GOLD MEDAL|
=2

ST'1$+9-855€-1

Bestselling Author of
THE DREADFUL LEMON SKY

ALLTHESE
CONDEMNED

N

11’3

3@@
}/b‘ /|
20






There was only one man she
had ever made happy—rthe
man who finally had the

courage to murder her . . .
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They reckon death a blessing,
Yet make of life an anxious joy,

’ A villa thin with gilded laughter,
All these condemned.

DECIMUS JUNIUS JUVENALIS
Satire Number Twelve

Chapter One

(NoeEL HESS—AFTERWARD)

WHEN AT LAST they found her and took her out of the water
I knew I had to go down and look at her. It was more than
that sweaty curiosity that surrounds the sudden death of a
stranger on a city sidewalk. But there was some of that, too.
In all honesty I had to admit that there was some of that,
too. ¢

I had left Randy, my husband, asleep in the bedroom shi
had assigned to us, that smallest of the guest bedrooms. I
supposed she had selected it coldly for us, with an objective
consideration of our status, half guest, half employee.

- Randy had remained awake for a time, dithering about the
future, growing increasingly more haunted, until at last emo-
tional exhaustion had taken him, aided a bit by the sleeping
pills I began to use long ago, when he first took her on as a
client, even before her affairs became his exclusive concern,
before she began to devour him with the dainty and absent-
minded finesse of a mantis.

I had left him there and gone to the big living room,
overlooking the lake. There was one small light in the room,
in a far corner. A mammoth trooper stood at parade rest,
hands locked behind him, leather creaking as he breathed
with big slow lungs, looking out the window at the pattern
of the lights and the boats. I wondered where the others were.
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I felt very tiny and feminine beside the trooper. He smelled
of wool and leather and, oddly, the woods.

“It must be getting chilly out there,” I said. “I could have
Rosalita make some coffee.”

He looked down on me. “That’s been taken care of,
ma’am.”

His tone made me feel ineffectual. “Do you think there’s
much chance of finding. .. the body?” I asked him.

“Lake bottom is bad on this side, ma’am. Lots of big
rocks. They keep hanging up the grapples on the rocks. But
they’ll get her. They always do.”

“There seem to be an awful lot of boats out there.”

“People around here pitch in when there’s a drowning. I
don’t know as I remember your name. I’'m Trooper Maleski.”

“I’m Mrs. Randolph Hess.”

“I got you placed now, Mrs. Hess. Your husband is
another one worked for her. Hard to keep people straight
here. Some of them in pretty bad shape when we got here. I
guess there was a lot of drinking.”

“Not everyone,” I said, and I wondered why I should be so
defensive.

“She put on a lot of parties here, they tell me. Pretty fancy
layout. Lot of privacy. You get a lot of drunk people around
the water and sooner or later youre going to have an
accident.” His voice was full of ponderous morality. We had
kept our voices low. It seemed instinctive in the wake of
death.

“I guess this Mrs. Ferris was a pretty well-to-do woman.’

“A wealthy woman, Mr. Maleski.”

“They’ll be reporters here in the morning, I'd say. They’ll‘
get the word and drive up here. Or maybe rent a float plane,
the smart ones. What kind of job has that fellow Winsan got?”

“He’s a public-relations man.”

“I get it now. He’s out in one of the boats trying to help
out. He’s sure eager to find her before any newspaper people
get up here. I guess he doesn’t want them to find out she
was swimming naked. But I'd think that would come out in
the coroner’s report anyway.”

“Steve would try to prevent any scandal he could, Mr.
Maleski.”

“He’s got himself a job this time. They’d already started
dragging for her when that deputy sheriff found her swim-
ming suit shoved in the big pocket of that robe. It makes it
harder, dragging for her.”
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His slow words made a mental image that was, for a
moment, entirely too vivid. The room went far away from me
and there was a noise like the sound of surf in my ears.
Reality returned slowly. I stood beside him and we looked
out. The gasoline lanterns on the boats made vivid patterns
on the water. The lights were so perfectly white they looked
blue. In contrast the flashlights and the kerosene lanterns
were orange.

The look of lights moving on the water stirred some
reluctant memory in me. It took a long time to bring it clear,
as though I forced a key to turn in a rusted lock. Then I
remembered and was saddened by the memory. When I was
small my parents had taken me to the west coast of Florida,
to a shabby little fishing village. There had been a secret in
the house. I was aware of the existence of a secret, without
knowing what it was. I knew only that it was bad. People
were always talking in whispers in the next room. And one
night my father fell down and died, and I knew what the
secret had been. We had rented a house on a bay there, and
during the October nights the commercial fishermen had
spread their gill nets in the bay waters, and they had lights
on their staunch and clumsy boats, and there had been a great
number of them out the night my father had died. It had
perhaps been a very good night for fishing.

The trooper had been silent a long time. He said, quite
unexpectedly, “You know, Mrs. Hess, I can’t get over that
Judy Jonah. I guess I've seen her on the TV a hundred
times. I used to think she was the funniest woman in the
world. She hasn’t seemed so funny lately. But anyway, I
always thought she was a great big woman. She’s not much
bigger than you are, is she?”

“They say you look bigger than you are.”

“That must be it. I guess she hasn’t got much to be funny
about fonight, eh?”

“Not very much.”

“You could have knocked me over with a pin feather
when I walk in and see her. Last person in the world I
expected to see up here in the woods.”

“Do you know where she is now, Mr. Maleski?”

“She was down on the dock a while back, just looking,
wearing a man’s jacket. She must have gone around in the
back someplace.”

I thought of Judy. She wasn’t going to do any more
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weeping than I would. Not over Wilma Ferris. We had other
things to weep over.

“Have you been up here before? I guess you would have,”
the trooper said.

“Many times.”

“] guess she put a lot of money in this place. Fanciest
place for miles around. Maybe in the whole country. You
know, I always thought it was a kind of crazy house, all this
glass and a flat roof in snow country, and those terrace
things sticking out. I mean it looks funny as hell from the
lake when you’re out in a boat. But standing in here like
this, I guess a fella could get to like this sort of thimg.”

“That was her stock in trade.”

“What do you mean, Mrs. Hess?”

“The way people could get to like this sort of thing.” The
way Randy got to like it too well, and what it was doing to
Mavis Dockerty while Paul had to stand by and watch it
happen to her, and the way Gilman Hayes was soaking it all
up. Even Steve Winsan and Wallace Dorn and myself—all of
us jumping and whirling in marionette blindness while Wilma
Ferris toyed with apparent purposelessness with our strings.

“I guess I see what you mean,” the trooper said. “She
used it for sort of business purposes. Like getting a fella off
guard.” :

“Like that,” I said.

“There was the eight guests and Mrs. Ferris and the three
Mexican servants. Twelve in all. Is that right?”

I counted them in my mind. “That’s right.”

“If anybody wants servants up here, they got to bring them
up. There isn’t anybody up here does much of that kind of
work. How about these Mexicans? Where’d she find them?”

“They came up from Mexico. She has a house down there.
In Cuernavaca. She has them come up here for the summer.”

“Is her house down there like this one?”

“No. It’s very, very old. With a high wall around it. A
Spanish house near the center of the town. She has...had
that house and this one and the apartment in New York.”

“Nice work if you can get it,” the trooper said. “I've seen
her in the village a lot of times. Well, not a lot. Maybe three
or four times. I've only been up here two years. I used to be
in the troop up in Malone. She was a good-looking woman.
How old would you say she was?”

“She kept that a state secret, Mr. Maleski. When she was
divorced the last time, Time covered it in their Milestones
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column and said she was forty-two. Wilma was furious. She
wanted to be considered as being about thirty-four or so. I
would say she was probably forty-five. She didn’t look it.”

The trooper grunted. “Damn well told she didn’t! Forty-
five. That’s hard to believe.”

“She worked at it, Mr. Maleski.”

I suddenly realized that I was looking at the outline of the
hills in the east and had been able to see them for some time.
I stepped closer to the window. The stars had paled; just a
few of them were visible. ;

“Dawn coming,” the trooper said. “Going on for five now,
daylight time.”

The lights on the boats had lost some of their intensity.
The water was no longer jet. It was the color of wet slate.
And I heard the call then from one of the boats, a cry that
had a different note from those that had gone before. All the
other boats seemed to stop, and I sensed a change in the big
body of the trooper beside me, a new alertness. The other
boats began to move in a new way, began to converge.

“Looks like they got her,” the trooper said.

He walked ponderously to the door that opened onto the
main terrace. I followed him. He opened the door and then
realized I was going along with him. He stopped as though
to bar the way. “You better stay in the house here. Might be
messy to look at.”

“I'm going down there, Mr. Maleski.”

Talking there so long in quiet voices, we had achieved a
sort of friendliness. I saw it leave his face. I was no longer a
woman he had talked to in a friendly way in the semidark-
ness. I was one of them. One of the moneyed drinkers, the
nude swimmers, the mate traders.

“Suit yourself,” he said.

I followed him down the long curve of the stone steps to
the narrower terrace that sent the twin prongs of the concrete
docks out eight feet into the lake. They were each ten feet
wide and they were set about fifty feet apart, so that they
carried out the basic U pattern of the big house on the rock
ledge thirty feet above the surface of the lake.

“Got her?” the trooper yelled toward the lights.

“We got her, Joe,” somebody answered. And somebody
said something in a low voice and there was a male snort of
bawdy laughter, quickly stilled.
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“Get those floods on, Joe, so we can see where we’re
coming in.”

He asked me where the switches were. I said I would do
it. I hurried up the steps and went to the box on the side of
the house by the main terrace. I did not know which ones
they wanted, so I turned them all on, all the batteries of
sealed-beam lights that so brightly flooded the terraces and
the twin docks and the house walls and the surrounding
woods that the gray promise of dawn was suddenly gone and
it was full night again.

I hurried back down to be on the dock again when she
was brought in. Judy Jonah was already there. Others were
coming. Gilman Hayes, who giggled nervously. Mavis Dock-
erty, sobbing aloud again. Wallace Dorn, cloaked in solemn
dignity. The lights on the boats were going out, one by one.
But they did not head for home. They followed the boat in,
the boat containing the body of my enemy.

Steve Winsan climbed up onto the dock from another
boat. He glanced at me. His good square face was pulled
tight with strain. But even in the urgency of that moment he
managed to put something into his look that was for me
alone. And warmed me. The bier came alongside the dock.
There were two old men in it. Twin Charons, with the
reptilian wiriness of old men who do physical work. The
trooper in the other boat bawled unnecessary instructions.
Trooper Maleski and Steve Winsan knelt side by side to lift
the body up. I moved close behind them. I could see down
over the broad shoulder of the trooper. I saw her foot, very
still and very white, projecting from under the edge of a
greasy tarp. Wilma Ferris under a greasy tarp. I could
imagine her nose wrinkled in distaste.

“Hook catch her in the arm,” one of the old men said to
all of us. “Slipped when she come up. Nearly lost her, but
Jimmy, he grabbed her quick. She was about sixty feet off
this end of the dock. I'd judge she were in forty feet of
water.”

There was a lot of awkward fumbling. The old men
tucked the tarp around her and worked the body up to
where Maleski and Steve could get hold of it. They had to
move back to make room to put her on the dock, and in
doing so the big trooper stepped on the trailing edge of the
tarp and half stumbled backward, dropping her legs. Steve
held onto the tarp and it came loose and she rolled out onto
the concrete dock, white, flaccid, heavy. Her dark long hair
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was pasted to half her face, and the other half had a blue
glow in the lights. I saw for the first time the rumored
richness of her body and saw how, even in the looseness of
death, her breasts were large and firm, her belly taut, her
thighs like Greek marble polished by centuries.

There was a silence there in the lights that was like a long
exhalation. I saw then that her body was visibly changing
color, visibly darkening. The trooper and Steve began fum-
bling with the tarp and Judy Jonah said in her harsh expres-
sive voice, “Cover her up, for God’s sake, you pair of
clowns!”

They got the tarp over her. It was a dead thing. When it
had been alive it had taken all T had. Using the weapons of
money, of dominance, and of the body’s richness as they
were needed.

There was considerable argument as to whether it should
be left on the dock for the coroner’s inspection, or if it could
legally be taken up to the house. Boats began to pull away,
outboard motors catching and then rattling their tin thunder
off the dawn mountains, Deputy Sheriff Fish making a point
of yelling his thanks at each boat. The coroner, an unexpect-
edly young man with overlong sideburns, settled the argu-
ment by arriving, shooing us all off the dock except the
officials, and conducting his examination on the spot.

I felt as if I had soiled myself by going down to look at
her in death, and yet I had to be certain she was dead. I had
needed an assurance based on more than being told. I looked
in on Randy. He slept heavily, his mouth open. What would
become of him now? Wilma had forced us to live up to an
expected standard. So all we had left from the years of her
were debts, a lease on an apartment too big for us, too many
expensive clothes, and a large salary that had stopped when
her heart had stopped. Somewhere he had to find the nerve,
the guts to start again as we had once started together. But it
was difficult to think of guts when she had so cleverly
eviscerated him over the years, wrapping him in strand after
strand before performing the brutal operation. Any single
strand could have been broken. But not all of them. She had
debased both of us.

I decided not to wake him and tell him. He would know
soon enough that they had found it. I went back down the
hallway toward the living room. I wondered if Steve were in
his room. His door opened so suddenly it startled me.

“Noel,” he said, saying it, as he always does, with that
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special tone that is for me. “I thought that was your step.
Nobody else walks quite that way.” He took my wrist and
pulled me, unprotesting, into his room. He closed the door
quietly.

“What a mess!” he said. “God, what a mess! Is Randy
carrying on again?”

“He’s still sleeping. I gave him pills. He needs to sleep.”

He had been washing his hands. His sleeves were rolled
up. The crisp brown hair on his strong arms was matted and
wet where he had dried hastily and imperfectly. He put his
hands on my waist and they felt strong. I am glad I am slim
for him. I am glad he likes shoe-button eyes, an upper lip
that is a little too long, and my flavor of gravity. He pushed
his mouth down hard on my lips, taking away my breath
and my will.

“This is still the same,” he said against my hair, still
holding me.

“No,” I said. “It isn’t the same. It was simple yesterday,
wasn’t it? Everything was perfectly dandy.” I began to cry. I
hadn’t wanted to cry. We sat on his bed, his arm around me.

“You better tell me what you mean, Noel.”

I had to explain it carefully. “Last night she was there. He
had a place to go. Emotionally, I mean. That could be the
end of it. With no regrets, because I finally stopped loving
him. It took a long time to stop, but I finally stopped. She
had become his whole life. And I was just such a little part
of it, he would hardly have missed me. But now he needs
me, Steve.”

“That’s a trap,” he said. “Females fall into it all the time.
Maternal stuff. Poor little man needs you. Don’t be ridicu-
lous.”

“She turned him from a man into a flunky. He’s going to
need help if he tries to turn back into a man.”

“For richer and for poorer? In sickness and in health?”
Steve said bitterly. I did not like the curl of his lip. It was
contemptuous of me, of the person I am. And if he loves
what I am, what I believe is a part of me ... And he should
not show contempt.

“I only know what I have to do.”

“Then I'm to consider this the brush-off.”

It was not what I wanted him to say, God knows. I did
not want such an easy and empty victory. It was his duty to
talk me out of it, to give me all the reasons why I should
leave Randy as we had talked about it last night. He should
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have given me all the reasons why he wanted me to leave the
sinking ship that was Randolph Hess.

But that was not the dreadful thing, the most dreadful
thing. I am sensitive to people. I see little clues in their faces.
And I saw, in Steve’s face, a concealed relief. As though
something were going far easier for him than he had antici-
pated.

I made myself test him. “Really, Steve, after all, haven’t we
got just a little bit too serious about all this? I mean it made
it more dramatic and all, but . . . after all, we are a couple of
adults, aren’t we?”

He looked at me in a startled way and then he laughed
softly. “God, Noel, you're a package of surprises. Youre
right. We are all grown up.”

I smiled. “And it didn’t mean as much as we said it did.”

He ruffled my hair. “I guess not, kitten. But you’ve been
awful good for me. I want you to know that. I mean just
knowing somebody like you.”

And that was the end of it, of course. I felt more soiled
than when I had gone to look at her body. Than when I
had sat and looked at the face of my sleeping husband,
hating him. More soiled, because at least those emotions had
been direct and honest. But this with Steve had been a
cheapness. A baseness. Week-end entertainment, married-love
variety. I sat and smiled at him and saw how he was. All the
pose and the faking. Making his living from poses and
fakings and posturings and lies so that there was no longer
any Steve Winsan left at all. Maybe there had been such a
man once. Now he was an attractive shell stuffed solid with
press clippings. g

He kissed my ear playfully. It made my ear ring. His hand
was on my waist. “Now that we understand each other,
kitten, let us do some relaxing. Hell, I think I can steer some
people to Randy if he wants to set up an office again. It
would be nice to keep you right in New York.”

“That’s sweet of you,” I said.

His square hand left my waist and gently pulled my
sweater free of my skirt in back, crept up my spine to the
fastening of my bra, and fumbled there a very short time
before the fastening was released. It was something he had
learned to do very well indeed.

" There is something perverse within you. It says that when
you have been tricked and humiliated, you must seek further
degradation. I sat in numbness, with his hands on me,
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perfectly willing to respond with completely faked emotions,
perfectly willing to accept his meaningless and casual use of
me, accepting him as a punishment, as ashes on the head of
mourning. There was nothing at all left now, not even a way
of escape.

And there was a soft servile tapping at the door and the
voice of Amparo, the sturdy and very lovely Mexican maid.
“Meester Weensan?”

He ceased his tactile deliberations. “What do you want?”’

“The policia, they say come right away, sir, to the beeg
room, sir. Everywan.”

He looked at me and raised his eyebrows and shrugged
and called to her that he would be right along. We got off
the bed. He rolled his sleeves down and put on his jacket
while I fastened my bra and tucked my sweater back in.
There was a crudeness in being there like that together, with
the homely formulae of fixing our clothing—a crudeness and
the death of magic.

He opened the door and looked up and down the hallway
and then said, “O.K., Noel.” As I started to go by him, out
into the hallway, he clapped his square hand against my
haunch in what I guessed was supposed to be rude affection
and the affirmation of possession.

But I have never liked to be touched except by those I
love. I turned sharply and I do not know what my face
looked like, but I do know that I made the quick sound of
exhalation and warning that a cat will make as I raked at his
face. He gasped with pain and ]umped back. I went down
the hallway alone.

They were in the big living room. The lounge, as Wilma
had called it. The big expanse of glass was gray. There was
rose color outlining the eastern hills. I realized it was Sunday
morning, and there was something shocking in realizing that.

The two troopers, Carran and Maleski, were there, and the
bulky officiousness of Deputy Sheriff Fish and the sideburned
young coroner, all with the looks of ranks closed against us.
José Vega, the butler-bartender-handy man, stood in a corner
with the mild docility of the horse he so much resembled.
His elder sister, the cook, Rosalita Vega, stood beside him.
Amparo Loma, the pretty maid, sat uneasily on a chair as
though she had been invited to sit down, had sat down
obediently, and suddenly found herself to be the only servant
seated and did not know quite how to terminate the embar-
rassment.
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My husband came into the room soon after I did. He was
fusty with doped sleep, rumpled and vague-looking, yawn-
ing and nervous at the same time. He gave me a nod and
sat over beside Judy Jonah and asked, too loudly, “What’s
up, anyway?” Nobody answered him.

Gilman Hayes, Wilma’s protégé, sat on the floor near the
pale lamp wearing his Basque shirt and ragged shorts, long
hard round brown legs crossed. He was looking with con-
tempt at a book of reproductions. Wallace Dorn sat on the
couch with the Dockertys. They talked in very low voices.
Finally Steve entered the room. He gave me a sharp unpleas-
ant look and sat as far from me as possible. He had two
strips of tape on his left cheek. I felt a cold amusement.

... “That’s everybody,” Trooper Maleski said. “You want to
take it, George?”

Deputy Sheriff Fish looked both pleased and self-
important. He took a step forward and cleared his throat.
“We ... I figured you people better all know the score just as
soon as possible. When we got here last night, those of you

- we talked to give us the pretty clear idea of how it was an
accidental drownding. Doc Andros here says she drownded,
all right. That was the cause of death, he says. But he didn’t
like the look of the pupils of her eyes, he says. So he gave
her an extra good looking over and he finds out she was
stobbed in the back of the head with something sharp. It
punched a hole in her head bone and maybe if she wasn’t in
the water she might of died of it eventually. But being in the
water and still breathing, she just naturally drownded. We’ve
been over that dock and those boats there with fine-tooth
combs and there’s nothing she could have fell on to do that.

“It was a round thing with a sharp point and she got
stuck with it right here.” He turned around and pointed at
his own head to show us. “So that can only mean one thing,
and that’s a murder. Now Les Riley, the sheriff, is sick abed,
but there’s going to be other people here that’ll want to talk
with you folks about this thing. The county attorney—that’s
J. P. Walther—and a lieutenant from the criminal-
investigation part of the state police are both coming, and
more than likely they’ll both bring along some people with
them. In the meantime, by reason of the authority vested in
me I’'m here and now telling you folks that you all stay right
here. Joe, you take up a collection of car keys and label
them. I don’t want you down on the dock or out on the
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grounds. You stay right here in this house. That clear to
everybody?”

Steve spoke up. “It’s clear, sir. 'm sure we’ll all cooperate.
My name is Winsan. Steve Winsan. As a public-relations
counselor, I'm used to dealing with the press. In fact, Mrs.
Ferris was a client of mine. Miss Jonah and Mr. Gilman
Hayes are also clients. They have reputations to protect, sir.
I'm asking you to let me handle the working press on this
whole matter. With people like Judy Jonah and Wilma Ferris
and Gilman Hayes involved, they’re going to swoop down on
this place like locusts. It will require careful handling.”

“Now, I just don’t know about that,” the deputy sheriff
said dubiously.

Steve interrupted to say, “And by the way, I'd like to
write down your name, your full name, so the papers won’t
get it wrong. And the names of these other gentlemen, of
course.”

“I guess it’s a smart thing to use a man who knows his
business,” Fish said, looking questioningly at the troopers.

“This whole place will be a three-ring circus before noon,”
Steve said.

I was perfectly aware that I was going to be violently sick.
I did not know how much time I had. As I walked toward
the door, Fish said, “Where are you going, lady?”

“To lie down,” I told him. I did not look back. No one
stopped me. I made our room in time.

I was sick and then I washed and then I stretched out on
my unused bed. I tried to think coherently about myself. God
knows I had seen enough sharpies in the past few years. I'd
seen more than enough slick ones. I'd seen Randy moving
ever closer to filth and had kept a certain pride in keeping
myself clean. And then I had been taken like a schoolgirl by
one of the worst ones. By one of the ones who cultivate a
hearty honest manner.

Wilma’s death no longer seemed important to me. She had
died a long time ago.

I slipped sideways into dreams that moved like acid across
my mind, awakening in sweat only to slip back again, help-
less against my exhaustion and my regret.
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Chapter Two

(PAUL DOCKERTY—BEFORE)

IT wAs a three-hundred-mile drive to Wilma’s place at Lake
Vale, and in spite of the work I had piled up, Mavis, my wife,
absolutely refused to arrive Saturday instead of Friday. She
said that she had accepted the invitation and promised we
would arrive Friday in time for cocktails.

And then she gave me that bland look which is such an
infuriating copy of Wilma’s and said, “But, darling, you work
for her, don’t you? I should think it would be important to
you.”

