheerfulness of the mothers and fathers couldn't crack. The three girls mounted the train steps single-file, as solemnly as if they had been climbing to the scaffold; and when they settled down in facing seats, smoothing their skirts and arranging suitcases, they were embarrassed into speechlessness. They looked out of the window at the dull Midwestern landscape, each shut away in a little capsule of her own thoughts.


  Annice was troubled. This was the turning point of her whole life, the biggest thing that had ever happened to her, even more important than her first poem--at eight--or her first kiss--at thirteen--and she should have been thrilled to the depths. It was infuriating to feel nothing at a time like this, neither nostalgia for what she was leaving behind nor excitement over what lay ahead. She was tired from packing and from the arguments with her parents. It was their fault she was wordless at a time like this. Annice closed the red leather notebook that held all of her poems, neatly printed in gilt ink. Maybe something would come to her later.


  * * *


  "Well, this is it."


  Pat nodded, wide-eyed. "Jeepers, it's big."


  "Naturally." Annice kept her voice matter-of-fact, but her lips felt stiff and silly. She watched the shabby streets slide by. "Why do they always have train tracks in the icky part of town?"


  "I think the railroads bring down real estate values, or something." Pat pressed her nose against the window, unmindful of dust. Small shabby streets of bungalows with fenced yards had given way to rows of all-alike apartment houses. She saw shabby brick hospitals, schools, and churches; shopping centers with neon-lighted taverns and rundown corner groceries; warehouses. The train came into a widening switchyard with branching tracks and cars waiting on the sidings. Pigeons flew up to settle on the roofs of the freight sheds, warned by the vibration of the oncoming engine. A group of men were standing around a small bonfire--why, in August? Burning trash maybe-- two of them leaned on shovels, laughing. One was eating a sandwich out of waxed paper. Between the tracks, grass was growing thin and sparse. Now the train slid in under a roof dotted with small high lights. That was part of the excitement--the yellow lights and the soft gloom beneath, when the sun was shining outdoors. Pat shivered.


  "We ought to get our stuff together," Barby said. People were standing up, smoothing their skirts, picking the backs of their skirts away from the seats, lifting their suitcases and bundles down from the overhead rack. Barby sat with her knees crossed; every now and then one dangling foot jumped nervously. She straightened her glasses, noting with relief that her vision was okay again. "We're almost there."


  "Let the porter worry," Pat advised. She hadn't changed her clothes for the trip, and she seemed not at all bothered by her shabbiness or the fact that her hair needed cutting and setting. Barby looked at her with wonder. She was always conscious of how she looked and felt uncomfortable if she was untidy. Maybe, she thought hopefully, I'll be a different person from here on out.


  I ought to make a poem about the man with the shovel, Annice told herself, but then, Sandburg beat me to it. I ought to be feeling this more. She opened her compact and examined her reflection carefully, torn between an artistic indifference to appearances and a feminine urge to look her best for this special occasion. She had a thin sensitive face with a spattering of freckles on the high cheekbones, green-gray eyes, a tangle of reddish hair. People who discovered that she wrote verse--unpublished so far except in the school paper--said she looked like Edna St. Vincent Millay. She snapped the compact shut, satisfied with what she saw.


  The train slowed, jolted, gathered speed again, jolted and stopped. A fat matron across the aisle staggered. Pat stood up, gathering her last year's purse and jacket. "Come on, kids, we're in."


  Three pairs of high heels clicked in cadence across the vast echoing lobby. But we're nothing, Annice thought in sudden panic. It's too big. All these people living their own lives and going about their own business--there's too many of them. One person doesn't count for anything. I'm nothing; nobody even knows I'm alive. She hunched her narrow shoulders as though seeking refuge within herself.


  Barby took a deep breath. I'm safe. Nobody's looking at me, nobody even knows I'm alive. She took off her glasses, which she wore for studying and close work even though her father hated them. A very young sailor turned to look after her with appreciation. She ignored him. She would ever see him again.


  Pat said crossly, "For Pete sake come on, I'm hungry.”


  "How are we fixed for money?"


  "I've got a hundred dollars."


  "Rich bitch," Pat said. "I've got fifty, and that's all till I earn some."


  "I have eighty," Annice said. "But my tuition's paid."


  Barby was silent. Her father had found a job for her, after all his reasoning and arguing had failed to change her mind. Oh God, she thought, I get so sick of being reasoned with, why can't he just tell me like other fathers do? He only does it to get his own way without acting like a boss or turning me against him, it's a fake, and I never think of any good arguments until too late. Persuaded against his will, then, that she was really setting off on this wild-goose chase, this crazy scheme her mother had aided and abetted her in, he had strong-armed one of the salesmen who came into the store, and now she had a way to earn her living. Fifty dollars a week. That sounded like a lot of money, but she knew it wasn't--her gray suit had cost more than that. The work would be easy, though; as Mr. Levin described it, it was no more than she had done in the store on Saturdays and through the Christmas rush-- tightening buttons, checking zippers, dry-cleaning lipstick spots, making out price tags. Dull, but easy. A job is a job.


  Still, she would have liked to find something on her own. If only he hadn't had anything to do with it. "Let’s take a taxi. How far is it?"


  "Let's walk a while. I want to look in the store windows."


  "Where is this Y hotel anyhow? Seems funny for girls to go to a Y."


  "It's a regular hotel is all, only cheap. Not like the Y back home."


  "Oh."


  They came out into the sunshine on Jackson. The bridge vibrated under their feet with the thunder of buses and trucks. Tall buildings rose ahead of them. The people were


  ordinary-looking. Annice had expected something exotic and citified, not these sunburned men in sport shirts, these barelegged and bareheaded office girls. Two Chinese girls in high-collared, split dresses went by; she was grateful.


  The last traces of Barby's unease vanished. The sunshine was so bright. It’s so big, she thought happily, lifting her gaze from the sidewalk to the row on row of windows. The people hurrying past held no menace for her; they had their own affairs to take care of. The buildings were vast and impersonal. This new glass-brick and cement-block structure, with bits of paper still glued to the windows, with baby trees at either side of the entrance still rooted in balled burlap--how many people would work there, meaning nothing to one another, going home at five o'clock to live their separate fives? She said softly, "I like it."


  Pat said, "I'm hungry." This was the time of day when the little kids would be coming in from their play to have a snack. Mom would pour milk and spread peanut-butter for them, and then sit down at the kitchen table and have a cup of coffee before she tackled the ironing. The familiar shabby kitchen wavered before her. They didn't have to be so damn happy to see me go, she thought, "Let's stop in a Toffenetti's and eat."


  Barby said reluctantly, "There's a girl I bunked with at camp last summer, Jonni Foster--I have her number."


  "Well, okay, we'll eat in a drugstore. You can call her."


  No, Barby thought, shrinking from touching another life so soon, spoiling the wonderful impersonality of it. Not somebody we have to know. But she kept still; she had started this, she had to see it through. Me and my big mouth, she thought.


  She went into a drugstore booth and dialed with a reluctant finger, while the others took possession of three stools at the fountain and scanned the mimeographed menu.


  * * *


  Barby felt better about it, when Jonni was shown up to their room in the Y. She helped them unpack and politely admired the room, although the impressive bulk of the Conrad Hilton, a block over on Michigan, made it look small and shabby. Barby sat on the edge of the bed, barefoot, checking the want ads in the evening papers. They had bought all of them, pleased because they were so bulky. "We’ll find a place right away," she said, running a finger down the To Let columns. "Why do so many places only want men?"


  "That figures," Pat said. "Women hang their wet laundry in the bathroom and get cold cream on the pillowcases. I guess they bring men home with them too. Men keep their sex life on the outside."


  Annice said, "That sounds like a corny joke."


  "Well, I haven't got any sex life, so what difference does it make?"


  Jonni Foster giggled. For a year Barby had been thinking of her with shorts and a peeling nose; she hardly recognized the thin, elegant creature in the high-waisted dress and short enameled haircut who sat in the one armchair. Jonni had on the new pointed, thin-heeled shoes; her lipstick was the latest shade; she was fragrant with Chanel Number Five. She had a late date, she said; she couldn't stay. "There's plenty of it around."


  "But how do you meet boys--men?"


  "The same as anywhere. They work in the same office. Or they sit next to you in a restaurant. Maybe live in the same building. I don't know, how do you meet men in Waterloo, Iowa? That's where I'm from."


  Barby wasn't interested in men. "Says here two and a half rooms. What's a half room?"


  "Kitchenette. It would be semi-portioned with a counter and stove, maybe. Where is it?"


  "Fifty-six hundred south."


  Jonni peered over her shoulder. "That's the University district. It might be okay, or it might not. You run into a lot of fairies down there. Then there's a lot of beautiful old houses, nice people. That's where the artists and intellectuals live, I guess."


  "What do you mean, artists?"


  "Some are just beard and beret boys. Beat generation fakes. There's some real ones too." Jonni shrugged. "I don't know if they're any good or not. But anyhow the rent won't be too high at that address and the I.C. is handy.”


  "Is it safe?"


  "Safe enough. You don't walk down dark alleys at night even in Waterloo." She had been gone from Waterloo long enough to stop hating it, she explained. A whole year. "It's a nice little town. I only hope I never have to live there, is all. Human nature's the same most anywhere."


  "Reminds me of a story I heard," Pat said grinning. "This girl got a scholarship to go to New York and study art, and her mother was all upset about it. So she went to the priest for advice. 'Just think what might happen to my daughter in one of those studios. 'And the priest said, 'Just think what might happen to her in an Iowa haymow.' They bale it now, but it's the same idea."


  Barby said with distaste, "Don't you kids ever think about anything but men?"


  "What else is there to think about?"


  Jonni said, "The boys here are exactly like the ones back home. You can tell every move they're going to make while they're still leading up to it real subtle-like, they think."


  Annice was silent. She walked across the room and looked at herself in the long mirror of the dressing table. She wore the flowered pajamas her mother had bought for her, the same pair she had rejected so scornfully only this afternoon--it was all right now she no longer had to assert her independence. They were cooler than a dress and more easily laundered than pedal-pushers. The short full top only made her look smaller and thinner. Little, bird-boned, with narrow hands and feet, her chest nearly flat when not helped out with latex and boning, she couldn't help knowing that her looks were right for this year's styles. That pleased her. So did her walk, which was light and graceful. She smiled at her reflection.


  "You kids have jobs lined up?"


  Annice said, "I'm at the Pier, U. of I. But not for long, I hope."


  Pat puckered her eyebrows. "I'm looking." "Plenty of jobs around. The papers are full of unemployment, but I haven't seen any.”


  "I don't know how to get started.”


  "Typing? Shorthand?”


  "Some. I can spell."


  "There's this girl in my building, she works for a publisher. They might have an opening. I don't know how much they pay," Jonni said, "the more highbrow a job is the less it pays as a rule, but you could ask."


  "I could try it, anyhow," Pat said gratefully.


  Barby tore off the margin of the Want Ad page for the phone number.


  "People are nice," Pat said when Jonni had left. "You hear a lot of stuff about big cities, how cold and impersonal they are and all that jazz. I don't think so."


  Barby said, "Maybe it's because everybody comes from someplace else."


  After they had gone to bed in the double room Annice sat by the window in the adjoining single, her elbows propped on the grimy sill, looking out. Below were traffic lights, neon signs blinking on and off, the headlamps of cars making a weaving pattern that dazzled her. She shut her eyes, but the glow was still there, behind the lids. A gentle summer breeze blew in from Lake Michigan.


  She thought, this, is where I belong. Somewhere in this big city is all the romance and beauty and excitement I've always wanted to find. She smiled. Let the others fuss about jobs and finding a place to live. Those things would work out; somebody always took care of them. This was her town. This was the place where she would find love and fame. Fame could wait if it had to--she was young, there was plenty of time. But love was the big thing, the thing to look for first of all.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  There was a mixture of guilt and pleasure in being downtown when everyone else was at work, like playing hooky from school or going to the movies when you were supposed to be home helping Mom with the Saturday cleaning. Pat crossed the intersection of Jackson and Wabash under the clatter and clang of the El and stood uncertainly watching the pedestrians run into the middle of the street after a slowing bus. A couple of men with briefcases bumped into her from behind. She realized that the light had changed and the cop was holding back a block-long line of cars and taxis. She hurried across, feeling in her embarrassment that the tall buildings were going to tip over on her.


  The Walgreen's at the corner of State and Jackson looked comfortingly like the Walgreen's back home, and she thought about going in and having a cup of coffee. Then she decided against it, on the ground that she was too nervous to sit still. She turned north and walked down State, irked because she was early for her appointment and anxious to get it over with. Annice and Barby had been out of bed half an hour before the alarm went off, talking loud enough to wake everyone in the building and trying on all their different clothes and cosmetics. There hadn't been any point in trying to sleep with all that gabble-gabble going on, so she had gotten up too, and now she was out on the sidewalk without anything to do until ten o'clock.


  The outlines of the street map she had memorized last night were clear in her mind, but it was hard to relate the complex noisy streets to the line drawings. She paused long enough to verify Adams on a street-corner sign and then walked on with more assurance, reminding herself that she could ask a cop or a newsstand man if she really got lost. Play it cool, she advised herself. It's just a job. If I don't get this one I'll find another. She took a deep breath.


  The Fort Dearborn Press was located on the fourteenth floor of an office building on Dearborn, although she found out later that there was no connection. The surroundings were unpretentious; the building was set between a United Cigar store on one side and a Tru-Value dress shop on the other, but the lobby was ornate enough to scare her all over again. It was paneled in marble like pressed veal and had two thick, swirly, obviously genuine oil paintings on the wall--you could see the brush marks. In one, an Indian family was sitting in front of their wigwam, or tepee, with a bunch of pine trees in the background. In the other, a black-robed priest was preaching to a respectful Indian congregation. All of the Indians looked alike, with thin, intellectual faces and long noses.


  Feeling snooty about the paintings made her feel better, but then she caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror beside the elevator grille and was depressed again. Her hair was either too long or too short, depending, and much too fuzzy in a town where other people wore theirs lacquered flat. Her navy-blue dress had a couple of buttons missing. I need about five hundred dollars worth of new clothes and a good diet, she thought, stepping into the elevator and seeing with a sinking heart that it was self-service. Automatic elevators always made her nervous, not because she was too dumb to run them, of course--she was as smart as any elevator boy--but if the damn thing got stuck between floors she wanted it to be somebody else's fault. She punched the 14 button, put her fingers in her ears to equalize the pressure, and waited for the door to stick when the trip was over.


  The door slid open smoothly, and she got out feeling cheated.


  The gold paint was shiny on the outer door of The Fort Dearborn Press and the reception room, although small, was lushly carpeted and lined with shelves of books. There was a mahogany and plate-glass desk with three wire baskets labelled Incoming, Outgoing, and Proofs. The girl behind the desk was reading a long strip of printed paper, moving a plastic ruler down slowly, line by line. A sharp pencil was stuck through her sleek chignon. A cup half full of coffee sat on the edge of the desk, and three or four pink-stained butts lay in the pottery ashtray. She said, "Minute," and marked the paper in front of her. When she got to the end of a line she moved the ruler down and, raising here eyes, gave Pat a good searching look. "You're the girl Jonni called about. The regular receptionist isn't here, in fact she's quitting. That's why the job is open. I'll see if I can find somebody."


  Pat sat down on a straight chair, looking at all the books in colorful jackets with the log-cabin colophon on the backs, wishing she could open some of them but not wanting to seem too much at home. There were some thin ones that were probably poetry, and she thought about Annice--she ought to be here and not me, this is her kind of place. Beyond the open window, office buildings cut sharply into a deep blue late-summer sky dotted with small cottony clouds. The Loop, she thought; this is a Loop office. And suddenly she wanted to work there more than she had ever wanted anything in her life.


  The girl came back. "This way," she said indifferently, and Pat followed her down the corridor, aware that her feet hurt and wishing she had worn her straw sandals. The hall was painted fuchsia and was decorated with book jackets Scotch-taped to the walls. Through partly open doors she could see a man talking quietly into a dictating machine, a boy running dittos, a gray-haired woman typing with machine-gun rapidity. The atmosphere was one of quiet concentration.


  "This is Miss Callahan."


  "Thanks, Phyllis. Won't you sit down, Miss Callahan?"


  Everything about this office said Executive, maybe even Top Executive. Signed photographs of authors covered one wall, there were flowers in a pottery jug on the windowsill, and the rug was what Pat vaguely thought of as Oriental. This at a glance, before she looked at the man behind the desk. The effect of that look was like sticking a wire hairpin into an electric outlet. The same jolt, the same zing down the arm and along the backbone.


  He was tall and handsome, a college-athlete type getting a little heavier maybe, a little thick around the middle and soft under the chin, but still a man to turn and look after on the street. Maybe thirty-five. He looked like a salesman or a young politician, not bookish. He smiled. "I'm Blake Thomson. Now, this job--"


  His voice held her; she lost what he was saying. Resonant, full, with troubling overtones, it stirred her like music. She tried to listen, fixing her eyes on his face. His eyes were not dark, as she had expected, but a deep gray. Blunt nose, charming smile. He picked up a pencil, and she saw that his hands were strong, with curly dark hair at the edge of the starched white cuffs.


  This is crazy, she thought. You can't feel like this about somebody you've just met. Anyhow, he's probably married and has five or six kids. She shut her eyes, partly to regain her balance and partly, she realized too late, to shut out all other sensations so that deep clear voice could flow over her unimpeded. At once she was conscious of a physical response she had read about and heard described in intimate talk, but had never experienced. Definite, local, unmistakable. She felt her face reddening and resisted a sudden impulse to cross herself. Keep me from sin, she prayed silently.


  "So if you think you'd like to try it, you can begin tomorrow morning. Our other girl is married, and her husband's being transferred--"


  She opened her eyes. She wasn't sure what he had been saying--had, in fact, no clear idea of what she would be expected to do if she took the job. As far as she knew it might be something of which she was totally incapable. Struggling for clarity, she said in a small voice, "I've never been in this sort of business before."


  "It's not too different from regular office work. If you can type and answer the telephone you'll get along all right." He smiled. The smile was more than she could take. Something inside, some deep female instinct, warned her to run. If you had any sense, she told herself, you'd get out of here but quick. This is more than you can handle. She felt suddenly short of breath, as if her lungs were being squeezed by an iron hand. The floor tilted. She grasped the edge of her chair, and the hard reality of the wood gave her stability. She smiled back at him. "I'd like to try it."


  He walked back to the foyer with her. She wondered crazily what would happen if she brushed against him, swayed toward him in that narrow hallway.


  "Phyllis, Miss Callahan is coming in tomorrow." He bent over the proofreader, his attitude at once casual and intimate. Envy flared up in Pat.


  Going down in the elevator, she realized dizzily that she hadn't settled anything at all. She didn't know what she was going to do, or what her hours would be, or how much she was getting. She crossed the splendid lobby and went out through the revolving door without seeing anything or anyone.


  The girls would be full of questions. Barby had made a special trip in to interview her boss and fill out application forms, and she had come back loaded with details: paid vacations, store discount, pension plans, Social Security cards, group insurance, company cafeterias. Annice, bored as she pretended to be by the idea of going back to school, had her schedule all made out for the semester and the pages of her college catalog were dogeared with handling.


  Well, she would have to make up some answers. Or stall them off until she found out. She crossed Dearborn and Madison without noticing the traffic, the lights or the shopping crowds. A deep disturbing voice rang in her ears. He doesn't even know I'm alive, she thought, but I'd go anywhere with him, or do anything in the world he wanted me to do.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  New employees, and some old ones, were always complaining because the Store was so big, when they weren't complaining because the customers were snippy or their feet ached. They said you could get lost looking for the restrooms, and it was true. If you had to go to the office and see about deductions or sign up for insurance, it took half a day to find the damn place. You could punch the time-clock every day from now until Social Security and never see a familiar face in the waiting line; you could eat in the company cafeteria every day--but nobody did--and the macaroni casserole would be familiar but the face across the table wouldn't. The Store, always upper-cased in memos and bulletins, was a city of strangers.


  The girls from Gary and Michigan City and Elgin griped, coming in from the commuters' trains in the morning. So did the college girls working part-time in the Junior Miss department and the tough old birds who had been with the company ninety-nine years, starting as cash girls back in the days when the money-boxes sailed across the ceiling on wires. The pretty Polish girls from South Chicago complained, brought up as they were to the close-knit life of the apartment building, the neighborhood movie, the Sunday family dinner and Mass at St. Ladislaw's Church. All of the complaints were variations on the same theme--sure, the pay was okay, and you got a fifteen per cent discount on everything you bought. But--well, you didn't feel like a person; more like part of a machine. Too big.


  Barby liked it. She was the last stock girl in her department to go home after the credit books were filed away and the counters covered with muslin. Between five-twenty and five-forty the washroom was jammed with girls fixing their faces and having a quick smoke; then everyone rushed for the I.C. or subway or the Michigan bus, and quiet settled down. Barby liked to wait until the washroom was empty and take her time. She followed all her mother's teachings about grooming because they had become habitual--washing her face before she applied fresh makeup, rubbing lotion into her hands after she washed off the carbon smudges. That her face as reflected in the long mirror above the basins was prettier than most didn't bother her; it was her face and she was used to it. She put her lipstick on with a little brush, drawing a clear line.


  It's big, she thought contentedly, taking her coin purse and tissues from the square plastic box that was like all other plastic boxes except for her name printed on the slip-in card. The Store was staffed by polite strangers who minded their own business and didn't look at her with curiosity or pry into her affairs. The garments she ticketed went out on the racks and were sold by salesgirls she knew as dimly familiar but nameless faces; the meals she ate were prepared by anonymous hands. The check she got twice a month was made out by some stranger to whom she was nothing but a clock number. If a man looked at her, eying the swing of her hips and the contour of her bosom, it was someone she would never see again and there was nothing to get excited about. She had been accosted on Van Buren two or three times, walking toward a late train, and had walked on calmly without giving the furtive men a second thought.


  Everyone sank out of sight at five-forty-five, dismissed by the click of a time clock, and came to life ten minutes before opening time in the morning. It was a neat arrangement.


  She walked past the shrouded counters, past the thin stooped Negro who ran a carpet sweeper between the aisles, and took the elevator to first. She went by the cosmetic counters, still delicately fragrant from the perfume that was sprayed into the air several times a day, and out of the employees' entrance, pausing to flash her I. D. card at the watchman. Real life, non-Store fife rushed up to meet her with the heat from the sidewalk. She remembered what she had been refusing to think about all day, that she was supposed to check apartment ads.


  In her billfold she had a list of names and addresses in the Hyde Park area and two folded five-dollar bills with which to pay a deposit if she found anything at all possible. Apartments were hard to find and rents were high; even the lower-priced places, dirty and infested as they were, had waiting lists, and unscrupulous landlords extorted "fees" and "bonuses" that were nothing but bribes from desperate tenants in search of a place to live. Unemployment in other parts of the country brought Negroes, hillbillies and Latin Americans into the city at the rate of three or four thousand a day, to crowd into overflowing tenements and seek non-existent jobs. White-collar workers, who had a certain living standard to maintain but in many cases earned less than skilled mechanics, were caught between their way of life on one hand and the exorbitant cost of plain necessities on the other.


  Annice had said dreamily that she wouldn't mind living in the slums, but Barby thought she was probably thinking about a Greenwich-Village type of quaint little place that had no relation to roaches and rats or noisy neighbors.


  She walked up Randolph looking into shop windows. She passed the fifty-cent flower place where the man was putting button dahlias out in tin cans, thinking that when she had a place of her own she would stop and buy flowers every payday--they made a place look so nice. She passed the outdoor magazine stand and started down the concrete steps to the I.C. underground station, ignoring the whistle of a punk kid standing on the top step. She studied her list of addresses, walking briskly past the sign that said Men and the one that said Telephones and the souvenir stand with the silver-and-turquoise jewelry. The flats were all in Jonni Foster's neighborhood; Jonni had briefed her on rentals and utilities. She bought a ticket to 53rd and went out on the echoing wooden platform to catch the South Chicago Special.


  It was hot for September, a good dry heat. Across the train aisle a young girl in cotton blouse and skirt snuggled up to a very young boy who put his arm around her shoulders and whispered into her ear. The woman in front of Barby, hatted and gloved, glared at them. Barby didn't like people who glared at smoochers, but she didn't much like all this public affection either--it made her uneasy, reminded her of things she didn't like to think about. She picked up a copy of the Tribune that some commuter had left on the seat and read the Carson Pirie Scott ads to see what the competition was doing.


  The sunshine was beginning to slant when she got off at 53rd, and the neighborhood had a friendly late-afternoon look. The air was fresher here than downtown in spite of traffic fumes. There was a French film on at the art movie house. Two stout grandmothers were coming out of the supermarket with loaded baskets. At the corner, a vacant lot strewn with bricks gave an unobstructed view of the I.C. platform, and on the next block one of the city-subsidized housing projects stood proudly, all tan brick and shiny glass, among the older buildings. A young Negro mother turned in at the front walk, wheeling a stroller with a healthy-looking baby in one end and a sack of groceries in the other. Barby halfway hoped that this would be the building she was looking for; but it was a half-block farther on, dark-red brick in two wings with a recessed entrance like a glass showcase, displaying an inner door and a row of mailboxes. There was an eighteen-inch strip of tan grass and wilting petunias along the sidewalk. Barby pressed the doorbell and waited, but if there was an answering buzz it didn't reach her ears, so she stood uncertainly poised, unsure what to do.


  After a while, heavy steps sounded and a stocky young man in a Marlon Brando undershirt came out of the inside door. "Why doncha come in when you ring? You ring, I push the button and unlock the door and you come in, see?"


  "I'm sorry. The apartment--is it still for rent?"


  "Sure, a nice apartment. The B apartment on the third floor. You wanna see it?" He shoved the door open. She followed him inside, wishing nervously that one of the other girls had come along. Suppose she took it, and then they didn't like it? Or worse, suppose she didn't take it; suppose the rent was too high or it was dirty, or something; how would she tell him? The old miserable uncertainty took hold of her.


  She looked unhappily at the bare muscular shoulders of her guide, a common workman in his undershirt and old Army pants. Yes, but sort of good-looking too, the kind of fellow who appeals to women. Male and sensual, with big muscles. Thick curly hair. A good-natured face, with dark eyes and incredibly long and curly eyelashes. She asked, "Are you Italian?" and was afraid she had been rude.


  "Sicilian, that's me." He threw out his chest. "Rocco d'Angelo. I live downstairs." She remembered seeing windows just above ground level--half-basement, English, basement, whatever they called it. So he would be the janitor or caretaker or superintendent. She smiled politely, trying to convey that a janitor is as good as anybody.


  The apartment was all right; living-room with a davenport that opened out, all the standard furniture, rather shabby from a succession of tenants. She parted the heavy flowered curtains that looked clean but felt grimy, and looked out over a beaten backyard with garages and a child's swing. Two could sleep in the double bed, and the kitchenette range was new. Two and a half rooms. "How much?"


  "Eighty."


  She did quick arithmetic, standing between the bed and dresser. "Can I make a deposit on it?"


  "Sure. Five, ten, how much you want to."


  She consulted her little list, "Is there a place where we can do our washing?"


  "In the basement. Come on, I show you."


  The steps to the basement were cement and not so clean. Boxes of waste paper, tin cans and beer cartons stood on them. Rocco kicked a carton. "Goddam lazy bums, why they don't put their garbage all the way down?"


  She realized that he was looking, not at the trash but at her legs. The expression on his face was the strained look she tried not to remember--not liking or admiration, but naked hunger: She felt suddenly cold. She walked ahead, but at the foot of the stairs, confronted with three closed doors, she had to stand back and wait. He brushed against her as he opened the first one. "In here. You put twenty cents here, see? and it does one load. Wash, rinse, everything. This here is the dryer."


  "I see." She swallowed hard; her mouth had gone dry. It was quiet in the basement She could hear the purring of some electrical appliance, and a scrabbling behind the wall that threatened mice. Still, the house must be full of people this time of day. She nodded. "I'll talk it over with my friends and let you know."


  "Nice clean house. You can use the phone in the upstairs hall. Close to the bus stop." Rocco gestured. "You want to have parties here, so you don't make too much noise it’s okay. Girls they like to have parties sometimes. Pretty girls have lots of company."


  She said stupidly, "We don't know anybody yet."


  "So what? I wouldn't mind to know some pretty girls myself. I ain't that old, I wouldn't like to look at a pretty girl. No, Rocco he's a good man with women."


  Barby backed away a step. "Well, then, I’ll give you five dollars and you give me a receipt, is that right?"


  "You come in and have a glass of wine, no hurry, just one little glass to get acquainted."


  She hoped desperately that he had a wife. She could go into some garlic-smelling cluttered kitchen and meet a fat Italian mama and six or seven dark-eyed kids if she had to; it wasn't anything she much wanted to do, but she could do it and drink a glass of vino for politeness. She pulled her skirt seams straight, aware of his dark gaze fixed below her belt. He smiled deeply. At once she was aware of the first faint nausea, the throbbing at the temples. Oh, she thought, not now, not here nor in the Y hotel, for God's sake, and a new job and everything, I can't stand it.