Yes, I worked for Wilma Ferris. There was no denying
that. But my lovely wife couldn’t seem to get it through her
thick head that I also had a reputation in the field to uphold.
Before I had gone with Ferris, Incorporated, I had been a
senior consultant with Ramsey and Shaver, Management En-
gineers. I had specialized in revamping the sales set up of the
client firms. The works. Distribution, outlets, advertising,
market surveys.

And it was a black day indeed when I resigned from
Ramsey and Shaver and went to work for twice the money
for Ferris, Incorporated. I made the change after she spent a
whole morning sitting across a desk from me and making
good hardheaded sense. The company certainly wasn’t sick.
It was highly profitable. But not what it could be. She gave
me the entire picture. The factory was in Jersey. They had
two lines of cosmetics. The Ferris line was the specialty-shop
line, high-priced. Symbol of luxury. The Wilma line was the
bread and butter. The chain-store stuff, big quantities, low
profit margin. But distribution on both lines was a shambles.
Sales had started downward. The sales manager had recently
done the firm a favor by dropping dead. She wanted the
sales trend healthy, the whole sales end revamped. She of-
fered a good salary. I talked it over with Mavis. I accepted
it.

17



Because, you see, Wilma Ferris had talked hardheaded
sense. At one point her voice got throatier, huskier, and she
looked me in the eye and said, “Don’t ever try to kid me
about the business, Paul. I started it with these two hands in
a fourth-floor walkup. I started with Ferris Kreme. I mixed
the glop up in a vat. I bought the jars wholesale. I designed
the labels and stuck them on. I filled the jars and capped
them and peddled them and collected my own accounts.
Don’t ever try to kid me.”

“Why tell me that?”

“Lots of people try. They think they can walk off with a
piece of the business just because I spend so damn little time
at it. I spend little time at it because I've earned leisure. I've
worked for it. I enjoy myself, Paul. I enjoy myself a hell of a
lot. I hire people and let them work and leave them alone
while I play.”

I wish to God she’d left Mavis and me alone.

Because that was the first time and the last time she ever
made sense to me. After that I began to learn what she was.
But by then our standard of living had gone up to match my
new salary.

“Besides,” Mavis said, turning from the lengthy business of
brushing her hair, speaking as though it were the clincher,
“the Hesses will be there, and Judy Jonah and Wallace
Dorn, and you’ll certainly have a chance to talk business with
them, won’t you?”

Mavis felt we had to go because it was the first time we
had been invited up to that reputedly fabulous place at the
lake. But I could guess what sort of mess it would be. We’d
been at Wilma’s apartment enough times to learn that. And
people who knew had told me that if I thought Wilma a bit
extroverted during her apartment parties, I should see her at
the lake sometime. Or in Cuernavaca.

Mavis took over the packing and by the time we were
ready to leave a stranger would have guessed we were about
to take a cruise to Norway, stopping at Bermuda on the way
back. I shuddered to think of how much of my fat pay was
stowed away in those suitcases. I got Herman to help me,
and between the two of us we got it all down to the
apartment garage and loaded it in the back end of the new
car. I know that Mavis looked very nice indeed, but it was
spoiled for me because of her hair. She had started to fix her
hair like Wilma’s. She sees too damn much of Wilma.
They’re built somewhat alike—both tall women solid in the
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hip, big-breasted, slim in waist, ankle, wrist. Women that
look and act alive and have some warm substance to them.
They have none of the anemia of the high-fashion ads. I am
a big man but, contrary to legend, my tastes have not run to
miniature women.

This fixation of Mavis’ needs some explaining. I hear that
it happens often. I have just never seen it happen before. I'l
have to expain how she was in order to explain how she is.
I met her six years ago. She was twenty-one, to my thirty.
She was a file clerk in a client plant in Troy, New York. I
worked at the client plant for four months. There was
something vague and unformed about her. Uninformed, too.
Not that I can afford to be any intellectual snob. My college
background was too much concerned with work sheets, re-
serves for depreciation, and time and motion study. But
regardless of background, people do seem to acquire some
stable theories and philosophies of existence, right or wrong.
Mavis believed earnestly in any idea with which she hap-
pened to come in contact. And she would jettison it imme-
diately when she ran smack into the next idea.

Her vacillating earnestness so delighted me that I didn’t
pay much attention to her lack of any vestige of a sense.of
humor. I can’t remember the name of that play by Old
Whiskers where he takes a dumb girl and has the guy make
her into a lady. There is some of that tendency in every man,
1 guess. Not that I wanted to make Mavis into a lady. She
was ladylike enough. But I thought I could start with this big
pretty sort of formless girl and marry her and she would
learn what I liked and become what I liked.

It didn’t work that way. I married her and she stayed the
same old Mavis. Take her to a movie and for the next two
days she’d be Betty Grable until she saw the next movie. She
kept changing her hair, her accent, her style of dress, even
her responses to affection. You couldn’t call it shallowness.
She just hadn’t solidified into any one special individual. And
I began to accept the fact that she never would, and accepted
her for herself. She amused me. She fed me well. She was
warm in bed. And she was decorative. If that is what you
get, you can make it do. Even if there is no intellectual
stimulation. Almost, I used to think, like having a great big
beautiful playful red setter in the house.

That’s the way she was. Until we fell into the orbit around
Wilma Ferris. Wilma is the strongest woman I know. My
God, she’s strong. She keeps pressure on you all the time. As
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they say about certain entertainers, she’s always on. There is
never any directness or simplicity. Only the impression there-
of. And my girl became like a big fluttery moth circling the
hot flame. She dived in finally and came out and she wasn’t
Mavis any more. She was another edition of Wilma. Not
deep on the inside, where Wilma is like steel. But all the
outward manifestations. Wilma seemed to polarize her. To
line up all her molecules or something. So she thinks Wilma
is the mostest woman that ever walked the earth, and each
day there is less of Mavis and more of Wilma. And the hell
of it is, perfecting the facsimile means getting as close to
Wilma’s standard of living as we can.

That alone I could adjust to. But my Mavis was a good
girl. I mean good in the old-fashioned sense. Where things are
black and other things are white. Wilma operates in an even
shade of gray. And I have sensed that Wiima is superimpos-
ing her own moral standards on my Mavis. That frightens
me.

I think there was a time when I could have told Mavis a
little story about Wilma. And the little story would have
severed that umbilical cord through which she feeds Mavis.
But I waited too long, and if I told her now she might look
at me with that derision I saw that afternoon in Wilma’s
eyes.

Wilma asked me to come up to her apartment. A chat
about our tie-up with the advertising agency, Fern and
Howey. But from the moment I walked in, I sensed how it
was. She had set her de luxe stage, and all I had to do was
reach out. I damn near did. I was very, very close. But I kept
remembering Randy Hess, remembering that big ring she had
put in his nose, and I didn’t want any such ring in my nose.
A business relationship was entirely enough. I gingerly un-
tangled myself and made it just obvious enough so that she
could hint that I was scared. I said it wasn’t that, exactly,
and was rewarded with her look of derision. From that
afternoon on she started seeing even more of Mavis. It
sounds a little crazy to say that because she batted zero with
me, she would concentrate on making my wife emotionally
dependent on her, but not when you know Wilma. She has
to win, somehow. I think it was Steve Winsan who told me
about the titled lady in Cuernavaca who consistently and
politely declined all invitations to attend parties at Wilma’s
place. Not long after that the Mexican authorities found
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an irregularity in the titled lady’s residence permit, and the
lady had to go back from whence she came.

Wilma had been entertaining the Mexican official who was
in charge of those permits.

She has to win, somehow.

I can understand some of it and I don’t blame her. She
came from nothing. From a complete nothing. The lower
East Side, they say, where you learn a hell of a lot about
survival. Maybe it was there that she learned she had to win
all the time. And maybe if she was still struggling, that desire
to win would be channeled in the right direction. But she has
won, and so it has been diverted to a lot of social and
personal stuff, where it becomes just so much malicious mis-
chief, and worse. Like those two husbands she took on. One
ended up a hopeless alcoholic, and the first one shot himself.
They were sort of unstable guys to start with. I sometimes
think she is attracted to instability, that she sort of feeds on
it. Randy Hess is a pretty good example of that.

I’'ve made her sound like a mess. Actually she is a hell of a
lot of woman. You’ve got to admire her. But sort of in the
way you admire a parade going by. With a lot of drums.

We got in the car and started up the parkway and you
could feel what kind of day it was going to be in the city. A
bake job. One of those Dutch-oven days followed by a night
when all that stone would be radiating heat until dawn.

Mavis said, “Dahling, it would have been a dreadful day
to stay in town.” Accent, intonation, huskiness—all a lovely
imitation of Wilma Ferris. And she was drenched with that
damn stuff Wilma uses. Blue Neon, it’s called. Twenty bucks
an ounce, and our chemists say it’s one of the heaviest in the
Ferris line. I wished Wilma Ferris would be suddenly taken
dead. It wouldn’t affect my job. And it might give me my
wife back.

Once we got far enough north so that we had a reasona-
ble assurance of keeping moving, I pulled over on the grass
and put the top down. I'd needed the new car like a second
head, but once Wilma had casually mentioned that she
thought closed cars were terribly dull, I knew that sooner or
later I would have to trade.

We had the big fight before we got to Albany. I guess I
started it. It was some damn thing she said that parroted an
opinion of Wilma’s. And I asked her if she would please, for
God’s sake, start being herself and stop being a cheap imita-

21



tion of Wilma. And she told me that Wilma was the finest
woman she had ever met, and Wilma was doing so much for
her, and I ought to be grateful instead of stinking about it,
and it was any wife’s job to improve herself and she wanted
to be a credit to me, and it helped me for her to be so close
to Wilma, her best friend practically, and I wanted to shut
her up in a jail or something so she couldn’t have any
friends, make a nun out of her or something. And then she
got as far away from me as she could and she cried in a way
that was entirely alien to her. An aloof weeping, full of pain
and dignity. I just wished she would cry the way she used to.
A lusty, puff-eyed yowling, full of snorts and wet noises.

“It’s going to be a dandy week end, isn’t it?” I said.

“Divine,” she said remotely.

Traffic was heavy, but out of annoyance with her and with
myself I drove too fast, so we got to Lake Vale a little before
five. I looked at the marked map. Her place was on the
opposite side of the lake from the village. Mavis sat forward,
obviously excited at seeing the place. She was the one who
spotted the sign. A varnished plaque swinging from wrought
iron, with the name written on it in brass in flowing script
with no capital letter, the same as on the trade-mark: ferris.
I turned left down the narrow gravel road toward the lake.

Except for the obvious fact of a power line and a phone
line going in, the winding rutted road would make you think
you were heading for a beat-up cabin. We went through over
a thousand feet of woods, a thick stand of birch and pine
and maple, all downhill, then we saw the blue gleam of the
lake through the trees and saw the house itself. It would take
your breath away, that house by the lake. Not just because it
was so damn big. I'd heard she brought up some kid architect
from Miami on the assumption that at least he’d do some-
thing different. He’d done it, all right. Stone and wood and a
lot of glass, but none of that business about looking as
though it grew out of the rock ledge on which it stood. That
place looked as if it had glided in and was ready to take off
across the lake as soon as you fired the rockets. Mavis
looked at it in a glaze of ecstasy, lips parted, fingers wound
in knots.

There was a sizable parking area, with five cars already
parked. One beat-up station wagon, Wilma’s little steel-blue
Austin-Healey, which she drives like a banshee with her hair
on fire, a yellow Buick Skylark that I recognized as the
Hesses’ car, a new-looking black MG that might be Steve
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Winsan’s, and a white Jaguar with a little line-drawing cari-
cature of Judy Jonah on the door, leaving no doubt as to its
ownership. I parked our crate at the auto show and a big
Mexican with a long sad face came trotting out. I unlocked
the rear end so he could get at the luggage. He told us to
take the path around the house.

There was a big grass terrace on the right, all set up for
English croquet with umbrellaed tables for the gallery. We
went around the wing of the house to the big concrete
terrace enclosed by the U of the structure. There were two
sets of concrete steps that made slow curves down the rocky
bank in front of the place to another and shallower terrace
and two huge docks that stuck out into the blue lake. Two
identical runabouts, fast-iooking, well kept, were tied up at
the dock. I saw water skis on the dock, or pier I guess would
be a better word. They were built like Fort Knox, probably
to withstand the ice in winter. Judy Jonah was down on the
pier, face down on a red mat, and Gilman Hayes sat near
her, his brown back heavily muscled, legs dangling over the
edge.

Wilma came hurrying across the big terrace toward us,
making little sounds of delight. She spread her arms as
though she would hug us both at once. She wore a white
dress so painfully simple that you could almost read the price
tag. She kissed Mavis and cooed at her, and patted my arm
and got between us and led us back to the group. Randy
Hess and Steve Winsan untangled themselves from some sort
of lounge affairs.

“Of course you know everybody,” Wilma said. “That’s the
point of this whole party. We're all friends. No strangers to
adjust to.”

Noel Hess smiled at us in her mild way. Steve shook my
hand in that outdoor-boy manner he uses as stock in trade.
Randy Hess greeted us with that sort of apologetic nervous-
ness of his that reminds me sometimes of a child that suspects
he shouldn’t be hanging around the grownups so much.

“Your house is absolutely lovely,” Mavis told Wilma.

“Thank you, darling. Now come on, dears. I'll show you
your room. José should have your luggage in by now.”

We went off the terrace through a door in a glass wall and
through a perfectly tremendous room, and then down the
corridor of what was apparently a bedroom wing, to the first
door. José was putting the last suitcase on a rack. We had a
big window overlooking the lake. The room Was paneled in
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some silvery wood. Everything was built in. A big dressing
room between the bedroom and the bath turned it into a
semisuite. {

“Gosh!” Mavis said. It was the first honest sound I had
heard out of her in a month. She recouped lost ground
immediately, saying, “It’s perfectly dahling, dahling.”

“Suppose I send José in with a drink while you dears are
freshening up,” Wilma said.

“Please,” Mavis said. “A Martini...”

“Extra dry, coming up. And you, Paul?”

“Bourbon and water, thanks,” I said. Mavis gave me the
stone glare. I am supposed to take up Martinis. It makes no
difference to her that to me they taste like battery acid and
get me howling drunk in twenty minutes. I'm supposed to
conform.

Wilma left and we did some unpacking in sepulchral
silence. Mavis stalked into the bath first. José brought the
drinks, Mavis’ in one of those little bottle things the way
they’re served in the better bars. I laid out a pair of fresh
slacks and a gray gabardine shirt. Mavis came out of the
bathroom with her dress over her arm and took a fast knock
at the Martini.

“Go easy on that nitro, honey,” I told her. “Last time you
lost your sawdust.”

“Did I indeed?” she asked, one eyebrow high, a Wilma
look.

“Your samba with that Hayes phony was more utilitarian
than graceful.”

“Gil Hayes is a talented artist.”

“Gil Hayes is a carefully calculated eccentric. The rhythmic
integrity of spatial design.” I made a rude noise.

“Oh, shut up,” she said. It was the second honest sound
she’d made within twenty minutes. Maybe there was hope
left. From the neck down she looked very pink and pleasant
indeed. She detected the examination and turned away quick-
ly, saying, “Don’t get messy.”

When I came out of the bathroom she was gone, glass and
all. I sat on the bed and finished my bourbon and thought
dark thoughts about the week end. We couldn’t legitimately
leave until Sunday before noon. That meant getting through
two evenings and one day of fun and games. And it would
be a week end like one of those simplified models of the
structure of the atom, with Wilma as the nucleus, and all her
pet electrons whirling around the edge.
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I dressed and went out. I found Randy in the big living
room, He was biting his lip and fiddling with Wilma’s high-
fidelity setup. It was built into the west wall. I know a little
bit about such things, so I went over and watched him diddle
around. There was a Magnecord tape recorder racked the
way you see them in radio studios. It had the hubs for one-
hour tapes. There was a big Fisher amplifier, a Garrard
changer fitted into a drawer, a Craftsman tuner, a big corner
speaker enclosure. There was a control panel with switches
marked for the various rooms so you could shunt the music
around where you wanted it, an electronic mixer panel, and a
studio mike. It looked like a good three thousand dollars’
worth of equipment. Randy, with shaky hands, was trying to
thread the tape around the empty hub and across the heads
of the recorder. He gave me a nervous smile. “Little music
coming up,” he said.

Wilma came in off the terrace. “Really, Randy,” she said
in a most unpleasant voice. “A simple little thing like that
Just get out of the way. Here. Hold my drink.”

He held her glass. Her fingers were deft. She threaded the
tape, fastened it to the empty reel, turned on the recorder.
The tape began to turn slowly onto the empty reel. “Bring
me a fresh one, Randy.” He hurried off obediently.

The music started. It was alive in the room. Clear and
perfect. It made the back of my neck tingle. She adjusted the
volume, frowned at the panel board, then clicked a switch
labeled “Terrace.”

She said, “You lose something if you try to operate too
many speakers at once. This one is the best one here. I'll turn
it off so we can get the most out of the terrace enclosure.
Don’t try to answer any question Judy might ask you about
the program.”

The abrupt change caught me off balance. I had the stupid
idea she meant the program of music. And then I realized
she meant the television program we had sponsored until
Judy went off for the summer.

“I can’t answer any questions because I don’t know the
answers, Wilma.”

She patted my cheek. “That’s a dear.” She was standing
quite close to me. There is an odd quality about her. When
you are close to her you are so very conscious of her °
physically. Her mouth looks redder, her skin softer; her
breathing seems deeper. It is an almost overpowering alive-
ness, and it has a strong sexual base to it. It is impossible for
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any normal man to stand close to Wilma and talk to her
without having his mind veer inevitably toward bed. It is,
perhaps, the same quality that Miss Monroe had. It fogs up
your mind when you want it to be clear. And she is perfectly
aware of that.

We went back out on the terrace. She frowned. “Randy,
it’s just a tiny bit too loud out here. Be a dear and run in
and turn it down just a shade more.”"

Randy went buckety-buckety into the living room. Noel
looked down into her glass.

Judy appeared on the terrace at the head of the steps.
“The sun is gone, people,” she said. “Judith turns blue. Feed
the girl rum. Hey there, Paul, Mavis. How do you like the
gilded wilderness?”

I like Judy. She got her start singing with a band. She
didn’t have much voice, but what she had she threw around
with abandon. When her face is in repose, which is not often,
you realize with surprise that she is quite a pretty blonde.
And when she stands still, which is equally seldom, you see
that her figure is trim and good. But when she is in motion,
with that rubbery mercurial face, with all her calculated
awkwardness and grotesqueries of stance and movement, you
see merely that clown, that Judy Jonah, that crazy gal.

But I feel sad, watching her, because I know television has
devoured her, and I know she knows it. The last forty weeks
of Judy, the half-hour show that we sponsored until she went
off in June for the summer, slipped in the ratings, week by
week. There is a limit to the amount of straight comedy the
public will take from one person. Situation comedy has a
longer life. Judy’s was straight. And almost inevitably, she
duplicated routines. I knew that Wallace Dorn, the account
executive at Fern and Howey who has the Ferris account
tucked neatly under his wing, had been scouting around for
a new fall show, new talent for Ferris. So I wondered what
Judy was doing up here without her agent. I suspected that
Wilma had clubbed her into it. It would be so easy to trade
on Judy’s uncertainty. “Don’t bring that horrible man, dar-
ling. We won’t talk business, believe me.”

The music masked the sound of the last car coming in. We
didn’t know Wallace Dorn had arrived until he walked
around the edge of the terrace. He wore his country tweeds
and an ascot. He is an ersatz Englishman. There seems to be
a constant supply of them in New York. The military mus-
tache, the carefully gobbled enunciation with the ends of sen-
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tences falling off into “d’y’ know.” Much talk of the club, no
ice in mine, please, and, on occasion, a silly little stick to
carry. Veddy, veddy country, old Wallace Dorn. Bachelor,
sportsman, school-tie type.

It was another hour before we were all collected on the
terrace, Judy and Gilman Hayes back in clothes, José in a far
corner standing behind a little bar on wheels, standing with
the remote patience of a horse, and a little Mexican gal, cute
as a button, hefty across the hips and shoulders, who ap-
peared among us from time to time to pass little items of
melted cheese.

As the alcohol worked on them I could begin to smell
more and more of the tension. I didn’t know what was up,
but Wilma seemed both too gay and too smug, and everyone
else too miserable.

I finally had a chance before dinner to cut Steve Winsan
out of the herd. I got him aside and said, “What goes, Steve?
What the hell is up? Why all the sniping going on in all
directions?”

He shook his head sadly. “Lucky boy,” he said. “A nice
safe clean job. Lucky ovy.

“What is up? Is it a state secret?”

“I'm just sore enough to tell you, Pappy. I lose one client,
I figure on picking up another. Our Wilma lives big. Old
Randy, the watchdog, has been nibbling on her very gingerly
about personal expenses. There’s a tax matter pending. She
put too many cookies in this layout. She’s living too high.
She’s a client on a personal basis, you know. Not through
the company. Randy thinks I should be cut off at the
pockets. And he wants her to drop Muscle Boy as an
expensive luxury, which means cutting me off there, because
she has been paying the PR shot on Muscle Boy, the shot
that made him a big wheel in the gallery world. I handle
Judy, too. She’s got Judy up here to put the blocks to her.
She promised Judy next year’s show but didn’t put it in
writing, and at the same time told Jolly Boy Dorn to dig up
something else for fall. He hasn’t found anything and Randy
whispers to me that she’s lifting the account and putting it in
arother agency. Which Dorn damn well suspects. And don’t
think he won’t put up a battle. Don’t think I'm not going to
do battle too, my friend. I need a good lever. With same I
will pry hell out of Randy and get him to tell Wilma dahling
that she better keep me on. My God, if I lose all three, it’s
better than six hundred a week that Stephan Winsan Asso-
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ciates stop getting. If I wasn’t half tight I wouldn’t be telling
you all this, Pappy. You sure she’s not about to cut your
throat too?”

“You make me wonder.”

“There’s one more wheel within a wheel too, Pappy. She
tells our Randy that, as her tame and captive business mana-
ger, he should not have permitted her current expenses to get
into such a state. The poor jerk. He begs and pleads and she
ignores him, then she turns around and blames him because
she didn’t listen to him. She’s got him so jumpy if you went
up behind him and snapped your fingers he’d jump out of
his shoes. This is going to be a gay, gay week end. Keep
your guard up.”

I tried to follow his advice. Steve’s briefing clarified the
tension. I could watch the focal points. Judy was overly
casual. Wallace Dorn became more British than Churchill.
Randy Hess had the severe shakes. Noel acted as though she
wished she were somewhere else. Steve was quarrelsome. As
my Mavis got drunker, her imitation of Wilma began to
border on parody. And you could almost hear Wilma purr. I
half expected her to sit on the floor and start cleaning her
shoulder with her tongue. We ate abundantly of the highly
spiced Mexican food prepared by the doom-faced Rosalita,
served by José, her brother, and Amparo, the cutie. It was
semibuffet, with each of us filling our plates the first time and
with Amparo trotting about with the hot casseroles providing
refills. I saw Gilman Hayes sitting on the floor in a shadowy
corner and saw the exceedingly primitive caress he conferred
on Amparo when she leaned close to serve him. Her only
reaction was a bit of excess hip sway when she moved away
from him. The stolid mestiza face did not change expression.
Later I saw José watching Gilman Hayes with an equal lack
of expression. I did not think I would care to be looked at in
precisely that way.

After dinner there was the softness of the good music in
the big lounge, and all the world outside brilliantly flood-
lighted. Steve and Wilma played their normal vitriolic game of
gin. Judy Jonah, Wallace Dorn, and I played a three-way
game of Scrabble at a nickel a point. Noel Hess, pleading a
headache, had gone to bed. Randy jittered around, taking
care of the music, fussing with the floodlighting, rearranging
ash trays, fixing drinks, kibitzing at both games. Randy kept
South American music on the turntable at Gilman Hayes’s
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request. The light was bright on the Scrabble board, a
spotlight with an opaque shade.

My concentration was bad because I could not help being
aware of Mavis dancing with Hayes. I had no cause for
complaint, no legitimate cause. But the music was low, slow,
and insinuating, and they did entirely too much dancing
without moving from one spot. I felt alternately sweaty and
cold. I could not turn and look at them. I would see them
from the corners of my eyes. Fragments. A slow turn, his
hand brown on the softness of her waist. An infrequent
image of them in the glass. The music was full of rhythmic
tickings and clackings and thumps, with a horn crying. Wil-
ma was saying, in the other corner, “One card at a time,
damnit, Winsan,” and Wallace Dorn gave a little grunt of
satisfaction, then clacked the wooden tiles onto the board.

I suddenly realized that Hayes and my wife were gone. I
turned quickly and looked at the empty room. I must have
started to rise. But Judy, with a quick shielded movement,
pressed my arm. I looked at her. Wallace Dorn was studying
his rack, chewing a fragment of his mustache. Judy made a
slight motion with her head. I looked in that direction,
through the glass, and saw that they were dancing on the big
terrace now, in the light of the floods. They had a theatrical
look, as though they were on one of those monstrous sets
that the Hollywood geniuses create for Astaire. At any mo-
ment a silver staircase would unwind from the stars, and
down it would come the sharp-shouldered chorus boys and a
quarter ton of bare thighs.

I looked at Judy with gratitude, and with respect that she
had sensed so quickly what was going on and how I could
have made a fool of myself. Her face changed into the public
Judy, and she gave me a distorted wink so vast I could
almost hear it. Wallace Dorn gave his warning grunt and
changed “own” to “clown” in such a way that the “c”
changed “lean” into “clean,” and the “c” was on a bonus
square.

After the game we both owed Wallace. We paid him. Judy
yawned and said, ‘“Not another. I know when I've been
stomped, pardner. I am going to go stare at a star and then
crumple into bed.”

“Need help looking at a star?” I asked her.

“You take half the light years and I'll take the other half.”

We went by the dancers. They seemed unaware of us. We
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went down the stone stairway and out to the end of the left
wing of the dock. Judy kept her hands shoved deeply into
the big patch pockets of her wool skirt and scuffed her heels,
shoulders a bit hunched against the night chill. There were
almost too many stars. The red mat she had been sunning
herself on was wet with dew. I flipped it over to the dry side
and moved it near the edge. We sat down, dangling our legs
toward the water. I lit her cigarette and turned and looked
up over my shoulder toward the high terrace. The music was
faint. Sometimes I could see them as far down as the waist
when they moved near the edge of the terrace. Other times
they were back out of sight.

“Pretty fancy tumbril to ride in,” Judy said.

It took me a moment to follow her. “How sharp is the
knife?”

“Sharp enough. People have heard it being sharpened. So
I got canceled out of a couple of guest spots on summer
shows. And the gang is beginning to break up. Can’t blame
them. They need a warm spot come fall.”

“Don’t you?”

“I don’t know. I’'m just so damn tired, Paul. T can always
grow a new head. I've done it before. I'm a rough girl, Paul.
I’m a fighter. So I keep telling myself. I.could get a Vegas
deal. But I'm just pooped. I don’t know. I've made it and
I’ve kept more than most and it’s stashed where I can’t touch
it, thank God. I'm supposed to react, I guess. Maybe she
wants a down-on-the-knees response. I can always act, if it’ll
keep her happy. Me for bed.” She got up. I stood up beside
her. She put her fists up and began to wobble around the
end of the dock, rubber-legged, lurching, snarling, “Yah, you
never touched me, ya bum.”

I was suddenly aware of the very special quality of her
courage. I took her by the arms, holding her arms tightly just
above the elbows. I shook her a little. I said, “I like you,
Judy. I like you a hell of a lot.”

“Leggo, or I'm going to cry right in your face.”

I stood out there and watched her walk back to the shore,
up the steps, out of sight across the terrace. I finished
another cigarette and then went up. It was after one. Steve
and Wallace Dorn had disappeared. Wilma and Gilman
Hayes sat on a low couch. They stopped talking when I
came in. Hayes sat with his big arms folded, looking at the
ceiling. He looked sullen and stubborn.
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“Mavis went to bed,” Wilma said. We said good night.
Hayes gave me a vague nod.

Mavis, just a shade unsteady on her feet, was getting ready
for bed, humming one of the Latin numbers. She gave me a
warm moist smile. We went to bed. She was very ready, with
swollen and eager readiness that completely ignored our
increasing coolness toward each other. There was nothing
flattering about it. Gilman Hayes had readied her, and the
alcohol had primed her, and the music had quickened her. I
was merely a convenience. A perfectly legal and uncompli-
cated and available convenience. There were no words of love.
It was all very sudden and very tumultuous and very mean-
ingless.

Afterward I heard her breathing deepen and change into
the breathing of sleep. The music was gone and the flood-
lights were out. There was a sound of water against the twin
piers. She had managed to kill something. I did not know
precisely how it was done. But I lay there and looked at the
light patterns I could make when I squeezed my eyes shut,
and I searched through my heart and could find no love for
her. I was certain there had been love. But it wasn’t sup-
posed to go away, like throwing away the pumpkins after
Halloween. I looked for fondness, and found none. I looked
for respect, and found none.

She slept beside me, and she was just a big, moist, nubile,
healthy, sycophantic young woman, too damn selfish to start
bearing the children I wanted, big in the vanity department,
small in the soul department, a seeker of sensation, an expert
in the meaningless, a laboratory example of Mr. Veblen’s
theories. I wanted to be rid of her, and I wanted to cry.

Saturday was bright and hot and still. Breakfast was
served in sections on the terrace as people got up, an affair
of rum sours, huevos mexicanos, and Cuban coffee that was
closer to a solid than a liquid. The combination melted mild
hangovers. As people began to come to life it became pretty
obvious that this was going to be one of those electric frantic
days, with everyone galumphing about, working muscles,
short of temper, drinking too fast, and playing too hard.

Gilman Hayes put on a pair of trunks of jock-strap
dimension and was hauled up and down the lake on water
skis by Steve at the wheel of one of the runabouts. Hayes
looked like one of the lesser inhabitants of Olympus. Mavis
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ahed and cooed from the end of the pier. I guess Steve got
tired of it. He made a bad turn and put slack in the towrope
and yanked hell out of Muscle Boy. Muscle Boy got indig-
nant. Steve told him to go to hell and stretched his stocky
body out in the sun and yelled to José to make with the
Scotch. Randy, at Wilma’s request, took over the towing job.
Hayes instructed Mavis on how to stay up on the skis. There
was much giggling and shrill yelps and the support of an arm
like an Atlas ad.

I swam a little and drank a lot. Judy Jonah went through
a regular conditioning routine, knee bends, back bends,
holding one leg straight up, handstands. She had a trim figure.
I enjoyed watching her. Wallace Dorn paddled around in the
water between the two docks, looking as if he were enduring
this indignity for the sake of mingling with the herd. Noel
Hess sat fairly near me, ordering her drink freshened each
time I did. I wondered about her. She’s dark and small and
quiet. You never feel as if you know her. She seems to be
watching you all the time. Yet you get a feeling of a lot of.
slow dark fire burning 'way down underneath all that placid-
ity. She wore a yellow swimsuit and I noticed for the first
time the almost textureless purity of her skin. The way she
was built seemed to emphasize the ivoried intricacy of ankle
joint and wrist and shoulder, making you conscious of the
buman form as something of delicate and vulnerable design.
Wilma swam for a time, with a lot more energy than skill,
and then waved in the trio off the lake and whooped up a
game of croquet. She appointed Randy scorekeeper and
referee, and the rest of us split into two teams of four.

I was teamed up with Judy, Wallace Dorn, and Noel Hess,
with Hayes, Mavis, Wilma, and Steve as the competition.
Wallace, playing with bitter concentration, and Noel, with an
unexpectedly good eye, kept up our end of the score. Judy
clowned it, and I was getting too tight to be much good.
There were ground rules. If you captured a ball you could
hammer it into the lake. The person knocked into the lake
had to chugalug a drink, retrieve the ball, replace it on the
edge of the parking area. Whenever one team had gone the
length of the course, everybody had a drink. It got pretty
blurred for me. They kept knocking me into the lake. The
voices started to sound funny, as though we were all in a
tunnel. The stripes on the wooden balls got brighter. The
grass got greener. I remember Judy pleading on her knees,
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hands clasped, while Steve took a gigantic swing and, losing
his footing, knocked both her ball and his own down the
cliff into the lake. I don’t know who won. I think I had
some lunch.

Then, in some mysterious way, I was in the living room,
weaving, trying to focus my eyes, and Judy Jonah was
supporting me.

“Come on, now,” she said. “One big fat foot after the
other.”

“Where’s everybody?”

“Out being mad and gay. Banging around in the boats.
Churning around in the water. Come on, lamb. Judy won’t
let you fall on your head.”

There was another blank and then I was in bed, and Judy
was looking down at me, shaking her head. She walked to
the foot of the bed and took my shoes off. I was still in my
swim trunks. She floated a blanket over me.

“Preciate it,” I said. “Preciate it.”

“Poor old bear,” she said. She leaned over me, kissed me
lightly on the lips, and then she was gone, the door shutting
softly behind her. The bed started to veer dangerously
around a circular track. I grabbed hold of it and steered it
carefully into sudden sleep.

When I woke up it was dark. I looked at the window.
The outside floodlights were on. I heard laughter. Somebody
was running water in our bathroom. The door opened, and
through the dressing room I could see Mavis outlined against
the lighted bathroom as she turned in the doorway and
clicked off the switch.

As she moved quietly through the room I spoke Ler name.

“So you aren’t really dead after all, dahling?”

“What time is it?” §

“About nine. It’s quite warm. We’re all swimming. I imag-
ine you feel dreadful, I hope.”

“Thanks so much.”

“You made a spectacle of yourself, you know. Stumbling
around like that. T hope you feel stinking.” She swept out
and banged the door shut,

I drifted off again. When I woke up I had a feeling it was
much later. I felt a little better. I drank three glasses of water,
put on a bathrobe, and went out into the living room. Two
small lights burned. The music was FM unattended, some
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asinine disc jockey who said, “And it’s thirty seconds to
Cinderella, cats, so I guess that winds up the ball game.
Sorry, Eleanor, we didn’t get to spin that Julie platter for
you, but...” I found the right knob and cut him off. I
walked out on the terrace, to a warm night of a billion stars.
Somebody came up the concrete steps with reckless speed.
The hurrying figure rushed to the switch box and the banks
of floodlights began to snap on, one section at a time,
dimming the stars. I blinked at the lights and saw it was
Steve. The others were down on the dock.

Steve grabbed my arm hard. “Paul, Wilma’s gone.”

I was fogged by long sleep. I stared stupidly at him.
“Gone where?”

“We think she drowned.”
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Chapter Three

(JupYy JONAH—AFTERWARD)

I KEPT THINKING the whole situation could have used a
better script. Heaven knows I'd become an expert on bad
scripts during forty weeks of Judy-Time. That was the inane
name the agency stuck on my half hour of frenzy.

It was so damnably disorganized, everybody running around
and bleating, and Paul Dockerty the only one who
made any sense. He got the phone calls placed as soon as he
realized what had apparently happened. It was clear enough,
all right. Her stuff on the end of the pier and all of us staring
at the emptiest, blackest water there ever was. Sure, we’d
been paddling around in it, very happy-time, floating and
star watching and feeling that little thrill of danger that night
swimming gives you. But after we knew what had gone on, I
don’t think six strong men could have hurled me back into
that water. Paul got Gil Hayes and Steve out there with him,
diving in the area where we thought she had been. Wallace
and Randy couldn’t swim well enough. So Randy handled
the boat and shone the big flashlight down into the murk of
the water. It was very still. We’d hear them cough and gasp
when they came up. That fool of a Mavis Dockerty sat near
my feet as I stood watching them out there. She made an
interminable messy bleating sound as though her insipid little
heart would break right in two.

We heard the sirens coming. It sounded as though they
were riding across the black hills. Paul called in to me, asking
me the time. I took my watch out of the pocket of my robe
and held it so the bright lights were on the dial. “Nearly
quarter to one,” I shouted.

I heard him say, “O.K. That’s enough. The experts are
coming. It’s too late anyway, even if we had luck enough to
find her. If it isn’t some kind of a stunt of hers, and if she
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isn’t sitting down the shoreline, laughing like hell, she’s as
dead as that mackerel in the moonlight.”

His voice carried well over the water. “Don’t talk about
her like that!” Mavis shrieked, and then started a more
furious round of bleats.

There were two big young troopers in one car and a fat
man with a dull, kindly face in the other. They came down
and made a rough count of noses and stared out across the
water. One of the troopers couldn’t seem to stop looking at
me. It gave me an insane desire to burst into a routine for
him.

Paul said, “I hear boats coming.”

The civilian was named Fish. He said, “I told the phone
office to get the boys out of bed and have them come over
here. They’ll drag for her.”

“She’s dead now,” Paul said. “Why don’t we wait until
morning?”

“Well, we always start right out, soon as it happens. We
always do. She couldn’t be playing one of those jokes now,
could she?” !

“I doubt it,” Paul said. “She would have heard the sirens
and come in.”

I walked away from there and left them talking. I belted
my robe a little tighter, lighted my last cigarette. I sat on the
stone steps and looked out at the lake. Bugs beat their furry
brains out against the nearby floodlights. I sat and thought
of several ways I would have liked to hold Wilma under the
surface, and started giving myself the creeps because I knew I
couldn’t have.

Oh, she’d saved it and planned it, and even though I told
myself I didn’t care, when she finally gave it to me, she had
certainly done it in her own unique way. She made a habit
of leaving you nothing. I decided I would stop thinking
about it. It wasn’t any good to think about it. There wasn’t a
bell of a lot that was good to think about.

I watched boats arrive, saw the grappling irons and hooks,
looking like medieval torments, rigged under the lights while
they split up the area. The officials were in a huddle at the
end of the pier where Wilma had parked her things.

After a time Paul came slowly up the steps toward me. He
stopped and shivered and said, “Stick around, Judy, while I
get dry and get more cigarettes, will you? I want to talk to
you.”
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“Sure.”

He was back quickly and sat on the next step below mine,
rubbing his wet hair with a towel. He said, his voice muffled,
“That deputy sheriff named Fish found that two-piece suit of
hers in the pocket of her robe. What was going on? Was she
wearing a different one?”

“Nope. We were being naughty. Practically a group bac-
chanal, unless you can think of a more clinical description.
By starlight.”

He turned and frowned at me. “You too, Judy?” It struck
me as odd that the first question hadn’t concerned the tepid
Mavis.

I pulled the top of my robe apart. “You will note, kind
sir, that I am still clad in my old blue serge swim togs, the
ones with the shine on the seat. For me, cold lake water has
a strange lack of aphrodisiac appeal. And if I am to be
groped at by starlight, I want some firm footing underneath.
You may mark me down as a spoilsport.”

“How about Mavis?”

“A lady would say she didn’t know. But your lady is
remarkably nude under that lush robe of hers. And a re-
markable figger of a woman, I might add. The other spoil-
sports were Randy, who doesn’t swim well enough, and
Wallace Dorn, who possibly couldn’t bear the loss of dig-
nity.”

He was still for a little while and then said, with shock in
his voice, “Noel, too?”

“Consider us both nonplused, Paul pal. I lay it to brandy.
Or to atavism. Or obscure revenge on hubby. Or urging by
one Steve Winsan. In any case, I say to hell with it. I feel like
this is a conversation we should have over a back fence while
hanging out the wash. There was chatter about getting back
to Mother Nature. Though I am used to appearing before
the public without benefit of dignity, I'm still a shy girl at
heart. I draw lines. I get all crawly. I think about the
decadence of modern society. See, I'm a thinker, said with no
trace of a lisp.”

“Where were you when it happened, Judy?”

“I really don’t know, because no one seems to have any
precise idea of when it did happen. Somebody started calling
her. I think it was Mavis. Then we all listened. Then Gil
Hayes started bellering her name so big it echoed off the
other side of the lake. And we all listened. No Wilma. So
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Steve came roaring up to put on the lights, giving his
playmates very little time to get decent. I heard the mad
scrambling. Steve must have donned shorts while at a full
gallop. You entered the scene at that point, from the wings,
looking like something pried out from under a stone. And
then your executive talent asserted itself. Order out of chaos.”

“My God, I wish Mavis would shut up.”

There was no answer to that. I wished she would too. I
looked at the back of his head. I liked the funny boyish way
his uncombed hair grew in a sort of swirly thing on the
crown of his head, Poor bear. Great big guy with an integrity
you could sense. Maybe his claws and teeth were sharp
enough in the world of business, but in a setup like this he
was a toddler. Types like Steve and Wallace Dorn and
Randy and Wilma and—go ahead, admit it—Judy the Jonah
could disembowel him with a flick of the wrist. I guess this is
the difference: We learn, maybe too early, that the deadliest
battlegrounds are the cocktail parties, the dinner parties, the
theatre parties, the quick drink before lunch. For a man like
Paul Dockerty such things are supposed to be relaxation. So
here he was in the midst of wolves, burdened with that silly
wife who has—I should say had—that severe crush on Wil-
ma, that silly wife without enough experience of the world to
even sense the subconscious reason for that crush, though
Wilma certainly knew the score. And, had she lived, 1
wouldn’t have put it past her to lead Mavis just far enough
so the girl would one day get a pretty godawful look at herself
and her motivations.

Poor bear. Poor decent bear. Nice guy with a rugged face,
bewildered by his lady, and more than half disgusted with
her. Judy, my girl, it is a luxury you can’t afford, but oh,
how nice it would be to take off the mask once more and
hold the big bear in your arms, hold him safe and sweet,
because it’s a long, long time between loves.

“They seem to know what they’re doing down there,”
Paul said.

There did seem to be a sort of orderliness about it, in the
sweep of the boats back and forth, up and down. The wind
began to come up and it was unexpectedly chilly. My robe
began to feel thin.

“I'm going to go put clothes on,” I said.

“Good idea. They aren’t going to find her in a hurry.
They keep getting hung up. It must be a rock bottom.”
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“Do they go...right to the bottom?”

“I understand they do. Then, if they don’t find her, after a
few days decomposition creates enough gas to bring the body
to the surface. They used to fire off cannon to bring the body
up. I'll be damned if I know why.”

It made me shudder so hard my teeth chattered and I got
up hurriedly. Noel and Randy had the next room. I heard
his voice, harsh and high-pitched with strain, saying over and
over, “Omigod, omigod, omigod.” Then I would hear her
voice, softer and lower, quieting him. There was a boy with a
problem. A juicy one. Nor did I envy Noel.

My suit was still sodden. I peeled it down and stepped out
of it, took one of the big thick luxurious towels, and rubbed
until Judy glowed. It made me feel so good that I heard
myself humming a little thing in time to the toweling. Like a
damn pussycat, I thought. Everything gone thoroughly to pot
and all of a sudden you feel just dandy. Pot made me think
of pot, so I sucked in my midriff as far as it would go and
turned in profile to the mirror. It made me stick out upstairs
and protrude in the cellar, but tummy was nonexistent. Hell,
I could hum, couldn’t I, if I had my health? Twenty-nine,
and I took off on my first road trip at fifteen. One more year
of it and it would be half my life. At fifteen I'd looked
eighteen. At twenty-four I’d looked eighteen. I got a good
many good years out of that eighteen. A stupid lovesick
fifteen, lying about her age, traipsing off to sing with a real
tired band just so she could be near Mose, who could tear
such sweet notes out of that battered horn.

Whooo! All the years of fried food and riding the bus all
night, and the well-cockroached hotels, and the booking
agents with one fat hand on your knee. Golly! Those prom
stands, and the big-wheel collitch lads, and Mose finally
marrying me, and stepping up from tea to horse, keeping it
quiet, cutting his throat in Scranton after Mitch dropped him,
leaving me the legacy of one battered horn and three songs
he couldn’t get published. That weird winter in Chicago on a
sustaining show, and that crumby room shared with that
Janet character. Came back and found her in jail for fishing
out the window, for God’s sake. A borrowed rod and scraps
for bait, and hauling the yowling alley cats up to the window,
three flights up, selling them for two bits apiece to the
medical school. Baby, baby, you were ’way, ’way down
before you started up, before Dandy Adams, bless his black
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soul, saw the capacity for comedy and started you on those
first good routines. A long way down there, and, knocked
off the top, you can’t fall that far, can you?

But I'm just so tired.

I want to curl up with a nice bear.

I patted old friend—old flat tummy. I got into a pleated
Irish tweed skirt and the floppy frayed old cardigan that goes
everywhere with me for luck. I thought of how cold it was
and so I headed for the other wing, for the kitchens. I found
José and used some of the kitchen Spanish I picked up
during that season in Mexico City. It seemed to please him.
He knew the sefiora was dead. The fact had been examined
and accepted. I didn’t think any one of thesthree of them
would do any major weeping. I told him the men would be
cold. I suggested he make a lot of coffee and take it down
there. He said he would.

I went out the back way. Paul came across the gravel
toward me. Window light touched his face as he walked
through it. Good sober face. I felt as if somehow I had been
hung out in space for a long time away from a lot of good
things. He was the trunk of a tree. I wanted to swing so I
could reach him and untie myself and climb down to where
there was a place to plant your feet. ?

I stepped out of the shadows, startling him. I put my
hands on his arm. “Look, Paul, I've been running in mid-
air. It’s a good trick. It’s a clown trick. You make your feet
go like crazy and ... you make faces and...”

Then something broke behind my eyes, and damned if I
was going to cry, so I shut my teeth hard against it because
there was no reason to cry, and out came this thin terrible
sound from between my clenched teeth, a sound that came
up through my throat like files. He took hold of me. I felt his
uncertainty as I kept making those inexcusable misery noises,
just going sort of “nnnnn nnnon nnnnn” through my teeth,
thinking, My God, Judy, you sing because a towel feels good
and now you stand out here going crazy. He turned me and
led me toward the cars. I walked along bent over, because
crying without making noise, without making much noise,
sort of doubled me up. I stumbled but his arm was around
me. He got me into a new-smelling car and got the doors
shut and rolled the windows up and put his hand on the
back of my head, pushing my face against his jacket, and
said, “Now let it go.”

With those words, he kicked the bottom out of the dam.
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A hell of a lot of water came roaring down the valley. A
mess I was. I clutched and slobbered and ground my face
into his coat and moaned and yelped and blubbered, not
knowing where it was all coming from or why. There was a
good big chest and a good big pair of gentle arms, and a
comforting murmur whenever the sound track gave him an
opening. It all blubbered away and for a long time I was just
nothing. Just yesterday’s leftover spaghetti. A sodden mass
that, at increasingly rare and unexpected intervals, would give
off an explosive snort. As awareness slowly returned, so did
pride. I pushed myself up and away, and hunched over to
the far side of the seat. There was a cleansing tissue in the
cardigan pocket. I blew a nose that I imagined now looked
like a radish. I dropped the tissue out the car window, rolled
it down farther, and asked in a very marquise voice if I might
have a cigarette. He provided same. I spoiled the first inhale
with the terminal snort and nearly choked.