  She walked mechanically through the door he held open. At once she knew she had made a dreadful mistake. This was no family kitchen redolent of tomato paste and echoing with voices. It was a bedroom, narrow and dark. A pile of detective magazines in one corner and a bottle of red wine on the dresser indicated how Rocco spent his time when he wasn't doing chores. The unmade bed fascinated her and filled her with shuddering revulsion; she couldn't stop looking at it.


  He poured wine into two small cheese-spread glasses. "You like Chianti? It's good."


  "It's very good." It was sour enough to set her teeth on edge, but the warmth of unaccustomed alcohol spread through her and made her arms and legs feel loose, her apprehension less. She looked at the empty glass in her hand with some bewilderment.


  "More?"


  "No thanks. It's very good, but I have to go now." She kept her eyes fixed warily on the open door. As long as the door stayed open it was all right. She realized that she hadn't paid the deposit on the apartment, but it didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was to get out of here, somehow, anyhow. She would go away and never come back--she would never go anywhere alone again--she would never--


  His hands were warm and insistent. He held her at each side of the waist, carefully, so as not to startle her. "Pretty. I'm a man and you're a woman, huh? Beautiful woman. Why not?"


  She wanted to scream. Surely if she screamed someone would hear her. She opened her mouth, but no sound came out; it was like those nightmares, with the snorting animal or the painted Indians chasing her, when her feet were fastened to the ground. She stood frozen while he shut the door, not bothering to lock it. He pushed her down on the unmade bed and sat down beside her. His hands were inside the neck of her dress now, moving slowly but confidently, as though he knew what he was doing and meant to enjoy it fully. She was afraid. And yet--


  His mouth was hot, tasting of tobacco and wine. He pushed her back against the bed, fumbling with her girdle.


  There was a crack across the ceiling. She opened her eyes wide and tried to focus on the crack, but it wavered and blurred and finally, when she gasped with the surprise and pain of his entrance, it went away. Then it came back again. She thought dimly, "But it's not the first time." On her bedroom ceiling at home there had been a small water stain; her eyes traveled from it down the wall to the doll's house that still stood in the corner of the room.


  She stirred, trying to breathe. Such a heavy weight.


  When she came out of the building it was dark. The lights of oncoming cars blurred and wavered in front of her, and, looking at the apartment house across the street, she discovered that part of it simply wasn't there--the building had holes in it. The street lights were ringed with halos that shattered when she looked directly at them. Her head throbbed. She staggered, hailing a cruising taxi. The address was gone from her mind; she had to concentrate, frowning, to remember it. "Please hurry, I'm sick." It flashed across her mind that he might reasonably think she was drunk. "I have a migraine headache, will you please hurry."


  "Hey, that's tough. My wife has that, she has to go to bed for two, three days at a time. I guess it’s no joke."


  She was in no state of mind to sympathize with anyone else's troubles.


  When she reached the Y she was unable to stand up. The driver half-supported, half-carried her into the lobby and stood there waiting until Annice came down to pay him and help her up to bed.


  CHAPTER SIX


  “Damn!" Annice said. She stared blankly at the place where she had left her books and handbag, fifty minutes before. There was nothing there except a couple of reference volumes waiting to be returned to the stacks. Maybe it’s the wrong table, she thought hopefully, looking around. But no--there was the ink stain in one corner, shaped like the map of Australia. She pushed her way through a cluster of last-minute borrowers to the desk. "Has anybody turned in some books and a tan pigskin purse?"


  The student librarian shook his head. "Nobody's turned in anything. Where did you leave them?"


  "On that table right over there."


  "Well, don't holler at me. I didn't take your stuff." He had a pleasant, rather round face and a nice voice with a hint of southern drawl. Not the kind of boy to steal anything. She snapped, "I never said you did. It's too bad if a person can't set something down and find it there when they get back."


  "What did you do, just walk off and leave your stuff?"


  "I didn't do it on purpose. I was thinking about something more important," she said with dignity. "I was making up a poem."


  "Oh, one of those."


  "Why not?"


  He smiled. "Honey, this place is just lousy with poets. Every campus is, I guess, but this one's worse than most. Sculptors and painters, too, all fifty-seven varieties, but the poets are the worst." He looked as if the idea pained him. "You don't have to have any special equipment to write poetry, and if the critics don't like it, you can publish an article in the little no-pay magazines and complain how stupid they are. Do you write free verse with no punctuation, or are you one of those romantic sonnet girls?"


  "I'm not going to talk about it," Annice said. "You wouldn't understand."


  "Okay, okay, what are you going to do about lunch?"


  Annice stopped in her dignified retreat. Her own helplessness was suddenly borne in upon her--no carfare, no lunch money, no change for the endless small purchases a student was always making. Not even a dime to telephone home. She could borrow, of course. She had struck up casual friendships with a dozen people who would surely lend her a dime and might even let her have a dollar. It was nothing to get excited about. But for a moment she was filled with pure terror, seeing herself helpless and lost. It was worse than uncomfortable, it was almost physically painful. She said weakly, "I don't know."


  He dug into his pocket and came up with handful of small change which he counted soberly, like a man at a newsstand. "I'll treat you to lunch if you'll order something cheap."


  "Oh--all right. When do you get off?" Anything for a free meal, the girls said, meaning not quite anything--but still it was a break to have a man, almost any man, pick up the tab. It lent a girl status. She was happily conscious of curious looks as she tucked her hand through his arm and left the library.


  "I meant it when I said cheap. One hamburger. You can have two orders of fries, though, they're only twenty cents."


  "And get fat?"


  "Little meat on your bones wouldn't hurt you any. I like girls cornfed."


  They sat at the counter in Walgreen's, with a magazine rack at one end and a case of electric pads and bathroom scales at the other. "Just one coffee. I'm a poor farm boy."


  "You're kidding."


  "Am not." His name was Jackson Carter and he came from a wide spot in the road in Missouri, named Jackson Center after his mama's folks. Jackson Center was purely Southern. "Any place where they farm with mules is in the South, I don't give a damn what the Texaco road maps say."


  "I'm from the farm too. I hate it."


  "Well, I wouldn't go that far. Makes no difference how many electric gadgets they have or how many horsepower the old tractor has, farm folks don't change much, that's true. They've got a good way of living--for them. Of course if it doesn't happen to be your way you're out of luck." He thought this over and nodded. "You have to fit the pattern, you can't diverge."


  "Do you diverge?"


  "I'm not a fairy if that's what you mean. There's plenty of them around, have you noticed? I'm an old-fashioned guy--I like women," She giggled. "No, I mean--that's a good way to live if that's what you want to do. Me, I want to be a physicist. Turn the atomic stuff to some useful purpose."


  "You ought to be at U. of Chicago, then."


  "That's all I can do to work my way here."


  He was twenty, had worked two years in a filling station, been stock boy in a drugstore, done a short term in a canning factory where the workday was maybe sixteen or eighteen hours. That was tough; when you got a run of peas or beans you stayed on till they were processed, then laid off maybe a couple days. "You were supposed to sleep, but I had a big deal on with a truck-farmer's daughter and I didn't do a hell of a lot of sleeping." Annice felt a sharp pang of jealousy. It’s nothing to me, she reminded herself.


  Now he worked as a librarian and posed for art classes. "Not in the nude, but I sure would if I had a chance--it pays better." He lived in a cooperative rooming house with seven other boys; they did their own cooking and cleaning. "All I'm scared is, somebody's mother might come in some day and drop dead."


  They went on talking after the tired waitress laid down their check, cleared away the plates and swabbed the counter; they talked through Annice's French class and Jack's gym section. By this time they had known each other since childhood and she felt perfectly at ease with him, partly because she didn't have to impress him.


  "Not that I'd ever get excited about anybody like that," she told the girls that evening. "He's too ordinary. But he's nice even if he doesn't have any feeling for important things like poetry."


  Pat asked, "Did you get your stuff back?"


  "Oh, gosh, no. I put a notice on the bulletin board though. Maybe somebody'll turn it in. I'd like to have my purse back even if they keep the money."


  "How much was it?"


  "About ten bucks. Most of my money was home under the shelf paper in the closet." The others nodded. They kept their money under the shelf paper too, or in a dresser drawer. "I keep meaning to start a bank account." Annice said. They all meant to start bank accounts as soon as they had enough money saved up. It seemed silly to go into a bank with twenty or thirty dollars and go through all that red tape. "It wasn't just the money," Annice complained, "it was my good pigskin bag I got for Christmas and all the stuff in it. They took my books too. My Civil Government book I paid five dollars for at the bookstore."


  "Well," Pat said, "it looks like you got some good out of it. You met a nice boy."


  "That's doing it the hard way. There's plenty of nice boys in my classes. Anyhow I couldn't ever really care for Jackson--he's too dumb, he doesn't read anything but physics and history."


  "Nobody's asking you to marry the boy. He might be fun to go out with even if he hasn't got any money."


  Children, Barby thought in dull silent scorn. They don't know what they're talking about. She had nibbled at her supper, trying to eat because it was Pat's week to cook and it hurt Pat's feelings to have anything left on the plates. No matter whose turn it was, they had hamburgers or hot dogs two or three times a week, with frozen peas or canned corn, and there was never any grocery money left at the end of the week. This led all of them to spend too much money on lunch.


  Her head ached. She hadn't eaten all day. That morning while she was spooning instant coffee into a cup. she had seen from the corner of her eye a small scuttling brown spot that could only be a roach. She had bent to look, but there was nothing under the gas range but some wisps of dust and a forgotten book of matches. Pat had said, so what--be thankful it's not a bedbug, everybody has roaches. But Barby had poured her coffee down the sink, feeling a little sick, and had left for work without breakfast. Then when she had reached the stair landing Rocco had been lounging there, not doing anything, obviously just waiting for her.


  He had caught her by the arm. "When you're coming down to see me?" Too frightened to answer, she had twisted away before one of the other tenants could come down and see them together. At lunch time she had sat, sickly, with a bowl of soup in front of her, thinking, What am I going to do? how can I go back there? It had occurred to her finally that she could stop by for Pat and help her carry the groceries home from the Hi-Lo, a good enough pretext.


  But she couldn't dodge him forever. There was tomorrow.


  She still wasn't sure how she had fallen, or been pushed, into moving here. During the two days she had spent in bed with a migraine her one resolution, the thought she had clutched to her all through the dizziness and skull-splitting pain, was to stay away from this place. But when she was up again and the girls demanded details, she had found nothing to say except, vaguely, that she didn't like the place. The rent was reasonable, the space adequate, the furniture not too bad. "We can't be fussy," Annice had reminded her, a trifle crossly. "Apartments are hard to find right now and rents are terrible. What was the matter with it, anyhow?"


  "Oh, I guess it's all right."


  She couldn't tell them. There are some things you can't decently tell anybody. She pushed the memory well into the back of her mind, along with that earlier memory, and tried to forget it was there. If she told the truth--but the thought of their startled eyes and questions made that impossible ; and she couldn't think of a good convincing lie. She packed her clothes silently, with death in her heart.


  Now she sat on the davenport pretending to read Life while Annice and Pat talked about some fool boy. I must have been crazy, she thought. I could have said there were rats or bugs or something. Now it was too late. The other girls were pleased with the apartment. It was big enough, with only a little crowding. There was a supermarket in the next block. We'll be here forever, she thought desperately, feeling the walls close in around her like a prison.


  I tried to tell him. Just like I tried to tell him, before. They're stronger than women. She rubbed her forehead. The colors of the Matisse reproduction Annice had bought at the Art Institute were melting and running together. She struggled to her feet, noting dully that her arms and legs ached. "I'm going to bed. I think maybe I'm coming down with flu or something."


  "You better sleep on the davenport," Annice said. "That way the rest of us won't catch it." Her voice was kind, but she wasn't really paying attention; she was lost in her own thoughts. It’s true, she thought, I could never take a man seriously if he didn't understand how I feel about really important things. There's no reason I can't go out with Jackson, though. If he asks me. The notion that he might not ask her made her feel unreasonably sad. She took her red leather notebook down from the shelf where they kept their books and turned the pages. The poems, neatly printed with wide margins and curly capitals, didn't read as well as usual. They sounded like echoes of other poems she had read. She put the book back and decided that since she didn't have a date and wasn't sleepy it would be a good time to wash all her underwear.


  She gathered slips and panties from the floor, the dresser and closet, and ran warm water into the bathroom basin, picturing a series of long confidential talks with Jackson Carter that would bring him around to a deeper understanding of the finer things in life and finally to a lasting romance.


  Pat got out of the bathroom so she could get in. Pat had taken a long steamy shower and had washed her hair and set it in bobby pins, tying a green net cap with bows over it; her nails were still damp with polish, she had shaved her legs, and she reeked of Aphrodisia and lotion. She was wearing pink nylon panties. "Late date?"


  "No, but I didn't have anything else to do, so I thought I might as well get cleaned up." This was new for Pat, whose grooming had always been, to say the least, casual. She said, "Shut your mouth before a fly walks in. Didn't you ever see anybody take a bath before?" But she sounded good-natured.


  This was the best part of the day, she thought, crawling into the double bed that took up most of the space in the bedroom and stretching voluptuously. Even better than the moment when he came into the office, smiling, and greeted her. The actual daily meeting was always marred by her own shortcomings--she had a run in her stocking, or her hands were smudged by carbon, or something. The sight of him was enough to strike her wordless, even though she had made up a dazzling conversation the night before.


  Now she liked to go to bed while her mind was still alert and think up endless dazzling dreams of he-said-tome and I-said-to-him. So far she had never reached the final intimacy; maybe that was the voice of conscience preserving her from sin. Although goodness knows her thoughts after a date with Johnny Cutler would have disturbed her mother, not to mention the parish priest. So far all of her imaginary encounters with Blake Thomson began with his arrival at the office in the morning and ended with the scene where he leaned over her and said, "Darling Pat, did you think I thought of you only as a typist? I've been watching you for a long, long time."


  So far she hadn't been able to picture him anywhere except in the office.


  Wonder what kind of shave stuff he uses. Mixed with tobacco--I love to see a man smoke a pipe and that indefinable male smell. He's older than I thought. She had sneaked his dossier out of the file one day when everyone else was at lunch and had devoured all its details. A Dartmouth man. Never been married. Yet. Darling Pat, you are the first girl I ever really loved.


  She fell happily asleep, her face shining with cold cream.


  Annice felt too brisk for bed. Damn the silly college, she thought, double-damn whoever swiped my stuff. But she hummed, rinsing out her nylon pants and her best bra--padded, but not too much. There was something about having a man in your life, almost any kind of a man, even if you weren't going to get serious about him. So far she had never really loved anybody, and it bothered her--because how can you be a great poet until you know the splendor and tragedy of a great love?


  She rubbed and wrung as her mother would have done, inspecting each item sharply before she hung it over the shower rod.


  Barby was having trouble falling asleep. She turned and twisted, wide-eyed in the dark. Everything was closing in on her. She was trapped. There was no place where you could hide and be safe. At the store this afternoon one of the salesmen had asked for a date, and the awful thing was that even though she was in a turmoil about Rocco she halfway wanted to say yes. At the same time the thought of being near a man--any man--filled her with horror. There was this feeling that she was powerless. She wasn't sure what she had said to young Mr. Cohen. For a moment, looking at his pleasant young face, she had seen Rocco's dark features and powerful arms--and behind him, the clear profile and burning eyes of her father.


  She wanted to get out of bed and run--but not past those stairs, knowing what peril lurked beyond their turning. She wanted desperately to run to someone who would open comforting arms and take her in and shelter her. But there was no one.


  She stared at the oblong of light moving across the wall as a car passed down the street.


  Annice was walking around in the bathroom, singing, hanging a week's accumulation of laundry over the tub to drip. Barby could hear drawers being pulled out and slammed shut, and the click of the medicine-chest door. Every sound was magnified in her ears. She sat up. "For Christ sake, what are you doing in there? Why don't you do your washing in the daytime?"


  Annice looked around the door, her face blank with surprise. "I'm sorry. Am I keeping you kids awake?"


  Barby glared at her. Then she rolled over and hid her face in the pillow, too miserable to cry.


  Poor kid, Annice thought, she's working too hard. Or maybe it's the old curse. She pulled the bathroom door shut and ran clear water into the basin, too intent on her own affairs to be in any way concerned.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Professor King's party was really getting under way. All of the chairs were occupied, some by more than one person, and four boys sat wedged together on the davenport, balancing plates and beer glasses on their knees. Half a dozen people were on the floor, the boys sprawled out, all arms and legs, the girls with arms wrapped around knees. When the door opened, the volume of talk rushed out and hit the newcomers in the face. Someone had left a lighted cigarette on the table; there was an acrid smell of scorched varnish. Someone else had upset a stein of beer in a girl's lap. Everyone was having a fine time.


  Annice's misgivings vanished. She hadn't wanted to come--a poetry reading sponsored by an English professor didn't sound very exciting. Not what she had pictured in her dreams of studio parties, the great world of people who wrote and did Interesting Things. Now she was glad she had come. She threw back her shoulders and took a deep breath.


  The thin bearded boy at her feet said lazily, "Hi. I'm Alan. Who're you?"


  "I'm nobody," Annice said smiling. He turned his back on her, then turned around again so she could get the full impact of his sneer. "Emily Dickinson yet. She's reactionary. You ought to read Henry Miller and learn a new idiom."


  "I disagree," the dark man beside the fireplace said. "Emily's in the vanguard. You kids are old-fashioned. But then," he said sadly, "your whole damn generation's reactionary."


  "You're quite right." The popeyed girl pushed up her pink-rimmed glasses. "We're still hanging on to the standards formed in the Twenties, the Golden Age of revolt. Kerouac says--"


  Annice was torn between pleasure and self-doubt. This was what she had longed for back on the farm, listening rebelliously to the supper-table talk about the price of soybeans. Nobody was interested in ideas there, and she had to go around in a fine poetic isolation, scorning her relatives and neighbors. Here, ideas swirled on the air almost visibly, like the smoke that hung above the heads of the talkers or the body heat that made the room uncomfortably warm even though the outside was cool. Two small logs smoldered in the fireplace. She walked across the room and held out her hands to the blaze. Jack stood against the wall watching her progress, unwilling to risk stepping on any outstretched hand.


  She said wistfully, "I love this fireplace."


  "A pretty act," the bearded boy said. He unfolded his lean length from the floor and moved to join her. He had bold eyes; he looked at her as though he could see through the peasant skirt and the padded bra. She put a hand to her chest to hide her innocent deceits, then dropped it, angry. "You're rude," she said.


  "Rude--of course I am. There's too goddam much fake politeness in the world. Intelligent people have a moral obligation to be rude."


  She hated him. He was arrogant and unkind. His eyes were clear and bright, and his chin was firm under the arty beat-generation beard. Suddenly, returning his unwinking stare, she wanted him to like her. More than anything in the world she wanted him to put his arms around her and kiss her, instead of looking so superior. Her desire frightened her.


  One of the boys said, "Old stuff, Alan. That's reaction against the reaction against conformity." Annice accepted a plate and glass from a pleasant fortyish woman who had too much bottom to be wearing toreador pants. The hostess, probably, or a faculty wife called in for the evening. She gave Annice a friendly wink and went away again, leaving her to balance the refreshments and clutch her leather notebook at the same time.


  It had been Jackson who told her about this party in the first place. "They talk a lot of crap, but maybe it's the sort of stuff you'd like. Lot of arty guys. I don't think any of them had anything published yet. Anyhow, you might as well get it out of your system." She had been offended by the condescending tone and at the same time pleased by what was probably a concession to her tastes. At least he was willing to spend an evening being bored in her company.


  She had spent a lot of time getting ready, discarding the striped slacks as too casual and the flowered jersey as too suburban, pulling out most of her eyebrows and penciling in new ones. This was her debut into the world of creative people. She felt a little frightened.


  Suppose they didn't like her? Suppose she didn't fit in?


  It's only an extra-curricular activity she reassured herself, just a group some professor has to sponsor. They're not even professional authors. She hated to agree with Jack at any point where the arts were concerned, but it comforted her to feel a little scornful in return for the scorn these more assured people might presumably feel for her.


  Someone asked, "Are you a Freudian or a Jungian?" and she turned to answer, but the questioner was lost in a babble of other voices. The bearded boy shambled over and sat down at her feet. "What do you do to release your inhibitions? I don't have any inhibitions myself--I just do whatever I feel like doing."


  "Hard on the bystanders."


  "What in hell do I care about bystanders? I'm completely self-centered. To develop talent it's necessary to be altogether self-oriented."


  The girl in pink-rimmed glasses nodded.


  The girls, Annice decided while she munched potato chips, were nothing much to look at. Here as in high school the serious-minded femmes were the homely ones. Except for a little Nisei girl who looked like a painting on silk, they were mostly eye-glassed, too fat or too bony, not so much ugly as lacking in some assurance that pretty girls wear from the day of their first lipstick. Annice identified their look of self-depression without any trouble because she herself had worn it until she was almost sixteen. It was the opposite of charm. She had been rescued by an invitation from the captain of the high school basketball team, whose girl fortunately ruptured an appendix on the day of the Junior Prom; grace and poise settled over her with the folds of the formal her mother was persuaded to buy, disclosing--as it were--curves she had never known she had. Except for a woman of thirty-five who in spite of gray-streaked hair and a comfortable dumpiness gave off the unmistakable aura of successful sex, the females at this poetry-reading were the type who failed to attract men mainly because they didn't think of themselves as desirable.


  Probably here to find a man, she thought unkindly, forgetting that although she had come here with one she was looking around for better pickings.


  The boys were more interesting. Used as she was to student fads and eccentricities in dress, she paid no heed to the corduroy trousers, the blue work shirts, the Ivy League stripes and button-down collars or the green velvet-frogged smoking jacket worn by the balding, round-bellied host. Most of them wore moccasins with white sweat socks or no socks. Three or four with bumpy intelligent faces and harsh South Chicago voices she thought were Jewish, but it was hard to tell because this year everybody made a fad of Yiddish slang--he's a schlepp, she's a no-goodnik, you should read a book already. There was a young Arab with a thin startled face, conspicuous here for his tailoring. The Jewish boys kept handing him peanuts and potato chips and refilling his glass, very politely, and after a while he started looking around uneasily like a trapped rabbit. Later, much later, she noticed that he had left.


  There were three or four boys with beards, none as well developed as Alan's, and one weedy boy had an aggressive British moustache. Definitely, in this crowd the men were the ones to notice. She turned an aloof profile to Alan, and after a few glances away he reached up and pulled her down on the floor beside him. "What's your name, woman?”


  "Annice."


  "Anise like you drink?"


  "I don't drink anything."


  "Releases the inhibitions. I don't drink because I haven't got any inhibitions. I live with complete selfishness.”


  "You said that before."


  "It's still true. I'm completely unable to feel tenderness or compassion for anybody, even the women I lay."


  "How adolescent of you."


  In a sudden silence one of the boys said, "I'm writing a novel on homosexual incest." He looked around for admiration.


  Jackson said, "Why don't you do a book on cannibalism? That's the most complete form of identification there is."


  The popeyed girl in the pink frames grabbed his arm. "Oh, you're right, you're absolutely right, I think that's a simply wonderful idea."


  Annice glared at her. After all, Jack was her escort, and nobody else had any business drooling over him until she was good and ready to turn him loose.


  It seemed a long time before the volume of talk lessened and the thin man sat down in an armchair and asked who wanted to read. This produced a long pause during which several people thumbed the pages of their notebooks and looked at once reluctant and hopeful. Finally the boy with the muttonchop moustache spoke up. He had written a novel--not just planned it or talked about it but written it; he said modestly that it hadn't found a publisher yet and he wasn't sure it was any good. Then he read a long chapter. It was about a thin talented young man who came to a big city and endured privations while writing a novel. There was a scene in which, locked out of his cheap room because he couldn't pay the rent, he wandered the streets looking for a rest room. Annice felt herself getting more and more uncomfortable. When he stopped reading, two girls got up and headed for the bathroom.


  The host said, "Well, you might call the excerpt scatological," and there was a puzzled silence while they tried to remember what it meant.


  Then one of the girls said bravely, "I thought it was quite well written." There was a shout of disagreement.


  Annice listened while they tore the story and the author to pieces. Alan sat with his back against a chair leg, listening in silent scorn.


  A girl read a poem about standing in the moonlight longing for her dead lover. One of the young Jews read a poem about love in the slums among the smells of broken plumbing and the tiny scrabblings of mice. Alan said, "For Christ's sake, has everybody here got kidney trouble?" He grabbed Annice's notebook and flipped the pages rapidly.


  "Hey, give me that."


  "Can't weasel out now."


  He read silently until he found a sonnet; he read it aloud, accenting the rhymes and pausing at the end of each line. "It's crap," he said, dropping the red notebook on the floor. "A lot of bull. Why don't you women learn that your place is in bed? All this futile struggle to create, when all you're really good for is to release some man's inhibitions."


  "Fascist."


  "I'm not a fascist, I'm a neo-communist."


  Annice blinked back her tears. So maybe it isn't a good poem, she thought angrily. He didn't have to pick the worst one in the book. He didn't have to read it like that, so--so corny. I hate him. She turned her back on him, a difficult thing to do in that packed room, because no amount of deep breathing and not-winking could keep a few tears from rolling down her face. She was conscious of his breath on the back of her neck.


  After five or six more selections the young people began to leave in groups and couples, tiptoing out without farewells. Suddenly Alan gripped her shoulder so hard she squeaked. "Come on. I'll take you home."


  "I came with somebody else."


  "The hell with that. Where do you live? I've got things to talk about."


  She looked around for Jack, but he was nowhere in sight. She made her way doubtfully to the bedroom, bumping into people and muttering apologies. The broad-beamed hostess helped her find her pocketbook and jacket. "Alan's a nice youngster," she said, "but he's a wolf. Watch out for him, he’ll take everything but your shoes."


  "I can take care of myself." She looked with increased interest at Alan, waiting beside the door.


  The cool outside air washed her fatigue away as she swung the foyer door open. This was a better or at least a fancier neighborhood than the one she lived in. There were strips of grass along the curb; her thin heels sank into loam as she crossed to Alan's small beat-up sports car. He walked around, leaving her to open her door. "It's not locked. I never lock it. Nothing inside to steal."


  They took Lake Shore Drive, magic in the neon-lighted night, with the dark brooding expanse of the lake on one side and the tall cut-out silhouette of the downtown skyline on the other. "Look," she said, "it's like two different worlds."


  "Like the essential dichotomy of the human soul."


  He drove fast, but well. She hadn't expected him to be a good driver--most of these arty boys were bumblers where anything mechanical was concerned. He laid his hand on her knee. "Where do you live? Do you have an apartment of your own?"


  "I'm doubled up with two other girls."


  "Tripled up. For God's sake be accurate in your use of language. It's the only thing that deserves respect. Sloppy females." The hand moved up an inch and came to rest.


  She waited.


  "Do you ever sleep with men?"


  "What business is it of yours?"


  "I'm no satyr," he said solemnly. "I'd like to go to bed with you, but not unless you want to. You have a kind of immature charm I find attractive." He stopped for a red light and tightened his fingers on her thigh. "Women should have the right to decide these things for themselves."


  "I'm not going to decide anything like that," she said angrily. "At least, not the first time we're out together."


  He shrugged. "First time or tenth, what difference does it make? You know your own kind of people without any formal introductions." She had said this so many times she couldn't argue with it now. "Besides, sex is pretty much the same any old time. I've tried all the variations. Had my first girl when I was thirteen. It all comes back to the same frustrations and partial satisfaction." He lit a cigarette. "Pretty boring."


  "Why bother, then?"


  "Why eat when you don't digest everything you eat? It's a gain. Need it to give you health and balance. That's the only rational approach." He guided the little car into a small deserted park and turned off the motor. In the sudden silence she could hear the rustling of dead leaves scudding along the ground and the chirp of a night-sleepy bird.


  "It might do you good to kiss me, anyway. I won't do anything you don't want me to."


  She spoke thickly, because his beard was already brushing against her mouth. "The trouble is, I don't know what I might want to do."


  "Always do what you want. Anything else is death to everything that matters."


  She had never been kissed before by a man with a beard. Curiosity overcame her. But she forgot about it when the tip of his tongue found hers; all of her feeling, awareness, desire centered in her mouth. Suddenly she clung to him, unable to keep her hands off him.


  She had done enough dating in the two years since her sudden bounce into popularity to keep a half-conscious guard over the progress of a man's hands on her body. After a long time--at least, she supposed it was a long time, in view of all that happened in it--she pushed him away and struggled upright. "No, not that. I won't do that."


  "But baby, that's what all this has been leading up to."


  "I won't."


  "You're not in any danger unless it's the fourteenth or fifteenth day. That's a lot of crap."


  "That's not it." And it wasn't; the panic that shot through her went deeper than any fear of getting caught. "I don't want to."


  "Okay, I won't ask you again." His hands shook. "I bet you're a virgin."