I resented him. Who was he to intrude on my privacy?
What did be think he was doing, anyhow? Who wants his
pity?

“I seem to have got a bit out of hand,” I said.

“You did a thorough job.”

I whirled toward him. “I'll have you darn well know,
friend, that I'm not crying because I've been licked.”

“How long since you’ve cried like that, Judy?”

“Oh, gosh. I can’t remember. Five years, six years. I don’t
know...why I did.”

“If I had to guess, I’d say it was just hydraulic pressure.”

I had to laugh. In laughing I saw how ridiculous I was to
resent him. Poor guy. A female had fallen wetly into his arms
and he’d done the best he could. And I thought of the black
lake and stopped laughing.

It's a good thing to cry like that. And even as I was
enjoying the floating, drifting feeling of release, my mind was
nibbling at the situation, trying to turn it and twist it into
something usable, something that could become a routine.
Perhaps a thing where I'd do three or four women, the way
they cry . .. a duchess, a lady wrestler, an actress from the old
silent movies, with different background music for each one.

How fake can you get? Can’t you even cry honestly? I
wondered what was left of me. Just a strange device for
turning everything into the grotesque. Like a machine that
eats up tin, paper, and beans and spews out an unending
column of cans of soup.
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O.K., chalk it up to sudden death, sirens in the night,
black water, and feeling alone. Not the tears. What happened
next. Happened his hand rested on my left shoulder. He was
behind the wheel. Happened his hand felt good. Happened I
tilted my head to the left, laying my cheek on the back of his
hand. Happened I turned my head a little so my lips touched
the back of his hand. Should have been then an awkwardness.
Too many elbows in the way, and noses in the way, and no
place for your knees. But it was as if we had practiced. His
arms opened up and I switched around so that my back was
toward him, and then I lay back into his arms, my feet up
on the seat toward the car door, and there were good places
for all our arms as his lips came down on mine.

To me there has always been something contrived about
love. It goes like a pendulum. I start enjoying myself and
then the pendulum swings the other way and I get a look at
myself and I want to giggle. Because there is something
ridiculous about- it, darn it. People pasting their mouths
together. People sighing and panting as if they’d been running
upstairs. Hearts going poomp-poomp. But this time the
pendulum swung over and caught on a little hook and stayed
over there and there wasn’t anything ridiculous at all.

A very rocky Judy Jonah untangled herself and sat up
very straight and stared right ahead at absolutely nothing. I
had pins and needles from my ankles to my ears. “My
goodness,” I said. I sounded as prim as a maiden aunt. He
touched my back and I went up on wires and landed a foot
farther away from him.

“What’s the matter?”

“If you don’t know, brother...”

“I know. I mean I think I know. Once when I was a little
kid my grandfather was up on a stepladder. I kept running
up and giving it a little shake and running away, screaming
with delight. He got tired of it and flailed away at me with
his coat. He forgot he had a small wrench in the coat
pocket.”

I turned around, my back to the door like Captain Ham-
mer standing off nine Chinese bandits. I said, “I'm going to
talk fast and get it all in and don’t interrupt, please. In spite
of several grave mistakes, I am a very moral-type moral lady.
That little kiss tore my wings off and I am highly vulnerable.
You touch me and I shall shatter like they do to the
wineglass with the violins. But being an entertainer, small
print, doesn’t mean I play games. You are a married guy and
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thusly you are poison and so this is something I'd write in
my diary if I kept one, but for the record it rocked me, if
that pleases you, and now I leave on these rubber legs, full of
chastity and regret.” I opened the door and got out.

He said, “Something can be done about the obstacle,
Judy.”

“Don’t talk about it. Don’t think about it. Give me a ring
next Decoration Day, at my apple stand.”

I got out of there. I looked back. I saw the red end of his
cigarette. I went down onto the pier, onto the one that had
nobody else on it. I sat cross-legged in the dew. I heard one
of the men say, “Got a hell of a nice bass right there off
these rocks three years ago. Went a httle over four pounds.
Got him on a frog.”

And the other man in the boat saxd, “Can’t use frogs,
myself. They hold onto the line with their hands. Makes me
feel sick, sort of. I use bugs.”

“Hold it. Hung up something.”

I held my breath. Then I heard him say, “Solid bottom.
Rocks again. Swing it the other way, Virg.” And after a
moment, “O.K. It come free.”

I had a hell of a mood. I wanted sad flamenco guitars and
Spanish types singing through their noses while I swayed and
snapped my fingers and let the big pearly tears roll down my
damask cheeks. I sat there a long time and then went up to
the house and went to the kitchen and begged a monstrous
sandwich off Rosalita, she of the face like a family vault.
Emotion gives me hunger.

It was nearly dawn when they got her. I went down to the
dock. They did a fumbling job of getting her up out of the
boat and they dropped her. I expected Wilma to sit up and
give them hell for being so clumsy. But she was dead. Not a
messy death. Not like on that South Carolina road when
Gabby, in the sedan ahead of us, turned out into the path of

_the lumber truck. They were a mess. All of them. Mitch went
into shock, I guess. I can remember him trotting up and
down the shoulder of the road, picking up the sheets of the
arrangements that were blowing all over, making a neat pile
of them, looking at each one to see if he’d found any part of
“Lady, Be Good,” because he’d paid Eddie Sauter to do that
one for us in between those good Goodmans.

No, this one was a lot cleaner. Noel was there too. I
wondered what she was thinking, looking at the body. That
body was a trap that had caught Randy and Gilman Hayes
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without question, and probably Steve Winsan and perhaps
Wallace Dorn. And Paul? That thought hit me and it did
bad things to the digestion of my sandwich. If Paul belonged
on the list too, it gave Wilma a perfect batting average on
her house guests. No, I thought. Not Paul. The sandwich
subsided. And I wondered why that sort of fidelity had
suddenly meant so much to me. It was Mavis’ lookout, not
mine. I had no claim. A kiss in a car? In Wilma’s set a Kkiss
in a car was as consequential as combing your hair. But,
damnit, I was not of that set. I was there only because it was
bread 'and butter.

And then I remembered it was exactly the same thing for
everybody else. Including Paul.

It was genuine, if feeble, daylight when they herded us into
the so-called lounge and the one named Fish made a little
speech. As I listened to him say that Wilma had been
“stobbed” in the back of the head I wanted to say, “Oh,
come now! Dragnet does better than this. Your routine is
corny. Get some new writers. Get a bigger budget.”

And then it hit me that it was true. It wasn’t an act. It
was murder. The taking of a life. I went cold all the way
through. It wasn’t any game. The taking of a human life. I
looked around at the others. My God, we were pretty people.
I could eliminate myself. And Paul. But that was all. Six
people left, and six good reasons. And six opportunities. It
had been a dark, dark night.

Noel walked out of the room. She seemed so darn calm. If
you had to pick a guilty-looking one, you’d pick Randy. He
was a jittering shambles. Mavis was still blubbering. I
couldn’t figure out where she got all the water. Paul looked
grave and sobered. Our eyes met. It made warm things run
up and down the Jonah spinal column. Wallace Dorn stood
there with the disapproving expression of a master of hounds
who has just seen a farmer shoot the fox. Steve was talking
his way into a PR pitch. That suddenly rang some bells. Judy
Jonah guest at murder party. TV comic in nude revel. Wild
party ends in murder. Cosmetic Queen Slain. Wow!, The
networks have a code. I would be cooked like a White
Tower hamburg in spite of having been a very good girl. It
would be a more effective bounce job than Wilma, living,
could have managed. Gilman Hayes sat on the floor reading
a picture book.

Apparently we had to wait for the big shots to arrive. The
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big trooper sidled over to me, subtle as a hippo. By daylight
he was younger than I had thought.

“I've sure liked you on the TV, Miss Jonah.”

“Thanks, friend. You're one of the last survivors of a
dwindling race.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

He was big and dumb and honest and sweet. I had pained
him. “I'm planning to retire,” I said, wondering why I said
that.

“You are? Well...I suppose it’s a case of quitting while
you’re ahead.”

“I might get married, even,” I said. The conversation was
rapidly working its way into a hole.

“That would be nice.” Boy, we were sparkling.

“It’ll be tough to do. I've done that bride routine so
often.”

“Hey, I remember that! You did it in that movie. Where
you got all fouled up with that long thing in back.”

“My train.”

“And then you got the hay fever from the bouquet.”

“And tried to keep from sneezing, like this.”

He watched me with pure delight and laughed and slapped
my shoulder and nearly knocked me down. Then everybody
was staring at us. The trooper turned bright red and began
looking stern. We’d been whistling in church.

It was, all in all, a highly unreal Sunday morning. Vividly
unreal. We seemed to be standing around like a cast waiting
for the director. When you stay up all night it does strange
things to the following morning. But I didn’t sag. I was
aware of Paul in the room. I felt keyed up. Mavis had finally
stopped.

What happened next was purely and simply nightmare.
What happened next I do not really believe I will ever pry
out of the back of my head. It’s still there, in color. Just last
week I woke up out of a juicy nightmare about it and Paul
held me safe and close, and a long way off a coyote howled.
I needed a lot of comforting.
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Chapter Four

(STEVE WINSAN—BEFORE)

I KNEW I was going to have to go up there to Wilma’s place
and do plenty of scrambling. She made that clear when she
phoned me. She’s cute, like a crutch. “Randy has been telling
me I'm dreadfully poor, darling. He keeps going over lists of
things and making little check marks. He gave you three little
marks. I don’t know if that’s good or bad. I guess you’ll
have to ask him.”

You never let a client see you squirm, especially if the
client is Wilma Ferris. “We’ll still have our beautiful friend-
ship, kid.”

“And poor Gil will be so depressed if he can’t read about
himself in the papers any more.”

“I guess I can make it all right, Wilma.”

“I thought you would,” she said a bit obliquely, and hung
up after telling me to be there by cocktail time. It meant
canceling out some- things in town, but nothing too special.
She phoned me on Wednesday. I managed to keep telling
myself everything was fine until late Thursday afternoon, and
then I hit bottom. Dotty came in and stood by my desk and
asked me if there was anything else and I growled at her to
go on home.

After she left, banging the reception-room door behind
her, I took a yellow pad and a soft pencil and tried to figure
out just where the hell I was. I figured it out in the most
pessimistic way possible. I assumed I’d lose all three of them.
I had already figured on losing Judy Jonah. Willy, her agent,
had given me the confidential word on the trouble he was
having trying to place her show. It was, of course, too expen-
sive to operate to take any gamble on sustaining, even if a
decent half-hour spot could be opened up for it. And the
way the rating had skidded, he had a big problem interesting
any new sponsor. We agreed that it was highly unlikely that
Ferris would go along with her another season.
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A thing like that you can stand. But three at once makes a
hell of a hole. I had to keep paying on the tax deficiency
they’d nailed me for, and keep sending Jennifer her five-
hundred-a-month alimony so she could sit on her scrawny -
tail out there in Taos, and keep paying the rent on the office
and the apartment, and keep paying Dotty, and keep up the
personal front. I'd built the list up to twenty-one hundred a
week. And with a six-hundred drop it just wouldn’t add up.
I couldn’t make it come out. And new clients don’t jump up
out of the brush in the summer.

But all the time I knew I was worried about more than
the six-hundred drop. This is a rumor town. What the hell
has happened to Steve? Hear he lost Hayes and Jonah and
Ferris. Guess he wasn’t doing a job for them. Just the faintest
smell of failure and it would make it an awful lot tougher to
plant a release and then maybe the remaining ones would get
nervous, and then Steve would be really sunk. And there
wasn’t a PR firm in town that would take me on. Not after
the way I set myself up in business back there in 48, walking
out with the clients in my pocket. They've been waiting for
me to fall on my face. Hell, a man has to take care of
himself. They would have kept me on coolie wages until I
was seventy, and then invited me to buy in—maybe a big
two-hundredth part of the business.

I sat there and I was really scared. I knew who would be
the fourth one to go. Nancy, my Big Author. I'd run out of
angles as far as she was concerned. It didn’t seem to occur to
her that maybe she better get another book published. I'd
even run out of panel shows I could get her on. All I had to
do was mention her name and the columnists I laughingly
call friends would groan.

I sat there in the dying city and wished I'd been a little
smarter. The cream is in the industrial accounts. A few of
those and I'd be set. But my people are individuals, most of
them in the arts or entertainment. I suppose that’s natural.
That was my beat when I was on the paper. Clubs and
galleries and theatres, radio stations, concert halls.

I sat there and I began to feel artificial. Something that
had been made up. Packaging is everything. They don’t seem
to give much of a damn about the contents any more. Make
the outside pretty. Give it that glamour look. The hell with
the product. The public will buy. And that was what I was
in. The packaging business. Dressing up personalities.

I went into the small bathroom off my office and turned
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on the fluorescent lights on either side of the mirror, It is not
a kind light. If I squinted a little, blurring my image, I was
still Steve Winsan, that fabricated product, that All-American
tailback type, bluff and hearty and confident as all getout.
The man to see. But with my eyes wide open, my face under
the naked lights looked like the face of a tired character
actor. That was it, maybe. I'd been playing the part of Steve
Winsan so damn long it was going stale on me. I was sick of
Steve Winsan and of a world full of things that didn’t work
quite right any more because they weren’t making good
products any more. They were fudging. Filling the armpit
salve with air bubbles. Making nail polish guaranteed to flake
off in twenty-four hours. Publishing books guaranteed to
stand only two readings before the pages started to fall out.
Putting fenders on cars you could dent with the heel of your
hand. Make them stand still for the upkeep. Put crumby steel
in their razors, weak thread on their buttons, waterbase paint
on their walls. Keep them coming back. Hooray for enter-
prise. Hooray for Stephan Winsan Associates, which vends a
product nobody ever heard of thirty years ago, and practical-
ly anybody can do without right now. There was nothing
wrong with me that a double orchidectomy couldn’t cure.

So I went home and changed clothes and went out on the
town and I was gay as hell and got home earlier than usual
and quite alone and set the alarm, and by eleven o’clock I
was being a Fancy Dan in the parkway traffic, tooling the
MG in and out of the lanes and wondering why the hell I
owned a car when I used it not more than three times a month
and why I had three suits ordered and why I'd given
Dotty a raise, and why Jennifer couldn’t fall off one of those
New Mexican cliffs, and what the hell I was going to say to
Wilma that would make her pat me on the head and call me
back into the fold. And I wished that I had never clambered
into that nine-foot bed of hers, because all it had done was
use up a weapon that might have come in handy this week
end. Wilma is the sort you do not gain ascendancy over by
pouncing on. Her only involvement, ept though it may be, is
physical. All you lose is your dignity, and all you gain is the
responsibility of coming on the run should she crook her
finger again. Much the same loss that Dotty had suffered
with me.

I ate a late lunch on the road, a heavy lunch to put a good
base under the drinks that would be flowing. I arrived a bit
early and thought I might be the first. But the Hesses’ car
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was there, between Wilma’s and the station wagon. Just as I
got out of my car, Judy Jonah came boiling down the drive
in that Jag of hers. She swung in beside me.

She got out of the car and put her fists on her hips and
stared at the house. “Wow!” she said.

“First time you’ve seen it?”

“Uh-huh. Looks edible, doesn’t it? How are you doing,
Steve?”

“Medium. Did Willy say anything to you yet about that
Millison thing?”

“It sounds great,” she said with a look of disgust. “He’ll
have something real gay lined up. Like catching a custard pie
in the puss. Something subtle like that.”

“A thousand-dollar pie, my lamb.”

“Not by the time I get it, it isn’t.”

“He’s a replacement. They’ve got the hell budgeted out of
him. That’s all he cando.”

José came out to get our luggage. For once he seemed
almost mildly glad to see me.

“Don’t think I'm not grateful, Steve. Willy told me that
you found out about it and sicked him onto it.” She smiled
at me but there was a little bit of frost behind it. We used to
get along a lot better. And then I made a mistake. One of
those things. It wasn’t even very important to me. All she
had to do was say no. But she said no and, at the same time,
gave me a wicked smack across the mouth. It cut my lip and
I came within a tenth of a second of really hanging one on
her, I was so mad. She told me she would stay on as a client
merely because she thought I knew my business, but my
professional services were the only ones she required, or
would ever require. Hence the little suggestion of coolness.

“Where is Willy, by the way? Come on, we go around
this way.”

“Absent by request. Wilma says this is social.”

“Wilma says.”

She gave me an oblique look, a quick flash of those
expressive blue eyes. “I should have at least brought a writer,
I guess.”

“I'll feed you some lines.”

“Brother, this is really a place.”

Wilma and the Hesses and Gilman Hayes were on the big
terrace just outside the lounge. Hayes was dressed for the
water, standing, talking to them, and I wondered why he
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didn’t have spangles on his trunks. He said hello to Judy in a
bored way and gave me the shallowest possible nod. Wilma
did her normal amount of gushing. Randy gave me a nerv-
ous cold hand and Noel smiled. Judy was in a rush to get
her suit on while there was still sunshine. I was in a rush to
get Randy off in a corner somehow, but I couldn’t be
obvious about it. Wilma said she’d given me the same room
as last time. I told José what I wanted as soon as he came
out to the terrace bar again. Hayes went down the steps and
out onto the big dock. I hate the big arrogant muscular son-
of-a-bitch. I made him and I hate him. I would like to
unmake him. Do a reverse PR job on him. But he’s Wilma’s
playmate, and if I want to cut my throat I can borrow a
straight razor someplace.

Judy came hurrying out in her yalla swimsuit and went
running down and out the left-hand side of the dock and off
in a flat dive. The next time I looked down they were both
spread out in the late sun. I didn’t get my chance to cut
Randy out of the herd until after the Dockertys arrived and
Wilma took them in to show them their room.

“Let’s take us a walk, kid,” I said to Randy.

He looked uneasy, “Sure, Steve. Sure.”

We went around the wing of the house and out to the
tables near that croquet layout. We sat down there and I
rapped a cigarette on the tin tabletop and lighted it. “Wilma
gave me some yak over the phone Wednesday, Randy.
Something about saving money.”

“My God, she has to, Steve. She had to borrow to pay
taxes. This thing put her in the hole when she built it, and
she’s never got well since she built it. I’ve been after her
and after her. Now, for the first time, she’s beginning to
listen.”

“I’d hate to think for even one minute, Randy, that you'd
want to do any cuts in my direction.”

“Now, don’t try to get hard with me, Steve.”

/“Look, you call yourself her business manager. You're
more of a personal secretary, aren’t you?”

“I manage all her affairs.”

“It looks to me more like she does the managing. Now,
how about that profile thing? Happen to remember that?”

“I certainly do. You did a good job there, Steve.”

I knew I'd done a good job. I'd happened to have a
friend on a magazine. He let me get a look at a piece they
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were considering. It was an article on Wilma Ferris. A girl
had done it. It was good work. She was a couple of years
out of Columbia, free-lancing. It was one of those snide jobs.
The magazine wanted a fairly extensive rewrite on it, but the
top editorial brains were excited about it. And well they
should have been. Nothing libelous, but very, very tongue in
cheek. And it would have done quite a job of blowing the
Wilma Ferris myth sky high, the mythology I had created.
My friend wasn’t placed high enough to clobber it. It was
one very hot item indeed. The girl had all the dope. And our
Wilma, on her way up the cosmetic ladder, had been one
very rough girl.

I had to move on it. I went to a friend on another
magazine. I did him a favor once. I had something coming.
And he was placed high enough. He gave the freelancer a
staff job. She withdrew the article from the first magazine.
He lined up a tame seal to do the rewrite, and between us we
took all the sting out of it and stuck in some of the usual
glop. The deal was that he would fire the girl after the article
was published. But as it turned out, she began to work out
pretty well on the staff, so they kept her. So nobody was
hurt. :

“lI wouldn’t want you going in for any false economy,
Randy. Not at Wilma’s expense.”

“I don’t think you realize how serious this is, Steve. She’s
got to pull in her horns. She’s got to take it easy. I mean
very easy, or she’ll never get her head back above water. I
risked my . . . position with the things I told her. She’s got to
get that Gilman Hayes off her back, let the apartment go—
it’s too big, anyway, and rent the Cuernavaca house. Since
she’s going to have to live a good deal quieter, anyway, I see
no reason why she should continue to retain you. I told her
that. Furthermore, Steve, I see no reason for her to retain
you even were she quite solvent.”

“And let things like that magazine story go through?”

“The public has a short memory.”

For a few minutes there he sounded fairly impressive. I
remembered people saying he was a pretty good man before
he went to work for Wilma. He had one of those little
businesses that do accounting work, personal financial man-
agement, and insurance work for their clients. He had built
it up himself, and when he took on Wilma she kept him so
busy with all kinds of weird errands and services that he
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started dropping his other clients, and ended up working for
her, giving up his office, maintaining a so-called office in her
apartment.

“I don’t think it would be wise to stop retaining me,
Randy.”

“And I think it would be.”

“So there we are.” I stood up “I better look for some-
body else to convince, Randy.”

He shrugged. “You can talk to her, of course. I can’t stop
that. But I'm pretty certain she’s made up her mind, decided
to take my recommendations. Her attorneys are backing me
up. She could get out of the hole immediately by selling her
interest in the company, but I don’t believe she’d want to
give up control.”

“Understatement of the year.” He ‘got up too, and we
started to walk back. He had griped me. I stopped and
halted him by taking hold of his arm. “You were kicking
some opinions around, Randy. Here’s one of mine: I think
she needs a business manager like she needs Gilman Hayes.
You’re just sort of a superbutler, and I bet she could get a
better one cheaper.”

He looked at me and looked away and he looked pinched
around the mouth. He yanked his arm free. I said, “Did you
put yourself on that list of economies, Randy? Or are you
suffering from the delusion that you’re essential?”

He walked away from me and he didn’t look back. He
carried his narrow shoulders in a funny rigid way, as if he
were balancing something on his head. If I was an unneces-
sary expense, what in the world was he? I laughed out loud. I
felt a little bit better. Not much, though. I got the glooms
again when I rejoined the group and tried to figure out some
way to work on Wilma. She has all the vulnerability of a
meat ax. And I very well knew that she was waiting for me
to start begging. That would be the end. That would be
when she would start to smile and go to work with the knife,
enjoying her work. I sat and chattered away at that Mavis
Dockerty, a great mass of nothing if I ever saw same, and all
the time I was trying to think of some pry bar to use on
Wilma. Like attacking the Washington Monument with a
wooden spoon. I drank a little too much without intending
to, and then made a damn fool of myself by telling Dockerty
the score when he got me aside. I cannot understand most of
those guys in business. They seem to do all right, but in an
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environment like this one, they don’t even know what’s going
on. They can’t seem to see a knife when it’s sticking right out
of your back.

It wasn’t until dinner that I got the idea. It happened this
way:

Wilma and Randy were talking about something in low
tones. And Wilma raised her voice and you could hear it all
over the room when she said, “For God’s sake, stop blither-
ing and dithering!” and Randy turned meekly to his plate.
Right at that moment I happened to glance at Noel Hess. I
saw on her face an expression of complete contempt. It was a
look that included Wilma and Randy and perhaps the sur-
rounding area for a good half mile. She turned then and
caught me looking at her, and blushed and began to eat
again.