  It sounded shameful. Babyish, sappy, scared. She turned her face away so he couldn't read the disgusting truth. "Whether I am or not hasn't got anything to do with it."


  "Well, then, it has to be that you don't like me."


  "I do like you!" She did; quite suddenly she felt he was the most attractive boy--no, man--she had ever met. If you don't like a fellow after you've done all those things, she asked herself, then when do you?


  He laughed. "Okay, so don't worry about it. I'll call you up some day when you haven't got so much resistance." He buttoned up the top of her dress for her, his fingers impersonal as those of a window-dresser arranging a mannequin. He doesn't have to be so damn calm, she thought angrily. He said, "You don't have much of a milk fund, do you? You wear falsies."


  "It's only a slight padding, and besides, it's none of your goddam business."


  He laughed.


  When she let herself into the apartment, trying to walk softly because the other girls were in bed and the lights were off, she found that her bra was unhooked, the straps of her slip were pushed down off her shoulders, her stocking seams were crooked. I'm a mess, she thought with smug pleasure, glowing all over at the memory of Alan's cold hands against her warm tingling skin. She shucked off her clothes and stood looking for a long time at herself in the bathroom mirror, giving her wide-awake reflection a critical going-over. She smiled, pleased, as she turned off the bathroom light and picked her way through the clothes dropped on the bedroom floor.


  She was still undecided whether she would go further the next time. If there was a next time.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Phyllis said, "This is a crazy business."


  Pat frowned at her notes. She took dictation with speed and every appearance of self-assurance, but she couldn't always make out the pothooks afterwards; and Mr. Thomson--Blake, darling--never forgot so much as a comma once it was dictated. It was different with the assistant editors and production people; with them you could fake a little. She pushed her hair back. "Huh?"


  "A crazy business." Phyllis pushed up her horn-rimmed glasses, which were always sliding off her short but pretty nose, and pulled down her skirt. She was a pretty girl and had a remarkably good figure, but Pat had never seen her in anything but a skirt and blouse, with her nose shiny and her long blue-black hair in need of combing. Oddly enough this untidiness gave her a sexy look--she had the aura of a woman who knows herself attractive to men and therefore needs no artifices of dress or grooming.


  Ordinarily Phyllis's casual ways would have encouraged Pat to throw on her own clothes and think no more about it, but since her first look into Mr. Thomson's eyes she had taken to spending a great deal of time and money on her appearance. She felt it necessary to be chic and well-groomed and, in a word, worthy of love. Her salary, which was seventy dollars a week before deductions and about fifty-six when it reached her, didn't go as far as she had expected it to, but knowing Barby was a help. Barby did all of Pat's and Annice's shopping on her lunch hour, using her employee's discount. The discount was supposed to be for personal use only, but as Annice said, what could be more personal than a roommate?


  She said, "It's interesting." It was noon; everyone else was gone, and she was waiting for Miss Miller to relieve her at the switchboard. Some of her best bedtime fantasies were timed at noon, when everyone else was out of the office, although she and Blake usually went on to a honeymoon hotel or a woodland carpeted with spring flowers. So far, in actual fact, nobody but Phyllis had shared her twelve-to-one watch. Phyllis sat quietly smoking and waiting for the telephone to ring; she switched her calls to Mr. Thomson's office, which had a door that shut tight, and talked inaudibly for a long time. The office grapevine had it that she was mixed up with a married man of wealth and social standing.


  "Sure it's interesting. Why do you think I stay here, doing two people's work for the pittance I get? I could go to work as private secretary to the manager of a big department store--would, too, if I had the sense I was born with." The telephone jingled. Phyllis grabbed it. "The Fort Dearborn Press." She listened, head tilted. "I am sorry, you have a wrong number. Goddamn."


  "Why do you stay?"


  "God only knows." She shoved her glasses up. "I guess it's a special form of insanity. It sort of gets you after a while. Looking at the manuscripts when they come in--I started as a reader, what a rat-race that is--and then when you hit a good one it's sort of exciting. Not that it happens very much."


  Pat nodded. She had already learned not to be indignant on behalf of the authors whose cherished stories bounced back after a hasty reading. "I could write a better book myself," she said.


  "For God's sake don't. The world's full of fools who think they can write books."


  "Some of them can, too. Look at Sam Fry."


  "Sure. I was here the first time Sam Fry ever walked into this office. He had holes in his shoes. All I'm saying is, not one in a hundred."


  "What's really exciting is when the galleys come in."


  "Sure, because it starts to feel like a real book. Page is even better. I don't worry much about typos in galley, but I really sweat when the page proofs come in. Then the promotion office gets busy, they start getting in touch with the big mags and the movies and all that jazz. I don't know, it makes every other line of business look dull." Phyllis lit another cigarette.


  "And the artists. Like that girl with the long cigarette holder the other day, that you said was going to do the illustrations for the Fairchild."


  "Sure, sure, everybody gets into the act then, the ad agency people--you ever go out with an adman? Don't." She sat down, propping her flats on the edge of Pat's desk. "Then all of a sudden--makes no difference how long it's been scheduled, you might have the date up on your bulletin board for three months, but it always seems sudden anyhow--then the advance copies come in. That's the book."


  She paused for breath while Pat answered the phone and took an order. "You know," she said dreamily, "you never think about it as five or ten or twenty thousand separate books rolling off the presses. Maybe the warehouse people do; I don't know, I never worked in a warehouse." She considered, shutting her eyes. "Yeah, I suppose it's different when they start rolling 'em in on skids. In the editorial office though, it's a book, a living breathing book. It's something like having a baby."


  "I never had a baby," Pat said idly.


  "Me neither, but you can imagine how it feels." The phone rang; they both reached, but Phyllis got there first. Pat said quietly, "Watch the board, I'm going to the John," and tiptoed out to give her a little privacy.


  She thought it over, sitting in the white-tiled cubicle that was so silent now compared to the nine and five o'clock clatter. Phyllis was right, it was an exciting business. She couldn't tell how much of the excitement was due to her new awareness of herself as a woman and how much was implicit in publishing itself. Even the letters she typed were unlike the letters ordinary businessmen dictated, with a vocabulary and range of subject matter all their own. She had worked summers since she was thirteen, for various uncles and cousins in the dry-goods, coal, and paper-box businesses, and the work had bored her stiff. But this was fascinating. Holding her hands under the hot-air dryer, she counted over the things she had learned in her short eventful weeks with The Fort Dearborn Press.


  She had supposed, until this fall, that writers were a special breed of people--more cultured, less interested in money and material things. That wasn't so. She had seen a lady novelist go into hysterics because Blake Thomson wouldn't give her fifteen per cent royalty instead of the usual ten, and she had opened and answered letters from dignified college professors who screamed like wounded tigers because the accounting department had shorted them sixty-two cents on royalties. A famous poet had asked her out to dinner, and, although she had refused to go, she wasn't sure whether it was because she was awed by his international reputation or because he was sixty and practically bald. Maybe Phyllis is right, she thought, swinging the washroom door open; maybe it's a form of insanity that makes us stay. It sure as hell isn't the money.


  Phyllis had retreated to her own cubbyhole and was hunched over an endless stack of page proofs, looking withdrawn and pale. She squinted over her slipped down spectacles. Wonder how much a copy editor makes? Pat thought, remembering Phyllis's boast that she had done every phase of putting a book together short of actually setting type. She dropped into her posture chair, which was uncomfortable, and tried to pull her attention back to her correspondence.


  In a few minutes Blake Thomson came in, holding the door open for a woman Pat had never seen before. She would have remembered that tall erect form, that finely modelled face if they had ever passed in the street or stood side by side in a department store, because this female looked the way she had always wanted to look. The way she did look in her daydreams. The woman was fine-drawn, as though her bones were made of better stuff than other people's. Her taffy-colored hair was pulled back straight from a beautiful thin face and worn in a chignon, no strand out of place. Under arched eyebrows her eyes were not the blue or gray you might expect, but a deep lively brown. She had on a plain black dress that made Pat's own basic black look like what it was--marked down from the moderate-price fine for the October sales.


  A job applicant? Author? Clubwoman? she ran through the possibilities and discarded them in a flicker of time. The expression on Blake Thomson's face wasn't that of a businessman looking at a client. It was the look she had dreamed of at night, picturing it accurately before she ever saw it--a look of infinite tenderness, male protectiveness, naked masculine hunger. It was her look, directed at somebody with whom she could never hope to compete.


  They ignored her as well-bred people ignore a porter or waiter, not rudely, but as though she didn't exist apart from serving them. As they proceeded down the corridor she saw Blake's hand touch the woman's, a caress so slight that it might have been mistaken for an accidental contact if both faces had not registered an intense awareness of it.


  Phyllis sauntered in, lighting a new cigarette. "See what just went into the sanctum?"


  "Yeah." She turned her betraying face away. "He makes me furious! That man has laid half the women in this building," Phyllis said, her color high. "They fall for him before he so much as puts a finger on them, and now that he's ready to get married and settle down what does he do but pick something like this. Money, looks and social standing. He's no fool; he knows a good thing when he sees it."


  "Maybe he loves her."


  "He hasn't got it in him to love anyone but himself. He's been in love with himself ever since he was old enough to look in the mirror. Sure, he has technique. Makes you feel like you're going right up through the ceiling and coming down in another world. That's all it is, goddam it, don't mean a thing."


  "Well--"


  "He keeps a room at the Midwest Hotel all the time, the son of a bitch. I bet he uses it at least once or twice a week, too. I bet he has some other female on the string before they've been married six weeks."


  It was true what the love magazines said. The heart really did ache. She could feel it hurting in her chest, a steady, heavy pain that grew and lessened with every beat. She put her hand to the place, feeling as though it should be tangible--heat, maybe, burning through the front of her dress. Phyllis looked at her sharply. "Don't tell me you've fallen for him. He's pure dynamite for a nice girl."


  "Oh," Pat said, "don't talk about it."


  "Don't say I didn't tell you."


  Sap, she accused herself, trying not to cry. A man like that, you might know he wouldn't be free. She put her hand to her mouth, trying not to sob out loud, afraid that the others would come in from lunch and hear her making like a hurt baby.


  The telephone rang. Phyllis caught it. "It's for you," she said, grinding out her cigarette in Pat's ashtray and sauntering back to her own desk. Needn't bother, Pat thought bitterly. Nobody's going to be calling me about anything private.


  "Pat? Annice. Look, darling, will you do something for me? I told Jack last night I'd go to Penny Williams' party tonight, in fact I had a hell of a time to make him say he'd go. I don't want to get him mad at me, Pat, but there's going to be somebody else there I want to see about something important."


  "Sure, sure, and you want me to take old Jack off your hands."


  "Not exactly. After all, I told him I'd go with him," Annice said smugly. "I sort of thought maybe we could all come home together, sort of--"


  "And drop old Jack off first." She thought, I'd be crazy to go, all I want to do is just quietly lie down and die. Let Annice work out her own problems. She said, "I don't think I will."


  "Oh, come on. I'll do something for you some time."


  "Well--" She considered. Noise, smoke, and talk till hell wouldn't have it. Might as well be smoked and talked to death as sit home alone, feeling bad. "Okay, I'll go. But I don't want to stay out all night--you remember it."


  "You're a doll."


  "Sure."


  When she came back from lunch Blake Thomson's office was empty. She worked half-heartedly all afternoon, jumping every time the door opened, but he didn't come back. She was dully thankful.


  CHAPTER NINE


  All schools smell alike. Kindergartens, grade schools, high schools, even these temporary college buildings thrown together to take care of the influx of students. Chalk and sandwiches and the girl's perfume, and--of all things--old overshoes. Annice shut her eyes and sniffed, standing in the main hall with the home-coming crowd milling around. Definitely overshoes. She must remember to tell Jack, the next time they were out together.


  Not Alan. You didn't share ideas and observations with Alan; he wasn't interested in anyone but himself, and if the conversation turned into someone else's channel he quickly turned it back again or lapsed into glowering silence. Last night, on the way home from the ballet theater, she had tried to tell him how excited she was at seeing Swan Lake the first time, the way the dances and costumes looked exactly as she thought they would from hearing the music on records. Unfortunately Alan had been reading up on Mies van der Rohe and was full of theories on modern architecture. "You're a conceited fool," she told him finally, giving up. "You don't think other people ever have any ideas worth listening to.”


  "They don't."


  "I hate you."


  "No, you don't. You wouldn't go out with me if you hated me. I fascinate you."


  He did too, damn him. She opened her eyes quickly before the current of traffic could wash her downstairs and out of the building. There was something about Alan that made everybody else seem dull and colorless. She couldn't stop thinking about him and wanting to see him; when she sat beside him on the front seat of his ratty little car she couldn't help wanting to touch him. Being with him made her feel more alive than she had ever felt before. If I'm not careful I'll end up doing whatever he wants me to, she thought, scared and thrilled at the same time. No matter what it does to me.


  She had decided, after the first date, that she would Go All the Way if he asked her to. After all, she had come to Chicago in search of love more than fame or independence--she was dedicated to love. She went to a party with him, shaking with mingled pleasure and terror, and he didn't make a single pass. He had been polite to her--for Alan--and he had escorted her home at one a.m. and deposited her on the doorstep as if she had been somebody's maiden aunt, without so much as a good-night kiss. It was maddening. "What's the matter, don't you like me or something?"


  Raised eyebrows. "Sure. Why?"


  "Oh, no reason." She flounced inside, slamming the front door. That goofy janitor, Rocco, was loitering in the front hall, doing nothing as usual. She didn't know why he was hanging around at that hour of the night, but she gave him a dirty look and went on up. A good-looking fellow if you like the bold, fresh type, but she was peeved at all men, since Alan was out of her reach. I'll get even with him, she promised herself. If he ever calls me for another date I'll turn him down so fast.


  The thought that he might not call chilled her to the bone.


  But he called, and they went to the ballet. Dutch. Alan said there was no reason why a man should pay a woman's way any place in this day and age; women earned as much as men. There was no reason why a man should support a woman unless she was gestating, and maybe not then. It was a racket women had been working for hundreds of years, and he was against it. He would go so far as to pick up the check if he invited a girl to eat with him, and that was a sop to bourgeois morality that he was ashamed of. On the other hand, he said, he hardly ever asked a girl out, and if he did it was to some cheap joint--a drugstore or the Four Arts Grill. If it was her idea in the first place, she could damn well pay her own way.


  "If a fellow and a girl go out together, she ought to enjoy the evening as much as he does. Why should he pay for it?"


  "Well, but--"


  All the way home from the theater--not as far as she would have liked, but far enough for him to develop any ideas he might have--she sat well away from him, wondering miserably if he was angry with her and why; and if he was angry, why had he asked her to go out? She suspected it was a kind of cruelty, or at best curiosity; he was the kind of boy who torments a frog to see it jump, or pulls the wings off a butterfly and watches it flop. At the door, she moved tentatively closer. He ignored the movement. He said, "Good night," leaving her to open the car door, get out and walk to the house by herself. She supposed that was a matter of principle too. Why wait on a healthy able-bodied woman?


  She lay awake far into the night, angry at him and hungry for the touch of his hands on her body and the pressure of his mouth against hers, determined to win him back. Back from where? He's a stranger, she thought in her mother's cool rational way. And then, hot with longing, oh, no, you don't go as far as we did that night unless you like each other.


  Or do you?


  Are there people who take excitement any way they can get it, whether the other person means anything to them or not?


  This morning he had called at seven o'clock, while she was drowsily making coffee. Penny Williams was having a party, and how about it? Bring somebody if she wanted. "I’ll bring a boy from school," she said to show that she was independent, didn't need him. "Fine. We can all eat together."


  He could at least have been jealous!


  She called Pat at noon, thinking that a foursome would at least look like a date, and Pat hesitantly agreed to go. She was glad. Pat was no competition in this kind of crowd, where exotic ugliness rated higher than cornfed prettiness. It was hard to believe that she had ever been envious of Pat's freedom of her romance with Johnny.


  Jack put his hand on her shoulder; she turned, startled, and then smiled at him. "Hi. We'll have to eat downtown after all. Pat's going."


  "How come?"


  "I thought she'd like to. She doesn't have much fun."


  "The idea is I make like Pat's boy friend, so you can come home with Lover Boy."


  Damn him, he was too bright. That had been in the back of her head from the beginning, although she wasn't admitting it even to herself. She looked away. "We can all go together, can't we? Do we always have to be in twos like Noah's Ark or something?"


  "Oh hell, Annie, let's have a nickel's worth of honesty for a change."


  "And don't call me Annie."


  He grinned, taking her hand kindergarten style. "What's the matter you're so mean? Don't you feel good?"


  "None of your damned business."


  It was a bad start for an evening, and from there it went on and on in the same key like an amateur composition. Pat was abstracted, and left most of her fettuccini on her plate. Annice knew she was trying to lose weight, but it wasn't like her to order more than she could eat when she was paying for it herself. Jack was polite and remote. Alan didn't show up until they were almost through eating, and there was an air of excited expectancy about him that made her sniff suspiciously. He hadn't been drinking. Some other girl, then? The idea made her feel leaden.


  Alan finally put down his fork. "Come on, let's show these kids from the sticks a slice of real life."


  Annice scowled at him. "Oh, when you've seen one of these imitation Greenwich Villages you've seen them all."


  "You don't have to go, baby," Alan said, grinning. "The rest of us can get along without your company."


  Jack said anxiously, "Look, I don't think you ought to talk to Annie--Annice, I mean--like that."


  She turned her scowl on him. "You keep out of this. Just because we've gone out together three or four times you don't own me."


  Pat sat drinking water, turning her fork over and over in the messy plate. Jack looked around. "What a cheerful bunch."


  "Oh, come on."


  Whatever was wrong, the meal set the tone for the evening. The party was a replica of others she had gone to, except that this was basically a gathering of musicians. The guest of honor seemed to be a short, very dark brown boy with long sideburns, who played the drums. It wasn't that she had any race prejudice--of course not, she assured herself, trying not to stare when a hard-looking blonde threw her arms around the drummer and hugged him possessively. Alan looked at her coldly. "Matter, you-all, you in favor of segregation or something?"


  "Of course not. I don't like his type, that's all. He looks like he ought to be wearing a black leather jacket and carrying a switchblade."


  "What do you want him to wear, a tuxedo?"


  She squinted through a milling drift of people and cigarette fumes and alcoholic fog. Several boys in a corner were smoking brown-paper cigarettes, not talking, simply standing with half-closed eyes and fixed smiles. She nudged Alan. "Reefers. For Christ sake, didn't you ever get high?" She had supposed people who smoked marijuana did it in private, not out in the middle of a crowded room where everybody could see. "God almighty, everybody does it. Where you been?"


  Everybody was talking, with the volume turned way up. Words beat against her eardrums without making sense, like the pounding of surf on rocks or the blowing of wind in a tree. The drummer, Snap Kennedy, had stopped for a drink. He had one arm around the blonde, leaning on her--she was a head taller than he. He was wearing, actually, a canary-yellow tweed jacket and a light blue bow tie, and in addition to the sideburns he sported a neat moustache. His eyes glinted around from face to face, and he smiled widely now and then, in recognition or in answer to a greeting. Annice had the sudden idea that he is making fun of everyone, the whole party; that he was putting on an act--this was how they expected a jazz musician to be, how a hep cat should look, so he was playing the part and getting along okay. She wondered what he was like in real life.


  "He's a fake," she said wonderingly.


  Alan nodded. "So'm I. So are you."


  "Maybe you are, but I'm not."


  "Oh, cut out the crap, Miss Miliary. How long is it since you've really written a poem?”


  "Not so long."


  "When?"


  She shook her head. It was months, actually. That foggy day last spring, when she had gone walking in a dream world of mist and muted sounds, completely alone, and had come home to throw herself on her bed and weep because life was so sad and beautiful. Later, she had put down five short lines, a cinquain, about the fog and the loneliness.


  That was six months ago.


  "See, you're outgrowing it. All kids are going to be writers. I was going to be Henry Miller and do another Tropic of Capricorn, only in a more modern idiom."


  "That's not the same thing."


  "Why isn't it? You can't stand it to face the truth, that's all. You can't face yourself without any pretenses. You're like everybody else, a human being who has to eat and sleep and sh--"


  "Oh, stop." His accusations didn't bother her as much as his choice of words; he used words she had never heard anybody say out loud before, although everybody knew what they meant and tough kids wrote them on walls and fences. She couldn't help blushing when he brought them into the conversation, and she was never sure whether they were part of his regular everyday vocabulary or whether he was trying to upset her. "You don't need to say those words."


  "Which words?"


  "You know what you were going to say."


  "If you know it, you don't have any business being shocked by it."


  She said coldly, "I'm not shocked. I simply think it's vulgar, that's all."


  “Sure it's vulgar. So's life." She stood up, stepping over the feet of a sprawling girl in black leotards. He said, "This is a lot of crap. Let's get out of here."


  "I ought to go home."


  "Come on up to my place. I've got something to show you."


  She felt herself redden. "Uhuh," Alan said, "not what you think. My, you've got a dirty mind." "I wasn't thinking any such thing." Pat had found an aspiring author to talk to and was giving him professional advice on how to write a book, although so far her closest contact with literature had been to unwrap arriving manuscripts and enter their title, author and date of arrival on index cards. She caught Annice's eye and raised inquiring eyebrows. It was impossible to be heard above all the racket, so Annice pointed to the door and to herself, indicating departure, and Pat nodded good-by. Jack was nowhere in sight. Annice wrapped her thin coat high around her throat and followed Alan out into the night, feeling alive with curiosity and at the same time terrified.


  She was surprised to learn that he lived only a couple of blocks from her own apartment; he had never mentioned it. She wondered if he was ashamed of the shabby rundown building, but it wasn't like him to be ashamed of anything. She followed him up the front steps and into a dimly lighted vestibule, then across a large downstairs living room where a sleeping figure lay on a folding cot. The room was in shadow, but the street light shone in through the dirty panes of a vast bay window and picked out of the details of a forest of potted plants. "African violets," Alan said in a loud whisper. "The landlady's nuts about African violets. She won some kind of a goddam prize from some garden club for 'em."


  "Is that she on the cot?" She leaned against the smudged wallpaper at the foot of the stairs, waiting for him. Alan snickered. "Hell, no. That's Jenni. He's been out of a job as long as I remember, but Madame feels sorry for him because he's a refugee from the Iron Curtain and such a good-looking bastard besides. So she lets him sleep in the front room for nothing. I think she thinks he's going to lay her. She keeps thinking up errands to go down there in the middle of the night and cover him up or some damn thing, but I don't think it's going to get her anyplace. She's about ninety."


  "Oh, come on."


  "Might as well be." They were at the top of the stairs now; he fumbled for his key. "He doesn't mind sleeping in the parlor. In fact, he's doing a scientific experiment." He swung the bedroom door open. "Every night he gets up in the middle of the night and pees on those damn flowers."


  "You're kidding."


  "No, honest. One died the other day," Alan said, very pleased, "a white one. Jenni says the white ones haven't got as much stamina as the blue ones."


  So this was where he lived. He turned on the overhead bulb. She sat down on the bed, although she wasn't exactly invited, and looked around. The room was small, and probably looked even smaller because it was so cluttered. There was no inch of floor space that wasn't covered with records, paperbound books, clothes, sheets of paper both blank and written-on. A saucepan and spoon stood in one corner. A plate sat on the bed. At some distant time the bed had been made up, but now sheets and a depressed-looking cotton blanket trailed on the floor. There was a record player in one corner of the room, and a pair of socks hung over a wire hanger from a picture frame. Cigarette butts were everywhere.


  "Don't say it," Alan warned her. "Get that little-woman look out of your eyes. Anything I can't stand it's a little housewife who bustles around and picks everything up and makes the joint all clean and sanitary, making life hell for some nice, normal, sloppy guy."


  "Hush, don't make so much noise."


  "Why not? In this place, who cares?"


  "I can't stay long."


  "Bull." He jerked open a drawer, rummaged through a stack of underwear and more written-on papers and finally came up with something in his hand. She wondered what he was looking for, cigarettes or a bottle or--shrinking from the idea--one of the things the girls whispered about, that fellows bought in drugstores. For the first time she felt immediately involved, in personal danger. Her nerves tightened. She sat with her feet primly side by side, her bands clenched in her lap.


  "Look."


  She stared, puzzled. The thing in his hand was a roundish disk, plainly vegetable and green-white. For a moment she thought he was joking. Then a look at his face, intent and excited, convinced her that whatever this was, it was no joke. It had some special meaning to him--he looked both excited and frightened, like a man about to make a high jump. "What is it?"


  "Mescal. Peyote. Mitch Patterson brought it back from Mexico with him. He used it there."


  "Wh--what do you do with it?"


  "Baby, you go into another world with it, another life." His hand was tight on her shoulder; he turned her so that the light shone on her face. His look scuttled over her like the feet of running insects. She shivered. "This is our night to dream dreams and see visions, baby. You and me together."


  CHAPTER TEN


  Running hand in hand, Pat and Jackson caught the last train on the p.m. schedule, the one that left Windsor Park at 11:41. It was almost empty. Sober working people were at home in bed by this time, and carousers hadn't started to think about breaking up. They scrambled on board and selected a seat from a whole row of empty seats, across from a sleeping Negro woman with a bundle in her lap, somebody's maid carrying her uniform home after a dinner party. Jack stood back to let Pat sit by the window. "Hot in here.”


  "Mmh."


  "Wasn't much of a party, did you think?"


  "Oh, I don't know. It's all right if you like that kind of thing--I guess"


  "Seems like a silly way to spend an evening," Jackson said. "I haven't got anything against artists, or even fake artists. I bet the real ones don't go to these brawls. I bet they're home working, composing music or writing or whatever it is they do."


  "Yeah."


  "But if Annie thinks it's fun, I guess the least I can do is trail along." He looked down at his hands, arguing the matter out with himself. "What bothers me is, I sort of hoped Annie might feel like going steady with me. We've only been out together about four or five times, but I know I like her enough to want her to really be my girl."


  Pat opened her eyes. "You're a nice boy, Jackson. Annice doesn't have any right to treat you the way she does."


  "That's all right. She's smarter than I am, I know that."


  "You're smart enough."


  "I tell you one thing though, I don't like to have her running around with that Alan. A lot of fellows talk the way he does, but they're just showing off. He means it. He plays for keeps."


  She wanted to say, oh, go away and let me die, don't sit here and bore me to death with all this stuff, can't you see my heart is broken? Instead, she listened politely.


  Jack said, "I mean, he really does all the things he talks about, as near as I can tell. I know a lot of kids that have been around with him. He drinks a lot, and smokes tea, and he doesn't have any scruples where women are concerned."


  "Do you, Jackson?"


  "What?"


  "Have scruples about women."


  He blushed. In the dim light from the ceiling fixtures, reflected back from the shiny orange paint of the car, she could see the color rise. "I've been around," he said, not meeting her eyes. "A fellow isn't going to turn it down if it's available, we're not built that way. I've never done anything with a girl I didn't really like though, and I've never pressured a girl. She has to really want to."


  "That's nice."


  "I mean, I wouldn't take advantage of a girl because she had too much to drink or something like that."


  "You'll make a nice husband for some lucky girl."


  He grinned. "Don't know how lucky she'll be, but I sure enough figure to do my best."


  "Jackson?"


  "Huh?"


  "Do you think it's possible for a man to be in love with two women at the same time?"


  He considered, solemnly. "Not if it's real love. That just comes once in a lifetime. That's why you want to be sure before you get engaged.”


  "I guess you're right."


  "Another thing. If I got involved with a girl, I'd be damn sure nothing happened. You know." He was really embarrassed now. She looked down at her lap, avoiding his gaze in order not to embarrass him. "A fellow's a heel who gets a girl in trouble, that's what I think. But if I did get a girl in a jam I'd marry her. I wouldn't send her to some quack."


  This kid is a gentleman, Pat told herself, feeling more like her old flippant self than she had in weeks. She said gravely, "Jackson, if I ever decide to get in trouble with anybody I'll give you first pick."


  "What!"


  "Relax, boy."


  He couldn't drop the subject of Alan. Bright in his mind was the image of Annice, little and light-footed, innocent-eyed and childishly freckled. He wanted to protect her. He was warm with wanting to protect her. Sickly, he remembered a bit of conversation with one of the fellows in his physics class, a guy who had double-dated with Alan. The boy said admiringly, "Jesus, does he make time with women! He started with women when he was thirteen--no kidding, he'll tell you the names and dates. He won't use a safe either. Says it spoils things for him. He says people should make love the natural way."


  "But what if the girl gets caught?"


  "Then he thinks she should go ahead and have the baby. That's nature." The fellow had shrugged. "Nice for the girl, huh? I can see my old man's face if my sister came walking in with a basket, being natural."


  He glanced nervously at Pat. He couldn't tell her that; he didn't know her well enough--besides, she was a nice girl. There were some things you couldn't talk about with nice girls, just as there were things you couldn't discuss with your dad or anybody older. He said weakly, "Anyhow, I wish she wouldn't see so much of the guy. He's poison. You tell her I said so."


  "Sure will."


  They were the only passengers to get off at 55th; the long wooden platform that ran two full blocks looked longer than ever, the planking more full of cracks, the white stripe along the edge almost invisible. Pat's heart contracted with an old childish dread--suppose she fell off? She grabbed Jack's arm. They went silently down the enclosed wooden stairs, their steps echoing. Jack looked around nervously. "Be a good place for a holdup. Or a murder."


  "Don't say such things."


  Traffic was at a minimum; there was no one in the corner drugstore except the prescription clerk in his white jacket, sitting bored and sleepy-looking in his little glass cage. She had never seen the drugstore closed before. They walked past the empty lot where the condemned houses had been torn down. Scattered bricks still lay dark against the ground. Buildings were lighted sparsely, with here and there a strip of light under a pulled-down shade or a row of yellowish stripes behind a Venetian blind.


  "Is this a safe neighborhood?"


  "Safe enough. One of the girls in my office was stopped by a hood on the way home from work the other night," Pat said. "She lives a couple blocks west of here. But you're likely to run into that most anywhere."


  "Is she all right?"


  "Betty? Sure. She gave him the old knee, and he let her loose in a hurry. A girl who gets raped is simply asking for it, that's all," Pat said, bored. "You have to take care of yourself."


  They stood at the front door of her house. "Shall I come up?"


  "Don't bother, I have my keys right here. Thanks a lot, Jackson."


  He gave her a ritual kiss, a polite touching of lips to cheek. "Look, don't say anything to Annice. I don't want her to think I'm worried about her, or butting in or anything."


  "All right. You're a nice boy, Jackson. Annice ought to grateful to have you think about her."


  "Yeah. Well, good night."


  He walked home slowly, his head bent. Shouldn't have said anything. If Pat tells her, it'll only make her mad. She's such a spunky little piece. Gee, I hope Pat doesn't say anything to her. I want her to feel friendly to me anyway, even if she doesn't want to be my girl.


  He intended to lie awake and worry, but he had been short on sleep for a few nights. He fell asleep almost before pulling up the covers and switching off the light. It was ten o'clock on Saturday morning when the telephone waked him. He stumbled to the corner table and answered it, too groggy with sleep at first to take in what Pat was saying, then jarred awake by the hysterical tone of her voice. Annice hadn't come home at all, and would he please come over and tell them what to do?


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Barby was sure that the basement room would come back her in nightmares and in fever as long as she lived, whenever her defenses were down. The tossed bed, scene of so many defeats--she tried vaguely to count back, but failed because reconstructing those scenes nauseated her and blurred her thinking. She looked at the zigzag crack the plaster ceiling and listened to Rocco's voice cracked with tenderness at her ear. Why does he always have to get sentimental? she thought. She wanted to burst into hysterical laughter at the first syllable. He thought he was being gentle and affectionate. He thought--she stuffed the corner of the pillowcase into her mouth to keep from screaming with laughter--that she was enjoying this! Maybe even that she loved him.


  Fool, fool, she thought, tightening her arms around his neck because he expected her to and because the ritual had come to be a reflex.


  She would surely remember this as long as she remembered anything. The sudden entry, awaited, dreaded, almost welcomed because it would soon be over now. It was no use to object, to say no. You might as well get it over with. She shut her eyes because the dark intense face was too close to her own, the bristles of beard hurt her cheek. His eyes, dark brown, were fixed in hypnotic pleasure. She tried not to remember Frank Stewart's hungry eyes or compare the excited panting at her ear with the quickened breathing of that first time.


  There. Roll off. For one exquisite second of relief she felt nothing but the bliss of drawing a free breath. Then the misery settled down on her again and she lay waiting for him to take his hand off her and gather his strength and get out of bed. Only then would she be free to go back to the apartment. She saw herself crawling, slinking to her hole like the other basement animals, the mice that came out at night to feed from the garbage can?, the slick quick roaches and the scuttling thousand-legged worms.


  Sunlight poured in through the street-level window, dangerously unshaded. It crossed her mind, not for the first time, that any passerby could look down through that glass and see them twined in this monstrous and horrible act. Children, maybe, taking a shortcut across lots. He didn't care. On other occasions, when it happened at night, he left the light on. She shuddered. Only one thing could be worse than this degradation, and that was the possibility of being caught, of standing naked and revealed before the whole world. Shamed, lost, doomed. The pleasant face of her mother rose before her, smitten with shocked unbelief, as it surely would look if she ever discovered she had been betrayed.


  Rocco walked to the dresser and stood, feet apart, pouring wine into two small glasses. That was part of the total horror, that she couldn't go at once but had to stay here until the whole ritual was played out. She took the wine into her mouth, shrinking from its sharp sourness, as she took Rocco's lovemaking to herself--not because she wanted it, but because it was pressed upon her. Drink quick, don't breathe, and you can adjust your clothes and go.


  There were people in the world who liked wine, just as there were women who found men and their lovemaking atttractive. She looked again at Rocco, his sturdy well-muscled body, his thick curly hair. And shuddered.


  Her good tweed skirt was wrinkled. She sat up dizzily, trying to pull it straight. Her stockings were twisted. She fished under the bed with her toes and found one loafer, but had to stoop--fighting off the faintness--for the other. In the mirror her face was reflected dimly, a white disc that belonged to nobody. "You don't have to go.”


  "Yes, I do. Somebody might come.”


  She tried to walk a straight line to the door, knowing that at this hour on Saturday the other tenants would be coming and going, carrying in groceries, taking suits and dresses to the cleaner, leaving on week-end jaunts. She opened the door a crack and looked out to be sure that nobody was going to or coming from the laundry. Ten 'clock on Saturday morning--what a time for it! She felt, as always after these encounters, bruised and exhausted. Not in body, although at first she had examined herself all over with the help of a hand mirror, surprised because the dark stains didn't show. Her mind, her spirit felt as though the lightest touch would stir up a pain.


  Dirty. She shrugged. She had been dirty so long now. Ruined and rotten. What difference could anything make?


  In daylight the apartment looked tired and shabby. In the morning when they left for work no one had time to be critical; at night, with the lights picking out book-bindings and colored cushions, it was homey. Barby stood in the living-room doorway, taking in the general effect of shabbiness and clutter. A pair of high-heeled red pumps stood in ballet position at the edge of the davenport. The ashtrays overflowed with lipstick-stained butts, and magazines lay in uneven heaps on the floor and table. Barby shivered. The room looked the way she felt, beat and dirty.


  Pat came out of the bathroom, her forehead puckered. "Did Annice phone or anything while I was at the Hi-Lo? She still hasn't showed up."


  "She probably spent the night with a girl, or something."


  "Sure, but it's not like her not to call. She's the most dependable one." This was true; it was Annice who wrote down telephone messages, made out grocery lists, remembered to empty ashtrays. Insofar as the housekeeping was done, she did it. She even rinsed the breakfast cups and piled them in the sink, to be washed at night.


  Barby poured herself a cup of cooling coffee and drank it standing, hoping both to relieve her headache and to kill the sour taste in her mouth. She made a face. "Ick."


  "Listen to me, I'm worried. What do we do now?"


  "She didn't get drunk or something and spend the night with Jackson, do you suppose? After he walked you home?"


  "I called Jackson. He says he hasn't seen her, and I believe him. Anyhow, he isn't that kind of a fellow."


  "They're all that kind of fellows."


  "Not Jackson."


  "Okay, okay, what's the difference? He says he hasn't seen her."


  They looked at each other. Pat said slowly, "I keep thinking about all the scare stories in the papers. She might have been slugged and robbed. Or raped. Or run down by some drunk or something."


  The city spread around them for miles, vast and impersonal. A huge honeycomb of buildings intersected with streets, alleys, parks. A human body was nothing, a small fragile thing capable of being hidden in a sewer or a broom closet. Both of them felt their human helplessness, pitted against the uncaring monster that was Chicago.


  Pat said bravely, "I think we better call the police."


  "No. It'll go on the record, or something." Barby's idea of what went on in police stations was culled from the movies, but the notion of publicity, newspaper reports, made her squirm. Stay out of sight, be anonymous, that's the only safety. She shook her head. "You can't do that.”


  "Do you have any better ideas?"


  "Let's wait a while. You know how those crazy parties are." Pat, who had gone to only one and left early, nodded agreement. "It could have gone on till morning. Then maybe she went out with a bunch of people for breakfast, or something. Or like I said, maybe she stayed over with some girl. There's no reason to think anything's wrong."


  "That's true. We don't want to make a fuss about nothing."


  "Then what shall we do?'


  "Let's wait a while. Then make up our mind. Maybe she'll come home safe and sound. We'd feel silly if we did anything rash."


  They stood looking uncertainly at each other, not sure what to do next. Pat began picking up ashtrays and emptying them into the already full wastebasket. Barby said, "I'm going to take a bath."


  "Now?"


  "Why not?"


  "Seems like a funny time for it, is all." She searched for an answer. "There won't be any hot water later. People doing their washing and all."


  "That's true." Pat rolled the electric sweeper out of its closet and plugged it in. A deafening roar arose to drown to the sound of the shower.


  Barby thought bitterly, This would be a fine time to conk out with migraine, complicate everything. No use to myself or anyone else. At the same time it would feel good to black out for a while. Something to make me sleep and stop thinking. She realized, with a sense of shock, that she hadn't had an attack since the first time with Rocco, almost a month ago.


  No need to count the times; this morning made five. Five times of being used, and spoiled. Of lying awake afterward, helpless and wretched. Every time she promised herself, I won't do it again, I'll kill myself first. And then, Oh hell, what's the use? It's too late anyhow.


  She thought, lathering her arms vigorously as though soap and water could wash off the touch of him. What difference does it make? I'm ruined anyway. Ruined at thirteen. Like an apple that looks nice and shiny, but is rotten at the core, black and moldy. She forced her mind back to that nightmare of hurt and shock that had ended her little-girlhood. The dollhouse that still stood in a corner of her bedroom at home, when it happened. Of course a big girl of thirteen doesn't play with dollhouses, but she still liked to rearrange the minute furniture and admire its tiny details. Some day--but not yet--she would let it be packed away in the attic with the blackboard, the expensive dolls with their real hair and sleeping eyes, the educational toys. After Mr. Stewart did the strange frightening thing to her, she went silently up to her own room by the back stairs and huddled over the dollhouse, wanting to cry but not able to. There were voices downstairs, Daddy's sounding low and far-off, and then Mr. Stewart's loud and cheerful, the way it was when you met him on the sidewalk in front of the bank. She picked up the miniature davenport and held it tightly until she saw what it was; then she threw it from her and lay down on the floor, feeling the first throbbing and dizziness that were to become so familiar.


  She didn't know why she was thinking about this now, when she had pushed it out of her consciousness for so long. As though she had come to a turning point and had to clear the past out of her way before she could go on to the future. But what future could there be? She certainly wasn't ever going to fall in love or get married.


  Daddy had stayed out of the sickroom, but he knew. She didn't know how, but she was sure of that. In conscious moments, before the sedative took hold, she jumped with fright every time a footstep sounded outside the door; but it was Mama every time. Wonderful Mama, a wall between her and everything that could hurt her. She shut her lips tightly when Mama asked how she felt, afraid that she would say something to give herself away and then Mama wouldn't love her any more. And later, when that thing happened, she didn't connect it right away with the talk Mama had already had with her about growing up. No, she was sure she was dying--God was punishing her or what had happened, and she couldn't tell even to save her life. What a relief, what a wonderful feeling when she found out what it was! She lay for hours with a hot-water bottle on her tummy, enduring the grinding ache of cramps without complaining.


  Only, after she was up, Mama had another talk with her--embarrassed, neither of them able to look at the other about what men and women do together, and how a girl who lets men do these things to her before she is married ruins her whole life; how sorry she would feel if she had to confess such a sin to the man she loved, when she was older.


  Don't think about it.


  She rubbed herself dry, pulling the towel across her oulders. Feels better now. Think about Annice--but she's all right, she's old enough to take care of herself. You can't look ahead or back, either one.


  Do something. It will be a few days before he catches me again. Maybe we can move. If the other girls don't want to, I can go by myself. But the thought of being alone, without even the protection of this casual companionship, made gooseflesh rise on her damp arms. She put on a terry robe and went out to help with the cleaning. Pat said, "Habit's a wonderful thing.”


  "How come?"


  "Oh--makes no difference how you feel, you sort of keep busy anyhow."


  It wasn't what Pat had really been thinking. She had been thinking that her heart was broken, and yet she could cover up like this. She could even feel worried about Annice and exasperated at Barby's desire to avoid publicity. See how calm I am, she thought. The sweeper came unplugged and was suddenly silent, and she jumped.


  “Damn!"


  "No call yet?"


  "For God's sake, it's only about ten minutes since you said don't call."


  "Well, she ought to be up by this time if she stayed all night with somebody."


  "What I think is, she went out and got plotzed," Pat said darkly. "She's probably sobering up, that's what I think."


  "Well, there always has to be a first time."


  "True, true. How do you think I'd look in a chignon?"


  "A what?"


  "Like this." She made a bun of a tissue and held it at the back of her head.


  "Oh, one of those. Why don't you get one and see? We have them at the Store, nine-ninety-eight, real human hair."


  "No, I want to grow my own." Pat tilted her head at the mirror. "I'd like a really smart black dress too. Nothing cheap. Gee, I wish I could afford to have my clothes designed for me."


  "You're getting awfully fussy."


  "You don't have to worry. Your kind of looks go good with everything."


  Sure do, Barby thought bitterly, and what have they got me? She went into the bedroom where their three sets of clothes were kept in confusion when they weren't scattered over the living room and bath. She dropped the white terry robe and stood looking at her reflection in the mirror. A beautiful and sexy body, thin at the waist, urn-shaped in the Greek ideal of womanliness, curving out gently at hips and bosom; the shoulders wide for a girl, the back a long sweet slope of creamy white. The breasts were high and full, pointing out a little--she had read somewhere that this was a sign of a passionate nature, and how wrong could you get! A good face, too, smoother and prettier than most, giving no hint of the tumult inside. She moved with grace, and her walk was the rhythmic hip-swinging sort that makes men turn and look.


  She took underclothes from her drawer and began putting them on, thinking, I wish I was fat and ugly and had warts.


  Pat, in the living room, was examining her own reflection and not liking what she saw. Chunky peasant, she thought, wanting to be slender and fine-traced and elegant. She hated her solid frame and big capable hands and feet. A tear rolled down her nose and plopped on the dusty rug. The telephone rang. They both jumped to answer, but it was only Jackson, calling to ask if they had heard from Annice yet. He said "Annice" reverently, as though it would be a sacrilege to call her "Annie," almost like speaking ill of the dead. "I'm coming over. We'll have to think what to do."


  It was a relief. Although both of them would have denied it, they were glad to have a man in the house, taking responsibility and making the decisions. They flew downstairs to meet him and escort him upstairs, feeling better even though his pallor and the slight trembling of his lips betrayed that he was worried too. "I think we better call the police," he said soberly. "A lot of people have accidents. It's not anything you can blame them for."


  "Well, sure, that's what the police are for, to help people."


  "It's in the front of the phone book." He dialed with shaking fingers. The sergeant was kind, "like a good family man," Jack said later. "You sure your girl friend didn't stay all night with one of her school friends, maybe?"


  "She would have called up."


  "Try not to worry. We'll call the hospitals and let you know. Prob'ly come walking in safe and sound about the time you start to worry. Happens every day."


  Pat put on the coffeepot. They felt better, listening to the pleasant gurgle in the glass top of the percolator. After a short wait Barby made some sandwiches, apologetically, feeling that with a man in the house they ought to provide something to eat. They were all a little ashamed of being hungry.


  The sun stood high in the sky, and neighbors passed heavy-footed down the hall, laden with bags of groceries for the Saturday night party, the Sunday family dinner. The police station called back.


  Annice was not in any of the hospitals, nor in the morgue--a grisly possibility that had occurred to all three of them, although nobody wanted to be the first to mention it. No newspaper had word of an accident involving a young red-haired girl. They were not sure if this was good or bad. They sat drinking coffee and looking silently at one another, terrified by the unknown.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Colors, shifting and swirling. Green, yellow, then a bright bland drift of white like sunlit snow, then bright pink, the color of candy and ice cream. Then red, so blinding in its brilliance that Annice screamed. There were two of her, one screaming, the other standing aside and listening with faraway amusement. The red ebbed and wavered away, to be replaced by undulating waves of a sickening dark brown.


  Lines, intricately woven and interlaced, undulated across a gigantic screen--a screen as large as the whole world, reaching farther than she could see in every direction. Blades of light chopped through the lines, silvery and sharp, slashing and ripping, growing wider and sharper. Everything was a silvery blade falling and slicing, and in the distance bells were ringing. The ringing became a roar, and the roar closed over her head. She was sinking, her ears and mouth filled with the ringing, her eyes hurting with it, her whole body shaking with it.


  She turned with immense effort, and the bells stopped, leaving an echoing ominous silence. At once the colors returned, a confused mass of them, dancing and whirling until she grew dizzy and lost her balance. She was falling--falling--


  Somebody's hand lay on her side. She stirred, and the hand melted and ran down like snow water. Oh God, she thought, now I've killed it. She bent to pick up the hand before it vanished completely. In front of her there loomed a high tower made of thin wires, reaching up and up into the sky. It was so beautiful that her eyes strained to take it in, she cried out in rapture, she was filled with happiness. The tower became a fountain, the water rising up and up, with butterflies flitting through it. The word "cupcakes" suggested itself to her and she said it over and over, recognizing the importance of remembering it. Ruffles, and cupcakes, and doom.


  When she said doom a small green snake squirmed across her foot, and her knee jerked in protest. The snake stretched to enormous length. Behind the door stood a coal scuttle--she hadn't noticed it until now--filled with babies' heads, round and bald, like baseballs. All of the little eyes were open and winking.


  Animals in a row, marching into the Ark, flat and two-dimensional. Closer, then receding, then growing to vast size. A prickling in her foot. She was lying on a bed--no, a floor--no, the floor of a forest carpeted with brown oak leaves, and large green caterpillars were hanging from all the branches. The caterpillars were evil. She said, "This is Sherwood Forest," and someone stirred beside her.


  Then there was nothing for hundreds and hundreds of years, while time and history slid by.


  The animals again. She pried her eyes open, and they stopped still, but now they were painted or pasted on the wall of a room she had never seen before. First they were toy-size, then large, then waiting to spring on her and do her some dreadful harm. Her arms and legs began to shudder, but they were so far away that she couldn't care, The shudder rose into her stomach, and she retched. She fell back into emptiness.


  They were shouting at her, a whole crowd of people with green faces and white hair like snow, pushing closer and shouting. She wished they would stop. Her head was sore. Someone had taken a silver axe and chopped her head in two, through the skull and down to the chin, and half of it was gone. She tried to rub her nose, but it wasn't there. Her mouth was enormous, swollen and prickly. They had been sticking needles in it. There was a huge hand in front of her, bright red; as she stared at it, the skin turned green and dissolved. She pushed herself into a sitting position, and the floor waved and heaved for miles in front of her. Hands and knees, she thought, very pleased with herself for being so shrewd. She rolled over into a crouching position. Her head was green too. She could stand there looking down at herself, split into two green people, and see how silly she looked inching across the floor. She laughed.


  She wasn't sure what she was looking for. A drink of water, maybe. If she could find a drink of water her throat would stop hurting, and she would wake up and everything would be all right.


  But she wasn't asleep. Through everything--the colors, the silvery singing, the lines, the fever of intensity brought on by the repetition of a single special word--she had been able to see the tan-colored wall paper and the white net curtain, torn at the bottom. She could move around. Once, she was sure, she had gone to the sink in the corner and run a glassful of water for herself. She opened her eyes and looked, cautiously, because the floor was rolling. The plastic glass lay on the floor in the corner, in a drying puddle.


  Her ears started growing. They grew into morning-glory horns like the horn of an old-fashioned gramophone, and long pink vines grew out of them.


  She forced her eyes wider. The pink vines disappeared slowly; she could see them against the tan walls, dissolving. A last leaf remained, waving in an invisible breeze. Far in the distance the bells began to ring again, high and sweet and shrill.


  Three goats sat on the foot of the bed, grinning at her. They had curved horns and pointed beards, and they were totally evil. The middle one was the tallest--and the most dangerous.


  A man sat on the straight chair, his head lolled back against the wall, his bearded face lifted to the vision. He grinned at her lazily. "Beautiful," he said. "Beautiful. All the colors. Did you have colors?"


  She nodded. It made her head ache. The goats were gone. Fuzzily, she decided she must be awake. She got to her feet like a camel getting up, trying not to be dizzy.


  "I think I'm coming out of it," Alan said dreamily. '"Let's do it again some time, it's wonderful."


  "I feel terrible."


  "Suffering is good," Alan said slowly. He shut his eyes and lapsed into immobile silence.


  There was evil in the room. Or was it only stale air? She turned, seeing the floor tilt and slant, and crossed to the window. Outside, rain was falling in a twilight murk. "What time is it?"


  Alan said, "Mmm."


  She looked around for a glass and, finding none, ran water into her cupped hand and drank. Her mouth felt swollen and sore, as though Novocain had worn off and the prick of needle and drill were just becoming real. "I have to go home."


  "What for?"


  She considered. The faucet was still running; she shut it off, and in the basin was a perfect seahorse, green, about an inch long. She reached carefully to pick it up. It disappeared. "I'm seeing things," she said, stricken.


  "The Indians."


  "What?"


  "Part of their religion."


  "Maybe that's why." This didn't quite make sense, but she was too far gone to analyze it. She began looking around for her belongings. She still had on her dress, very rumpled. But her feet were bare and her face felt stiff. She found her shoes under the bed and got them on, although they were too small, and located her purse. She tried to count the money in her billfold, with some faint idea of calling a cab, but her mind wasn't working and she couldn't remember the numbers.


  "Hey, where you going?”


  "Out."


  This got him down off his chair. "Don't go away. We did this together, didn't we? Now we have to talk about it. Get it down on paper before it all goes away. Baby, that's what we did it for."


  Annice said, "Oh, to hell with it."


  He said, "That's what's the matter with all you people. As soon as you get the real thing, it scares you." He sat down again, folding his arms across his chest. Plainly, he expected her to change her mind and stay. She waited until his eyelids began to droop again, then tiptoed across the room and let herself out.


  The stairs were miles long, and the railing curved and undulated as it hadn't done before, but she made it. Out on the street, in the fresh damp air, she felt a little more awake. Some of the sensation of walking in her sleep went away. She saw with dim surprise that it was getting dark. But it had been dark when they left the party; she remembered seeing the sky spattered with small bright pinpoint stars when she got into Alan's car. Then what time was it? What--she blinked--what day was it? She looked around, but the few cars cruising past and the people on the sidewalks were no real indication of anything. Couldn't be Monday, she reasoned; the neighborhood stores were open on Monday evening until nine, but the corner drugstore and the specialty shop next to it were closed and dark.


  She guessed she could walk home. It was only five blocks, half a mile. She looked fixedly ahead, because to turn her head meant losing her balance, and if she fell down she wouldn't be able to get up again. Her knees wobbled, but her mind was clearing. A dim white shape capered on the walk in front of her, and she was stricken with panic at the appearance of another hallucination, but when she reached it she saw that it was a crumpled newspaper blown by the sunset wind.


  She didn't feel tired any more, physically. A little cramped from sitting so long--how long?--in the same position, but not tired. With the speedup in circulation and the easing of her muscles she began to feel better. Maybe that’s why its part of their religion, she thought, proud of herself for being so logical. Maybe it makes them feel good. She was beginning to be curious about the experience. Have to see what I can find in the library.


  She didn't want to remember her own visions, though. In any case, they were already beginning to fade. The colors couldn't have been as bright as she remembered them or the noises as loud, or the reiterated words as full of meaning. She thought again of the goats and shivered. Whatever time it was, somebody was home. Lights were on in the apartment. She needn't have fumbled through her bag with huge swollen fingers, trying to find the key. The door into the hall was open a crack, as if they were expecting somebody. She went in, feeling safer and quite calm now that she was home.


  All of the lights were on, and the living room was abnormally neat. Pat and Barby sat on the davenport, close together as though for mutual protection. Their faces were grave and strained. Jackson Carter sat in the armchair, smoking. A loaded ashtray at his elbow indicated that he had been there quite a while. A thin girl in black slacks, whom Annice had passed in the hall once or twice, sat beside the window. The atmosphere was one of silent waiting. She wondered--what's the matter, what's happened? She stood in the doorway looking from face to face. "What's the matter?" she said.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  One thing was sure, Barby decided, she wasn't cut out for excitement and late hours. She woke late on Monday morning headachey and hung-over from all the excitement of the two preceding days, to find that she had slept through the shrilling of the alarm clock and it was now half-past eight, the hour when she was supposed to report for work. The other side of the double bed was empty, so she supposed Pat had got off all right, but through the half-open door she could see Annice still huddled into her blankets like a cocoon. One bare foot stuck out, dirty-soled and defenseless. Lie there and snore, Barby thought resentfully, feeling the weight of her two sleepless nights.


  She yawned as she pulled on her seersucker housecoat and tiptoed downstairs to call the Store. Sleepy as she was, she was watchful of two things; to leave the heavy front door of the apartment off the latch, and to look around the turn in the stairs before she descended the second flight. She had been locked out once, and had had to sit on the hall floor, with nothing to pass the time, until Pat came home from work. That was annoying enough. But to be caught by Rocco in a flimsy nightgown and thin wrapper, locked out, on a Monday morning when everyone else in the building had gone to work. I don't think I could stand it, she thought, closing the door of the phone booth and dropping in her dime.


  She was desperate enough to think of praying, and would have except for her long-time conviction that God had forgotten all about her when she was thirteen. Probably a good thing, too. If the Almighty took time out to recall her, He might go into the matter of her guilt and reject her altogether.


  She made her excuses mechanically, aware that she sounded vague and that the switchboard girl probably thought she was hung-over, and got back upstairs without meeting anyone.


  Her entrance woke Annice. She sat up yawning, her reddish hair tangled, her face pasty and heavy-eyed. "My God, what a night! What is this, Monday?"


  "You're late to class."


  "Well then, you're late to work too."


  "We were half crazy with worry all day Saturday and all day yesterday. That's all." Pat's cup stood in the sink, so that was all right--she had gone off on time. Barby made coffee angrily, rattling the can against the sink, lighting the burner with a firmer thumb pressure against the pilot than was called for. "Nobody got any sleep at all Saturday night," she said. "Jackson stayed all night. God only knows what the neighbors thought."


  "Probably thought he was laying you both, turn and turn about." Annice stood up, stretching. They had shoved and pulled her into pajamas after the neighbors left, but she hadn't washed, and Barby fancied that a queer acrid odor hung about her. "Drink your coffee. You need a bath." Annice sat down at the kitchen table and leaned on her elbows, riveting her gaze to the coffeepot as though it held some explanation. "It's the funniest thing," she said slowly. "After a thing like that, everything seems sort of dull and flat. It makes you see how people get to be dope addicts." She raised her head and looked at Barby. "I don't mean I want to be a dope addict. I've never even smoked a reefer. But at that, I'm kind of glad I did it once."


  "Just let us know the next time. The cops will appreciate it."


  "You didn't call the cops!”


  "Sure as hell did."


  She let it drop, folding her hands around the warm cup. "Alan wants us to write it up for some magazine."


  "Under your own names?"


  "Oh God, how would I know?"


  Barby poured herself another cup of coffee. She added canned milk, poking the clogged hole in the top of the can open with a bobby pin. "The farther away you stay from that Alan character, the better off you're going to be," she said. "He's crazy."


  "Ordinary people always think that about unusual ones."


  "What's so unusual about him, except that he hasn't got any morals?"


  Annice was silent. Barby frowned. "God, I ache in places I didn't even know I had."


  "We got to his place around one o'clock Friday night," Annice said. "What time was it when I got home?"


  "Around ten. Yeah, because Jack had the nine o'clock news on the radio. We listened to all the news broadcasts to see if anybody was found dead in an alley, or anything."


  Annice figured. "Then I was out about forty hours. Funny thing, though, I wasn't asleep. I don't know if Alan was or not, but I wasn't. I mean, I could get up and walk around, and everything."


  "Will you please shut up?" Barby's hand shook as she lit a cigarette. "I don't want to hear about it."


  "But it's interesting."


  "Sure, sure. I have to go to work. Somebody has to pay the rent in this dump." Barby rinsed her cup under the cold faucet and turned it upside down on the drainboard. "It's bad enough to come in late on Monday, everybody thinks you had a great big week end. I don't want to get fired."


  She pulled her clothes on angrily. God damn the little brat, she thought meanly, she could act a little bit sorry. I'm no angel, she reminded herself, conscious as always of the hidden corruption no one knew about, but I don't go around worrying everyone else half to death. She applied lipstick carefully, feeling a little proud because she hid her own sufferings so well. "I'm going. I don't suppose you've thought to call the college and tell them you're not coming in."


  "They'll find it out," Annice said. A tentative smile wavered around her mouth. "Have a good day."


  A fine day, Barby fumed, missing the northbound train by a split second and settling down on one of the platform benches for a twenty-minute wait. Oh, this looks like being a perfectly wonderful day.