There was no pry bar to use on Wilma. But here was a
dandy little brunette pry bar with which I could bring Randy
right up on his tiptoes. I had never particularly noticed her
before. She was a subdued type, which seldom appeals to me.
Pale and a bit thin-faced, with a long upper lip and rather
small dark eyes. But as I made a more careful inventory, I
saw things about her that I liked. I did a quick review to see
if I'd said anything to her or near her that would spoil my
pitch. No, the Steve Winsan impersonation had been unfrac-
tured. I wondered if Wilma had told Randy that she and I
had been intimate. If so, maybe Randy had told Noel. And,
if so, that might cancel me out before the starting gate
opened. She had given Wilma that sort of look. And she was
doubtless all too well aware of Randy’s consistent infidelities
prior to Wilma’s acquisition of Gilman Hayes, aware of the
complete range of the services performed. Suddenly, thinking
of the whole thing, I felt a little ill. We’d been a bunch of
dogs trotting after Wilma, tongues lolling in the country sun.
And now I was going to try to complicate it with deliberate
seduction. I wondered if, at this late date, I was getting a
weak stomach. A man saves himself first. She’d maybe al-
ready started an interesting career of getting even with Ran-
dy. But she didn’t look the type, somehow. She even looked
a little bit like a girl I'd once known in the Methodist Sunday
School in Deephaven, Minnesota, back in the days when I'd
attend with my hair pasted down and watch her for the full
hour and wonder how I was going to tell her that I was
perfectly convinced I was going to be a famous surgeon and
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I wanted her to wait for me. Back in the days when I was
full of dreams and glories and a girl was a sweet and fragile
and precious thing.

I knew the plan wasn’t too good. I might get nowhere.
And even if I did, it was no guarantee that I could get her to
put the pressure on Randy. And if she consented to that, and
if Randy told Wilma he’d reconsidered, Wilma could still tell
him she’d already made up her mind.

But at least it was a plan, and even if it didn’t work, it
promised a less boring week end.

I didn’t get much of a chance after dinner. Wilma and I
got into our usual gin game, noisy and deadly serious. Randy
dithered. That silly Dockerty bitch danced with Muscle Boy.
The others played Scrabble. And Noel, unfortunately, went
off to bed. I watched for some reaction on Wilma’s part to
the dance team. She didn’t seem to notice them. As this was
an atypical reaction on Wilma’s part, I began to suspect that
Gilman Hayes might lose more than my PR representation
before the week end was over.

Once when Wilma was shuffling I leaned back and looked
around at the shadows and silences in the big room, at the
tricky spots on the game boards, at the glass and the dancing
and the groomed softness of the women, all of us here
interlocked with each other in curious ways in this architec-
tured thing of warmth and careful lights, while outside there
were the lake and the contours of the hills, which would not
change a tenth of an inch in ten of our lifetimes. Bass would
be drifting deep by the rocks, gills straining the cool water,
and deer would be bedded down up the slopes away from
the lake. But I had walked for a long time on a narrow and
dangerous place that grew ever narrower, and to turn around
and walk back was a feat of balance beyond my abilities.

“Wake up, dreary,” Wilma said. “Take a dull card.”

I took a card and I had to look at it longer than usual
before I saw that it was a six of spades and that it fitted so
neatly with other sixes that I was able to go down for seven.

When I woke up in the morning with a barbiturate taste, it
took the usual chill shower and the usual Dexedrine before
my motor started to turn over smoothly. This would be, I
suspected, muscle day. Wilma likes to exhaust her guests. If
she can send them back to the city with aching bodies, she
thinks they remember it as a good gay time. It was warm

54



and breakfast on the terrace was fine in the sunlight, and
finer still when I was able to sit at a table with Noel. I had
given the gambit some careful thought. I had to make her
curious about me as a person, and it had to contain a strong
hint that I was not like the others.

After a few banalities, I found the silence I wanted and
said, “With a few thousand years of selective breeding, Noel,
I could really make an improvement in the race. I was
thinking about it last night.”

“An improvement?”

“We ought to have a setup like the lizards do. After you
grow a little older and wiser, then you shuck off your skin
and become somebody else. You become a better image of
yourself. The way it is now, if you change, the way people
inevitably do, you’re still trapped in your old life, in the way
you’ve always looked. It hardly seems fair.”

I saw the awakening of interest in her eyes and saw at the
same time that her eyes were a good shade of brown, a very
dark brown that perhaps you could see only in sunlight, with
some very tiny flakings of gold around the pupils,

“What do you want to change to, Steve?”

“Undecided. Just something different. I'm sort of a bright
young man emeritus at this point. Can’t afford to look tired.
Got to keep running fast. Sort of maintaining an impersona-
tion. How about you?”

“I guess this is just female, Steve, but I'd like to be big
and golden and shiny instead of a sort of ... brown mouse.
I sit in too many corners and watch too much and think too
much. Maybe I just want to be part of the act.”

I allowed myself a look of contempt. “This act?”

“No, not this act. This one is worn out. I want a better
act. New and fresh, with trumpets and drums.”

“I'll book that. I'll plant releases. We’ll pack the house.”

And I looked into her eyes very seriously and intently and
saw her eyes widen just a bit before they moved away, saw
the faint color of pinkness on her throat, and knew that I
had created in her an awareness of me and a curiosity. It’s
smart tactics to stick pretty close to what you really believe,
because that way you can achieve a feeling of sincerity and
reality that you can’t get if you pick too fictionalized an
approach. She wouldn’t be difficult. She was too mixed up
and tired of her life and Randy and Wilma and herself. It
didn’t take a trick shot. You could nearly fire blind and
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knock her off the shelf. For a little while I thought I'd better
not, because it was too easy. But a man has to save himself
in any way he can. ;

Later, during the morning swim, after I spilled Hayes off
his skis, I had a chance to stretch out on the dock and talk
to her some more. Sermon on the emptiness and artificialities
of our special segment of civilization. The need to get back to
something clean and honest. No honesty any more. All
angles. And she gave me all the little clues of a growing
recklessness. Even in the way she walked, conscious of herself
and of me. She began to glow from the inside, and it
softened her mouth and made her laugh more often. And
made her tip up the drinks. And Randy was a great help to
me, in the feverish way he took care of the little errands
Wilma gave him. And she gave him a great many.

The croquet game was a special shambles. Paul Dockerty
had got almost alarmingly drunk. And it was evidently the
Mavis-Hayes Mutual Admiration Society that had set him off.
Noel and I exchanged glances of commiseration, wry smiles,
and, with increasing frequency, the reassurance of a light
touching of hands. Lunch was late and very liquid and
people were folding up gently to gain strength for the coming
evening. I had José find me a thermos and I made up a
batch of stingers and told Noel there was a place on the lake
I wanted to show her. It was the critical move. She agreed
readily, almost hastily, and we went down and I took out
one of the runabouts and dizzied her with the speed and the
curves and the roar of the water along the hull. I took her to
the small island and I went over the side and towed the boat
ashore and helped her out and up to the grassy bank near
the familiar clump of sumac.

She was full of areas of resistance. Some were soothed
with words and others were eased with caresses. And a few
were melted by the thermos. We were utterly alone, the boat
out of sight of the house, the water and mountains in front of
us. Capitulation, though delayed, was inevitable. And I found
her full of unexpected frenzies, far too many tears, far too
many of the broken words denoting a permanence that I
had not expected or wanted her to feel. It gave me the
troubled, confused, nervous feeling of having taken on far too
much. She had never been unfaithful to Randy before. And
she was convinced that now we were together forever and
ever. I knmew it was a rationalization. She could not
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excuse what she had permitted, and so she had to label it a
great love. I knew that I could not keep on being evasive
about this forever-and-ever deal. I could see the beginning of
suspicion in her eyes. So I had to go along with it. I told
her that unfortunately, my fortunes were temporarily tied up
with Randy and Wilma and the others, so we would have to
be very careful, make good plans, avoid impatience.

“But it has really happened, my darling,” she said, smiling
at me.

“Really.”

“I never expected to find you here. I've waited for you so
long: So very, very long, Steve.”

“It has surprised me too,” I said in momentary honesty.

“But we’ll be together.”

“As soon as we can make the arrangements without
knocking my business in the head.”

“She can have him. Gladly. I give him up. He’s a useless
thing, Steve. He has been, for a long time. He blundered into
the web and she wrapped him up, and when he couldn’t
move, she sucked him dry. You’re a man, Steve. He hasn’t
been a man for a long time. Oh, I’'m so glad we found each
other. Hold me close, Steve. Remember what you said this
morning? I've shed my skin, you know. I'm all golden and
shiny. 'm not a brown mouse any more.”

“The new skin is fine. I like it. It’s an improvement. Extra-
soft. Extra-fine texture. Guaranteed imperishable.”

“Stop staring. Youre making me blush.”

“Hummm, when you blush it seems to start about here.”

“Steve!”

We stayed there until the summer dusk and the end of the
sun. And the end of the thermos, our bodies growing heavy
and slow-moving with the dragging sweetness of outdoor
love. I felt uneasy about entering into an implied contractual
relationship for all eternity. But it was fruit on the bough
that had happened to grow within reach. And I could create
delay after delay, with excuses that at first would be very
reasonable, and would slowly grow less reasonable, and even-
tually it would be a pose that we maintained as a rationaliza-
tion, the idea of “someday.” And it would eventually end, as
such things have ended before for me, and as they will end
again, because pleasure without purpose feeds on itself until it
is finally consumed and the thing is dead.

We went back, her face so luminous with fulfillment that I
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was glad it was near dark when I came into the dock and
saw Randy standing there, frail and still.

“Where have you been?” he asked in a quiet voice.

Noel laughed in the silence, in the dusk. She gave a rough
and unmistakable imitation of Wilma’s voice. “Why, we seem
to have been on a picnic or something, dahling. Miss me?”

He turned and walked away. He seemed to be spending
the week end walking away from me. “A little too rough,
honey,” I said to her.

“Was I? How can he afford self-righteousness? How—

“Ssh, honey. Please.”

1 gave her my hand and helped her out of the runabout.
She came up onto the dock and leaned against me for a
moment, light as a whisper. “I'm sorry,” she murmured. “I
feel reckless, I guess.”

“Keep it bottled up. Just for a while.”

“Of course, darling. Anything you say. Anything.”

But I kept an eye on her. The night was warmer than any
I had seen at the lake. We ate. The stars came out. We
brought bottles and glasses and ice and mix down to the
dock. The lake was black and laughter sounded good. Noel
had acquired a little drunken giggle. Wilma was the one who
suggested we kill the lights and do our swimming the way
nature had perhaps intended we should. It seemed like one of
the better ideas. Judy, Randy, and Wallace Dorn backed out.
I went up to the box to turn off the lights. I turned them off.
I waited a few moments and then turned them back again.
There were yells of imitation anger. I put the lights off for
good and felt my way back down. We were all there except
Paul Dockerty. I found someone in the water. It was Mavis
and she thought I was Gilman Hayes. We straightened that
out quickly. I found Noel. We floated on our backs, holding
hands, looking at the stars. She was fish-sleek in the water.
All very gay. All very childish. Oh, we were delightful irre-
sponsible people. There was some sort of disorganized game
of tag for a time, with the rules getting continually more
complicated. Randy, I think, was sulking. There was a bit of
hysteria in Mavis’ laughter. 1 had the feeling that we were a
pack of circus seals, performing for Wilma’s amusement.

I wondered why Gilman Hayes was calling Wilma so
loudly.
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Chapter Five

(WALLACE DORN—AFTERWARD)

I was most definitely happy that I did not have to join that
undignified scramble for clothing in the dark while Winsan
ran to switch the lights back on. I heard their wet panting.
And it alarmed me a bit to recall how close I had come to
joining their little debauch. I had, indeed, been tempted for a
few moments, thinking of the dark lake-wet flesh of women
in the night. It is the mood of recklessness that Wilma knows
how to develop, going at it quite coldly, for all the impres-
sion of warmth that she gives.

I wondered what Wilma had been thinking as the water
had closed over her. Knowing her, I would judge that it had
been a feeling of vast impatience, of plans interrupted. Not
fear, I believe, because I feel that she, like a child, would be
utterly incapable of objectively contemplating her own de-
mise. She had a nice knack of making others die a little.
Now she had died a lot. Thoroughly. And I found it quite
pleasant to think about, actually. For me it was an extraordi-
narily convenient death. We had had our little chat. Death
made her decision meaningless, as I had intended that, some-
how, that decision should be made meaningless.

I felt as though now I could begin the process of recreat-
ing my own dignity. The years of Wilma had left me precious
little. Nothing, perhaps, but the appearance without the sub-
stance. Now perhaps I could begin to feel that I could be free
of all these other dreadful people. Free of Randy, that husk,
that ethicless nothing. Free, of course, of Hayes, and of
having to use his utterly talentless blobs in the Ferris pro-
gram. Free of the Jonah woman, that crude, unfeminine
clown. Through at last with Winsan, who is an almost
obscene exaggeration of my own loss of self-respect. Of all of
them, Paul Dockerty would be the one I would keep, out of
necessity. And he is the best of the lot. Perhaps he is the best
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because, barring Gilman Hayes, he is the most recent. A few
more years or perhaps a few more months would have given
him over to Wilma in some devious way so that through her
control she could despoil him.

I knew I would deal with Paul from now on, and sensed
that he would retain our association. I had nothing to fear. I
kept telling myself that. Nothing at all to fear.

It did not become quite horrible for me until they were all
assembled and went back and forth in their boats, dragging
for her body. I envisaged the cruel hooks seeking her flesh. I
have always been too imaginative, I believe.

I could not watch it. I had been told by a uniformed and
rather officious young man that I could not leave. I went to
my room. I wished to ignore the whole episode. I donned my
treasured flannel robe and sat in, the deep chair in my room
in darkness and smoked my pipe and tried to think of the
work that would face me once I returned to my office. But
all the time I was aware of them out there, with their lights
and boats and hooks and their snickerings. I knew that it
would be in the papers and that Mr. Howey would feel it
necessary to call me in for one of his little chats.

I used to feel that he liked me. He does not seem to like
me any more. He cannot claim that I do not do my work. It
was, of course, Wilma Ferris who poisoned him about me.
That is not fair. I did not seek out the Ferris account. What
Mr. Howey does not seem to realize is that I can be most
effective when I handle those accounts where business is
conducted on the proper plane. You should be a gentleman
in business relationships. Calmness and careful thought can
be much more effective than all the self-conscious bustling
about in the world. A good quiet lunch and a brandy and a
discussion of business problems. I never asked for the Ferris
account. I have never felt entirely competent to handle it
because I was never able to talk properly to that damnable
woman. She seemed to be forever laughing at me. And I do
not consider myself to be a ludicrous man. I am educated. I
am rather well set up. I have health and, I trust, a certain
dignity.

I did not ask for the account, and had it not been given to
me to handle, I should probably, even now, be on much
better terms with Lucius Howey. It is quite clear to me that
she poisoned him against me. Deliberately, maliciously.

I do not understand such people. One must have good
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will. At times, naturally, I have been forced to deal firmly
with underlings in order to protect myself. But good will is
my credo. If all my accounts were such reliable conservative
old firms as Durbin Brothers, life could be very enjoyable.
We agree on the media. I never attempt to force them to
increase their total bill. We are in complete agreement on the
dignity of the copy. And what finer program to support can
there be? Their Citizens’ Forum improves the mind.’ The
Durbin Brothers consider it a privilege to support the Forum.
They are my idea of the business person who is aware of his
obligations to the society in which he lives. True, it is a
rather small account. But an excellent product. Excellent.

They would never be guilty of the sort of behavior that
Wilma was guilty of that hideous day when I took the new
copy to her apartment at her request. I had toned down
some of the obvious floridities in it. And I had repaired some
rather clumsy layouts. She was expressionless as she read the
copy. I could not guess her reaction. :

And then she had torn it all to bits and scattered them on
the floor. I did not know her well. I made some sound of
dismay.

She came over to me, her face contorted, and leaned so
close to me that I leaned back in alarm. She called me
Buster. She said, barely opening her mouth to say it, “Buster,
you need some of the facts of life underlined for you, don’t
you? That was supposed to be perfume copy. With that
senile drivel you couldn’t sell sachet to your maiden aunt. All
you got to do in that copy is to tell the girls that if they smell
better they’ll be had more often.”

“Really, Miss Ferris!”

“Don’t boggle at me, you stuffed shirt. I said sexy copy
and I want sexy copy. In my perfume line, I'm not selling
smells. I'm selling sex. If that distresses you, Dorn, go pad-
dling off and I'll get somebody who can understand what I’'m
talking about. Maybe you don’t approve of sex, you blood-
less old nanny goat.”

“I cannot permit you to talk to me in this manner.”

“I've heard tell you used to write fair copy. Get over to
that desk and write something remotely usable or you're
going to be known in advertising alley as the boy who
bungled the Ferris account.”
~ There was nothing I could do. Actually the woman
alarmed me. She kept me there for three hours. Finally I
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turned out something she liked. I more than half expected the
magazines to turn it down. To my astonishment, they took it
without comment.

We had similar scenes later. I could never guess how she
would react. And most of the time I was off balance because
I was wondering why she should give the constant impression
of laughing at me. She had to dominate me. I sensed that.
And I could not prevent her doing it.

I actually believe that my helpless feeling of being domi-
nated was what finally led me into the ultimate mistake there
at her apartment. I really believe that I was finally reversing
our roles by regressing to that most basic of male-female re-
lationships. And, believing that, I spent a fool’s hour in that
ripest of gardens, believing that I was inflicting my will on her,
enjoying to the utmost her really remarkable favors and
then, to my complete horror, as I began dressing, fully expect-
ing warmth from her, and a certain humility, she sat on the
edge of her bed and began snickering and finally collapsed in
helpless laughter. For a long time she could not tell me what
amused her. When she could speak, she said she had imag-
ined some rather coarse, crude things, most of them to do
with my mode of dress and my behavior, though I have al-
ways felt that I behaved with the dignity of a gentleman.

So the expected reversal of roles led only to greater humil-
iation.

I know she poisoned Mr. Howey against me.

I cannot understand a person like that.

I am totally glad she is dead.

I am very glad.

I rejoice.

And I am not afraid.

62



Chapter Six

(RaNDY HESS—BEFORE)

I TOLD NOEL that Wilma expected us both for the week end,
and that started another of our dry, bitter little quarrels.
There is no ranting and raving. Just a sour quietness. It was
not always this way. Not before Wilma. My nerves used to be
better. My wife and I are almost strangers. It seems a long
time since we have laughed together. And that did not matter
to me very much before Gilman Hayes came on the scene, six
months ago. He displaced me nearly entirely in one area of
my usefulness to Wilma. I think of that and wonder how I
have managed to give up all pride and decency. And I
wonder why I am willing to trade day after day of the
humiliating tasks she gives me just for the sake of those brief
rare times when she opens her arms.

I think of myself and wonder that I can feel so devoid of
shame. I think I used to be a proud man. I have that
memory. But it’s a memory that seems to belong to some
other person.

She is not bad. She is not evil. People make a mistake
when they say she is evil and malicious. She is merely Wilma.
I remember one time when she talked to me in a voice I had
not heard before.

“I was a fat kid, Randy. A horrible fat kid. My bones are
big and there was a lot of padding on the bones. My God, I
ate all the time. And I hated the way I looked. I was ugly.”
She spoke quietly beside me in her bed, her profile clear
against the red mist high over the city. “I used to dream that
a fairy godmother would come along. She would have a
wand. She would touch me on the forehead and she would
tell me I was beautiful. And, in the dream, ¥ would run, run,
run to the mirror, my heart in my throat, and I'd look in
and there I'd be, the same fat Wilma. I used to hate my fairy
godmother. Maybe that’s what started me on this cosmetics
thing, Randy. I've wondered about that. Magic wand. Say,
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make a mental note of that, will you? For the stick perfume.
It might be good. I'm too relaxed to think about it right
now. I guess it did other things, being fat and ugly like that.
You see, I'd see the little golden girls going to their parties.
I’d hide. Sometimes, when I was brave, I'd throw mud. There
was a boy they all had crushes on. My God, I had a crush
on him too. My heart used to go thud-thud just seeing him
in the school halls. And it was so damn ridiculous. I told my
psychiatrist about all this.”

“What did he say?”

She rolled over and up onto her elbows, half over me, one
large perfect breast eclipsing half the world. “He said, Randy,
that he could isolate the cause for my so-called nymphoma-
nia. He says there is absolutely no physiological basis for it.
He says there very seldom is. It’s because usually a person
wanted to be loved so badly. And there’s some obstacle.
Mine was the way I looked. My God, underneath I was a
mess. All a bunch of crazy longings. And that family of
mine! Brother. They’d crack you for nothing, just for
walking by. Funny, thinking about it, about spending the rest
of your life getting even. He said that was what I was doing.
That I resented the male. He hadn’t noticed me when I
wanted to be noticed. He said it was too bad, because now I
can’t really love anybody. Hell, I guess I don’t miss that. I
asked him why I needed so much physical love. He said it
was just a symbol. He said that given time, he could cure me.
And I thought about that and told him I would go along as
is, thank you very much. So you see, Randy. I really hate
you. Can you believe it?”

And, looking up at her, I could believe it. And vyet
gnderstand her. Yet pity and love the child she had once

een.

And pity myself for having been standing in the right place
and time to have been run down by this implacable female
machine, and still know that it was no excuse for me. She
had merely uncovered a basic sensuality, a masochistic weak-
ness in me that I had not suspected.

She seldom talked that way to me. My role was more
generally that of whipping boy.

There was another time. “Does Noel know about this,
Randy?”

“I haven’t told her, if that’s what you mean.”

“But she knows?”
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“I'm pretty sure she does.”

“Doesn’t that make you feel bad? Wouldn’t you like to
give all this up and try to make her happy again?”

“I know that’s what I should do.”

“But you’re going to keep on with this, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I guess I am.”

“Tell me why you are.”

“What do you mean?”

“Tell me why you'’re not going to give this up.”

“Because ...I can’t.”

“That’s what I wanted you to say. Let me tell you about
the others, Randy. Don’t you want to listen to me?”

“Please don’t, Wilma.”

“I like to talk about them. Like I talk to them about you.”

“Stop it, Wilma.”

“I’'ll stop it. Tell me what you are. Are you weak?”

“Weak and vile and foul.”

“And ashamed?”

“No. Not ashamed.”

“Should you be?”

“Yes, I should be. What I’'m doing is a sin in the eyes of
man and God.”

“That sounded nice. You must say it again sometime. But
right now we’ll stop talking, won’t we, Randy? Right now,
darling, we’ll stop talking. Won’t we? Won’t we?”

And there was no escape, as there never was. As though I
needed vileness. As though I sought degradation. As though
I had to go on punishing myself for inconceivable crimes, for
a guilt that had not yet been explained to me. And I
wondered if I would ever kill her. It was the only possible
release. She did not tire of the little humilities. The emptying
of her ash trays. Sorting her clothes for the cleaners. Taking
care of her shoes. Picking up after her. She was a robust
animal and she casually littered the rooms in which she lived.
She liked to have me tell her about how important I used to
think I would become. Sometimes she made me tell her those
old dreams while I was making up her bed while she sat at
the dressing table, watching me in the mirror.

I knew of her other affairs. She made certain that I knew
of them. Ears should be able to be closed, like eyes. But I
was not deposed. I had the most of her and that had to be
enough. Until she took unto herself Gilman Hayes.