  She clocked in just as Betty Pelecek, the other stock girl in Blouses, was going out for coffee. Betty winked at her. Her expression was a compound of curiosity, resentment and the gloating anticipation of someone waiting to hear a dirty story. Barby hated her. She shifted her coin purse and rattail comb to the plastic box, checked her jacket and handbag and went into the stockroom as quietly as possible.


  Miss Gordon, her supervisor, said, "Sick this morning, Miss Morrison?" She shook her head. "My roommate went on a week-end binge. I slept through the alarm."


  "Well, that's an honest answer." Miss Gordon's lips quirked. "Most of them come dragging in here hung-over and tell you they're dying with flu, or something."


  Barby laughed reluctantly. Miss Gordon patted her on the shoulder. "Get busy now. Betty's not worth a damn this morning."


  Ordinarily she would have resented the touch. Today she was so tired and headachey--yes, and so angry with Annice for causing all this bother--that she welcomed a suggestion of sympathy. She looked after Miss Gordon's retreating back with gratitude, and then set to work marking and threading price tags, diverted from her displeasure.


  That's the way I'd like to look, she thought, picturing Miss Gordon's calm, intelligent face and her small neat figure. Slim and tailored, and not so damn sexy. I look like a fugitive from a burlesque show even in slacks--especially in slacks. Miss Gordon wore suits and simple blouses, with one good bit of costume jewelry, and she looked all of a piece. You couldn't imagine her being flustered or doing anything stupid or awkward. It seemed to Barby a good way to be, neat and integrated and without problems.


  She kept thinking about the supervisor as the morning passed and, since thinking so often seems to materialize its object, was hardly surprised to find herself in the same elevator at lunchtime. She smiled and got an answering smile. Miss Gordon said, "Going to lunch, or do you have an appointment with your boy friend?"


  "I don't have time for boy friends."


  "So? My appointment for this noon fell through. Perhaps we could have a bite together."


  So there they were in the Palmer House Grill, where Barby had never dared to go before because it didn't seem the kind of place to go alone. They smiled tentatively at each other, two strangers ready to get acquainted and unsure how to begin. The prices frightened Barby, but she thought, Well, I'll make it up the rest of the week, bring a sandwich from home or something, anyone has a right to go some place nice once in a while. She relaxed in an atmosphere more leisurely and prosperous than that of the company cafeteria or the corner drugstore. The people at the other tables looked assured; you couldn't imagine them having any sordid problems--the executive-type women, the suburban shoppers in expensive hats, the well-groomed men. She took a deep breath, forgetting about Annice.


  * * *


  At that moment Annice was standing in the living room of the apartment, looking vaguely out of the window and thinking about school. Why am I bothering with the silly place anyway? she wondered, forgetting that Alan had been posing the same question every time she'd seen him lately. Alan's idea was that if she had her days free, she could live on the money her family sent her for tuition and they could collaborate. She wasn't sure what he wanted to collaborate on; he was always talking about writing a book, but she couldn't imagine him staying interested in one thing that long. Also, he claimed that it was impossible to write a good book until you had touched the lowest depths of degradation. This sounded fine and dramatic, and when he said it at a party the women always looked admiring and the men uneasy, but she wasn't sure it would be so much fun in real life. What if you reached the lowest depths of degradation and then couldn't climb back up?


  Back to what? Alan would ask. Stuffy, respectable suburban life?


  She grinned. Here she was putting answers in his mouth, and God knew he was capable of talking for himself. She got up and washed the dishes, her mother's training asserting itself, and picked up her dirty clothes and stuffed them in the hamper. Once more she noticed the stiff order and cleanliness of the apartment, hardly marred by full ashtrays and dented cushions. They must have really been scared, she thought guiltily, to pitch in like that. I should have called them. But how could I?


  Bathed, powdered and combed, she felt more like herself. At loose ends, though. It felt odd to be alone in the apartment--probably alone in the building, since the landlord didn't take families with children or non-working wives. All of the apartments were leased by working couples or single men or spinsters, or two and three girls or fellows sharing expenses. For that matter, apart from her college classmates she hadn't met a single woman who stayed at home and kept house, except--at a party--one girl who had a small child and was awaiting the birth of another, and she wrote confession stories to help out with the household bills.


  If I ever got married, she thought suddenly, I'd want a house with a porch and a dining room, and I'd want to stay home and take care of my kids.


  She could call Alan. Except that he didn't have any telephone in the first place, and in the second place he wouldn't like it if she called. A man has to be free. The only way to hold a man is to leave your hand open so he can fly away when he likes, a wild bird. What a man does with his own time is nobody's goddam business.


  Or she could call Jack, leaving a message for him in the Registrar's office and asking him to call back. Good old Jack, he had sat with the girls all night, when they must have been scared witless about her. He would scold, or look at her reproachfully, wanting to scold but being patient and forgiving instead. A small flame of anger kindled in her. The girls didn't have any business calling him in. Like a member of the family or something. Sure, she had gone out with him a few times. She liked him. He was a nice kid--like a cousin or something. A date with him was about as thrilling as eating oatmeal.


  She looked dimly around the apartment. Might as well take a nap.


  She was half asleep when the bell rang, and it took her a moment to come out of her fog and locate the sound. It was Alan at the door. She scrutinized him for any sign of remorse or apology. But he looked just as he always did, with his hair uncombed and a bunch of loose papers sticking out of his pants pocket. "Hi. I brought over the first draft. You can check it for mistakes if you want to."


  "I don't want to," Annice said coldly. It was no good to be angry at him; it was like blowing soap-bubbles against a brick wall. The anger broke, leaving him untouched. "How do you feel? Any lingering hallucinations? Any color sequences? I had the God-damnedest experience this morning," he said casually, "I thought there was a dead body in the shower stall."


  "Wishful thinking."


  "Oh no. If I wanted to kill somebody I would." But he ; didn't sound too sure.


  Now that she was no longer alone she didn't feel so depressed. She swung her feet up to the davenport and stretched out lazily on her back. "You look good lying down," Alan said. "You've got good hip and pelvic bones, I'd like to paint you that way."


  "Except you can't paint."


  "Who says? I can do anything I want to."


  He sat down beside her. She felt a sweet mixture of laziness and excitement. No breakfast, she recalled. The girls had fixed her a bowl of soup the night before, but she hadn't wanted it. How long since she had eaten? She felt very clear-headed, as if she could float instead of walk.


  "You'd be a nice lay," Alan said, smiling.


  "Then why don't you do something about it?"


  The excitement carried her along. It didn't even seem strange to be undressing here in the middle of the living room, by broad daylight, with a man stepping out of his pants two feet away. Only for a moment, when the first pain stabbed, she was lifted out of her rapturous clarity into a realization of where she was and what she was doing. She saw the afternoon sun lying slantwise across Alan's clothes heaped on the floor, her own panties and padded bra lying on top of them. She felt abashed about the bra. But of course he's known since the first night, she reassured herself. She shut her eyes, clutching at him until her fingernails dug into the flesh of his bare back, as the current of feeling carried her away.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  None of Pat's strategy was going to do any good. Not the black dress which had taken her an evening's time to pick out and the better part of a week's pay to get from Will Call, or the suede pumps that made her legs look so thin and elegant, or the chignon which she had bought, after all, when it became evident that wisps and straggles of hair were going to take months to make a decent bun. The girls were lavish with compliments, but she wasn't trying to impress them. Blake Thomson still didn't know she existed.


  That is, she corrected herself, he knows it when I spell a word wrong. I'm part of the office equipment, like the typewriters and adding machines, except that I do get a paycheck twice a month. If I got sick he'd probably call a repairman instead of a doctor. She laughed, but two tears rolled down her cheeks and made little blisters on the galley proof she was wrestling with.


  Once she would have been thrilled at the prospect of learning to read proof, especially as there was the prospect of a promotion--with raise--involved. Phyllis rated an assistant; it was she who pointed out that it meant a chance to do something that was "publishing," not just office work. Pat was trying, but she didn't really care.


  You can't forget a man who is within sight and earshot eight hours a day. She saw him at work five days a week, and thought about him the rest of the time. She had never been like this before, not even when her summertime romance with Johnny Cutler was ripening--she had certainly been excited by the touch of his hand and the pressure of his lips on hers, and there were times, parked in some country byroad, when she was sure she would say yes if he asked her to marry him. But her feeling for him hadn't crowded out everything else as this did--she had eaten with a hearty appetite and slept soundly and walloped her little brothers when she thought they needed it.


  Thinking about Johnny turned her thoughts homeward. She thought about her mother, who had never seemed like a very interesting person before, although nice to have in the background and useful as a dispenser of band-aids, comfort, and spending-money. Her mother wrote every week, on lined paper torn from one of the kids' school tablets, and although it was good to get the letters they never made her homesick or anything like that. Usually she answered them because it gave her something to do in the evenings. There is a limit to the amount of time any girl can spend washing her hair, doing her nails, rinsing out her nylons or listening to the radio and wishing she was somewhere else.


  Today, though, she thought of her mother with deep personal envy. To be middle-aged and overweight, to have your pattern of life all set seemed restful and reassuring. She didn't doubt that her mother worried when the children were sick or did poorly in school, but that sort of unhappiness is part of a large security that outweighs and outlasts it. You know what life has in store for you, and while it may not be so exciting, well, it isn't frightening either. Everything is settled.


  She said to Phyllis, "Do you ever wish you were old?"


  Phyllis considered, her forehead knitted. "I don't think so. I've wished I was dead--I tried to kill myself once, but I didn't have the guts to go through with it. I think I'd rather be dead than old, but maybe I'll change my mind when the time comes."


  "I'd like to be settled."


  "Nobody ever is, though. I suppose when you're eighty, life still looks all bright and full of promise." Phyllis shrugged. "The main thing in life is to have a skill. That never goes back on you."


  Mr. Thomson passed her desk, on his way in from one of his frequent coffee breaks. She fell silent, looking after him, at his broad back in the well-tailored jacket, the line of his hair, the way he set his feet down. There was no use trying to be sensible about it. You can't reason away magic.


  "Handsome is in a good mood today, isn't he? Must be love."


  Pat frowned. Phyllis went on, lighting a new cigarette and flicking ashes on the floor, "It's about time he settled down, if anyone asks you. Only he won't. That kind never does. He'll be stepping out on her before they're married a month--you wait and see."


  Pat said grudgingly, "She's pretty."


  "If you like that skinny high-bred kind. She has good bones." Phyllis sat down on the edge of the desk, quite relaxed. This was part of her scheme for getting along in the world, she explained--make the management think you're too important to drudge; other people might have to work every minute, but you're entitled to a break when you feel like taking one. "Women all fall for him," she said, looking out of the window. "I knew a girl one time who went crazy over that kind of a man. Couldn't think about anything else. Thought it was the big love of a lifetime hen he asked her to spend the night with him."


  "What happened?"


  Phyllis grinned crookedly. "She didn't have anything to complain of, really. He paid for the abortion. Of course he couldn't stay with her while it was going on, the cramps and all. Somebody might have found out about it." She stubbed out her cigarette and fumbled in her shirt pocket for another. "Cost five hundred dollars. I suppose a girl can't complain if a man is willing to spend five hundred bucks on her without fussing--so very much."


  Pat's protest was throttled by a sudden realization that she knew who the girl was. She looked at Phyllis with mingled awe and curiosity.


  "Skip it," Phyllis said. "Maybe this marriage will work out all right. They do sometimes. She's got all the cards stacked in her favor.”


  "Is she so rich?"


  "God, yes. She's some relation to the Armours and the Palmers and half the old packing-house families. Then she inherited a wad from her first husband, too. She's got that sweet kind of a nature that turns out tough in a pinch--maybe she'll be okay. Older than he is, though."


  "Maybe he loves her," Pat said. She felt that she could bear to be set aside in the interest of love, but to lose the thing she wanted most for mere expediency, to be defeated by money and social position was absolutely unbearable.


  Phyllis laughed. "Maybe. Who knows what love is?"


  "Supposed to be the most important thing in life."


  "If you can put everything but the job out of your mind from nine to five-thirty you don't worry about what's important. That's what keeps you going, that little old job. After hours, week ends--get yourself laid if you want, that's fine." Phyllis shook her head. "Get yourself a good skill you can depend on, something that doesn't depend on anybody's whim and won't let you down if times get tough. Men are too changeable, and banks go bust--you can't count on money, even. But something you know how to do, that's the answer to everything."


  "Everything?"


  "Well--almost everything. It won't keep you warm on a cold winter night." Phyllis considered, her face brooding. "But there's plenty of that around too, without getting all involved."


  Pat didn't answer, but she shook her head. Maybe if you had known a lot of men, they all seemed alive. Or if you liked somebody who was far away and only spent a night with him once in a while, or something like that, you could be reasonable and keep your mind on your work. But what did you do when every time you got settled down, with nothing on your mind but punctuation and broken letters, his voice floated out from the inner office and you felt excited and seasick, as if you were out in a rowboat on a choppy lake?


  "How's your proof coming?"


  "I keep thinking maybe the author is right and I'm wrong."


  "That's the wrong approach. If you start feeling reverent, it's too bad."


  "It's these modern ones. They don't bother with sentences."


  "Sure. They use words the way the painters use color--to express the way they feel. Some of them must feel like hell." Phyllis decided that the tiny squizzle at the end of the line was meant for a period, and circled it. "Keep your pencil sharp. You can't edit with a dull pencil."


  "Double entendre?"


  "Could be, if you were a fellow."


  That tough practical approach was a good one to have, Pat decided, but how did you go about getting it? Here she was all tied up in hard knots over a man who didn't even know she was alive. Here was Barby going around all moody, refusing to go on dates in spite of the fact that she looked like a movie star and walked like a prima ballerina--a waste of sex appeal. Here was Annice--she had felt responsible for Annice since the first day of freshman year, when the school bus let her off at the corner by the consolidated high school, a small red-headed girl of thirteen with big scared eyes. Annice had an odd, intense look now, and half the time she didn't bother to go to her classes. She hadn't exactly dropped out of school, just didn't go or o her assignments. She wouldn't go out any more with Jackson Carter, who was the kind of fellow other girls drooled over; she spent half her time in Alan's apartment, and Pat tried not to think what she might be doing there. It was evident that most of the problems and woes of the female sex grew out of their preoccupation with men, and no salary check or nameplate on a desk was going to induce that kind of response in anyone under the age of eighty.


  Blake Thomson's buzzer sounded. Two shots--dictation. She put a shaking hand to her chignon, which slipped in moments of stress no matter how well she anchored it, straightened her stocking seams, pulled her skirt around before she reached for her notebook and pencil and went in.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  “I don't want to."


  "Sure you do. You always want to, because you have perfect responses. Look who developed them," Alan said, grinning. In the greenish shadow from the window shade his skin looked white and thin; his half-closed eyes and small beard gave him the look of a satyr. He lay back naked against the sheets, relaxed and ready for argument. She marveled, knowing that a touch or a whispered word would trigger him into readiness for love.


  "Well, all right then, I do want to. But I'm not going to because it isn't safe.”


  “That's a poor excuse."


  "No, it isn't. I read it in a book," Annice said hotly. "It said this is the worst time, middle of the month this way. that's when anything can happen.”


  "Where did you find this book?"


  "In a drugstore." She forestalled his answer. "But anyway it's so."


  Alan rolled over on his side and groped around on the floor for cigarettes. "Come on, get your clothes off."


  "Well, all right." But she sat with her arms crossed on her chest, looking a him, begging for understanding. "It isn't because I don't want to. I do want to, practically all the time. Only I'm scared."


  "That's unworthy."


  "What if I had a baby?"


  "Why not? It would get along all right. Do you good to have a baby, fill you out, make a woman out of you. A girl isn't complete until she has some kids." He considered. "One kid, anyhow."


  "Without being married? My mother would die."


  "That idea's a holdover from chattel slavery. They used to put an iron ring on a woman's ankle to show she belonged to some man. Now they put a gold ring on her finger. As far as your mother is concerned," Alan said, "why should you care what she thinks? She's lived her life--you live yours."


  Annice shivered. It was cold in his room; it was always cold, because the rent was so low, and she hated the untidiness. Bourgeois or not, she couldn't shake off her early training. "I have as much right to like things neat as you have to like them messy," she said, and he raised his eyebrows in surprise. "Now how did you get off on that?"


  "Oh--I don't know."


  "Do you know a better place?"


  She didn't. They were safe from interruptions here; the other tenants--raffish young men in their twenties, dressed like Alan and, like him, apparently without human ties or obligations--might leer at her when they came in together, but they accepted her as Alan's girl and didn't ask any questions. She had talked for twenty minutes one evening with that Jenni who was trying to kill Madame's violets, but she still didn't know his last name, and she was sure he didn't care about hers. There was a degree of security in this amoral indifference.


  "Anyway, if you won't use a--a thing, I don't see why you won't let me go to a doctor and get fitted with a diaphragm." Her voice wobbled; she knew she was right, but that didn't make any difference. He chuckled. Nothing amused him more than her avoidance of words he used casually. She suspected that he worked them into the conversation just to see her wince. He said, patiently, "It's not right. I don't mean middle-class morality, I mean belng natural. Uninhibited. Living life fully. Beating around the bush all the time and saying no to life--that's the only sin."


  "It's a sin to bring an unwanted child into the world.”


  "Well, then, you could have an operation. Mind, I don't approve of that either, but a girl has to make up her own mind about these things."


  "Don't you think the father has anything to do with it?”


  "Hell no, why should he? Fatherhood is an accident. Maybe when I'm forty or fifty I’ll be ready to beget a child," Alan said grandly. "Or maybe not. The children of superior people are likely to be quite mediocre, you know."


  She considered. She did want him very badly. They had been going to bed together for three weeks, almost every day. Not quite every day. She never knew whether he would call up or not, and she guessed that he would be angry if she came to his place unasked, since freedom meant so much to him. That didn't matter. What mattered was that since the first time they had been together, on the davenport in her apartment, she had been learning about love. There was this hunger you learned to feel; and then there was the satisfaction that was like nothing else on earth. Thinking about it filled her with desire for his body, he shut her eyes. "Oh, Alan, it isn't that I don't want to."


  "Peel off, then."


  She unbuttoned her blouse, conscious of his eyes on her and, as always, half proud because her body was young and slender and lovely, and half abashed because she wasn't as voluptuous as the girls he looked after on the street. Her breasts, free from the narrow strip of nylon and latex padding, were small and proud, and she had the concave front and flat hips of a very young girl. She stepped out of her skirt and knee-length stockings and stood naked beside the bed, hesitating. "I don't suppose you'd marry me if I got caught?"


  "God no. Do I look feeble-minded or something?"


  "Plenty of people do."


  "Marriage is for the birds. Don't let's waste time arguing, baby. We've got better things to do." He took her hand. "Feel that. All for you."


  "I'm scared."


  "Sissy."


  "You never think about anybody but yourself."


  "Of course not. You never think about anybody but yourself, either. Nobody does." He hugged her close. "This is going to be a hell of a lot of fun, with you all tied up in hard knots. Relax."


  "You don't love me."


  "Sure I do. Don't I take my time and make you feel wonderful? Don't I? How can you say I don't love you?" His hand traveled down her arm and came to rest on her breast. "Stop thinking. Just feel."


  She sighed. He had put her in the wrong again. She was mean, selfish and narrow-minded. She never had an answer; she was always wrong, and he was always right. She said, "Well--"


  "You don't have to, you know." He rolled over, presenting an impersonal stretch of back. "I can always go out and get something else."


  "I'll never speak to you again if you do."


  "You won't know anything about it."


  "I'd know."


  "You wouldn't. And it wouldn't matter. I believe in freedom." He caught her as she moved closer, and lay against her. Desire rose in her, a mounting tide. She cupped her hands over his buttocks. "Turn over," she whispered. "Please."


  "I don't care how many guys you lay. You're a free woman."


  "I don't want anybody but you."


  "Want me?"


  "Yes. Oh, yes, I have to."


  She turned under him, feeling her whole being rush to meet his passion. She would worry later--oh, brother, would she worry! But she didn't think about that now. She ripped him tightly, feeling the beginning of the slow rise of absolute fulfillment and giving herself to it.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  “Good looking?" Betty Pelecek said. She looked at Barby over the rim of her coke glass, her lips twisted scornfully. “I guess she's all right--if you like that kind. I like normal pie myself."


  Through Barby's mind there flashed the names of half dozen hidden disabilities--TB, cancer, leukemia, all the names that flashed at you from billboards and magazine ipages. She said weakly, "Normal?"


  "Sure, she's a Lesbian." Barby's puzzled expression was all the answer she needed. "Don't you know what a Lesbian is? it's a woman who likes other women.”


  "Well, I like other women. Don't you?"


  "To go to bed with, stupid. Instead of men."


  "But I don't see how--" She ran through her considerable knowledge of the relationship between men and women. "I mean, what do they do?"


  Betty shrugged. Either she didn't know, or, more likely, she considered it an unfit subject to discuss at a drugstore counter. "They find ways," she said darkly. "They're not like other people." She gathered up her handbag, gloves and packages, preparatory to getting down from the high stool. "We better get back. She'll give us both hell if we're late. Unless," she said maliciously, "you're teacher's pet or something."


  Barby frowned. Betty sounded so positive; surely you couldn't make up a thing like that, and yet she didn't see how it could be possible. Fragments of talk, ignored at the time; allusions in books; clinical-sounding magazine articles--this might explain a great deal she had ignored or dimly wondered about. "Anyway," she said, "I don't think Miss Gordon could be one. She looks like anybody else."


  "You can't always tell. Sometimes they dress in men's clothes. But other times you can't tell them from ordinary people."


  "Well, but--what people do is their own business." She fell silent, knowing that Betty didn't agree. When someone in the department got married it was Betty who made a note of the date, to compare it later with the arrival of the first baby; she seemed to know what every girl in Blouses and Sportswear did over the week end and which ones were sleeping around, what married employees were two-timing their husbands and which of the floor managers and department heads got fresh with the girls. Her gimlet gaze frightened Barby, conscious as she was of all she had to hide. She tried to avoid Betty, and when there was no way to avoid a coke break or lunch hour with her, she breathed easier when it was time to get back to work.


  She looked at Miss Gordon with new curiosity when they reached the Store, half expecting to discover some disfigurement she hadn't noticed before. But Miss Gordon looked quite ordinary: neat, attractive, with a pleasant smile. In her dealings with the other supervisors and the salespeople she was both relaxed and capable, as if she knew her value to the company and, at the same time, recognized an obligation to do her best. Her girls didn't loaf when she was around, didn't sneak off to the washroom for a smoke or spend their time visiting, but Barby had never heard her reprimand anyone. She didn't have to. If she's a--if she's one of those, Barby thought confusedly, feeling Miss Gordon's eyes on her and blushing, they can't be so terrible. Anything she did would have to be all right.


  She thought about it a great deal, and suddenly it seemed to her that Miss Gordon was everywhere she went--in the elevator before and after work, in the third-floor washroom, in the corner drugstore when she stopped for a box of Kleenex. She stopped at the long worktable where the girls were sewing tags in the $3.98 blouses, and stood for long time looking at Barby. The look went through her like a ray of sunshine and left her feeling warm and shaky, so that she sat for a while doing nothing. Then, catching Betty's eyes on her, she got briskly to work. But she couldn't shake off the memory of that deep, questioning look.


  They fell into step at lunchtime the next day, reaching the street together; Barby stood back to let Miss Gordon through the revolving door first, and was glad but somehow not surprised that she waited. "Alone? Then why don't you have lunch with me? My treat, of course." She looked at Barby, thoughtfully. "You needn't mention it to the other girls, though."


  Barby nodded. Nobody is lower in the department-store hierarchy than a stock girl, unless it's the man who sweeps or the drabbled women who come in at night to scrub, stock girl is nobody. Even if she is the owner's daughter, learning the business from the ground up, within the walls the Store she is without status. Barby knew and accepted this. Dimly, though, she realized that something more underlay Miss Gordon's admonition. She walked silently, excited and a little frightened.


  They went to a little restaurant tucked away between o taller buildings, a dark little cubbyhole lighted by dies and frequented by couples who looked ardently at each other across the small linen-draped tables. Some of the couples, Barby noticed, were women. Miss Gordon ran a hand through her hair, ruffling it, and smiled. "I love this place," she said softly. "Glass of wine while you're waiting?”


  "Well--"


  The wine sent a glow through her, making her feel at once relaxed and alert. She looked around curiously. This as a different world from any she had seen--as unlike the expensive hard-surfaced world of the big hotels and department stores as the small-town streets and tree-shaded lawns of her childhood. It was, somehow, more personal. The flicker of candlelight on intent faces, the silence of the deferential waiters, the soft lilting and wailing of violin music that seemed to come out of nowhere--all of these evoked a mood of nostalgia and romantic yearning.


  Surrounded by a rosy haze, she realized that she was answering Miss Gordon's questions without self-consciousness. Yes, she lived with two other girls--they had been friends in school, that was how they happened to be together, but they seemed to be making separate friends and doing different things. One was in school and the other had a job with a book publisher. Yes, she liked working in the Store. "Only I don't want to be a stock girl all my life. I don't know just what I want to do, yet."


  "Perhaps get married and have a couple of nice children?" Miss Gordon's lips quirked.


  "No, I'll never get married."


  "Don't you have a sweetheart?"


  "I hate men," Barby said fiercely.


  Miss Gordon turned her wine glass between slender fingers. "You don't look like a girl who hates men."


  "Oh, I hate the way I look, too. If I were a Catholic I think I'd go into a convent. I really mean that, Miss Gordon."


  "Ilene."


  "Ilene." She blushed. "All men want to do is get their hands on you all the time. They just go by the way you look, they don't care how you really are."


  "And how are you really?"


  "I don't know," Barby said slowly. "It's like I'm waiting to find out."


  "Yes," Ilene Gordon said, "that's the hardest part of growing up, waiting for someone else to show you your own possibilities. So often the right person doesn't come along."


  The waiter refilled Barby's glass, setting a plate down in front of her. The food smelled wonderful, but she wasn't hungry. "I'm doing a lot of talking," she said shyly. "What I'm really interested in is you."


  It was a simple story, Ilene Gordon said laughing. She lived in an apartment on the North Side--she named the neighborhood, and Barby recognized it as a very good neighborhood indeed, far better than her own. She had been sharing it with another girl, who was moving out in few weeks. "She's being married. I'm not sure what I'll do then, but anyway, it will work out."


  Barby tried to imagine a marriage that would be better than sharing an apartment with Ilene Gordon, seeing her every evening, talking things over with her. She said, "Your friend will be sorry," and was rewarded by another of those long, searching looks. They left the subject there, as if it were not time to develop it further.


  Miss Gordon picked up the check which the waiter presented deferentially, and tucked a bill under the edge of her plate. None of the nickel counting exactitude Barby was used to when she went out with the girls. "We must do this again. It's been fun."


  How nice she is, Barby thought, glowing with wine and talk. How nice and understanding.


  For some reason, she didn't mention the lunch to Annice and Pat.


  The book was on her end of the worktable a couple of days later, tucked under a box of tags as though someone had slipped it there, hastily, while she was out. There was no note with it, and nobody mentioned it, but when she opened it she found Ilene Gordon's name on the flyleaf in a clear, small hand, and she knew that it had been left for her with a special purpose. She took it out to lunch, choosing a small cheap restaurant where she was unlikely to meet anyone from the Store. Without paying attention to the young sailor who was ogling her from the next table or to the mediocre food, she plunged into the pages of such a story as she had never read before.


  It was the story of a young woman who, growing up, rejected the love of men and was lost in loneliness for the years of her girlhood, only to find a kind of love she had never known existed--the passionate unselfish love of another woman. Barby was fascinated. There was a relationship, then, without force or fear. Tenderness was in it, and compassion. There was a love between two individuals who understood and cherished each other because they shared the same nature. They could even pledge themselves to each other--perhaps not for a lifetime, but then, how many wives could count on their husbands to be faithful after the first weeks of marriage? For the last five years Barby had looked wonderingly at all the serious, respectable married men she knew, wondering what fearful secret lives were hidden by their everyday faces.


  She read on, overstaying her lunch hour and not caring, though the time clock was as relentless as death or taxes and her tardiness would mean a deduction. It didn't matter. She was like an explorer who, long drifting on an unfriendly sea, finally sights land and dares to hope he will make it to shore, after all.


  She carried the book home with her that afternoon, reading a few pages in the station, a chapter on the train, propping it on the kitchen table while she opened cans and threw together some kind of a supper. Annice was out, doing God knew what--the thought of what Annice was probably doing made her feel a little sick--and Pat was too absorbed in shortening another new dress to have time for food. This concern of Pat's for her looks bothered Barby, who had always been well-dressed with very little effort on her own part; she might have expected it in Annice, but Annice was getting downright careless since she no longer went to school. Pat was all wrapped up in clothes--insane about clothes, in fact. She had thrown away the skirts, sweaters and flats that went so well with her wholesome chubby appearance and was slinking around in a series of glamorous outfits that looked a little bit funny on her.