“He’s no good, Wilma. You’ve got to get rid of him.”
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“We’ll have a nice talk about him. As though you were
my girl friend, Randy.”

“He’s no good.”

“He’s a fabulous artist, my dear.”

“Who says so?”

“Steve Winsan says so. I'm paying him to say so in the
right places. The places where it counts. Be good, Randy.
And be patient. He’s a very arrogant young man, and a very
splendid animal, and after he has been properly broken to
the halter, we shall send him on his way and forget about
him.”

“He’s costing you too much money.”

“You nag me like an old hen, Randy dear. Be your sweet
and patient self, and Wilma will be back soon. Poor Gil has
the absurd idea he’s doing me some sort of a favor. That’s a
little attitude I shall manage to correct. And then, because
he’s a bit dull, we’ll send him on his way, older and wiser.”

She had told me the list for this week end. Hayes and the
Dockertys and Steve and Judy and Wallace Dorn. There was
one small gain in this Hayes affair. It had given me time to
go over her accounts. And I did not like what I saw. I had a
talk with her on Tuesday. I tried my best to frighten her. I
made it strong. She smiled and ticked the things off on her
fingers.

“Rent the Cuernavaca house. Check. Get a smaller apart-
ment here. Maybe. Drop Gil and cancel out Steve’s efforts
for both of us. Check. Stop spending so much on other
things. Check. And you know, dear, as long as we’re making
changes, I'm getting awfully tired of Judy and Wallace Dorn,
too. I think I'll make some changes. And wouldn’t you say
you’re an expense to me too?”’

“That’s up to you to decide,” I told her.

“Brave Randy. So very casual about it. Get Mavis on the
phone for me, dear.”

“Were you serious about ... letting me go too?”

“Now you’ve spoiled it by getting anxious. You just be a
good boy this coming week end. Then we’ll see. Get Mavis,
and while I'm talking, you can leave for the day. Gil will be
along soon. Poor dear, he just detests finding you here. I
don’t think he likes you at all.”

Noel and I drove up on Friday, chatting with the faintly
evasive formality of people who meet on a train. She looked
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very trim and pretty, but for me it was like looking at a
picture of a girl I had known once upon a time. There was
nothing personal in looking at her. The whole world was dry
and vague and flat. The only vividness in the world, the only
reality, was a demanding body that was labeled Wilma and
in which there would be another time of forgetfulness, of the
great blindness that surpasses all regrets.

I timed the trip so that we could arrive early. Gilman
Hayes had come up with Wilma in her car. They were there
when we arrived. Wilma had told me the room we would
have, so I carried our luggage in. I believe that she has told
José that I am a person of very small importance and not to
help me. He even mixes and serves my drinks with an almost
detectable reluctance. It is a typical example of her small
methods.

After Steve Winsan arrived I could tell by the way he kept
glancing at me that he wanted a word with me. I suspected
what it was. When he found a chance to ask me, I agreed.
He was fool enough to treat me with contempt. I was firm
with him, wishing all the time that Wilma had given him no
hint of danger. And then he was shrewd enough to put his
finger directly on Wilma’s personal threat to me. After vague-
ly threatening me. He is an alert and dangerous man, perfect-
ly capable of using any weapon he can find. But I couldn’t
think of any weapon available to him. Wilma had said he
was out. And she is not the sort who changes her mind.

Mavis was as gushingly tiresome as usual. Judy Jonah was
almost herself, but I sensed tiredness in her. Paul Dockerty
seemed rather out of place in our little group. Once upon a
time I might have been, also. Gilman Hayes was at his
obnoxious best, insulting the ones he didn’t ignore. There
was a lot of strain in the air. It looked like a bad week end.
It made me nervous. I tried to keep remembering what the
doctor had told me. Take it slow and easy. Try to relax
whenever you can. But my doctor had never spent a week
end with Wilma Ferris. She creates strain. She feeds on it.
She deliberately creates cross-purposes, misunderstanding.

Wallace Dorn was his normal pompous self. Noel sat as
though she had deliberately taken herself out of the group.
Wilma is always almost excessively sweet to her. We drank
and we ate and they played games. I wandered around and
watched, and drank too much. Mavis danced with Gilman
Hayes. It was not an entirely pretty thing to watch.
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I was glad when the evening ended. Noel went to bed
early. She was asleep in her bed when I went to our room. I
undressed and lay in the darkness, feeling as if my nerves had
poked out through my skin, waving in the night, sampling all
the emotions that moved through the big house. I paired
them off. Perhaps Steve had found his way to Judy’s room.
Paul and Mavis would be rightly together. And Gilman and
Wilma. All the dark blinding plungings, while I lay bloodless.
The rustlings and kissings, while I lay dead. It was all there
was. They gave you the big words, the philosophical words.
Man’s destiny. And then you learned the only destiny was
function. Be born, breed, and die. And of the three, there
was only one over which you had control. Function of man.
And, with us, an empty function. A sterile sensation, creating
not. Destiny and function in a dark house, in the nerve-end
night while my long untouched wife lay deep in her silver
dreamings, deep in the precise and immaculate imaginings of
her viscid brain, the unused body composed and still, and the
blood moving within her and the oxygen molecules trundling
along the crowded corridors. It was a secret I could tell her.
There is nothing left but function, my bride. Nothing but
that. No big words any more. No pride and no shame. No
honor and no dishonor. Nothing but the body and its needs
and the forgetfulness of filling its needs. I lic here dead and
know that I am dead. And with so little effort I could take
Wilma with me. To hell. Why did I say that? If there is only
function, then there is no hell. No temptation, no evil. Just
the pretenses we build for ourselves in order to make life
endurable to a limited extent. Because we need those fictions.
Were we ever to come face to face with the ultimate mean-
inglessness, we would die. As I have died in so many little
ways over so long a time that there is nothing left.

And then, astonishing myself, I rolled over and ground my
eyes into the pillow and cried with the muted helplessness of
a sick child. It astonished me, because I had not thought
there was even that much left.

I went to sleep thinking of how Wilma would look were
she dead.

Noel was up and gone when I awakened. Most of them
had finished breakfast and were down by the water. I had
slept long, but there had been no rest. It has been like that
for some time now. Sleep so heavy that I awaken in the same
position. Dreamless sleep. A little death. But I get no rest
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from it. And I wonder about the significance of that. The
doctor said it could be related to my physical condition. I
think it a part of the death wish. There are other indications.

Back in the happy days Noel used to tell me that I made a
fetish of orderliness. That was true. The yellow pencils
aligned and needle-pointed. The soldierly columns of the
figures with their inevitable totals. The gray steel files and the
little colored signal tabs. The April report. The stock listing.
Staples and the creamy gleam of the file folder, and the ap-
pointment pad with each day bisected by the scalpel of the
clock. My world was in order. Even to the socks placed just
so, and the shoes containing their trees, and the clean scalp
and the close shave and the morning moment of elimination. I
was clean and I put my heels down with firmness when I
walked and I conversed with rhythmic logic, in confidence-
inspiring cadence. I was clean and my wife was clean and my
life was clean, and I could shut my eyes and reach into any
part of my life and put my hand on what I wanted, and I
could look through all my prisms into the clean future and
see the etched extension of the selected path.

Now I know where nothing is. Even the little business
details. I throw the papers in a drawer. Sometimes I crumple
them first. I wear shirts too long. I am often able to smell the
odors of my own body. I do not walk as I did before.

It is odd, because back in that other life I was aware that
there were men who became obsessed with a woman, with
the living body of a particular woman. I thought of such
men as being closer to the animals, of being more elemental
in their heats and furies. I was a cool man. People did not
tell off-color jokes in my presence. I had an austerity. And a
dignity. .

Now I am obsessed, and now I know that it is the type of
man that I am that is most often subject to this warm
disaster. The man who seems somehow to have skipped
childhood, to have been born solemn, the boy who leads
scholastically and in nothing else, who corrects papers, is
inclined to preach, who has thought dimly of the ministry,
who becomes an accountant or a teller or a teacher or an
actuary. Such coolness subconsciously seeks warmth. The
spirit seeks the body. The ice looks for flame.

Now I sleep in heaviness, and seek disorder and demand
cruelty. In debasement I seek an ever deeper pit, a continual-
ly increasing darkness. A death wish. For the final function
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of flame is to consume entirely. I can see myself and what is
happening and I do not care. I am nothing but function.
And through function I look for death.

The day was warm. They swam. I pulled the water skis
behind the runabout for a long time. I kept score and made
decisions when they played croquet. They were drunk. Paul
was the worst. When they did not like a decision, they
ignored what I said. Wilma had changed to a rose-colored
denim sunsuit for the game. I watched her body as she
would walk, as she would bend and strike the ball, as she
would turn from the waist to watch someone else play. Once
when I stood too close she swung the mallet back and hit
the side of my knee, wood against bone. It was painful. She
apologized profusely. Everyone knew she had done it on
purpose. They were silent. I felt their contempt and it washed
over me and I liked it. Then they forgot. After a time the
pain went away. I stood close again, but she had a knowing
look and she did not strike me again. Because she knew I
wanted her to.

It was later, much later, that I realized that I had not seen
Noel for a long time. A boat was gone. I found Wilma and I
asked her if she had seen Noel. She said that Steve Winsan
had taken her out in one of the boats a long time ago. I
realized then how Winsan had thought he had selected a
weapon. It made me want to laugh.

I sat alone and watched the lake. No boat moved. I
thought of the other man I had once been. A man who,
perhaps, would have tried to kill Winsan. But Noel was a girl
I had once known. She could do as she pleased. I could
warn her about Winsan, as I would warn any pleasant
stranger I saw getting too close to him. I pictured him
seducing her. I made vivid pictures in my mind, trying to
summon some fragment of anger, some morsel of regret,
some pinch of pain. And there was nothing.

I was there a long time. Finally I saw the boat coming. It
bhad come from behind a distant island. It was dusk. I
wanted to know, out of objective curiosity, so I went down
the steps and out onto the dock, and when the boat stopped
its noise I asked in a quiet voice where they had been. Her
answer was coarse, unlike her, and unmistakable. So I knew.
Even in semidarkness Winsan had the uneasy look of guilt. I
walked away before I laughed in his face. I heard him hush
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her. It meant nothing to me. So one more thing had been
taken from me. And I had moved one step closer to death.

They swam that night. They were all there, except Paul,
and all quite high again. Noel, in her new freedom, laughed
too much and with an odd note in her voice. I did not wish
to swim. I sat on the dock to be near them. They decided to
swim without suits, Steve went up to turn off the lights.
Moments later, playfully, he turned them back on for a
second, freezing all of them there in a blinding whiteness
against the night. Noel was in the act of stepping out of her
suit. Then her slimness was gone, fading slowly on the back
of my eyes. It gave me a strange feeling. It is difficult to
describe. Very much like that feeling you have when you are
starting out on a trip and you slow your car because you are
certain you have forgotten something. You think, but you
cannot remember what it was. And then you shrug and push
down on the gas pedal and tell yourself that it was nothing
important, nothing that cannot be replaced wherever you are
going.

They swam and shouted with the daring self-conscious
boisterousness of people who mistake silliness for boldness.

I got up and went silently, quickly, breathlessly to the very
end of the dock and my eyes were used to the night and I
could see the white body of Wilma, almost luminous in the
water, in the faint starlight, and I wondered if she could see
me outlined against the stars. I could not reach her throat.
But...
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Chapter Seven

(MAvis DOCKERTY—AFTERWARD)

IT wAs the most dreadful thing that ever happened. She
was the most wonderful woman in the world. No one else
understood her. They didn’'t know what she was like. None
of them. The way they acted, they might as well have
laughed or something. Like they were glad. Like nothing had
happened at all.

I scraped my hip getting up on the dock and for a minute
I couldn’t find where I left my robe. I knew the lights would
go on. Honest, I was terrified. I don’t mean of the lights on
me, but just of its being so dark and not finding things, that
feeling of things coming after you out of the night. But I
found it and I just pulled the belt tight when the lights went
on. Those lights can make you go blind, when you’ve been in
the dark. When I could see I found my suit and wadded it
up and wrapped it in my towel. It had to be some kind of
dreadful joke or something, but I guess all the time, deep in
my heart, I knew that something had happened to her and
she was dead. I knew it because that was my luck, because
that was the way things always are for me and always will be.
If a wonderful thing happens, I know it will go bad for me.
The way I used to think Paul was wonderful before he
started making my life a hell with his insane jealousy.

Right when we’d been having such fun, this had to hap-
pen to Wilma, the best friend I've ever had on earth or ever
will have. I thought of her, floating around under that black
water, and the tears came right up. They were wrenched right
up out of me, thinking of her like that. It was worse, even,
than when my sister died so sudden. They didn’t even know
she was real sick. She went to bed with a headache and in
the morning she was right there dead. It’s like Wilma said
once. We’ve both had hardships and that’s why we’re so
much alike. It is funny, being so much alike that we could
almost wear the same clothes. Hers were just a little bit loose
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around the hips and bust on me. But then, she’s older. You
got to expect that a little when you’re older. But she isn’t fat. .
Just firm. And honest, you'd have thought she was younger
than I am that day we were giggling around and I was trying
on' her clothes that time.

It’s like I said, I'll never have a better, truer friend in all
the world.

I stood there like my heart was going to break and pretty
soon Paul had to come down and start ordering people
around. It’s like he gets some kind of a big boot out of that.
They went out in a boat with Randy holding a light and the
three of them, Paul, Steve, and Gil, started diving for her, as
if that would do any good. It had been too long and I knew
she was down there and I knew she was dead. I said it over a
lot of times. Dead, dead, dead. I couldn’t make it fit Wilma.
She was the most alive person.

The sirens came and the people who know about such
things came and they made Paul stop all that silly diving
business. By the time there were a lot of boats there all going
around in circles dragging things and trying to hook onto
her, I just couldn’t stand it any more. Anyway, I was getting
cold. Crying like that cuts down your resistance, I guess. I
went to the wonderful room she had given us and when I
walked in it made me remember how she had been, so sweet,
when she had shown it to Paul and me, and it started the big
tears all over again. I had got down to little tears, but it
brought the big ones on again. I just dropped across my bed
like some kind of a dishrag and the tears made me sort of
roll back and forth and for a time it was like I stood beside
the bed and watched myself rolling back and forth in agony.

It took a long time to work the tears back down to little
ones. Then I went over and looked at myself in the mirror.
My hair was a mess. I opened the robe and looked at my hip
where I'd scraped it getting out of the water. My skin is very
sensitive. Everything makes a bruise. There were three little
parallel scratches, like a cat had done it, and a big bruise
was getting dark all around the scratches. I even wished for
a minute that it was much worse, so I'd have some kind of a
scar on my body to remember by, but that was silly because
I certainly wouldn’t ever forget it. Or her.

I was the only one she really liked. Out of the whole
bunch of them. They never knew her. Gosh, what was I
before I met her? Just a nothing. Just a dumb girl. She
taught me how to be myself. I used to dream all the time.
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Real crazy stuff. Ever since I was a kid. Always pretending
things. I used to have regular parties with my dolls. Little
dishes and real food, but I had to ‘eat it all myself. I used to
play by myself a lot. I guess I started pretending because I
didn’t like the way things were. I mean that neighborhood,
with every single house just alike, and six kids so I never did
get to have a room of my own. If they’d known I was going
to do better than any of them, maybe they would have given
me a room of my own. Look at that bum Harriet married.
He looked good in uniform, but after he took it off, he was
just another bum. I used to pretend so much that I'd forget
to do things I was supposed to do. I'd walk to the store and
then have to walk all the way back and find out again what I
was supposed to get. We never had a phone. So they used to
be at me all the time. Mary this. Mary that. None of them
can order me around any more. But there’s just four of us
now, and the old man. I knew all the time that I was going
to have a wonderful life. Better than the others. 'Way better.

I got out of there just as soon as I could, believe me. I got
out of business school one day and the next day I had a job
and an apartment of my own. Not really an apartment. More
like two furnished rooms, and sharing the bath with three
other girls who just took hours and hours in there in the
morning until I was almost frantic every morning.

But I was out of that mean little house in that street I
grew up on, and I certainly wasn’t going back, not after
changing my name to Mavis. I left Mary Gort right back on
that street where she belonged. I told them if they wanted to
see me they had to come to my place. I wasn’t going back
there, and the only one who ever did come more than once or
twice was Mom, and she came regularly until she died.

I really worked hard at my job because I couldn’t afford
to lose it. I got sort of control over the pretending and
dreaming during working time, but afterward I would really
let myself go. For a time there I was spending all my money.
on Oriental stuff for one of my rooms. I bought a kimono
with a dragon on it. There was incense and I'd sit cross-
legged and read that book of Chinese poems until my legs
went to sleep. I finally gave it up. I can’t remember why. Oh,
yes, I do. It was on account of the Affair. I think of it as
having a capital A. I thought it was all so wonderful, and
then that funny little woman came and called me all those
names and told me to leave her husband alone. The next
time I saw him he was all changed. He’d been glamorous and
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all of a sudden he was just a sort of funny-looking man. It
all went poof. That can happen from doing too much dream-
ing. Like Wilma said, you don’t see things the way they
really are.

Anyway, he was the only man in my life before my
marriage, because nobody in his sane mind would count that
Beecher boy back in the neighborhood and the day his
family was away. That was only like kids do all the time.

I fell hard for Paul. All the girls were after him and I was
the one who got him. We used to talk in the girls’ room
about how he looked like Randolph Scott, sort of. That
seems funny now. Just a couple of weeks ago a woman said
that to me again. I'd almost forgotten it. I can’t see it. He
looks like Paul Dockerty and that’s all he looks like. Nobody
in his sane mind would say he looks like anybody else.

After I got married and we came back to New York, I
guess I thought I was happy. Wilma said I only thought I
was, because the proof of it was that I'd kept right on
dreaming silly stuff. She said that if I was genuinely happy I
would be so contented with what I was that I wouldn’t have
to pretend I was somebody else. Anyway, he used to laugh
at me. He doesn’t any more. Like we would be walking
somewhere and I would pretend we were rich South Ameri-
cans who had fled to New York to escape a revolution and
then I would say something with an accent and he would
laugh at me. Sometimes he would try to play my games, but
he would always spoil them. That’s because he has to be a
big wheel all the time.

When he took the better job I thought it would just mean
living a little better and saving a lot more, because he has
always been one for saving. But then Wilma started being
nice to me. At first I couldn’t hardly believe it. What did she
see in me? A woman like that. But being alone, not having
much to do with Paul working all day, I got so I saw a lot
of her. She would talk to me. I'll never forget some of the
things she would say to me.

“I don’t believe Paul wants you to express yourself, Mavis.
He seems to have a Victorian concept of womanhood.
You have a distinct personality, and it is up to you to express
it and not be satisfied with being a satellite of your husband
with your whole world revolving around him.”

That made a lot of sense. He’d been keeping me shut up. I
began to express myself, all right. And we began to have a
decent standard of living.
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“That figure of yours is a deadly weapon, Mavis. You
must use it as such. You must display it properly, give it good
care, use it as a weapon, both offensive and defensive.”

And that made it easier to get the nice things I wanted
Paul to buy me. It was a lot better game than all that
pretending.

“I hope you don’t mind, dear, if I do some intensive work
on you. I want to correct your way of speaking and your
voice level. And the way you walk, and the way you get in
and out of chairs. And I'm going to introduce you to a
really fine beautician.”

I didn’t mind. It didn’t hurt my feelings. A girl should
improve herself, and I'd been sort of blind to myself. I saw
right away how I could be improved a lot.

“Mavis, dear, a lot of your ideas are so dreadfully provin-
cial. There’s more to you than someone’s sodden, dull little
housewife. Your instinct was right about children. They
would be the final trap, of course. But you still have a soap-
opera attitude toward unfaithfulness. Darling, it isn’t a trage-
dy. It’s entertainment. Of course, some people, like poor dear
Randy, get too terribly morbid about it. I wish you could be
more Continental in your attitude. Goodness, the bloom
must be off your marriage by this time. A lover would give
you more self-confidence. Make you feel much more alive.”

I sort of agreed with her, but it scared me a little. It
sounded as if it would make things so complicated. And
anyway, it is a sort of private matter, and I was seeing so
much of Wilma whenever I could, whenever she wasn’t busy,
that it just didn’t seem as if I had time to make an arrange-
ment like that. Enough men liked me, but I didn’t think
much of them. I decided it couldn’t be so sort of cold-
blooded with me, the way it was with her. Maybe in that
way we were a little different. It would just have to sort of
happen, and when it did happen I was going to let it
happen, because, like she said, who wants to be provincial
and sodden?

Paul would make a big gloomy fuss about going to her
parties. He’s just dull. He doesn’t like all those interesting
people, writers and poets and musicians and people who are
out in the real live world, not shut up in a dreary office over
in Jersey. He can’t ever get interested in anything outside
himself. Like when those people brought all those drums to
her party, the kind you beat on with your hands, and we
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danced. He acted like it was something disgusting. lee
Wilma says, he has a typical Rotarian-type mind.

Well, it finally happened and it wasn’t at all the way I
thought it was going to happen. It was scary and kind of
messy. She told me on the phone she would be in. I went to
the apartment and went up and Gil opened the door and he
told me she was gone for the rest of the afternoon. He told
me after I got inside. I hadn’t liked him. Except when I had
danced with him a few times, he had always looked on me
like I was dirt or something. But I guess he looks at every-
body that way. He’s a famous painter, Wilma says. He started
kissing me, and I guess, without thinking, I started acting
provincial. Then he stopped and I had time to remember
what Wilma had told me and then I told him Wilma wouldn’t
like this and he said if I thought she wouldn’t like it or would
even give a damn, then I didn’t know Wilma very well. He
took me back to a bedroom and I got provincial again and
he acted bored with me. I couldn’t imagine anybody getting
bored with Wilma. So I tried to be Continental again, and
then it happened. But it wasn’t like love. It wasn’t like people
loving each other. It was just people doing something as if
they were sort of cross with each other.

I told myself I was getting some experience of the world.
He was certainly awful strong. He hurt me. Then I got
dressed and he yawned and he told me to go home, he was
going to take a nap. He shut his eyes. I stood there and
looked at him and then I went home. Wilma told me the
next morning I could come over. I had to tell her about it.
She was rubbing some kind of a new cream into her face.
She just kept rubbing away and half-smiling. I told her I was
SOrITy.

She told me not to fret about it because Gilman Hayes
was sort of like one of those toys you wind up and put
down on the rug. It just goes and that’s all. She said he
would go after anything in a skirt and she used some pretty
rough language talking about him. She said she was getting
tired of him anyway and she was about to get rid of him.
She rubbed the cream off her face and told me that there was
nothing to forglve She stood up and kissed me to prove it.
She kissed me in a funny way. It made me feel all flushed and
silly. Then she told me to run along.

I went like she said, even though I’d wanted to ask her
about something. About why, on my way home the day
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before, after being with Gil, I'd started to cry on the street
like a ninny. But I guess I knew what her answer would be,
anyway. That provincial thing again. The next time I saw
Gil he looked at me as if he didn’t know me. And I guess
maybe he didn’t. I didn’t feel as if he did.

But going home that time I didn’t cry the way I've been
crying now. After a while Paul came in. It started me
off again. He stood over the bed and just said in a disgusted
voice, “Oh, for God’s sake.” Then he went and got a
different jacket and went out again. Like he was a big wheel.
Like he hadn’t got so filthy drunk that same day that Judy
Jonah had to practically carry him to bed. None of them
knew Wilma. They didn’t like her. Maybe Randy is the only
one who did, but that isn’t like liking her. Not the way he
felt about her.

Now she’s dead and I can’t face thinking of how boring
my life is going to be.

I sat up then and stopped crying because I thought of
what I would do. It was what Wilma would have done. If I
stayed with Paul, I'd be trapped. I couldn’t stay with him.
Not any more. Wilma would want me to leave him. Since she
changed me, an awful lot more men have been interested in
me. And Paul makes good money. So he can darn well
afford the divorce and some decent support for me. I'll go
where people are alive. Someplace like Miami or Las Vegas
or Paris. There won’t be a single darn provincial thing about
me. Not any more. I came off that crumby street out of that
crumby neighborhood and I knew right from the beginning
that my life was going to be wonderful. I guess I will look
back and be grateful to Paul for being the one who got me
in touch with Wilma. But that’s all I'm grateful for.

He never looked the least damn bit like Randolph Scott.

I don’t think I want to marry again. They want to put
you in a box and turn the lock. They want you always doing
things. Where did you put this? Hey, find that for me. Hey,
clean up the place. Hey, come to bed. Like a slave. If you’re
a provincial type, that’s all right. Maybe you can even get to
like that sort of thing. But I'm not going to get trapped
again. Look at how Noel is trapped. In a different kind of a
way, she’s a sort of pretty little thing. But I'd say she was
pretty shallow. I bet there’s never anything going on in her
head the way things are always going on in mine. She just
sits and sort of watches the world going by. She probably
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doesn’t even know that Randy had more than one way of
earning the salary Wilma paid him. She’s that stupid, I bet.
But what Wilma ever saw in Randy, I’ll never know. He’s so
jumpy and skinny and nervous and kind of sloppy. The only
man here with any dignity is that nice Wallace Dorn. He
speaks so nice. He wouldn’t be cruel and snotty like Gilman
Hayes. But I liked dancing with Gil. While they played their
silly games.

No, sir, Paul Dockerty, last night was the last time you’re
ever going to touch me. That was the end, even if you don’t
know it yet. It’s silly, when you think of it, a little piece of
paper giving a man the right to do that to you until you'’re
such an old hag he doesn’t want to any more.

I got dressed and I stopped by the door and thought
about her real hard. I thought about her until I started
crying again. And then I went out. It was pretty dark in the
living room. Noel was there talking to a big trooper. They
didn’t see me. I turned around and went out through the
back. I was sort of looking for Wallace Dorn. Then I saw
the cigarette light in our car so I went over. Paul was sitting
in there alone. He jumped when he saw me. I guess I startled
him. He said, “I want to talk to you.”

I was going to say that, but he said it first, so I just gave
him a look and turned around and walked away. There
wasn’t anything he could say to me. Nothing. I was going
around the house when I stepped on something that rolled
under my foot so I nearly sat down. I felt around and
picked it up and took it over to a light coming from a
window to see what it was. It felt like some kind of
a smooth stick. It was the striped stick from ome end
of the croquet game, the stick you have to make the ball hit
after you roll it down through the hoops. But the end you
stick in the ground was gone, broken right off. I guess
somebody fell over it in the dark and broke it off and got
mad and threw it. I threw it back over onto the court.

I was restless. I went to my room again and then I
wandered around some more and then there was yelling and
people running toward the lake and I heard somebody say
something that sounded like “Got her.”

I didn’t want to go down there, but I had to. 'm always
doing things like that. I have to see things. Once on Madison
Avenue there was a crowd of people looking at something
and dumb me, I had to push my way through so I could see
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too, and what it was was a fat female person who had fallen
out of a window. I nearly lost my lunch.

I had to go down and see, but I walked slow. I wasn’t
going to run like the rest of them. Even so, I was in plenty
of time. They had her in a boat all covered over with a diity
canvas. They lifted her out and they dropped her. I was
crying again. I hated to see them drop her. I wished there
was some way I could make her come alive again. Some
magic words to say, like in the stories.

I thought if I could make her come alive again, I would
devote my whole life to her. There would be just the two of
us. We would go away somewhere and there would be just
the two of us forever and ever. And there wouldn’t be any
men around us.

Then I stopped and wondered why on earth I had
thought a dumb thing like that. Well, if all the men were like
Gil, I certainly wouldn’t want any around. Afterward it was
sort of by accident that I saw Steve pull Noel Hess into his
room and shut the door and I heard the lock go click. Still
waters certainly run deep, I thought. I had her all figured out
for being provincial. It just goes to show you. Never judge a
book by its cover. I wanted to listen by the door but I was
afraid somebody would catch me.

Then they called us all into the living room again after
they had a chance to look the body over or something. We
had to sit there while a man named Fish made a speech.
Everybody looked solemn. I was crying sort of to myself and
I wasn’t even listening very much. Then he said a dreadful
thing about her being stuck in the back of the head with
something. Killed! Somebody had murdered my Wilma. Just
thinking of it made me feel like a tiger or something. I would
gouge their eyes right out. I'd jump up and down on them.
And we all had to wait around for big shots to come. I kept
trying to remember where we’d all been in the water. But
that wasn’t any good because we’d been moving around a lot
and I didn’t know exactly when it had happened to her.
Noel left the room, saying she had a headache. I bet! I
waited for Steve to follow her, but he was busy trying to talk
them into something about reporters that would be coming.

I just sat there. I stopped crying. I kept thinking about
who had murdered her. Judy Jonah was talking to a trooper.
She glanced at me and then she sort of frowned at me. Not
really at me....
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I wonder what the trouble is. She looks sort of funny.
Somebody is behind my chair. There is a hand. Nobody
should touch anybody like that, put his darn hand on my
breast reaching around from behind me, right out with peo-
ple looking. If this is Paul’s idea of a joke....
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Chapter Eight

(GILMAN HAYES—BEFORE)

Evrs HAD PHONED from the gallery. He wanted to know
when he could have more work. He said he could sell it.
People were waiting for more to come in. I told him I
wouldn’t work for a time, maybe a month, maybe two. He
said it might be smart to get some work in before his
customers cooled off. I told him I didn’t like the implication.
I didn’t like the hint that I was some sort of a fad. He
apologized to me. But there was a practiced smoothness
about the apology that I didn’t care for. I hung up on him.

The world is full of drab inconsequential people like Evis.
- Living half lives. Afraid to grasp. The world gives to the ones
who take boldly. People like Evis are there to be kicked.

But his manner had bothered me. Even though I knew I
shouldn’t let it. I went to see Wilma. It was midafternoon.
She let me in and then went back to the phone. She was
talking in Spanish. Finally she hung up. “I was talking to
José,” she said. “Telling him how many were invited.”

“To what?”

“Did you forget, dear? This coming week end at the
lake.”

“I guess I forgot.”

She sat beside me and took my hand. “What’s the
matter?”

“Bvis asked for more work. I didn’t like the way he
asked me.”

She shook her head, almost sadly. “When will you learn
what you really are, Gil? How long is it going to take you?
Grimy little people like Evis don’t matter. He’s a parasite,
f.eeding off your strength. Humility doesn’t become you, dar-
ing.”

I could feel the strength coming back into me. She is the
only one who can do that. Sometimes I feel as though she
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created me. But that is wrong, of course. She merely brought
out what was already there, hidden behind all the weaknesses
and uncertainties I used to have.

I had wasted so much time before I met her.

I want to laugh when I think of the pathetic thing I was.
She saw what was there.

I've never made friends. You do or you don’t. It seems
that easy. I never knew why. She told me why. The less
gifted always sense the difference. That’s easy to understand,
isn’t it? She talks about mutations. The inevitable change in
humanity. To become bigger, stronger, quicker, more ruthless.
A survival thing, she has told me.

And I used to crawl and beg. Oh, not obviously. But
thankful for the little jobs. Lifeguard, counter boy, usher,
dance instructor, model. Little people throwing scraps to me,
and hating me because they could sense that I was better.
Women were easy. They have always been easy. Wilma says
that is a clue. I should have been able to read it. They are
easy and meaningless, Except Wilma. Because of what she
has done.

It was always a dream. From the time, I guess, that Sister
Elizabeth, in the Home, said I could draw. She put that
picture on the cork board in the big hall. Of trees. I drew
every leaf. She told me what I had to do. Study, work, study,
work. She should have known better. Where is there time for
that? They let you go when you are old enough. When I was
little they thought I would be adopted. I was out three times.
But I was sent back. They wanted kissings. I could not do it.
I stood and looked at them. Unresponsive, they said. They
let me go when I was old enough and they found me the job
and the place to live. How can you study and work to be an
artist? The books were too hard, I learned the words so I
could say them. And lessons are expensive. I would take
some and then I would quit because they would not let me
do what I wanted to do. Sit here, they said. Draw this pot.
Draw that apple You could go on for years drawing the dull
things they put in front of you. That is not being an artist. I
took them the things I did myself. All the colors swirled
together. They always laughed and pursed up their mouths
and tilted their heads on the side and used the words I had
learned. Little people, refusing to see what was better. Hating
me.

So I did very little of it. And I didn’t show it to anyone
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any more. But on Sundays I would put on my good clothes
and walk where there were the best-dressed people and walk
among them and pretend all the time that I was an artist, a
very good one. And on those Sundays I would usually find a
girl. That was never very hard. As Wilma says, that should
have been a clue.

I am ashamed of the way she found me. It was a job for
Gherke. Sometimes he would use me. Not often and not for
much money. I would have to lean, sweating, over some
meatless girl, trying to look charmed and devoted to her,
while Gherke fussed with hot lights and camera angles,
always complaining about my wooden expression. The ad she
saw was for Ferris perfume. She asked at the agency and the
agency sent her to Gherke and Gherke told her where to find
me. She sat at a stool. I had to wear that monkey hat behind
that counter. Ridiculous. She knew my name. She waited
until I was off. I thought it was just more of the same. I did
not care. She was older, but not too old, I thought.

That night was what made everything different. It was not
what I thought. It was at first, but not later. Not with those
lights low and with her asking me the questions about myself.
She knew when I was lying. I have always lied. Usually I say
things like coming from a rich family and my people killed in
a plane or something. But she kept asking and after a
little bit I found I was telling her everything. Sister Elizabeth,
drawing every leaf, how it was easy with girls, everything,
and after a while I was crying. I couldn’t remember crying
before. She told me later it was like psychoanalysis. Releasing
tension. It all took a long time, because I could not express
myself well. It was dawn when it was over and I felt as if I
had run as fast as I could all night long.

Then she told me what I was. I had never known it before.
She told me how the world always tries to suppress the best.

That was the beginning. After that came the clothes, and
how to treat people, and getting the studio apartment for me,
and hex: there all the time while I painted, doing pictures
very quickly, and Wilma telling me all the time to be bold
about_ what I was doing. Not to try to paint something, but
to ‘p:unt a feeling. With big sweeps of color and spatters of
paint. :

She introduced me to Steve, and it didn’t matter to me
that he didn’t like me. She said he had his job to do and he
would do it. We went to good places and were seen there
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and after a while I was in the columns and then that man
did the article on my work and then the gallery took me, and
then there were all those arguments in the art sections of the
papers and people began to buy the paintings and talk about
me.

But she had taught me how to act. To always remember
that I am better. That they are all slobs. Treat them as such.
They like it, she said. They come back for more. It is really
very easy to do. I had always acted sort of that way, but it
was an unnatural shyness. I mean it just looked like arro-
gance.

Wilma made everything come true, but I know now that
even without her it would have happened anyway. It might
have taken longer. That is all.

There is still a weakness in me. Like when Evis acted that
way. I had to go to her again because she could make me
feel strong and whole again. But I am going to get over that.
So nothing can disturb me. I am, as she has explained, a
mutation. What the race of men will one day become. She is
a little bit that way, but not so much. The ones who are that
way, they are big and strong and quick. I have always been
bigger and stronger and quicker than the others. I can walk
down any street and look at men and know I can knock
them down. And look at women and know I can have them.
That is the way I look at them. So that they know it. They
have always hated me anyway. They have always rejected
me. So it makes no difference if I give them more cause, does
it?

At first Wilma bullied her friends into buying my work.
She knew it was good. And then strangers started buying it.
At first I would read something. It would say, “Weak,
amateurish, exhibitionistic. A monstrous joke. A triumph of
press agentry.” It would make me uncertain. 5

But she would have another clipping. It would say, “Gil-
man Hayes exhibits a truly startling growth in his latest work.
His dynamic approach to space relationships, his iconoclastic
attitude toward traditional concepts of design, his daring use
of color have burst open new frontiers in subjective art. We
predict that...”

I keep the good ones in a scrapbook.

I go to be with Wilma, and in that she is very demand-
ing, but for me it is not like the others. It is like a
comforting. Like being protected from outside things that
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want to hurt you with sharp edges. A warmth around you.
Sometimes we laugh together at Hess. He is such a ridiculous
man. So helpless. So futile. I think of how insignificant he is
and how strong I am and I want to put my fist through his
skull. T know I could do it. It would be like tearing brittle
paper. As if he were not really there. As if he were not really
alive. The way I am. The way Wilma is. I am strong enough
to put my fist through the world. It would tear like paper,
too. As easily subdued as that Mavis was, walking around
trying to be Wilma. And can never be.

Once I remembered the party at the lake, I was glad. I like
it up there. I remembered Amparo Loma. Perhaps this time.

Wilma and I left very early on Friday morning. Her
driving frightens me. I do not let her see that it does. She
was quiet on the way up, intent on her driving. On one
straight stretch she made the little car do 110. It will go
faster. She laughed when we were going the fastest. I could
not hear her. I saw her mouth and knew she was laughing.
She has done a lot of living. She is older. She can go fast. I
have a lot left to do. I thought of the car overturning, and of
my skin and muscle and bone sliding and grinding over
concrete. It made me feel pale. But I could not let her see it.

It made me feel pale like that time in the Home. There was
a concrete fire escape. It had an iron railing. I was small.
One of the big boys took me out on the top landing. He held
me over the railing. I could not even scream. I saw the bricks
down there. There was nobody to help me. He brought me
back over the railing and dropped me. It hurt my head.
I started to cry. He slapped me. Then he turned his back. He
leaned on the railing. He ignored me, I wasn’t there any
more.

We got to the lake at two o’clock. There was nothing
there but the old station wagon José uses. She walked in and
checked everything and gave orders. What to serve. Where to
put people. She sent José to the village for more things. I
swam and rested on the dock in the sun. I let the sun
unwind my nerves. I could hear her yelling at them in the
house. In Spanish. She treats them like dogs. They don’t
seem to care. I guess it is because of the money.

The others came. Randy and Noel Hess. Judy Jonah.
Steve Winsan. The Dockertys. Wallace Dorn last of all. They
all drink too much. I have never enjoyed drinking. It dulls
things. It spoils things. I make a drink last a long time. I did -
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not pay much attention to them. I almost laughed at myself.
Once upon a time I would have thought this was the greatest
thing in the world. You get used to nice things quickly. I
have always liked nice things. Clean smells. The feel of silk.
Long showers. Now I had them, and would always have
them, and I knew it was meant that way from the beginning.

I sat with them and listened to the foolish talk they made.
I played a game. This was my place. I was a baron. Wilma
was my aging lady. Soon I could be rid of her. And rid of
her empty friends. And I could live here alone, with the
brown Amparo. And beat her severely when she displeased
me. When I had a party, it would not be these people. It
would be people who depended on me, who needed my
strength. I would tell them what to do. And when.

Usually, when we were in a group, Wilma would look at
me from time to time, and there would be a quick under-
standing between us. But she had acted strangely on the way
up. She had acted strangely ever since we had talked about
Evis. I could not catch her eyes. I wondered if I had dis-
pleased her, and then I made myself stop thinking that way.
It was the other way around. It was up to her to please me.
We had changed status. Inevitably.

They played games. I have never cared for games. I
danced with the Dockerty woman. She was a little drunk. I
dance well. I knew her husband was aware of us, and I
knew that the dancing excited her. It gave me pleasure to
make him nervous. I knew, when we danced on the terrace,
that I had only to take her wrist and lead her out into the
darkness away from the floodlights. It was that easy. But I
did not. It pleased me to tantalize her. She meant nothing. I
knew the others were aware of our dancing. All of them
watching us, pretending not to. All of them envious of me.
Or of the Dockerty woman. That was pleasant too, to feel
the emotion of them, of the weak ones watching the strong.

Wilma had put me in the same room as before, the one
with the door that connects with hers. But when I tried it, it
was locked. I raised my fist to knock, then lowered it. That
would be a loss of dignity. It did not matter. Not at all. I
went to bed. There was the flush of the sun on my body. It
felt good. And the faint weariness of much dancing. And the
smell of rich things around me.

I slept. I have never, in my whole life, dreamed. They talk
about it. I don’t know what they mean. Of that one thing I
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am envious. It must be nice. Little stories that go on in your
head when you are asleep. I make up dreams sometimes, and
tell them to women. They always seem interested. They like
to tell me what the made-up dreams mean. It seems to excite
them to tell me what my dream lies mean.

I was up early, as I always am. I was the first. Amparo
brought my breakfast. She moved quickly away when I tried
to touch her. I knew what this day would be. They would be
drunk. But there would be sun and some good exercise. That
was enough. I could wear my trunks all day. They look at
me. It is good to be looked at, when you know that all of
you is brown and strong and well formed. I liked posing for
the life classes. Back then, in my stupidity, I thought their
drawings of me were good. I know better now.

The others got up. Steve drove a runabout, pulling me on
the skis. The fool let the towline go slack. Instead of releasing
the bar, I tried to hold it. When the line came tight it felt as
though it would yank my arms out of the sockets. It hurled
me through the air and awkwardly into the water. I was
certain he had done it on purpose. I would take his throat in
my hand and bang his head on the concrete pier. But by the
time I swam in, the redness had faded away. Hess drove the
runabout. I taught Mavis how to stand up on the skis. She is
a giggler. A fool. But her co-ordination was fair, and she
learned and became very proud of herself. Again I knew her
husband watched us warily.

That may have been the reason he got thoroughly drunk,
stumbling around while we played croquet, disappearing
finally to pass out. It turned into a sleepy afternoon. People
disappeared, reappeared. I tried to find a chance to talk to
Wilma, but she avoided me. Mavis lay beside me in the sun
on the pier, talking inanities, sweating rather unpleasantly.

It was dark when I finally had a chance to talk to Wilma.
She called me over to her. We went up and sat on the edge
of the steep bank near the croquet layout. I watched them
;iow]rlx there in the floodlights, swimming. And I heard them
augh.

And Wilma talked to me.

And talked to me.

And talked.
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Chapter Nine

(NoeL HEss—BEFORE)

RANDY DID NOT LOOK directly at me when he told me we
were going to Wilma’s place at Lake Vale for the week end.
We do not look at each other very much any more.

I was given a present once. The woman next door
brought it over. I had been sick. I was sitting up in bed. My
mother was there. I took off the paper. There was a wooden
box, just a bit smaller. And another. And another. My
breath came faster. The last box would contain something
tiny and exquisite. It had to. It had to be something very
small and delicate and lovely and precious to merit all the
boxes, one within the other. The final box was empty. I
looked into it for a long time and felt as if somebody had
been there before me and stolen whatever it was. I cried. My
mother was ashamed of me. The woman smiled and said it
was perfectly all right, but her eyes did not smile.

For a long time I tried to find something good enough to
put in that box, the littlest one. There was nothing good
enough. I stole a ring from a girl in my class. It had a red
stone. I took it out of her desk. I hid it in my shoe. It hurt
but I didn’t limp. I took it home and put it in the smallest
box. Once it was in there I saw it clearly. One prong was
broken. The silver was turning yellowish. It was not good
enough. I had stolen. I had to be punished. I held a wire in
the gas flame on the stove and put it against my arm. I did
not cry. After the scab came off there was a thin white scar.
It lasted for years. Now I cannot find it. I threw the ring into
tall grass. I never liked that girl again. Once, during fire drill,
I pinched her—hard. She cried and told on me. I was
punished. )

I am a lot of boxes. All going down, down to a tiny one.
And nothing in it. Anything so intricate, so difficult to
construct, the corners glued so carefully, needs something
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valuable inside. I am intricate. I am well made. To enclose
emptiness. So it is a feeling of not being used. And of having
been most carefully planned for use.

How must a woman be? Full of things to give, perhaps.
Giving of love and work and loyalty, living in sensitivity and
awareness, making a nest of love. I am that.

So I think of this thing that has happened to me, and
look back along my life and try to discover how, at thirty-
five, I am empty. My father died. My mother had to work.
1 was too little. So I went with cousins. Five of them, racing
and yelping and talking loud and fighting over food and
games. There I found my strength. In waiting and planning
and working. They were all so disorganized. I wanted order-
liness. And I made it for myself. And I liked it when I had
made it, aiming myself like a careful arrow at the things I
wanted. The high grades, the poems memorized, the clothing
I made, the neatness of my bed. Perhaps I was a prude. A
solemn dark-headed child, full of herself. And liking the clean
clear things. The scholarship attained, the degree achieved,
the research job secured.

And I met Randy, who seemed to be what I was. Deter-
mined and ambitious and quiet and orderly. Clean and
precise. I was virgin. And so was he. It was not without
magic. It was a spiritual love. It was full of high thoughts.
But on the physical side, we differed. He seemed always to be
distressed by the very mechanics of the act, shy of the
indignities of it, gingerly about my very femaleness of func-
tion, appalled by fervor. And I found that, unlike my hus-
band, I wanted abandon, a careless wildness, a lushness
about it. Yet, sensing his wishes, I practiced the restraints he
wanted, so that we made love to dignified formula, in pre-
cisely scheduled asceptic dignity, considering the soul and
ignoring the inescapable body, making it a thing of silence
and controlled breathing. Yet I knew him, and thought I
loved him, and not too infrequently I was satisfied. Perhaps if
there had been children. .. I wanted them. I went to doctors.
He would never go. And so I was labeled the infertile one.

There was not much joy in him. And little spontaneity.
But in our fashion we were happy.

And then Wilma went to him as a client.

The change did not come quickly. It makes me think
of something that happened when I was little. A boy had
t_aken a fuse apart. There was a disk inside, of mica, I be-
lieve it was called. By being very careful we could peel off
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the thin sheets. Each one was transparent. But the whole
disk was almost opaque.

And that is the way it was with Randy. I did not notice
the first few transparent sheets that came between us. And by
the time I became aware that he was on the other side of
something that misted his image, there were too many of those
sheets in the way. It was too late to break through. I knew
he was dropping other clients. He stopped talking about his
work. He stopped asking my opinion. One day he said he
was giving up the business, that he would work exclusively as
her business manager. He named the salary. It was a good
one, though not so much as he had made before. He gave up
the office not long after that. He worked at her apartment.
He no longer touched me. Ever. And the scent of her was
on him. In his clothes, in his hair, on his skin. He slept like
death. We lived more expansively. We dipped into savings.
Until they were gone.

I was stupid. I had no experience with that sort of thing.
He would not talk to me. We had sour quarrels. I thought
he had started taking drugs. Or something equally vile. Then
the next time I saw them together, I knew what was between
them. It was not something I had to reason out. It just came
to me, out of some primal intuition. And it sickened me. Ac-
tually and physically. For days I would vomit when I thought
of the two of them together. She was repulsively sweet to
me. She has no morals. She has no soul. She is an animal.