  Well, that was another problem to straighten out when she had time to think about it. Tonight there was something more urgent. She filled a plate with canned vegetables, not so very well seasoned, and took it to the davenport, where she sat down with the book. Long after Pat finished her pinning and hemming and went to bed she was still sitting there, the empty plate still on the floor. It was like stepping into a new world, a world where secret hidden emotions ruled people's lives. Was it possible that she belonged in that world, too? She was shy about facing Ilene Gordon at work the next morning. She need not have been. Everything went smoothly. She was on time. Her face in the washroom mirror looked the same as always, a pretty girl's face made up in the current style. Only everything in the Store looked brighter and sharper than usual. The stock shimmered with newness and color; the faces of clerks and customers held a depth of feeling she hadn't noticed before. She saw a young mother with two whining children, tired, hungry or some of the pretty clothes the household budget wouldn't cover; she looked at the older saleswomen and aww their ugly comfort shoes at variance with their smart dresses and modish hair styling, and her heart swelled iwth pity for them. How hard it must be to get older and have nobody to love you, nothing to look forward to except a skimpy existence on Social Security!


  But she was young. Her best years were ahead. She had never felt this identification with other people before. She had always been alone. She wasn't sure whether she liked it or not. When Ilene Gordon showed up, looking as she always did, Barby was conscious of an intense pleasure at the sight of her. That was all. No anxiety. She was sure everything would work out all right.


  Nothing in her life had ever worked out right before. But then, nothing like this had ever come her way.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  “Why don't we eat here?" Annice rolled over, shivering the chilly room.


  "What for?"


  "Just thought it might be fun. I'm a pretty good cook."


  "Don't go little woman on me," Alan said. There was a menacing quality in his voice she didn't like. She propped herself up on one elbow and searched his face, but it was closed, as usual. So far as she could tell he had only two changes of expression--a hard glee when something struck him as funny, and the ravenous look--eyebrows knitted, mouth hungry--he wore when making love. It pleased her sometimes to realize that she could stir him out of impassivity to a display of emotion; it gave her a feeling of power.


  Afterwards, though, he lapsed back into his normal blankness. How many times she had looked at his sleeping features as he lay limp and exhausted by love, searching for some trace of tenderness and finding none. Those were the times when she smoothed his hair as he lay against her shoulder or with his mouth buried in sleep against her breast, unwilling to give more than she had received and yet helpless against the upsurge of emotion that followed spent passion.


  Now she sat up, feeling for the cigarettes she had dropped on the floor beside the bed--his gesture. She was no longer embarrassed by her own nakedness or excited by his; every line of his body was familiar to her, and she had learned her own body from his hands and the pressure of his weight on her. She thought, maybe being married is like this. She said, reluctantly, "The thing is I'm getting short of money."


  "I wondered when that would come up." Alan sat up, wrapping his arms around his bony knees. "Christ, women are all alike. They all resent it if a man doesn't pick up the tab every time."


  That was so unjust she couldn't help quavering a little. "That's not true. It's only that I don't make so very much. Forty dollars a week doesn't go far--and I did pay your rent last week. I've only got a dollar to last till payday."


  "Hell, if I had any money you'd be welcome to it. That's the middle classes for you, go to bed with anybody but let money come into it and they're all possessive. I won't be like that. What's mine is yours."


  "Yes, but--" She stopped, aghast.


  "But I never have anything? Aw, Jesus, baby, can't you stop analyzing everything? Can't you ever just live? I know you were raised in a horrible small-town atmosphere, but haven't I made any impression on you at all?"


  She wanted to cry. She hadn't felt like this, touchy and weepy, for a long time--not since she started high school and felt the town kids eyeing her clothes and hairdo snootily. She said sulkily, "I do everything you want me to. I skipped work two days last week because you wanted me to stay with you. Any more of that and I'll lose my job."


  "So what? You can get another one. It's a lousy job anyhow. Anybody can be a file clerk."


  The obvious answer was on the tip of her tongue. It took all the will power she had to keep from saying, "Yes, but it's been supporting both of us." Instead she said softly, putting her hand on his thin corded arm, "Let's not fight. Seems to me we fight all the time lately."


  "Well, it's your fault if we do."


  "What time is it?"


  "How would I know?"


  The clock was on the floor too, along with the overflowing ashtray and the empty beer bottles. She leaned out to look. He leaned past her. "Five to eight, if this damn thing's right. What difference does it make?"


  "I'm going to be late to work again."


  "Aw, come on, stay in bed a while. Let's just snuggle up here and take a nap. Or we could try the ether," he said hopefully, pulling her down against him. "When are you going on an ether jag with me? It beats booze every way, makes you sexy as hell."


  "Now I'm not sexy enough for you the way I am."


  "No kidding, it's unique."


  She struggled to sit up. Not for anything would she have confessed--coward, chicken--the terror that washed over her when she remembered the two days of the mescal experiment. To lose control, to feel your mind slipping out of reach, was the worst thing she could imagine. Even after making love there was a moment of blind panic when the excitement died down and you came back from the far place. She eluded his reaching arm and stood up, naked, beside the bed. It was chilly in the room. She said, "I'm going to stay home tonight and catch up on my sleep."


  His eyes flickered. "That's okay. I can always find some way to pass the time."


  "It's different with you. You can lie in bed all day and do nothing. I have to save a little energy for work."


  "Nag, nag, nag."


  She pulled on her bra and wrinkled slip. No pants. Alan said that women who wore pants were just being silly, either advertising their inviolability or, more likely, hoping to have them removed by force. She needed a bath, but the bathroom was at the end of the hall and the lock wasn't very good. One of the young men had come in while she was brushing her teeth, a couple of days before, and hadn't been embarrassed at all. She put on her yesterday's dress and nylons, and her shoes. She picked up her comb, lipstick, and earrings and stuffed them into her bag. Alan didn't like her to leave anything. Sometimes she wondered if he had other girls up there while she was at work. The thought of his making love to another woman stabbed her with painful jealousy.


  She hadn't gone out with anybody else since they began sleeping together. Except that Jackson Carter dropped in at the apartment now and then and sat drinking coffee with her and Pat, and she walked down to the drugstore and had a coke with him before he went home. Twice, they had gone to the neighborhood movie. That didn't count. It was just a way of making time pass until she could be with Alan.


  She closed the bedroom door quietly behind her.


  The bathroom door was open; Jenni was shaving. He motioned her in with a graceful sweep of the hand.


  "Thanks," she said, "I'll wait. How are the violets?"


  "All dead. Every one," Jenni said delightedly. He grinned at her through the lather, like a cheerful small boy who has played a trick on the grownups. It occurred to her that they were all perverse and dissipated children, Alan's friends--children who wouldn't or perhaps couldn't grow up. For the first time she wondered about Alan. What had his parents been like? What had happened to him when he was little, to set him adrift and make him at once ruthless and casual?


  As far as she knew, he might have been created the day they met.


  The wind was cold. The end of October, and she had postponed sending home for her winter clothes. She hadn't even written home for longer than she cared to calculate.


  The thought of her mother's searching look made her wince, as though her guilt and uncertainty would be apparent between the lines of a letter. She had tucked the last two or three letters from home into a drawer, unwilling to read them but unable to throw them away unread.


  At the thought of all her winter garments, clean and pressed and stored away in mothproof bags, a wave of homesickness swept over her. She felt hollow and alone. For a moment the sidewalk wavered, and she staggered and then righted herself.


  After all, she thought sensibly, I haven't had anything to eat. Alan ate at odd hours, sometimes ravenous, wolfing down huge plates of hamburger and French fries, drinking cup after cup of coffee; at other times he went sixteen or eighteen hours without food. Since it made him impatient to have her mention food when he didn't feel like eating, they went out at his suggestion--but then she wasn't hungry.


  In addition, she was dangerously low on money. The stopgap job as file clerk didn't pay much, and she was ashamed to weasel out of her share of the rent; Pat was squandering every cent she could get her hands on and had a whole closet full of new clothes. Alan's attitude was that her money was his. He had been angry because she cashed her paycheck at the currency exchange before meeting him and settled with Barby for the rent.


  Of course, she thought, if he had anything he'd share it with me. The disloyal thought blossomed before she could uproot it--there's no reason he can't at least earn something.


  She had twenty minutes before work time. That was one good thing about a job in the neighborhood; it might not be as glamorous as working in the Loop, but you didn't waste time and money commuting. She hesitated before a little lunchroom and, seeing an empty stool, went in and ordered coffee and a sweet roll. The sudden warmth struck her drowsy, and she yawned.


  Someone had left a Tribune on the counter; she opened it idly to the society page. A familiar name caught her eye. Mrs. Harrison Aldrich was announcing the forthcoming marriage of her daughter, Mrs. Renee Hahn, to Blake Thomson of Winnetka and Philadelphia. That would be Pat's boss, the one she had talked about so much when she first went to work at Fort Dearborn. It was funny she hadn't mentioned this engagement. A small office was a beehive of gossip; executives would be upset if they knew what the typists and mail boys knew about their private affairs.


  Then the dateline caught her eye. November 5. She had been drifting along from day to day, thinking in terms of October. She rubbed her eyes and looked again, unwilling to believe that it could be so late.


  Then–-


  She had figured wrong, of course. She was due this week, not last week. She tried to count back, marking off the days by those personal landmarks women use for computation. It was the day we went to that French movie, because I had to get up and go to the ladies' room in the middle of the feature and Alan was peeved. That was after we had the party at Lorene's, and Lorene's husband kissed one of the girls in the kitchen and she raised so much hell.


  Or was it before the party?


  She struggled backward through a confused tangle of days and nights, trying to get her bearings; but all she could actually remember was going to bed with Alan far more often than she had gone to bed in her own apartment.


  After a moment's hesitation she opened her billfold and took out a small calendar printed with the advertising of a stationery store. Some of the dates were circled with pencil: one every month, sometimes one at the beginning and one near the end. She traced the lines of figures with a nervous finger. There was no evading it, she had been right the first time. She was nine days overdue.


  It's too soon to worry, she assured herself. Maybe I'm catching cold, or something.


  Her mouth felt dry. She drank the rest of her coffee, paid her twenty-six cents at the cashier's desk and walked out, leaving the roll untouched.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  It was too soon to start worrying. That was easy to decide--to act on it wasn't so easy. Annice woke in her own bed the next morning, next to the familiar blanketed lump that was Barby, and after the first moment of suspended consciousness, she was gripped by pure primitive terror. She was in trouble. Nothing was going to change that. Nothing was going to save her. Her arms and legs tensed with animal fright; for a long moment she was unable to move. Then she was able to get up, weak and shaking, and make her way to the bathroom. She got there before she vomited.


  It was a gray foggy day, and the bathroom was cool, not bleak like Alan's rented room, but cold enough to make her shiver. She stood clinging to the rim of the washbowl, looking around the familiar walls as though she had never seen them before. All kinds of cosmetics littered the glass shelf below the mirror, the edges of the bowl, even the shelf of the toilet: tubes squeezed in the middle, jars of cream and lotion, a tin of detergent, bobby pins. On the shower rod hung a pair of nylons and a pair of panties, dry but forgotten. Slobs, Annice thought coldly. Why don't they pick up after themselves? Do I have to do everything around here?


  Her anger steadied her.


  Maybe Alan would come in for breakfast. He had done that once or twice, and although she realized it was because he lacked money to go out for coffee, she felt that she would be glad to see him on any terms. She hadn't left him any money the day before, partly in a half-conscious attempt to get even with him for being so demanding and unsympathetic and partly because she really was down to her last dollar. If he couldn't find anyone else to borrow from--and it wasn't time for Jenni's unemployment compensation check--he would surely be in for a meal.


  She felt a lightening of the heart as she put on water for coffee and scrabbled through the breadbox in search of a slice good enough to toast. It was simple, after all. If she was right--and she felt sure now--Alan might very well react like any other young man who had got his girl in trouble. He would be angry and resentful. He would swear at her, or even hit her. But when it came to a showdown he would marry her, reluctantly maybe, and they would go to keeping house somewhere and after a couple of years he would forget that it wasn't his own idea in the first place.


  After all, a lot of families started that way. Two of her high school classmates had dropped out of school in the middle of the year to get married, and everyone had smoothed it over and pretended to believe that they were secretly married two months earlier; the girls had showers for them; so far as Annice could tell, they got along as well as most young couples. It wasn't the sort of romance a girl dreamed about, but it happened often enough to be commonplace. She would be brave and cheerful and make a good life with what she had.


  It was silly to take his cynicism at its face value. He was young. She realized that she didn't know exactly how old he was. He must have the same needs as anyone else--love, a home, children. This was his obligation, she thought, pressing her lips firmly together. She would have been startled to know how much like her own mother she looked.


  She drank the first cup of coffee before calling Barby and Pat, and when they were out of the house she began briskly to tidy the apartment, feeling quite calm and cheerful. She would shower and put on a becoming dress before he got there. She would be affectionate and good-natured, but firm.


  The morning passed.


  It crossed her mind that perhaps he had already suspected this. Perhaps he had been trying to provoke a quarrel so she wouldn't make any demands. Of course, it was unlike him to be reticent about any bodily function. He got an impish pleasure out of shocking her, of using short rude words for things she referred to equivocally not at all. On the other hand--and she didn't like the idea--it would be like him to observe her with cool, impersonal curiosity, waiting to see how long it would before she realized her plight and what she would do about it. She knew him well enough to believe he would be quite capable of this. He had already written up the mescal experience, which filled her with fright and humiliation every time she thought about it, and had submitted it to a national magazine under his own name. She decided at he was perfectly capable of using her as a laboratory animal if he felt like it.


  Objective Study of a Girl from the Sticks, in Trouble. With names, dates and places, and a detailed description of the way she behaved in bed.


  Or maybe he meant what he said--that pregnancy was a normal condition, and the feminine insistence on a wedding ceremony nothing but a holdover from a primitive rite; that no man was obligated to stand by a woman he had slept with, or support her and her child. Well, she thought, life isn't like that. He'll simply have to grow up.


  She whisked through the kitchen, straightening things on the cupboard shelves, while her early-morning terror changed to resentment and then to hot, clean anger. God damn him, she thought, he made me do it. I didn't want to. It really seemed to her, from this vantage point, that she dn't. I told him it wasn't safe, and he wouldn't use anything or let me go to a doctor for equipment or anything. It crossed her mind that she could have gone anyway, or, failing that, have broken off with him and begun looking around for a more amenable male. She brushed the thought side. It was too reasonable; it interfered with her good self-justifying rage.


  By evening she had convinced herself that the whole thing was very simple. She went to bed early and fell asleep in the midst of planning her campaign. He would have to listen to her; he would have to marry her. Even if it meant taking him into court, or threatening to. She fell asleep, seeing her plans already materializing and wondering what she would wear to be married in.


  He didn't come the next day, either. Maybe, she thought, he hasn't got a quarter for bus fare. He could walk, of course. It was barely five blocks, half a mile. But then, he never exerted himself--except in bed--unless he absolutely had to. This reminded her that he was penniless, and that blood tests, a license, and a ring would cost money.


  Never mind, she could work that out. The main thing was to tell him right away, so he could share it with her.


  She wondered how long it would be until a doctor could be sure. There was something called a rabbit test--but that would cost money, too. She was engulfed in the same feeling that had overcome her the day her purse was stolen--the sense of being alone, friendless and penniless in a big unfeeling city.


  Around ten o'clock a tap at the door broke into her worry, and she hurried to open it, weak with relief. But it was the janitor, Rocco, who stood there. For a moment she was dumb with surprise, she had been so sure of Alan. Rocco grinned uncertainly. "I just think I'll come up and see if everything is okay up here, huh? You warm enough? Everything all right?"


  "We're fine, thanks."


  "The pretty young lady, I don't see her for a while. She's not move out, no?"


  "Thanks," Annice said dryly. "She's all right." She shut the door gently but definitely, and went back to her cupboards, diverted.


  Now that she thought about it, Barby was hardly ever home any more. She had been gone most of the time, herself, and she had assumed that their hours just didn't coincide, but it had been--how long--a week or ten days?--since she had seen Barby except in the early morning. She supposed Barby had left a ring or a handkerchief in the basement when she went down to do the laundry. Nice of him to think about it, but she didn't like the man. He was good-looking enough, but there was something--


  She stood shivering in the fall air, which was a mixture of sunshine and coal smoke and the smell of frying fish from next door. The emptiness and silence of the apartment were getting on her nerves. So far as she could remember, she had never spent two days alone and at home, before. Summer vacations on the farm had been full of housewifely activity in her mother's company--canning, cleaning house, processing fruit and vegetables for the freezer, making drapes and slip covers. She slammed the window down and decided that there was really no reason for not going to Alan's place and having it out with him. I’ll get this settled right now, she resolved.


  She changed her pedal-pushers for a dress, obscurely wanting to look her best--see, you're getting a wife you don't have to be ashamed of--and brushed her hair. She looked all right, and that was reassuring. Maybe I'm all right, she thought, tying a ribbon around her head. Maybe it’s a false alarm, after all.


  But she knew it wasn't.


  She walked the five blocks quickly, feeling light and free now that her mind was made up. The fog had lifted and the sun was shining; it was one of those clear, crisp late-fall days that make the heart beat faster. She smiled at groups of children playing on the sidewalk. Poor kids, they shouldn't have to live on concrete walks and vacant lots. I'll raise mine in the country. Or anyway, in a small town with yards and trees.


  Alan's door was open--it was always open, he hardly ever locked it, even when he was making love. She pushed open and went in. He wasn't there, but that didn't mean anything. He could be at the grocery, or downstairs playing poker with the boys, or at a party, or down at the corner tavern. He could be and probably was out trying to chisel five bucks off one of the characters he knew, He could even be in bed with somebody else, since he hadn't had her for two whole days. She was obscurely comforted by the thought that anyway, he wasn't making love to some other girl in the bed where they had been so happy together.


  She threw her coat across the one chair, and sat down the bed to wait for him.


  It was perhaps five minutes, perhaps ten, before she realized that something was wrong. Something had been subtracted from the clutter. Vaguely alarmed, she got up and prowled around the room. Alan's undershirts and jockey shorts, mismated socks and blue shirts were gone from the dresser drawers. His suntans, corduroy pants and the one pair of tweed slacks were no longer hanging in the closet. The duffle bag and beat-up suitcase she had looked at without really seeing them every time she opened the closet door were gone too. One crumpled sock lay under the hanger bar. In the top drawer of the dresser a few shreds of tobacco and a torn handkerchief were the only indication that he had ever lived there.


  The saucepan and plate had been tossed into a corner of the room.


  She began to shake.


  Jenni was at the telephone, talking softly and emphatically with a hand cupped around the mouthpiece, when she let herself out. "Where's Alan?" His eyebrows shot up. "Oh, he went. Last night. He went to Mexico, I think," Jenni said. His eyes were gay, his mouth twitched. He said to the telephone, "Just a moment, darling, I have another woman here," and turned to her. "Some magazine bought an article from him, maybe. Can I do anything for you?"


  "No. No, never mind."


  She was halfway down the block before she realized that she had left her coat in that place. The cold wind, blowing through her thin dress and forcing itself upon her abstraction, was like a knife. But she walked on, stumbling over cracks in the sidewalk, ignoring traffic when she came to a crossing, half-blind and wholly deaf with shock and anger. "The bastard," she said aloud. "The low bastard." A drunk grinned at her, lurching by.


  She heard the telephone ringing before she unlocked the apartment door. Her heart expanded, growing soft with relief. I'll go with you, she promised silently, running to answer. I'll live anywhere you want to, on any terms you like.


  It was Barby, calling to say she would be late getting home. Annice hung up and stood for a long time beside the telephone table, looking at nothing.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Barby had known this would be the day, even before she was out of bed. She woke with a feeling of bright anticipation, like the expectant tingle a child feels on Christmas morning--a feeling of happy, calm assurance that was not excitement, but pure joy. Pouring coffee, too pleased to be hungry, she thought, It has to happen today, it simply has to. I'm ready for it.


  It was the first time in her life she had ever been sure of anything good.


  They had lunch together in the candle-lighted hideaway that had become their special secret place. It warmed Barby to enter the small, smoky room, dim after the sun-shiny street, and cross to the corner table where they had sat the first day. When someone else was there first, her pleasure was flawed. Today the table was empty, as she had known it would be, and she hung her coat and Ilene's on the old-fashioned rack in the corner and sat down, smiling across the checkered cloth. "I love this place."


  "The trouble is that we haven't long enough to talk." Ilene moved the silver at her place, then moved it back in. "I've been wondering. Would you like to come up to my apartment this evening? It's rather nice--and I do have a fireplace, and we'd be free from interruptions." She bent her head to examine the spoon. "We could have real visit."


  "I'd like to."


  "Do your roommates ask questions if you're late?"


  "No. They quite often stay out late, themselves. It's funny," Barby said thoughtfully, "but the longer we live together, the less we seem to have in common. I suppose eventually we'll know all different people."


  "I suppose it's cheaper, sharing a place?”


  "Partly. And then partly, our families all know each other. That's one reason they let us come, because we were going to live together and they thought we'd sort of check up on each other. That shows how much parents know."


  "But you don't have to stay together."


  "Oh no. Well split up, sooner or later. Annice is sure to get tired of running around and get married, one of these days. Pat, too. She's the kind to settle down and have one of those big Catholic families."


  "You're not thinking of marriage?"


  Barby said low, "No. Never. I told you before, I hate men."


  "I'm not going to ask you any questions, who hurt you or how," Ilene Gordon said. She reached across the table and laid her slender, well-manicured hand on Barby's. The touch tingled up her arm. "I've learned not to ask questions. The past doesn't matter for people like you-- and me."


  "No."


  Ilene straightened up. She smiled. "Well then, you will come up this evening, won't you? Around seven, maybe? It's better if we don't go home together."


  "Of course. I can take the subway."


  "Take a taxi. Here, I'll give you the money for it."


  Barby took the dollar slowly, folded it differently from her other money and put it in the back of her billfold. It was good to feel provided and cared for. When she went back to the Store, too well-nourished on happiness to know or care what she had eaten, she removed the bill to an envelope and sealed it shut. I'll keep it, she thought, and when I'm old it will remind me. She knew she was being young and silly, and romantic; but it didn't matter. She felt that she had never been really happy before, in her whole life. It was like feeling well and light-bodied after a long illness.


  She called to tell the girls that she would be late, not because they would be concerned even if she stayed out all night--a thought that made her dizzy with anticipation--but because she passionately wanted everything about this to be just right, to be perfect. Annice was at home, as she had expected. She sounded tearful. Damn the girl, Barby thought, she used to be so steady and reliable, and ever since she quit going to school she hasn't cared about anything. Half the time she doesn't even show up for that crummy two-bit job. It's that bearded bohemian character she runs around with, that comic-book character. I wouldn't trust him around the corner. She turned away from the telephone, her good mood shattered.


  Forget about it. Forget everything, she told herself, except the work you're doing. She couldn't think about the evening ahead; it was too bright; it dazzled her inner sight.


  The twilight street was delicately dusky when she emerged into it, and a light snow was falling. It blurred the outlines of the tall buildings and put halos around the street lights. The first snow of winter. She smiled self-consciously, knowing it would turn to a dirty mush as soon as it reached the sidewalk, knowing she would have more than enough snow before the winter was over. She could see herself standing on a bus corner with the icy prairie wind whipping her skirts and piercing through her heavy coat; slipping on the frozen sidewalks, begging the landlord for more steam in the lukewarm radiators. This was Illinois winter, worse here than at home because of the Lake. But for a few minutes, she lingered in the muffled streets, recapturing the magic of childhood mornings when, after the dull tan monotony of autumn, she looked out at a world of pearl and crystal.


  She wasn't hungry. It seemed unnecessary to eat, but she had to do something for an hour. She went into a drugstore and had coffee, drinking it slowly, watching the clock over the door. From the long mirror behind the counter her reflection looked back at her, wide-eyed and pink-cheeked.


  I want to remember every detail of this, she thought, hailing a cab. The feel of the upholstery and the driver's face and the way the store windows look through the falling snow. I want to remember it as long as I live.


  Ilene's neighborhood was expensive-looking. The strips of lawn between sidewalk and apartment buildings were manicured; the cars at the curb were of two kinds--small, smart and foreign, or large, smart and impressive. She walked across the lobby, heels clattering on the marble flooring, and was wafted up by a sallow elevator boy in a skintight uniform and a chestful of ribbons. Then she forgot to be impressed with the aura of money and splendor, because Ilene was at the door, waiting for her.


  She wore Bermuda shorts, with knee socks and sandals ; her short hair was ruffled, and she held a thin-stemmed glass. Her hands were warm on Barby's. "I'm glad you could come. Come in and see my place."


  It was the sort of apartment Barby had learned to appreciate during her noonday prowlings through department stores and specialty shops. A step led up to the living room, which was long and narrow, decorated all in white and warmed by the jackets of books and the soft glow of a blaze in the fireplace. She stood before it, hands spread wide. "A real fireplace, imagine," she said, and Ilene laid a light hand on her shoulder and said, "Yes, it's marvelous for conversation." The sofa was wide enough for five people and the coffee table that stood in front of it held an elegant service in crystal and silver, glittering in the firelight. The shelves held books, Wedgewood and Spode plates, odd bits of silver. Two china dogs sat at the ends of the mantel. "Staffordshire," Ilene said, turning one of them over in thin, nervous fingers. "See the marking?'"


  "Is it all yours? I mean, did it come this way?"


  A shadow crossed Ilene's face. "I furnished it six years ago with the girl who left to get married."


  "I'm sorry."


  "Never look back," Ilene said. She replaced the china dog. "Six years is a long time; keep looking ahead."


  Barby could accept that. If I could cut off the past right now, she thought, and be born fresh! Ilene smiled. "You learn to remember the good things, but that takes time. Come on, I'll show you the rest."


  There was a tiny dining room. "Silly, because it's too small for guests and we hardly ever used it when we were alone. I like it, though. Leila made the chair seats." She touched the petit-point caressingly, and Barby felt a pang of jealousy for the unknown Leila. They moved into the bedrooms, one large, decorated in blue and pale green, with a handful of detective stories on the bedside stand and a row of tailored clothes in the closet; one small, bare, with a single bed. The immaculate bathroom, with a blue and green dressing table. And the small kitchen, best of all, with copper pans hanging on the wall and a shelf of spices in decorated jars. "Best room in the house," Ilene said. She measured coffee into the drip pot, set out a coffeecake, and then, hesitantly, took down a small squat bottle. "Kiimmel. Ever drink any? It tastes like hell, but it makes you feel all warm and cozy inside."


  The drink relaxed Barby, took away the last lingering bit of self-consciousness. They sat at opposite sides of the linen-covered table. "This is a wonderful room."


  "It's the main reason I don't want to sublet. But this place is too big for me alone."


  "Can't you find someone to share it?"


  "It would have to be someone special--who meant a lot , to me, personally. I don't believe in grieving for the past. One has to move ahead." She poured coffee into a heavy pottery cup, set it in front of Barby. Her hand trembled a little.


  "I'm a very direct person," Ilene said. "I don't finagle around and try to put over a deal--not where my personal life is concerned." She looked at Barby, the long straight look that had melted her heart the first day, as if she could see through her eyes and into her mind. "You're very young."


  "Not that young," Barby said low.


  "I don't know if you even know what I'm talking I about."


  "I've known for a long time."


  "You don't have to commit yourself to anything. I want you to think it over. But--will you stay here with me tonight?"


  Barby's heart missed a beat, then righted itself. She waited a moment, to be sure her voice was steady. "Yes," she said. She reached across the table and laid her hand on Ilene's. "Yes. I've been wanting you to ask me that."


  Much later, when they stood together at the bedroom window, watching the soft flakes of snow drive against the glass and shatter, she said, "It's what I've wanted, all my life. How can anybody want a man, when there's this?"


  Ilene held her close. "Don't be sorry."


  Just before she fell asleep she thought about Rocco and the basement room; and then, dimly, of something farther back and more dreadful. But it was all far away, like a dream already dissolving. The experience of this night had washed away all the hurt and terror of it. Nothing could hurt her any more. She fell asleep in the circle of Ilene's arms, safe.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Pat wasn't interested in kids, even good-looking kids. Her heart belonged to Blake Thomson, firmly and steadfastly. This part-time clerk who kept pestering her for a date was nothing but a boy--twenty--still in school--sophomore at Roosevelt--and not so very well-heeled--part-time worker, and probably paid board at home. He looked like the kind of boy who would pay board. Six foot tall and football shoulders; so what? She said, "Good morning," coldly, and waited for him to go away.


  He leaned on the edge of her desk, stooping to her from his superior height. I am not interested in children, she reminded herself firmly, recognizing the dating gleam in his eyes. She felt a moment's nostalgia for Johnny Cutler and the days of their courtship, uncomplicated by anything more than the usual passes and negotiations between young adults of different sexes.


  "What do you do evenings?"


  She doodled on a scratch pad. "I wash my nylons."


  "Oh." He smiled. "I bet you don't even know my name.”


  "Why should I?"


  "No reason. I looked you up in the payroll file. Patricia Connelly. You're eighteen. Your birthday is in June. You get seventy bucks a week."


  "Oh, really. Nothing about me," Pat said icily, "is any business of yours."


  "You're too young to be so narrow-minded."


  "I am not narrow-minded. I'll try anything once. Almost anything, I mean."


  "Okay. How about a show tomorrow night?"


  She looked around for a door to the trap, and found none. "Well. All right." After all, she reasoned, he's not asking me to sign a lifetime contract. It's a long time since I had a date--August, and this is November. She smiled suddenly, not the wistful smile she had been trying to cultivate but the old Pat grin, with teeth. "All right. What time?"


  "Oh--seven. Pick you up at your place." He got down off her desk and went back to unpacking office supplies. She couldn't help noticing how easily he lifted the big cartons and how deftly he pried out staples and untied string, but when he turned back to look at her, she was concentrating on her work. Nor would she have admitted that after he left for his afternoon classes she looked him up in the payroll file--turn about's fair play, she defended herself. Stanley Wyrzykowski, twenty years old, fifty dollars for a thirty-hour week. She figured that he made about the same as she did, hour for hour. She wouldn't have liked going out with a boy who made less--it made him seen unimportant. She put the folder back, guiltily, as Miss Miller came in on rubber heels.


  It was good to be dressing for a date. She went home fifteen minutes early to escape the rush, both on the I.C. and in the bathroom. Annice came in while she stood undecided before a row of new dresses, mostly not paid for. "What's the matter, got so many clothes you can't make up your mind?" The overdue rent and unpaid grocery bill were implicit in her tone.


  She thought she looked rather nice. She had the right hairdo and the right lipstick, and she had dieted off twelve pounds. Stan whistled when she came to the door. "You look good. Wyrzykowski can pick girls."


  He was all dressed up--good gray suit, quiet tie, well-shined shoes. She introduced him to Annice proudly. You could see that his mother had brought him up right. Probably her mother would go for him in a big way, even with a name like that. She asked abruptly, "Are you Catholic?"


  "Sure, what else would I be? I don't go to Mass as often as my mother thinks I should, though. You know how Polish Catholic mothers are."


  "I know how Irish Catholic mothers are," Pat said grimly.


  She thought, It's a good thing mom hasn't seen this kid, she’d have the bridesmaids all picked out. She held her full skirt up daintily, following him down the uncarpeted stairs. That crumb, Rocco, was lurking in the lower hall. He turned away without speaking when he saw them.


  It was a cold night, with a snowy wind. Chill air crept in around the joints of Stan's Volkswagen. "Little bit cold," he said. "The heater's good, though. By and large it's a pretty good car." His tone was affectionate. He helped her in, slamming the door twice to make it stick shut. "I got tickets for My Fair Lady," he said casually, looking sidewise at her to see if she appreciated his achievement


  "Oh, that's wonderful."


  And she was pleased. To be going to a big downtown theater with this polite good-looking boy, to see a highly advertised play--this was fun. She had almost forgotten how much fun it was. After they seated themselves in the big auditorium, and he helped her off with her coat, she slipped her hand into his. His fingers tightened on hers, but his profile, stern and serious, was intent on the stage. She giggled. It was like the old days--fun, and she could handle him if he got fresh, because he was like the boys she had gone with in high school.


  Then she forgot him and lost herself in the play, the first live production she had ever seen. Who'd have thought I'd ever go without a date four whole months? she marvelled. Nobody wants to go with a bunch of girls, like the older women you find in every office who flock together and never have dates, but think they're having a big evening when they dress up for each other and go to the show together, with maybe a soda after. She had seen them, looking wistfully at couples. She was so thankful to be spared this fate that she leaned against Stan, and he put his arm around her shoulders. She settled down into it naturally, not diverting her attention from the stage but aware of the shattering warmth in the background of her thoughts.


  They came out into lighted streets and talking crowds. Pat blinked. Stan said, "What would you like to do now? Like something to eat?"


  "Not really. I'm too fat now."


  "You're too thin. Look good with a little meat on your bones." He looked her over, not unkindly, but appraisingly. "Like to go for a ride? I put in all day Sunday overhauling the heap. It runs pretty good."


  Barby's friend Jonni was right--city or country, they were all alike. She had two ones in her billfold, emergency money, just in case--not that she didn't trust Stan, but on general principles. He was a nice boy, but the nicest boy in the world doesn't just want to sit around and talk after he's spent his money on a girl. "Let's not go too far," she said, with a double meaning.


  Stan grinned. "I won't go any farther than you want me to. That's a promise."


  They drove south and turned into a little park--the same park where Alan and Annice had gone on their first date. Other cars stood beside the curving drive, parking lights glowing dimly. Stan turned off the motor. "Sounds pretty good. If I had the time and the dough I'd give her a complete overhauling." He sounded proud, like a little boy with a new baseball bat. She said, "It's a nice car."


  He lit a cigarette. His hand shook a little, which reassured her. She looked at him, smiling a little. He put a tentative arm across her shoulders, and she relaxed into it. Next the kiss, she thought, and was ready for it when it came, a brush of the lips across hers. She remembered Johnny Cutler and the long, moist kisses that had held them spellbound for hours, parked on back roads, longing to go farther but afraid to.


  Stan said huskily, "You know something? I noticed you the first day I came into the office. I thought, there's a girl I'd like to go out with."


  That was a lie, of course, because if he had noticed her at the beginning of the school term in September he wouldn't have waited until November before asking for a date. But it was a good polite lie and she accepted it at its face value. He kissed her again, and this time it had more authority in it. She reminded herself that at a certain point she'd have to start objecting--still, that point hadn't been reached yet, and in the meantime she was having a kind of fun she'd almost forgotten. She snuggled closer.


  "No kidding, I didn't have the nerve to ask you before. I figured a girl as good-looking as you would have a dozen fellows."


  "How do you know I haven't?"


  "Hope you haven't anyhow. I'd like to see more of you." She couldn't decide whether that was a crack or not, and let it pass.


  He held her closer, and this time his free hand reached for the buttons at the front of her dress. His fingers, chilly from the night air, slipped inside her neckline. She felt an instant and perilous response and moved away a little. He said, "Aw, don't be like that."


  A car turned in behind them. He let her go, and they sat upright without speaking until it passed and drew off to the side of the road. Smoochers, not cops. This time he tried another attack--standard approach number two, starting from the bottom. He slid a hand under her skirt, not high enough for her to object but high enough to feel the soft flesh at the top of her stockings. He moved the hand a little higher, and she pushed it away. He tried it again.


  They're so unoriginal, Pat thought, pushing his hand away again and wrapping the skirt of her coat around her legs. If they don't try, then your feelings are hurt and you go home and look in the mirror to see what's the matter with you. If they do, then you have to keep fighting them off. She said, "Don't get rough, son."


  Presumably some time you wouldn't want to keep fending a boy off, and then you crossed the line dividing good girls and bad girls, as ruled off by your mother when you were about twelve. It wasn't so bad to go all the way with a man you loved, or thought you did. In the moral code of her mother and most of the girls she knew, it was taken for granted that young people are subject to temptation and that it isn't really so bad as long as they get married in the church at least six months before the baby comes, and lead sober hard-working lives forever after. You didn't take chances with a married man or anybody who couldn't or wouldn't marry you, if that became necessary. And you certainly didn't go all the way with a man on your first date. She said, "Don't be fresh."


  He said, "Aw, don't be that way." If you were a decent fellow you didn't force a girl, especially if you thought she might be a virgin. Never start a girl. You wanted to, of course; when you got hot for a girl you sort of forgot about everything else, and if a girl let you go too far then, well, you couldn't blame a fellow for the way he was made. Girls were supposed to know that.


  He said, "I didn't mean to be fresh. I think you're a swell girl, and it's been a wonderful evening."


  She said, "It has been nice, hasn't it? Only I ought to go home pretty soon. We both have to work tomorrow."


  "Okay." But he kissed her again, instead of starting the car, and this time it was a real kiss. She collapsed against him, hanging on to him with both hands. He put his hand up inside her skirt, feeling her shallow excited breathing against the front of his shirt. Goddam panty girdle in the way. He stretched the lastex edge, making the kiss last to distract her attention from his maneuverings.


  "Looking for something?"


  "Oh, hell."


  She wriggled out of his grasp and sat up, arranging her dress modestly. "I'm sorry. I'm not that kind of a girl."


  "None of 'em are." He reflected bitterly that no girl ever admitted that she wanted to make love. Even when they were undressed and in bed with you, moaning with pleasure and biting and scratching--like that little bitch from the Art Institute he'd gone with for a while--they always talked like it was all your idea and they were pushed into it. The only girl he had ever known who frankly wanted it was a kid back in high school--in fact, she suggested it, on the way home from a dance, and he was so startled he was afraid for a while he wouldn't be able to do anything.


  He swallowed. "I'm sorry. You can't blame me though, can you?"


  "I guess not." She sounded small and timid. "I like you, too. Only I don't want to start something we're not going to finish."


  "We could finish it," he suggested.


  "No."


  She meant it. He kissed her again, lingeringly, and started the car.


  She peeked at him to see if he was angry. He didn't seem to be. He seemed to think that was the right way for her to act. If she'd said yes, he wouldn't have liked her nearly so well after he cooled off. This way, he would ask her out again--and try again, too.


  Besides, she admitted to herself, she was scared. Suppose you got caught, or suppose it wasn't as wonderful as you thought it was going to be?


  "Come on in when we get home; we'll make some coffee."


  "Sure, that would be fun."


  The lights were on and the radio was giving out rock and roll, so they went in. Annice came out of the bedroom to meet them. She had been crying again, and her face was pasty. Pat made a mental note to ask a few tactful questions after Stan left. She wasn't sure where the line was between being friendly and interfering, but now that she stopped to think about it, Annice had been acting depressed a lot lately. She stayed home a lot, and she hadn't mentioned Alan. Pat hoped that they'd quarreled; she thought, No good can come to her running around with that crumb, and looked at Stan with new regard.


  It wasn't until he had gone home and she'd washed the cups and plates that she remembered Blake Thomson. She curled up under the half-cotton blanket and settled down to the fantasy of love that had become a nightly habit, and then it occurred to her that she hadn't given him a thought all evening. She felt shocked, as though she had caught herself in some disloyalty.


  But it wasn't Blake Thomson's face that glimmered through the closing fog of sleep. Drowsy in spite of unfulfilled desire and two cups of coffee, she thought about Stan Wyrzykowski's hand on her leg, under her skirt, and in half-sleep she felt the rise of response and stirred and smiled.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  It was no day for unhappy errands. A thin rainy snow fell and melted as soon as it reached the sidewalks, and the crossings were slushy and gray. The wind whined around corners and reached inside the neck of Annice's thin coat as she walked, head bent against the blow. She shuddered. Maybe I'll die of pneumonia, she thought, reaching a lighted drugstore and stepping into its doorway for shelter; maybe it would be a good thing if I did. Solve all my problems. Somebody else could worry about the funeral bills.


  She lifted one high-heeled sandal, then the other to judge the damage done by melting snow. The thin soles were soaked, her feet were wet, and a line of muddy spots up the back of each leg marred her nylons. She tried to wipe the spots off with her handkerchief, but it was no use; the dirt was well mixed with city grease, and only spread and blurred.


  There was no reason she couldn't write home for her winter clothes. No reason, that is, except this idiotic feeling that she was only safe as long as she avoided all communication. The folks would see through any letter she wrote, no matter how short and noncommittal. She knew she was being silly. But the idea had taken a firm grip on her, and she couldn't shake it off; every time she thought about writing home she was convinced that she would somehow give herself away. Maybe it's my condition, she thought, they say pregnant women get silly ideas. Or maybe I'm going crazy. That would be a solution too--not as good as dying, though.


  But death is so permanent, she thought with a wry smile, forcing herself to move out of the doorway. A blast like ice water struck her in the face, so that her eyes shut and she staggered a little. Oh God, she thought, if I ever get these clothes off and crawl into a nice warm bed I'll never ask for anything else.


  The hospital was large and dingy-looking. She stopped in front of it, knowing she had to go in but unable for a moment to lift her feet. She pulled her coat collar straight, using the glass front door as a mirror, and took off her sodden gloves. The fake wedding ring she had bought at Woolworth's suddenly looked cheap and brassy. Alan would say it was a sop to bourgeois convention--well, Alan had run out on this problem, it was all hers. It’s my baby, she thought without humor, shoving the door open and stepping into the blessed, drug-smelling warmth of the foyer.


  She had dressed herself carefully for the first time in weeks, partly for morale and partly because, when she got this life-or-death verdict from the lab, she was going to register at the State Employment Office. No matter what the rabbit said, she would have to find a job and work until she was fired. Any job. The papers said there were sixty thousand unemployed in Chicago, more being laid off every day--well, she would take anything she could get, even scrubbing floors. She twitched around the dress that was too loose, smoothed her wet hair, and hoped the shadows under her eyes made her look interesting rather than dissipated. A passing nurse looked at her curiously. She forced herself to cross the lobby, pass the receiving window and ring for the elevator.


  The quiet whiteness of the lab was restful. She took her place on a bench beside an old man with crutches, and tried not to think about Alan. The son of a bitch. All right, so an artist is above convention. What reason does he have to think he's an artist? What has he got to show for all these years of loafing? And why should an artist be different from anybody else?


  She set her chin and tried to look as if she had a right to the services of a hospital and a technician.


  A few minutes later she was smiling at the nurse who stood, card in hand, smiling back at her. "I guess there's no question, Mrs. Harvey. You're about as pregnant as a girl can get. Now if you want to sign up for our prenatal clinic--oh yes, and bring your husband in the next time you come. He'll love our expectant fathers' class."


  "I'd love to." She twisted her ring, trying to look as if it had initials and a date inside. "I'll talk to him about it."


  "You do that. The fee is five dollars. You can pay the office on the way out."


  Handing over the five, receiving in its place a small crisp slip of paper, she reflected that one crime leads to another. If she hadn't been pregnant without the blessing of church or state she wouldn't have had to take six dollars from Pat's purse. Or if Pat didn't leave things lying around, she thought, trying to shift the blame. Seeing it on the drainboard, with Pat's week's pay stuck in so carelessly, had been such a perfect solution to her problem that she couldn't help taking the five and the change--for bus fare. Maybe she won't miss it, Annice thought. Or maybe she'll think the janitor did it.


  The employment office was crowded in spite of the cold and wet. Always people out of work, always people hoping for a better job, especially here in this neighborhood where dingy children played on the front steps of peeling apartment buildings and the neighborhood stores looked dusty and depressed. She scrutinized the waiting women, familiar types by this time. Fat middle-aged women who looked like scrubwomen and probably were. Yes, and they made more than office help--they had a union. Pretty colored girls in cheap smart clothes, their hair straightened, carrying themselves with the self-conscious independence of those whose mothers and fathers had been pushed off the sidewalks, whose grandparents had known the terror of lynching and the grind of economic slavery. Annice smiled. It made her feel good to hear their pretty soft voices and see them looking so spunky, even in the face of temporary layoffs and job discrimination.


  She had less sympathy for the draggled-looking women from Arkansas and Kentucky and southern Missouri, their bad teeth and sallow skins testimony to too much fat pork and white-flour biscuits, their tired print dresses bungled together at home, their cheap run-down oxfords looking as if they would be more at home following a mule down a cotton row than on a city pavement. They came into the city by thousands with their slab-sided overalled men and snot-nosed kids, their rickety furniture piled high on trucks and old cut-down Chewies; they pushed into the garbage-smelling rat-ridden apartment houses of the South Side where their kinfolks already swarmed and went out to look for the jobs that weren't there. They would fall prey to the landlords and the installment salesmen, go hungry and try vainly to get on city's relief before they piled their stuff on the old truck and turned home again, beat. With them came pellagra, head lice, illiteracy, rickets. She was sorry for them, but she couldn't feel any kinship.


  Then there were young girls from the South Side, seventeen, eighteen, hard-looking, with dime-store earrings and too much rouge, their pastel jackets sewn with sequins and rhinestones, their cheap pumps shabby in the sunshine. They would work for two or three years, marry neighborhood boys and have babies. Polish, Italian, Bohemian. A thin blonde girl smiled at her, and she smiled back. These kids had troubles. They had been born when their folks were on relief; they knew what it was to be hungry, to have holes in their welfare shoes. They lived in a world too big and too complicated for them. But most of them would pull through.


  And so would she.


  I'm no artist, she thought, whatever that cheap bum thinks he is. I'm like everybody else. There was comfort in the admission. She marched up to the desk when her turn came, took card and pencil from a bored staff worker, and filled all the blanks in neatly.


  "Don't call us, well call you."


  "Okay." She stumbled over the patent-leather pumps of a tall girl in the front row of chairs. "I'm sorry."


  "That's okay. I hope you find sompin'."


  "I hope you do, too."


  Her mind was working clearly now. The indecisions of the last few weeks were gone like a nightmare that dissipates at daybreak. This was real, this incredible thing was really happening to her, Annice Harvey. All right, she would live through it. She could work till she was at least five months along--longer, if she could convince her boss she was a widow--and then something would happen.


  It's a big, rich country, richest country in the world. Nobody has to starve to death.


  If this was a love story, she thought, hovering in the warm doorway, some nice fellow would come along and marry me and everything would come out all right in the last chapter. But that doesn't happen in real life.


  Or does it?


  Her mouth fell open. Actually. She stopped short, and an old woman who had been hobbling along behind her stopped, too, and gave her a sharp curious look before she hitched on past. Annice ignored her. Dime--she was sure she had a dime. Clutching it in nervous-sweaty hands, she riffled through the phone book, then shut herself into the pay booth at the entrance to the agency.


  "Yes, I know he's in class. I know it. All I want to do is leave a message. Tell him Miss Harvey has to see him." She stopped, hearing her voice shrill with urgency, and swallowed. The small tinny voice at the other end said something she didn't understand. "Tell him I said it's urgent, of the greatest urgency. Tell him it's Annie."


  She lifted her chin, going out into the snowy afternoon. Cold flakes drove down her neck, and her feet were cold. She ignored it.


  He would be over tonight, curious, if nothing more. She would have to plan everything before she saw him, or she would never be able to go through with it. Honest or not, fair or not, this was a thing she had to do. She quickened her step, splashing through the puddles.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  “Jackson, it's so good to see you."


  "Good to see you too, Annie--Annice. I've been missing you."


  She laid her hand on his arm. "Come on in, why don't you? I'm sorry Pat’s out right now, she'll be sorry she didn't see you." She reflected grimly that she had had a hell of a time getting Pat out of the apartment; she was all set, in duster and flats, for an evening of mulling over the travel folders that were her newest interest, and she was mad as a hornet because someone had lifted five dollars from her purse. She hadn't, apparently, missed the small change. Annice had covered up pretty well.


  "Gee, I'm sorry, I forgot to put the latch on when I went out this morning. Do you suppose they took anything else?"


  "The silverware isn't worth bothering about. Why do you suppose they took five and left the rest?"


  "Maybe whoever did it thought you wouldn't notice. Anyhow, would you mind getting out and staying out for a while? I have a man coming up."


  "Alan?"


  "No, Alan and I are all washed up."


  "Thank goodness. Is this anybody I know?"


  "Jackson Carter. Remember old Jack?"


  "Sure, he brought me home from a party once. I didn't know you'd been seeing him."


  Annice said, praying for patience and the grace to tell a good long string of lies so they would sound like the truth, "More or less. I have a feeling maybe he's getting serious. Anyway, he's a lot nicer than I ever used to give him credit for. Give me a break--I'll do the same for you some time."


  "Fat chance I'll ever need it."


  "Why don't you start going out with some nice fellow? Like that cute Stan, or somebody?"


  "Children bore me," Pat said loftily. But she got up, groaning, and put her office dress back on and went out, still complaining, to the movies. Annice wiped her sweaty palms on the sides of her skirt and took a deep relieved breath. Everything was going to be all right. It had to be.


  So here was Jack, looking better than she remembered. Now that he was actually in the house she was light-headed with release from tension. She heard herself burbling. "You knew Barby moved out? Sure, a couple of weeks ago. She went in with some girl she knows at work. She's had a raise, too; they're letting her do some selling, like on Saturdays." She smiled up at him, a little frightened by his size and solidity and the direct gaze of his honest blue eyes. Think about the Salvation Army and the Florence Crittenton Homes, she admonished herself. Think about the hospital bills and the charity wards, and how they treat kids in orphanages. You can spend the rest of your fife making it up to him. He'll never know the difference.


  She said, "I've missed you." That was a mistake; she'd said it already. The trouble was that she didn't know where to begin. She had it all planned--after a certain point. What held her back was not knowing how to reach that point. Her experience with Alan offered no clue, because he was always ready to jump into bed; and in his sex life, as in all of his dealings, he was dedicated to the principle that the straight line is the shortest distance to anywhere. She said breathlessly, "Sit down, I'll put on the coffee."


  She felt easier with her hands occupied. Jack sat on the davenport, smoking thoughtfully, looking at her. When she came back to sit beside him he moved over, politely, to make room. She thought, Oh, hell. "Coffee won't take long, it's a good percolator. What's been happening to you?"


  "Nothing much. I got two A's in my term exams."


  "But that's wonderful."


  "I've been planning to call you," Jack said gravely, dropping the term exams into the limbo of social topics. "I've been worried about you."


  "How silly. I'm fine."


  "You don't look fine. You've lost weight, and your eyes are different."


  There was a small silence.


  "I bumped into this fellow I used to be in class with, the other day," Jack said doggedly, "and he got off some cracks. I hit him. I guess I shouldn't have." His face got red. "He's some kind of a refugee, he looks hungry all the time and I guess maybe he is, but he made me mad. He used to live in the same building with that crumb, Alan." There was no way out of it; he looked around, but nobody appeared to help him out. "He said some pretty dirty things."


  Jenni, God damn him. Abstractedly, she saw that the percolator had stopped bubbling. She got up, filled two cups, added sugar and canned milk to Jack's, and sat down again--not on the davenport beside him, but in a stiff straight chair. She took a sip of coffee. "What he said was true," she said loudly. "I used to stay up there with Alan all the time."


  "I don't believe it."


  "You better. It's true." She was afraid to look at him. She stared into her cup. "I can't believe it myself, now--I keep wondering why I was such a sap. But it's true all right. I'm going to have a baby. That's why he went to Mexico."


  "Why, the low son of a bitch."


  "It was my fault. I knew he wouldn't marry me, he didn't believe in marriage. We used to fight about it all the time," Annice said with a faint smile. She set her cup down, rattling in the saucer, and stood up. "You know why I asked you to come over tonight? I was going to get you to marry me. I had it all planned out, I was going to get you to make love to me, and then later on I was going to tell you I was in trouble and ask you to marry me."


  "And leave me with some other guy's baby," Jack said harshly. All the color drained out of his face. "You sneaking little bitch."


  She trembled. "I guess I thought you wouldn't let me down, later. I was going to worry about that when I got to it."


  He looked strangely at her. "What made you change your mind?"


  "I don't know. Well, I didn't know how to get you started."


  "Annie, for Christ's sake, how many men have you slept with?"


  "Just him. Getting him started was no problem, though.”


  "You didn't really think you could go through with it, did you?"


  "I thought I had to." The dreadful pallor was vanishing; he looked more like himself, and she began to relax. This was Jackson. Now there was no plot between them, she could talk to him--and how she needed somebody to talk to! She sat down again and looked at him, square and honest. "I'm pregnant with this baby and I'm going to have it. It belongs to me. I won't put it in any stinking old orphanage, either. And I won't have an operation, so you don't need to bring that up. I haven't got any money, anyhow."


  Jack asked mildly, "How are you going to raise this kid?"


  "I've got my name in at the employment office. I’ll find something any day now."


  "And I suppose you're going to strap it on your back, like a papoose, and carry it to work with you."


  "Oh God," Annice said, "I'm too tired to think that far ahead. Just let me take one thing at a time, will you? Other people get along, young widows and all, their husbands get killed in accidents. How do you suppose they manage?"


  "So now you're a young widow."


  "Well, if you think I'd get along any better single, in my condition--"


  Jack took a deep breath. He brought his cup over to the table and set it down beside hers. His hands were shaking. "You've got it all figured out, haven't you?"


  "I've been doing a lot of thinking."


  "I bet you have," Jack said dryly. "Annie, was there anything the matter with him? I mean, any reason a kid of his wouldn't be okay?"


  "Like was he diseased, or something?"


  "Oh, God, no. I meant, anything a child would inherit."


  "Well," she said, "he was smart enough. He didn't always act like he had much sense, but then, neither did I. I think it's mostly the way you bring up a child that matters, not what he inherits. And believe me, I'm going to bring this one up to be a good man--even if it kills me."


  "How?"


  "I told you I don't know yet. But I'm smart and healthy."


  "I like kids," Jack said. "Makes no difference what kind of kids they are." He pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes, took one out, looked at it carefully, then put it back again. "I'm quitting school in June," he said. "Going home to help my brother run the place. The old man's got to have a hernia operation--he'll have to take it easy for a while. He's not so young."


  "I'll miss you."


  "God damn it, you don't make it any easier for a man, do you?" He took the cigarette out again, looked at it, and decided to try it this time. "I don't know why I'm doing this. I'll probably be sorry afterwards. The point is, if you still want to marry me I'll take you along when I go. Nobody needs to know when it was." He narrowed his eyes. "And get this straight, if I ever catch you looking at another guy after we're married I'll beat the living daylights out of you."


  "I'd hate you if you didn't."


  "How about it?"


  "It's a lousy idea. One of the worst ideas I ever heard in my whole life. Every time you got mad at me you'd bring it up. Besides, how do I know you wouldn't hold it against the baby?"


  He shook his head. "I wouldn't do that. I'm not saying we wouldn't ever fight. Sure, I guess most couples have some grudge they save up for when they're mad at each other. If it isn't religion it's their families or something. I wouldn't take it out on an innocent kid, though. Besides," said reasonably, "if you hated it too much you could always divorce me, after."


  "Oh no. If I go into this it'll be for keeps.”


  "Okay, then. Give me a kiss and well be engaged.”


  They kissed. He said, "See how easy it is to get a man riled up?" and kissed her again, harder. At that moment the door buzzer sounded. Jackson said, "Saved by the bell," and went to answer it, with Annice a step behind him. A small red-haired woman with familiar features stood in the lower hall, looking around dubiously; behind her, a burly weatherbeaten man, in a pretty good topcoat. Annice shrieked, "Hey!" and flew to them.


  "Your mother got a little worried because you didn't write," her father explained, "so we thought we'd come in and see what kind of a place you girls have got here. Brought your winter clothes along. It gets kind of quiet around the place with just us old folks." He followed them into the living room, dropped the suitcase, and looked around. Plainly, Jack thought, looking around for the other girls and wondering what the hell was going on.


  "It's my fault. Mr. Harvey. Annice was scared to tell you--afraid you might be mad at her. We've been married --how long is it now, honey?"


  "Seven weeks," Annice said calmly. She reached past him and fished the dimestore ring out of the fruit dish, slipping it on her finger to the astonishment of the other three. "We were just waiting to find a place of our own and go to keeping house. This is Jackson Carter, mom, dad. His folks have a place in Missouri."


  I'll be dammed, Jackson thought, motioning his amazed in-laws to chairs while Annice darted to take down cups and pour coffee. Wifeliness sat on her like an apron, cut and stitched to measure. Women are sure enough devious. I'll never be able to put anything over on her. His grin broadened. "Here," he said bossily, "I'll take another cup myself while you're at it."


  Annice said meekly, "Of course, dear." She filled his cup first, skimping on her mother's and father's. Over Mrs. Harvey's head their eyes met, and he had to tuck in the corners of his mouth to keep from laughing out loud.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Dreams are crazy things. Robert Morrison sat on the side of his bed, one hand still holding the just-throttled alarm clock, trying to piece together the splintering fragments of his nighttime fantasy. Not that it meant anything, of course. He didn't have any faith in all that psychological stuff; nothing could convince him that people, normal decent people like himself, were as dirty-minded as Freud and those fellows insisted. He was just curious about his dreams, like anybody else.


  He had been at a funeral. He could see the coffin, silver-colored and blanketed with pink carnations, standing beside the chancel railing at the First Methodist Church. Could hear the choir soprano shrilling off-key-- had that been the alarm clock? His neighbors were all around him, looking at him, and there was no place to hide from their eyes.


  He hadn't wanted to look at the still figure in the coffin, but he knew without seeing that Helen lay there, and that he ought to be frightened at the sight of her. Why? He couldn't tell, but a remembered horror echoed in the farthest chambers of his waking mind.


  Then he was at home, in one of those sudden transitions that seem so reasonable in dreams, searching from room to room and finding nothing but silence. Outside on the street were people waiting to harm him--who? He had to keep the shades down. That was important.


  A girl came out of the bedroom door. Naked. She was slender and young, with a mass of dark hair hanging to her white shoulders. Barby. She came into his arms without a word, and laid her head against his chest, and his arms tightened around her. Then--


  He smiled sheepishly, remembering what had waked him. Dreams, he thought scornfully. I shouldn't have eaten that last piece of pie before I went to bed; makes you dream all kinds of wild things, a bedtime snack does. But he sat there a moment longer, hearing the reassuring housewifely thump of Helen's low-heeled shoes on the kitchen floor below.


  Of course, it was easy to see how Barby got mixed up in that kind of a dream. He had been missing her, the way a father does miss a child who's away from home. The house seemed empty without her, although Helen was the sort of wife who chatters and clatters. In the vacuum left by her going he felt himself becoming the dried-up shell of a man, moving through days that had no value or meaning. Was it to go on indefinitely? How much longer could he endure it?


  She hadn't even come home for Christmas, although Helen had expected her and had fixed all the traditional trappings--a special dinner, foil-wrapped gifts, baubles on an electric-lighted tree. She'd wired to say that she couldn't make it; no explanation. Helen had spent the evening of the twenty-fifth writing to her, a long prosy letter no doubt. He didn't write. There was nothing he could say to his bright and shining girl except that he missed her, and there were no words that could convey the depth and intensity of his missing.


  Four months of emptiness, a hundred and twenty-six days counting today. He had them marked off on the store calendar, on the wall of the shoe department. The days to come stretched ahead, page after barren page of them.


  Barby would never have been separated from him so long of her own accord. Something was keeping her away, either this woman she was sharing an apartment with--all they knew was her name, which didn't tell a thing--or more likely her recognition of her mother's attitude. It was all wrong, whatever the reason might be. She needed him. He was the only one who could give her the guidance and affection she needed. She had never made any decisions for herself, because he had cherished and protected her.


  Especially since--


  It came to him, as he went about the dull business of dressing and shaving, that the thing to do was go and see her. He hardly ever went to Chicago. Times as good as these, if you had a 1-A credit rating the jobbers came to you. But there was no reason why he couldn't take a day off and go, telling Helen he had to make a business trip. If she suspected that he was planning to see Barby she might want to go with him.


  Just walk in, that was the way to do it, and see how she looked and where she was living, what this girl friend of hers was like. He had been opposed to the whole crazy idea of leaving home from the start--three young girls on their own, eating God-knows-what and staying out until all hours, probably. But Pat and Annice were harmless enough youngsters even if they weren't in Barby's class. Now he was afraid she might have fallen in with some immoral, promiscuous type who would encourage her to run around with men, might even introduce her to the kind of men who prey on young girls.


  At the thought of a man's hands on that young body he burned with anger.


  He stood with his finger on the bathroom light button, weighing the pros and cons of the trip. Play it slow and easy, he admonished himself. Go and look, see which way the land lies, and then decide what to do. By this time Barby might have had enough of independence, and be ready to come home. If not, he'd have to be careful not to antagonize her.


  All he wanted--good God, all he'd ever wanted--was her happiness. He'd meet this roommate, see what kind of girl she was, and so on. A father ought to do that much.


  Over bacon and eggs he said to Helen, making his voice casual, "By the way, I'm going to run in to Chicago today. There are a couple of new wholesale houses I want to check up on."


  She extracted his toast from the pop-up toaster, reached for the butter. He couldn't see her face. "Will you see Barby?"


  "I hadn't thought about it. She’ll be at work, won't she?" A flicker of something--amusement or contempt-- crossed her cheerful features and disappeared. "You might take her to lunch. I suppose she does get off for lunch. Or you could stay in and take her to dinner. I'd like to see her myself."


  The skin along his neck and arms crawled with chill. This was what he had been afraid of. If she insisted on going with him, he had no defense. He said quickly, "I don't even know if I'll have time. I've got a dozen things to do. I’ll phone her, though."


  "Oh."


  He bent over his plate. That was a close one! Now he would have to make a few business calls, maybe order some merchandise he didn't particularly need. The miles and hours that had to be traveled before he could see her stretched endlessly ahead.


  All the way to the station he was terrified that she might not be willing to come home yet. He would have to find out tactfully, without sounding like a parent. Make her see that he wanted her here for her own sake.


  She'd had her fling, proved that she could earn her living. That was the only reason a girl of eighteen ever wanted a job, unless she actually had to earn her own living. The little salesgirls and office clerks at the store quit as soon as they got tired of getting up early, or as soon as they could catch a man to support them.


  She needed him. So pretty, so soft that men turned to look after her on the street, she was in danger all the time. And then she had those disabling headaches.


  He had worked hard to build up the business; she could have anything she wanted. Clothes, Parties, maybe a cruise--Helen's idea of what a young girl should have. Or if she wanted more education, there was a good junior college right here on the outskirts of Huntsville, an all-girl school--no silly adolescent boys dangling around to distract her from her studies. That was what he wanted for her, to develop her mind.


  He greeted the ticket agent with more warmth than usual, even though he was a Methodist, a Lion, and a former schoolmate. "Got to see some people about business. It's a bother, but there's no help for it." He moved toward the pay telephone booth, seeing the day suddenly bright with promise and unwilling to put off any longer the delight of hearing her voice.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Breakfast was the best part of the day. They never had it in the bijou dining room, but in the kitchen, with electric light winking off the hanging copper saucepans and the coffeepot within easy reach of the pilot light. Barby had never wanted a home of her own, thinking of it as a byproduct of marriage--husband, home, and children. But now she had one, and it was wonderful.


  I have everything, she thought. A home, and love, and the chance of a raise at the Store. More would be too much.


  "I'm so happy."


  Ilene said softly, "Are you, baby?"


  "Yes." She turned from the stove. Ilene had on her favorite lounging pajamas, blue and gold; her eyes were sleepy and her hair tousled. Love rose in Barby. She crossed the kitchen floor and laid her head against Ilene's shoulder, too full of contentment to need words.


  "Really happy?" Ilene persisted.


  "I think it's the first time in my life I was ever really happy."


  Ilene's arms closed around her.


  Barby shut her eyes. "I love you so much," she whispered. She had never said that to anyone before. The words, hanging on the still morning air, had a perfect lightness that nothing else in her life had ever possessed.


  "I love you too. All the time, not just at night. But the toast is burning." She reached to shut it off, keeping one arm around Barby. "You might rumple your bed a little. This is the cleaning woman's day."


  Barby blushed. Technically, the small bedroom was hers. Her clothes hung in the closet and her cosmetics stood in tidy rows on the mirrored dressing table. But she had yet to spend a night in the single bed. She said, to cover her confusion, "We're going to be late for work."


  Ilene buttered her slice of toast and sat down, pushing her cup and plate into easier reach. "We can take cabs. You can't afford to be late when you're bucking for a raise."


  "Do you think anybody suspects?"


  "They always do. As long as nobody can actually prove anything it's all right" Ilene tasted her coffee, added cream. "You need spring clothes. The best will come in around the middle of this month--by February everything's picked over. I'll have a couple of outfits laid away for you."


  "But I want to start paying board."


  "Don't worry about that."


  The telephone rang. Barby jumped. "Who on earth--“


  "Answer it and find out"


  "I'm afraid to."


  "Don't be silly. It's probably for me anyway. You didn't change your address on the payroll records, did you?"


  "Then you answer."


  Ilene raised her eyebrows and stepped into the living room, toast in hand. The shrilling stopped. Her voice, low-pitched and calm, reached Barby. "Hello. Oh, hello. Yes, she's right here. Just a minute, please." She put the handset down quietly. "It's your father."


  The color drained from Barby's face. Her eyes widened. She put her hands behind her back, a childish gesture of refusal. "Do I have to?"


  "Afraid so." Ilene made a gesture indicating, We'll talk about it later. She picked up the phone and handed it to Barby, who took it unwillingly.


  "Don't go away."


  Ilene came to stand behind her, both hands on her shoulders.


  "Hello." At a standstill, she listened, looking at Ilene's fingertips for courage. "Why, I don't know. I'll ask her." She put a hand over the mouthpiece. "He wants to take us to lunch. Do we have to?"


  Ilene nodded.


  "Sure, but-- Well, all right, what time? No, it's against the rules. We'll meet you somewhere." She listened again, her head bent, her hair touching Ilene's right hand. "All right, we'll be there at one. I have to go to work now."


  Ilene said, “You could have been politer."


  "He wants us to meet him at the Brevoort, one o'clock. Some salesman took him there once and he thinks it's the absolute end."


  Ilene said reasonably, "Well, it is nice. Expensive, too."


  "Do we have to go?"


  "You can leave five minutes early. I'll follow." Automatic caution, necessary to keep private affairs from the public. "It could be worse, you know. He could have wanted to come up here."


  Barby looked around, horrified. Their home, the place where they were together with the rest of the world shut out. "You wouldn't let him, would you?"


  "No." It was a complete promise. Ilene asked curiously, "Do you hate him so much?"


  Barby's eyes widened. "I don't know. I've never thought about it like that." She considered. "I've been afraid of him. Because he's the only one that knows--"


  "What?"


  "Nothing."


  Ilene patted her cheek, moved away. "Okay. Now hurry up, or you will be late."


  Barby's glance at the clock was perfunctory. It struck her, however, that ten short minutes ago she had been looking at Ilene across the breakfast table, happier than she had ever been in her life--happy for the first time in her life. She thought, I wish I could die. No, I wish he'd die. I do hate him. Why didn't I ever think about it before?


  Because you were never a real person before, a small inner voice suggested.


  "You know something? I haven't had migraine since I left home. Except once."


  Ilene's voice drifted back from the bedroom. "Then you better stay away."


  She dressed carefully, to look older and more sophisticated than she was. The good black dress Ilene had given her, hand-hammered earrings from a little shop on Michigan Avenue, dark lipstick. Betty Pelecek took it in with one jealous look. "Man?" "A special date," Barby lied, not caring. Ilene was always mentioning that she ought to date, or pretend to date men, in order to avoid suspicion of being queer or different. Barby saw Betty's eyes widen with respect, and a feeling of cool self-assurance filled her.


  Ilene passed, murmuring, "Remember, leave early. Take a cab. I'll meet you there."


  Her father, waiting in the lounge at the Brevoort, looked familiar and yet strange in this setting. He stood up when he saw her, and she saw that he looked nervous. She had never seen him less than self-contained, and it gave her a feeling of mastery. She smiled at him, seeing the two of them as the onlookers must--charming young girl, attractive older man.


  "I thought you girls might like a steak."


  "That sounds good."


  "Bet you don't get one very often."


  "No, we go in more for hamburgers." She didn't know how to tell him that Ilene wasn't a girl. A moment later the door swung open again and Ilene was there, trim and composed as always. Barby analyzed her father's expression--surprise, approval, and the fatuous wish to please of the middle-aged married man. "Well, this is mighty nice."


  Ilene's glance at Barby evidently reassured her. "It's a pleasure to meet Barby's father. We think she has a real future at the Store, you know. I'm quite proud of her."


  His gun knocked out of his hands, as it were, Robert Morrison was silent for a moment. Barby looked from one to the other, aware that something she couldn't follow was happening. Ilene wore her Store face--determined, thoughtful--with a social smile on top. Whatever it was, she was in there fighting.


  Robert Morrison said, "Her mother and I were kind of surprised when she left the other girls. They were chums all through school, pretty much."


  Ilene shrugged. "Barby's outgrown them. She has a real talent for merchandising. Inherited, maybe. She's told me what a fine business you've built up."


  "Well--" Robert said. The arrival of the headwaiter saved him from having to sound modest. Barby followed him to the table, relaxing almost visibly. It won't last much longer, she promised herself. One hour. You can stand anything for an hour.


  Morrison said, when he had seated them, "We've never taken Barby's job very seriously. I thought maybe she was getting enough of it, by this time."


  Ilene leaned forward, smiling. "Oh, it would be a pity if she quit now. She's lucky to have such understanding parents. Such an up-to-date father." Barby ventured a look over her menu; could Ilene possibly get away with this? But his expression was pleased. "She has a real future. You're going to be proud of her."


  "Her mother can't see that."


  "Some women can't."


  His thoughts were as plain as if they had been printed on his face in large type. This was a damned attractive woman, and she seemed to like him. Older than he'd expected, with enough experience of life and men to know a winner when she saw one. Barby turned away to hide a small smile, remembering some of Ilene's comments on the male sex. She had a good job in a Loop store, so she was smart as well as good-looking. He shifted his gaze from her face to his daughter's, and Barby gave him back a facsimile of Ilene's bright courteous smile.


  You take a bunch of young kids in an apartment, away from grownups, Robert Morrison was thinking, and the first thing you know they're running around with boys, staying out late at night and eating all kinds of crazy stuff in drugstores. But a woman like this--even if she was young enough to speed up a man's reactions--had more sense. He smiled at her. "I feel better about Barby with you looking after her."


  "Believe me, I'll take care of her as well as I can."


  Barby, surveying a small bruise at the edge of her sleeve, said nothing.


  He said cagily, "I suppose you two go out in the evening, now and then? Both too good-looking to stay at home."


  Ilene's eyes met his candidly. "Not very often, I'm afraid. Both of us keep pretty busy. Then too, most of the men you meet in merchandising are married--all of the nice ones are." She made it sound like a compliment to him. "I'm afraid Barby hasn't done much dating since she began work."


  "Well, that's all right too. She shouldn't run around nights, wear herself out."


  "How right you are."


  The waiter set down their drinks. Barby seized hers and took a deep swallow, thinking, If I can get just a little fuzzy it won't be so bad. Ilene will fix everything. She had never trusted anyone before. She wasn't sure, listening to the give and take between the other two and watching her father melt into acquiescence, what she ate. The empty plate was whisked away and a dessert, sugary and elaborate, set down before her. She dabbed at it with a spoon. Through the gentle warm haze that liquor always induced in her she heard her father--like any other man, being flattered by a woman--telling Ilene in boring detail how he had built up his store, while she listened with parted lips and shining eyes. The question of her going home dropped out of sight somewhere along the way; and while she knew it would come up again, sooner or later, she felt sure that it was settled for this time.


  He shook hands with them at the door. "I wish you girls would let me give you a lift back, if you really have to work this afternoon."


  Ilene smiled at him. Her face must be tired, Barby thought. "Thank you so much, but I have an errand in the neighborhood."


  "What errand?" Barby asked curiously when they were free again, walking arm-in-arm down the street.


  "I want to buy you a flower. Not an orchid this time. Something different." A look like a caress passed between them.


  Robert Morrison, looking out at the rushing streets as his car sped back to Union Station, was wondering how he had been made to change his mind so deftly. That damn woman, he thought, smiling pleasantly at the recollection of her admiring look. There was no question about it, he'd made a hit with her. He would have to come back soon, see how Barby was getting along. Although she'd be all right with a woman like that keeping an eye on her.


  I don't suppose she sees many men, he thought. Too busy making a career. Well, that's all right. I don't want Barby running around with fellows.


  He hummed a little, the nameless tune that indicated he was contented,


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  Weather in Chicago has its mean aspects. In summer the tar in the pavement cracks, melts and sticks to the heels of shoes, and the wind off the Lake is sticky and humid, and little typists in sleeveless dresses and flat sandals collapse quietly when they emerge from their air-conditioned offices. The heat rises in visible waves from the pavement and hits pedestrians in the face. Then in the winter it gets down to Eskimo-and-igloo temperature, and an arctic wind blows sixty miles an hour. The pavements are slick with dirty ice, and taxis turn corners on one wheel. Oil heaters set fire to slum apartments on the South Side, killing families of eleven in their sleep, and even the Loop cops with their beefy red faces look cold.


  In spring and fall the wind blows, and girls walking down Michigan Avenue find their skirts whisked over their heads; debris whirls up out of the gutters and into the eyes of passers-by. And then it rains, out of a gray and chilly sky, and the El drips rusty water on everybody's shoulders, and the foyers of office buildings are crisscrossed gloomily with muddy footprints.


  But in February, sometime between Groundhog Day and Washington's Birthday, the sky turns blue and the sun comes out, and the air takes on a sweet wild tang that induces romantic thoughts in middle-aged secretaries walking back from Toffenetti's after their soup-and-pie lunch. The benches on the grounds of the Art Institute fill up with unshaven thin boys and skinny girls with straight hair and those lumpy cotton knee socks. They sit with their arms around each other, looking ecstatic. This lasts two or three days, and then it snows again, but while it goes on almost anything can happen.


  Pat sat at her desk in the reception room of The Fort Dearborn Press, with a pencil in her hand and a stack of copy paper so that anyone who came by would think she was working. It was the kind of day when nobody feels energetic. Pat's chignon was askew, and there was a carbon smudge on her chin. And she was tired--not tensely so, but pleasantly tired and drowsy from hard work, a relaxed mind, and the consciousness that she was on top of her job.


  "My God," she said happily, "what a week! I was up till midnight every night getting Annie's stuff packed and ready to ship, you never saw so goddam much junk in your life, and she wasn't any help either. Jackson's working nights now so you might have thought she'd pitch in and help, but no, all she does is sit around and look dreamy. It wouldn't surprise me any if she's pregnant." She glanced at Phyllis and changed her mind about her next sentence. "Anybody'd think she was crazy about the country, and all I've heard out of Annice Harvey all the time we were in high school was how she hated living out in the sticks. It burns me."


  Phyllis said equably, "Well, love does funny things to people." She tucked up a wisp of hair. "As long as she's happy."


  "Oh, she's happy all right. It's enough to make you throw up. She hangs on every word he says."


  Phyllis lit a cigarette. "How's your other friend, what's her name?"


  "I don't see her any more," Pat said. "She's living up on the North Side with some girl she works with--I told you, remember? She's all wrapped up in her job. It's funny, because she always used to be a real tense, melancholy kid. I can't see her turning into one of those tailored types."


  Phyllis added her smoked-out cigarette to the loaded ashtray. "Nobody ever knows what's in somebody else's mind. Everyone was so surprised when I had my nervous breakdown, and I used to be a terribly moody person really."


  Well, I'll be damned, Pat thought, watching her amble back to her own office with a fresh cup of coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other, to spend the next three hours dreaming up a blurb for a new book by a Swedish existentialist. You never know.


  Look at me, she thought suddenly. Good old pal Pat with the balloon hips. No worries, no problems. Maybe she's right.


  She pulled open the desk drawer that held her collection of newspaper clippings. The approaching Hahn-Thomson nuptials, as the society editor of the Sun-Times elegantly called them, were scheduled in about ten days. The happy pair would go to Bermuda for a month, after which Mr. Thomson would resign his post as an editor with The Fort Dearborn Press and go to Philadelphia, where he would work for a major advertising agency owned and operated by a cousin of the bride. Pat had a complete collection of the articles that had appeared in the four daily papers, and had pored over them until she memorized every detail of the bride's costume at every luncheon in her honor. It was rather like biting down on a sore tooth, over and over again, but she didn't care. If she couldn't be happy she was going to be good and miserable.


  Somehow, though, the last three or four weeks had taken the edge off her unhappiness. So much was happening in the actual three-dimensional world where she washed dishes and did castoffs that she had little time or energy left for emotional turmoil. Wearied by scrubbing woodwork and cleaning shelves--now that she was alone she would move into a single room--exhausted from packing and excited past relaxation by the things that were happening in the lives of her roommates, she had no chance to dwell on her own life. She fell asleep night after night almost before she could pull up the top sheet. In fact, she was finding out, as millions of other people have since the beginning of time, that it is almost impossible to earn a living and have your heart broken at the same time.


  She stretched, watching the twelve-o'clock exodus; the men drifting out first, then the girls, who had to comb their hair and fix their faces before they felt ready for lunch. Sunshine poured in at the windows and lay across her desk. She put her head down and sat in a blissful half-asleep, half-awake state for a while, not really thinking of anything, but aware of the clock's ticking and muted sounds from the floor below.


  After a while the door opened quietly and someone crossed the floor and stood in front of her desk. She looked up, blinking. Blake Thomson smiled at her. "Asleep on the job, huh?"


  "Gee, I'm sorry."


  "Don't apologize. Can't work all the time." Since his resignation had been announced he had been in the office only two or three days a week; now he looked around casually. "What a rat race this business is. Can't say I'm sorry to be getting out of it”


  "We'll miss you." She felt that her whole heart showed her eyes.


  Blake Thomson sat down on the edge of her desk. "Take my advice and stay single. By the time this shindig's over I'll be a basket case."


  "Worse for the bride, though."


  "She seems to be enjoying it." He looked sulky. "She's in New York for a couple days, buying frills for her trousseau. Marshall Field's isn't good enough. Leaves me at kind of a loose end." He swung one foot. "Would you care to go out to dinner tonight? Show? Or anything you want to do. Come on, be a nice kid and keep me from being bored to death."


  "Why--I don't know." In all her imaginings it had never happened like this. She felt the color rise in her face.


  "If you don't feel like going to a show, well, we could find something interesting to do." He laid a hand on her arm. "Ill bet you're a lot of fun when you get going."


  There was no mistaking his meaning. She sat shaking and tongue-tied, unable to find an answer. This was the man she had dreamed about night after night, hoping for a miracle that would bring him to her, ready to live in heartbroken loneliness the rest of her life if he didn't love her. She had been so pleased because she hadn't gone all the way with Johnny, because it meant that she could come into his arms with all her virgin pride and purity untouched. Sure, it was corny, it was old-fashioned, it embarrassed her to think about it. The great love of a lifetime, complete with nuptial Mass and a lifetime of bliss. But that was how it was.


  She said awkwardly, "You're going to be married in a week."


  "Hell, what's that got to do with it? A guy's entitled to a fling before he settles down." He moved his hand to her shoulder. "I bet you'd be a nice playmate. How about it?"


  She looked at him.


  "Think it over," he said, "and let me know." He sauntered into his own office and shut the door, casual, not concerned about the unfinished work he was leaving behind or the unasked and unrequited devotion she had been offering him, silently, all these weeks. Or--her heart swelled with sudden pity--for the woman who was making herself beautiful to marry him.


  She shook her head.


  Phyllis came in and found her still looking dazed. "Good God, it's beautiful out. Makes me wish I was seventeen and in love. Hey, baby, what's the matter? You got bad news or something?"


  She motioned at Thomson's closed door. "Oh, Handsome in?" Pat nodded, unable to trust her voice. She was afraid that if she opened her mouth she would burst into loud, childish, idiotic crying. Phyllis took a quarter out of her left-hand jacket pocket and dropped it into her right-hand pocket. "I win. I've been making book on you for weeks. He finally got around to it, huh?"


  "How did you know?"


  "Look," Phyllis said patiently, "that two-bit wolf propositions everybody. If they take him up on it, sooner or later the novelty wears off and they find themselves out on their can." Her lips thinned; her cheekbones stood out in sudden sharp relief. "Only one girl I know of who didn't get fired, and she had something on him. I feel sorry for that society babe he's hooked; she looks like a nice gal, and it's going to be an awful shock when she finds him in bed with the chambermaid or somebody on the honeymoon."


  Pat said weakly, "Maybe he’ll change when he gets married."


  "He asked you, didn't he? Practically on the way to church." Pat nodded. "You didn't tell him you would, did you?"


  Pat's look was answer enough.


  "That's okay, then," Phyllis said huskily. She took a Kleenex from the box on the desk and blew her nose hard. "You'll get over it."


  Pat sat staring after her retreating back. She didn't have to ask whether Phyllis had slept with him or not. You don't go on resenting a man you've turned down. All the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle fell into place--the girl who had the five-hundred-dollar abortion, the insistence on learning a skill, the contempt that was always in her voice when she spoke of Thomson, and his conciliatory and flattering air towards her. She thought, She's gone through it too, and she knew about me all the time. The realization was humbling, but oddly comforting.


  She looked out of the window, past the serried rows of windows of the Acme Building across the street. All this man and woman stuff, people wanting each other and being disappointed, or else getting what they wanted and finding out they didn't want it after all. It's too deep for me. I better start with somebody my own size.


  She felt as though she had lost something cherished, long held precious and irreplaceable--and now that it was gone, it didn't matter as much as she thought. Losing it, in fact, was rather a relief. She didn't have to polish it up and worry about it any more. She saw now that she had been hanging on to a dream that had lost its glitter.


  A crush, she thought in sudden wonder, amazed at the revelation. Like the crush she'd had on Mr. Walters in high school, mooning at him all through chem lab and almost flunking his course because she couldn't keep her mind on the experiments. Then it was over, like snapping your fingers, and suddenly Mr. Walters was a small mild man with a reedy voice and a large bossy wife, who favored the prettier girls in class.


  She felt good. I ought to feel terrible, she thought vaguely, watching the gyrations of two white pigeons against the blue, blue sky. She yawned.


  I'm me, she thought, and not no skinny society blonde with her bones showing. She looked down with distaste at the black crepe dress. What in God's name ever got into me? How come I've been trying to be somebody else all the time?


  Anybody that likes me from here on will have to like me the way I am.


  Her feet hurt. She pulled off the black pumps with their newly smart pointed toes and thin, spindly heels. Her toes ached with pure relief. From the bottom desk drawer, where she had thrown them last fall, she took the old raffia sandals with the dancing dolls, and slipped them on.


  Stan came in from lunch. She turned her biggest, brightest smile on him. "You doing anything next Sunday?" she demanded.


  "Why--no. I don't guess so."


  "I thought maybe we could go to Mass together, and then maybe you could help me move my stuff in your car. If you'd like to."


  "Hey, that would be swell. Tell you what, I'll pick you up and you can go to church with my folks. Mom would love to meet you." He hesitated, "She's always hollering at me, I don't bring some nice girl home to meet the family."


  Pat said warmly. "I'd love to."


  He grinned at her. "See you later."


  She was still smiling as she took the stack of galleys out of her workbasket and ranged the sharp pencils beside them. By next week, she thought, he'll think it was his own idea.


  She looked down the years that stretched ahead, full of promises--love, job, marriage, children. It looked good.


  Stan, she thought. Very neatly, she drew a comma and put a roof over it. It looked, she thought, like a little house.


  


  the end


  AFTERWORD


  A new revolution was underway at the start of the 1940s in America--a paperback revolution that would change the way publishers would produce and distribute books and how people would purchase and read them.


  In 1939 a new publishing company--Pocket Books--stormed onto the scene with the publication of its first paperbound book. These books were cheaply produced and sold in numbers never before seen, in large part due to a bold and innovative distribution model that soon after made Pocket Books available in drugstores, newsstands, bus and train stations, and cigar shops. The American public could not get enough of them, and before long the publishing industry began to take notice of Pocket Book’s astonishing success.


  Traditional publishers, salivating at the opportunity to cash in on the phenomenal success of the new paperback revolution, soon launched their own paperback ventures. Pocket Books was joined by Avon in 1941, Popular Library in 1942, and Dell in 1943. The popular genres reflected the tastes of Americans during World War II--mysteries, thrillers, and “hardboiled detective” stories were all the rage.


  World War II proved to be a boon to the emerging paperback industry. During the war, a landmark agreement was reached with the government in which paperbound books would be produced at a very low price for distribution to service men and women overseas. These books were often passed from one soldier or sailor to another, being read and re-read over and over again until they literally fell apart. Their stories of home helped ease the servicemen’s loneliness and homesickness, and they could be easily carried in uniform pockets and read anywhere--in fox holes, barracks, transport planes, etc. Of course, once the war was over millions of veterans returned home with an insatiable appetite for reading. They were hooked, and their passion for reading these books helped launch a period of unprecedented growth in the paperback industry.


  In the early 1950s new subgenres emerged--science fiction, lesbiana, juvenile delinquent and “sleaze”, for instance--that would tantalize readers with gritty, realistic and lurid stories never seen before. Publishers had come to realize that sex sells. In a competitive frenzy for readers, they tossed away their staid and straightforward cover images for alluring covers that frequently featured a sexy woman in some form of undress, along with a suggestive tag line that promised stories of sex and violence within the covers. Before long, books with sensational covers had completely taken over the paperback racks and cash registers. To this day, the cover art of these vintage paperback books are just as sought after as the books themselves were sixty years ago.


  With the birth of the lesbian-themed pulp novel, women who loved women could finally see themselves--their experiences and their lives--represented within the pages of a book. They finally had a literature they could call their own. Of course, that’s not what the publishers of the day intended--these books were written primarily for men… indeed shamelessly packaged and published to titillate the male reading public.


  Some of the books were written by men using female pseudonyms and were illustrated by cover artists who never read the content between the covers. However, a good number were written by women, many of whom were lesbians themselves. For lesbians across the country, especially those living isolated lives in small towns, these books provided a sense of community they never knew existed… a connection to women who experienced the same longings, feelings and fears as they did–-the powerful knowledge that they were not alone.


  We are excited to make these wonderful paperback stories available in ebook format to new generations of readers. We present them in their original form with very little modification so as to preserve the tone and atmosphere of the time period. In fact, much of the language--the slang, the colloquialisms, the lingo, even the spellings of some words—appear as they were written fifty or sixty years ago. The stories themselves reflect the time period in which they were written, reflecting the censorship, sensibilities and biases of the 1950s and early 1960s. Still, these lesbian pulp novels are a treasure in our collective literary history and we hope you will enjoy this nostalgic journey back in time.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
VALERIE TAYLOR

3
it}