Then it began to mean something else to me. By his action
he had told me that I was not enough—that my gifts were
meager. I would sit and look at myself. Look until I saw a
grotesque length to my upper lip, an appalling squintiness in
my eyes, a scrawny raddled look to my body. And I would
think he had every right to go elsewhere. Then it would
change all around and I would be full of indignation. He
had never permitted me to be what I could be to him.

And then all that would go away and I would pity him.
For what he was doing to himself and all his plans and all
his austere dignity.

And then there was nothing left to do but sit and watch
him. There is a fascination in that. I cannot describe it.
People run to fires. There are newsreels of when they knock
big chimneys down, and dynamite cliffs. You watch some-
thing being broken. And you cannot take your eyes away. I
knew he was seeing a doctor. He would not tell me about it.
I watched him acquire his soiled look, and his new manner of
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nervous self-deprecation—like the manner of a dog that,
locked too long in a house, has made a mess on the rug, and
seeks to avoid punishment with hectic affability.

I believe I could have refused to go up there with him. But
it was part of the old disease. Watching disintegration. Exam-
ining decay. And so I went. On the way up we talked as
strangers talk. The traffic seems light today. It must be much
warmer down in the city. Yes, I could eat any time you want
to stop.

Sitting there, being carried along at fifty miles an hour in
the car we did not own, with clothing not yet paid for,
wearing our unloved bodies, which flexed and jiggled to the
road’s irregularities, his hand on the wheel, mine demure in
my lap, driving through our special and personal wasteland
toward no place at all.

Randy got increasingly nervous as we neared the place.
We parked behind the house. Randy carried our luggage in.
Wilma was on the terrace. Gilman Hayes was coming up
from the dock. Wilma slipped easily into the part she plays
with me. The affectionate older sister. A sort of we-girls
thing. A sweetness that is patronizing. I have never let it
bother me. I will never let it bother me.

It is odd, looking back on it, how it was so typical of her
parties that Friday, during cocktails and dinner and then
afterward until I left them playing games and went off to
bed. A lot of pseudo-bright conversation, some dogmatic
opinions from Gilman Hayes, the usual vapid imitation of
Wilma by Mavis Dockerty, gargled comments by Wallace
Dorn. All typical and meaningless, and Randy in some odd
way managing to become the fourth servant. He had some of
the attitudes of an uncertain host, but he would have looked
better if he had carried a napkin folded over his arm. I got
tired of watching him and went to bed.

It pleased me the next morning to be able to eat breakfast
alone, and it did not please me at all when Steve Winsan
asked if he could sit with me. But there was no point in
r§fusing. I had him typed. The brash young old man. The
city sharper. The boy with the angles, always balancing too
many things at once.

. I was not listening when he started talking about improv-
ing the race or something. And then I heard him saying
something that made a great deal of sense, at least for me. It
shocked me in a funny way because it was so close to what I
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had been thinking ever since my marriage started to go bad,
started to spoil. About being able to become somebody else.
About changing from what you are.

I looked right at him, and it was looking at him for the
first time. His gray eyes were surprisingly good. Gray and
level and honest, for once. I asked him what he wanted to
become. And he told me he was tired of running, tired of
impersonating himself.

He had been honest with me and it became something
very special between us. I do not know how to describe it.
Perhaps this way: Suppose you are at an ancient movie, all
jerky and black and white and no sound track. Then, right
in the middle, it turns to good color, and there is a sound
“track and you become interested in the plot and you sit
forward on the edge of the seat. It was like that. The week
end suddenly came alive. And I couldn’t remember anyone
else in my life ever looking at me in exactly that way, with
that special look of understanding, of personal concern. It
occurred to me that he knew what was happening fo me and
he had seen it all, and it troubled him. And he liked me.
Maybe that was it, most of all. He liked me for myself.
Because, of all of them there, I was certainly the one whe
could do him the least good. With me there could be no
angle. Nothing to promote. Yet I was the one he had chosen
to talk to about the things he was really thinking.

After it was over I knew I wanted to talk to him some
more. I wanted to hear his voice. I looked at him from a
distance. There was a pleasing look of reliable strength about
his shoulders.

Later we had a chance to talk on the dock, stretched out
in the sun. It made me feel shy to be so near him.

I remember one thing he said. He frowned down at his
knuckles and he said, “Noel, don’t you get the feeling that
everything is going to go bang? Not to everybody. Just to
people like this group. My God, look at us. Could any setup
be more artificial? Take a look around. Every human being
should have some purpose, some good purpose. Look at this
crowd. Is there a single person here worth a damn? Outside
of you?”

“Including me, Steve. No.”

“It’s got to go bang. There has to be a purpose. I don’t
want to sound like a Sunday school, but it has to be a clean
and honest purpose. Not a PR kick, not cheap comedy on
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TV, not making people smell better, not selling more gunk,
not kidding the public with phony art.”

“Where do I join up?” I asked him, smiling at him.

“You and me. We'll form an association. Onward and
upward, or something.” And then he looked sad. “Maybe
it’s just too damn late for us, Noel. Maybe from here on in
all we ought to look for is kicks. Like in that glass you just
happen to have in your hand.”

“You mean this?” I drank it quickly. I had a funny feeling
of recklessness. It was all going to go bang, and soon. And
all I was doing was waiting around for it. There should be
better things than waiting. And I had the crazy thought that
maybe Steve would be one of the better things. At least he
was honest about himself. I felt as though I were glowing, as
though I had become prettier every minute.

During the croquet game I was aware of him all the time.
Aware of the way he was watching me. And I wanted to be
pretty for him. More pretty than I was. There had been a lot
of sun and too many drinks and I felt careless and dizzy.
And very contemptuous of Randy.

After the game and after we ate, people had stopped
running around in circles. Steve came to me and told me there
was a place on the lake he wanted to show me. I made
myself say yes before I could think about it too much. We
took one of the runabouts. He had a big thermos bottle. He
said it was a picnic. He drove the boat fast, scaring me when
we went around corners, laughing at me, his teeth white in
his face. And then he went slow and we were near an island.
He went over the side and pulled the bow up and gave me
his hand and I jumped down onto the sand.

It was very quiet there. There was a grassy bank. I felt
myself growing scared. I felt the drinks oozing away. He
kissed me with a hard confidence that was frightening. I
drank from the thermos cup to make the fright go away He
caressed me. He was confident in the way he touched me. I
kept trembling. I had the odd feeling that I had seen a man
doing that before, murmuring and applying firm hands to
quiet a restive horse. We were very much alone there. The
grass was deep and soft. Somehow, without actually meaning
to, I let him take me a bit beyond the point where I could
turn back without making myself look entirely ridiculous.
There was just something about his confidence.

And then he took me and I knew that it was exactly what
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I had wanted all my life, and knew then that I loved him
and would always love him, and I told him so, many, many
times. And he told me that it was a good thing that had
happened to us, and we would have to be careful about the
plans we made. But my word had been made whole. Noth-
ing else mattered. I felt a shyness when he looked at me. It
seemed so incredible to have found him there, at this place, at
this party. To have found the Steve I love hiding behind that
brash city mask. When it started to get dark at last, we put
our suits on and got in the boat and went back. Randy was
standing on the dock when we came in. I wanted to laugh at
him. I was finally free of him. I wanted to tell him what had
happened to me, and exactly how it had freed me.

When the motor stopped its noise, Randy said, ‘“Where
have you been?”

I imitated Wilma. I felt reckless and brave. “Why, we seem
to have been on a picnic or something dahling, Miss me?”

He walked away. Steve shushed me. I couldn’t get mad. I
felt teo good. I felt full of light bulbs and cymbals and fur.
And I drank some more. And stayed close to Steve. Let
anybody in the world see I was staying close to Steve. I
wanted to have them see it imprinted on my face, in the way
I walked, in the tone of my laughter. For I was not only free
of Randy, I was free of other things, of dry constraints, of
shy imaginings. I was free to be a woman and love the way I
wanted to love, without a book of rules.

I was glad when Wilma suggested we swim without suits.
That was the way I felt. The lights came on for a moment
after I had taken my suit off. And I did not mind. I did not
mind being seen by anyone. That, too, was an indication of
my new freedom. I went into the water and waited for Steve
to find me. He did. We floated. We held hands. I turned into
his arms. We kissed underwater. I felt sleek and alive. I felt
brazen. I laughed at nothing. At just being alive. Then I was
with him again after a silly game of tag.

I heard Gilman calling. “Wilma! he yelled. “Hey, Wilma!”

I was telling Steve how much I loved him. He told me to
shush. It hurt my feelings. I pouted. Then I started listening
too, waiting for Wilma to answer. I wondered why she
didn’t.

And all at once the water seemed to turn cold. My teeth
began to chatter. I swam toward the dock.
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Chapter Ten

(PAUL DOCKERTY—AFTERWARD)

AFTER STeVE told me he thought Wilma had drowned, I
stood there for perhaps ten seconds. Your mind works slowly
after the kind of sleep I had. I had to dismiss the idea that it
was a gag. Steve couldn’t act that well.

“Have you phoned?” I asked him.

“Phoned?” he said blankly.

1 remembered where I had seen a phone. I went in and it
rang at least ten times before the sleepy operator answered, a
trace of indignation in her voice. I spoke sharply.

“This is the Ferris place. Wilma Ferris. Know where it is?”

‘6Yes.”

“Miss Ferris has drowned. We're looking for her. Get hold
of whoever can get over here with the necessary equipment.
Can you do that?”

After a pause she answered in a voice that had forgotten
sleep and annoyance. “The troopers, the sheriff. Right away,
sir.”

1 was still in swimming trunks. I went down to the dock.
They were milling around, staring at the cold unfriendly
water.

“Where was she last seen?”’ I demanded. They talked and
argued and interrupted each other and the net result was that
no one knmew. I got Steve and Gilman Hayes into a run-
about. I went along. Randy Hess handled the boat. He had
got a big flashlight from the house. I pushed off and let the
boat drift out a way. We took turns diving from the bow,
following the flashlight beam down. If was damn deep. Only
once was I able to touch rock at the bottom. Hayes claimed
to be able to get to the bottom each time. He probably could,
with that chest on him. I knew it was a wild chance that
we’d find her, but a chance worth taking, even at astronomi-
cal odds. Each minute that ticked away lessened her chance
of survival, even if we found her. And there was another
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thing. For my own sake, I had to do all I possibly could.
Because I knew that I could not be genuinely sorry she was
dead. Any slackening of effort would give me almost the
feeling of being an accomplice.

Each time I came up, gasping for air, clinging to the boat,
I could hear the ridiculous sounds Mavis was making. They
weren’t genuine sounds. There was a bit 00 much heartbreak.
I felt a digust for her that seemed to me to be unnatural.

Steve clung to the runabout beside me and said, his teeth
chattering, “What’s the point, Paul? Hell. Needles in hay-
stacks, My God, there’s a lot of lake here.”

I heard the distant sirens then.

“A few more times, Steve. Come on.”

“Then you’ll be looking for me, too.”

But we kept on. And then we went in, and I knew that
no matter what anybody did now, it was too late. Too late
for Wilma. The urgency was gone. Now it was the routine of
recovering a body. Nothing more. I talked to the troopers
and to a man named Fish and heard the boats, far across the
lake, converging on the Ferris place. I'd dropped my robe on
the shore end of the dock. I put it on, found the nearly empty
cigarette pack in the pocket. The terry cloth of the robe dried
my body and I began to feel warmer. I wanted to talk to
somebody and it certainly wasn’t Mavis. I glanced up toward
the stone steps and saw Judy Jonah sitting up there, looking
small, huddled, a bit forlorn. My cheeks got a little hot as I
remembered leaning heavily on her, drunk, maudlin, silly. Yet
of all the people there, she seemed to be the only one who—
to use an old tired phrase—was my kind of people. And that
in itself made no sense. A famous comedienne, and a busi-
ness type. And I had seen the look on Fish’s face when he’d
found Wilma’s swimsuit in the pocket of her robe. Fish and I
had been equally appalled. So here was Judy Jonah, who
doubtless had been a part of the so gay, so mad swimming
party, and maybe I had better plan on relaxing with types
like Fish, who shared my Victorian hangover.

I asked her if she’d stick around for a minute while I got a
towel and some cigarettes. She said she would. I couldn’t read
anything in her voice.

I made it fast, and went back. I asked about the swimming
party. And I found out that she and Randy and Wallace
Dorn had kept themselves clothed. I don’t know why it
mattered. But it made me feel good. And I didn’t give a
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damn about Mavis. So it could be Macy’s window as far as I
was concerned. And so Mavis had managed to kill something
that had been a long time adying. Killed it dead.

And there’s nothing so damn lonesome. How do you say
it? There has to be somebody who cares how you get along.
Just somebody. Somebody really involved with you. Some-
how it’s all a big kindergarten and you trot home with a
gold star pasted on your forehead, to be admired. Or go
home with a bruise, demanding intricate bandages. The world
is a great cold place. Men die in strange cities. Obits are on
back pages. The ball of mud keeps spinning, and the parades
line up on all the holidays. You have to have somebody.
Maybe it’s really dead and gone when you at last realize that
she doesn’t give a damn, that she would make traditional
bleating sounds for you, but with that same trace of corn in
her voice that I could hear, sitting there with Judy, sitting on
the step below her. It made me feel cold and lonesome.

I had the ridiculous thought that Judy had warm arms
and I wanted them around me, and wanted her telling me
that I was safe and important. Yet, of course, I couldn’t get
to her. Not while she kept on being Judy Jonah—because that
was as though she were a juggler. She kept busy keeping
the parabola of shining things spinning around her, and if
you tried to reach they would all fall and break and the act
would be spoiled. But it seemed like an act that went on out
of forlorn habit.

She said she was cold and wanted to go get dressed. The
wind was getting a bit stronger.

I went back to our room. Ferris products on the dressing
table. Smell of Blue Neon heavy in the room. My bed
rumpled from alcoholic sleep. I stood there in the room and I
felt something happen to me. You go along on momentum.
You have been set in a track and wound up with the key in
the back and you run along. A good key and a good spring
and you run for all your life. But the spring slips, or maybe
there weren’t enough turns on the key. And suddenly you find
that you have run down and stopped. That was it. I stopped
right there. Maybe it’s a point of decision. Or of evaluation. I
don’t know. But I was motionless in my track, nothing
turning any more, nothing pushing at me. And a damn
funny thing happened. I felt free. By God, I could wind up
my own spring and turn the wheels and find a new track. I
was glad everything had stopped. No more of this whipping
myself along in order to achieve ends and desires that had
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become meaningless. No more running like Sammy. Health
and reasonable intelligence and good digestion. I could chop
wood, sell cars, plant corn. Any damn thing. Liquidate
myself along in order to achieve ends and desires that had
pleased, and I wanted it to start with walking along a
country road into places I'd never seen before.

I stood in this bedroom I’d shared with a stranger and I
wanted to laugh. I dressed and combed my hair and went
out and around the house and out toward the back. I didn’t
want to see anybody. I wanted to be where it was dark and
give myself a careful going over and try to find out just what
had happened to me. I walked around for a time. My shoes
crunched the gravel. It was cold and I went back for a warm-
er jacket. Mavis was on the bed bleating and snuffling. I
could have been a hundred miles away.

I went back outside, and from the shadows near the
house Judy spoke to me, startling the hell out of me. She
said something that made no sense about running in midair,
and then she began to make the darnedest noise I'd ever
heard a woman make. A sort of keening sound, through
clenched teeth, a sort of spasm that bent her over at the
middle, and it took me a few seconds to realize she was
trying to keep herself from crying. I steered her to our car
and got her inside and got my arms around her and her face
against my chest and told her to let it go.

She let it go. All the misery in the world. Crying like a
child. Over a thousand parties she hadn’t been asked to.
Over a hundred broken dolls. Over a dozen lost loves. She
wasn’t Judy Jonah any more—face on the glowing tube,
backed up by brass and strings, prying yaks out of the studio
audience. A girl in my arms, crying. A hell of a thing, actual-
ly. It made me think of those guys, those unknowns—
doctors and agents and writers—who marry the big-name
screen stars. Do they have this? Holding warm the helpless
tears? It’s such a big glamour kick, so much beating of
drums, that you forget they’re women. Women in the tears
sense. Women with sniffles and headaches and lotions and
fears. Women who burn fingers, break straps, curse runs in
new hose, snore when they sleep on their backs, watch their
weight, cat-talk their sisters, sweat in the heat, chatter in the
cold, blow noses, covet dresses, get the blues. They must.
They are human and they are female. And being human,
they share that sense of being dreadfully alone.

I held Judy until it was all gone and she fought her way
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up out of it, subduing the snifflings, blowing her nose
lustily, moving away from me, getting her chin up, and, I
suspected, beginning to resent me for being there and seeing
it happen.

We talked a bit. I felt her stop resenting me. I put my
hand on her shoulder. Casually. She rested her cheek against
my hand and then, turning her head, brushed her lips lightly
across the back of my hand. She came quickly into my arms
as I reached for her.

I remember the first time I ever kissed a girl. I think I was
almost thirteen. It was that traditional game. Post office. Her
name was Connie and she was on the timid side. Her voice
shook when she said she had a special delivery for Paul. I
damn near died. Girls! Good Lord! Girls! I was filled with
lofty male contempt. But I had to go through with it. I was
trapped. The post office was at the dim end of the front hall.
She waited there for me. Head bent. I had every intention of
one quick harsh peck in the general direction of her face.
Remember how it was? The perfume of them? The first
awareness? Those lips of that astounding, incredible softness?
There was a concept in your head. Girls! Miserable things.
And those lips took that bitter concept and flipped it and it
landed the other side up and all of a sudden there were a
hundred mysteries to be solved. From despicable things they
suddenly became the source of all fevers. You are not sup-
posed to relive that first kiss. Ever. But somehow Judy’s lips
became the first, turning concepts upside down in the same
old way. Blotting out everything known and substituting a
full new range of unknowns.

Then she moved and twisted and was gome. Leaving
exactly what she was and the hint of what she could be
firmly imprinted on my mouth. Indelibly. And I was
stupid enough to think that it had been meaningless to
her, as meaningless as it was meaningless to me. Too
much male suspicion. Too many times burned, maybe.
Not realizing that it must be mutual impact to be any
impact at all. And something not too often used, too
ofte_n given away. A kiss. My God, how many wet and
fl}rnve ones are exchanged at the club on any Saturday
night? Or in your kitchen the last time you had a party?
And how many of them move along from Kkissing to
fondling to motel, culminating in an act that achieves its
nastiness merely through its meaninglessness? Old-fashioned?
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I guess. Practice and familiarity and shallowness dump you
off the end of the porch, right into contempt and self-disgust.
And if you eat spiced foods, you can drink one hell of a hot
cup of coffee.

This was honest, and she put her back against the car
door and told me so, and told me it was the end of this
particular bus line, and got out and went away from me.
But not before I made a feeble comment about canceling
out Mavis, Knowing, as I said it, it was too fast and too
ridiculous. She looked back once. Pale face turning, light
catching it.

I sat alone.

Now be a big boy, Paul. Act like a grownup. You just
kissed a famous female. It rocked you both—assuming
she wasn’t acting. (I know she wasn’t! I know it!)
You’re both upset about this Wilma thing. (No. We’re
upset about other things. And we can be the answer for
each other because I know we want the same things.)
And this is a crazy environment. You do silly things in a
setting like this. (But it would have been the same on a
ten-cent ferry ride or in a public park or on a picnic or
sitting in a balcony. Exactly the same, wiping out every-
thing that has gone on up to now.) And youre an
incurable romantic, Paul. Always looking for the rope of
hair hanging out of the high stone tower, always ready to
tie colors to your lance. (But never finding her until now.
Always looking at the wrong tower windows. Wearing
the wrong hues.) And she is a busy gal and next week if
she met you on the street she’d look baffled for a mo-
ment and then, maybe, remember your name. (It hap-
pened to her the way it happened to me.) Anyway, Paul
boy, you’re married and that’s something you work at.
You don’t give it up all of a sudden because you hap-
pened to marry somebody who, at times, manages to be
a remarkably silly woman. (Silly, vicious, shallow, and
phony. Too selfish for motherhood. Predictably unfaith-
ful, if not already, then soon. Woman who doesn’t give a
damn for you except as a meal ticket.) So skip it, Paul.
(And what if you can’t? What if it’s something beyond
the exercise of will?)

Skip it anyway.

So up came Mavis and she startled me and when I
saw who it was I told her I wanted to talk to her. She

101



turned around and walked away. At least she’d stopped
blubbering. She walked away. I wanted to jump out and
catch her in three strides and see how heavily I could hit
her on the back of the neck. Then I wondered how
many people go around with crazy thoughts like that
popping into their heads. Like, on the way up, when we
had quarreled, I kept looking at the front ends of the
oncoming trucks. One yank on the wheel. How often
does that happen? Car out of control. Wife goes yammer,
yammer, yammer. Man sits there, shoulders hunched, hands
tight on the wheel. So maybe lots of times the yam-
mer has a chance to turn into half a scream before the
explosive crunch, followed by the long scrapings and tinklings,
and they both die mad.

Yes, I wanted to talk to her and I was going to talk to
her. And she wasn’t going to like what I was going to
say. Because, Judy or no Judy, win, lose, draw, or de-
fault, I had had enough. Enough of Mavis, Manhattan,
Management. I had a Daliesque view of myself. I sat in a
big tin tub in the middle of the desert while a big brush
scrubbed me clean, inside and out. Then the brain would
be taken out of the white suds, rinsed gently in spring
water, and popped back into the skull

The spring was winding up and the wheels were aimed
in a new direction. There weren’t any road signs. I spent
a long time with myself there. When I got out of the car
I felt cramped and stiff, as though I had spent a long
time under tension. I was watching the way the moun-
tains were beginning to show in the first gray of Sunday
morning when I heard the shouts. All the lights went on
again, killing off the look of morning. I hurried down to
the water.

They had her. Steve and a trooper lifted her up out of
the boat. They had her wrapped in a tarp, but they
fumbled it and dropped her, so she rolled naked out of
the covering. I looked at that body and decided right
there 1 had no tendency toward necrophilism. Objectively,
I suppose it was a fine lush body. But it was very, very
dead, and I turned my back and heard Judy yell at them
to cover her up. I knew she felt the same way I did about
it.

Officialdom took over and shooed us off the dock. The
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boats began to head for home, toward the women who would
indeed cherish this morsel.

I tell you, Helen, I just knew there was a lot of things
going on over there. A regular orgy. All those city
people, romping around stark nakid. Dope fiends too, TI’ll
bet you. Well, they say you shouldn’t speak bad things
about the dead, but I can tell you, Helen, I'm sure not
sorry trash like that isn’t going to be coming up here
any more. I hope some real nice people get that house.
You know, that Judy Jonah was over there too. If she
comes on again in the fall, I'm not going to let the
children watch her. I'm going to write to the sponsor. I
say if a person don’t live decent, Helen, they’ve got no
right to put themselves up in front of the public.

I looked around for Judy but I couldn’t find her. I
guessed she had gone to her room. I was heading toward
the kitchen, thinking vaguely of hot coffee, and it was
some time after the body had been found and the world
was full of murky daylight when we were all herded into
the vast living room. Mr. Fish had a few words for us.

I guess I was staring at Judy like a lovesick pup. I
wanted to check on how she looked in daylight. I wanted
to know what she liked for breakfast, how long she’d
owned that beat-up sweater, what books she read, what
sort of things made her cry, what size shoes she wore.

And I heard Fish saying something crazy. I stared at
him and finally caught on. Not an accident. Not just a
drowning. Not a fatal combination of alcohol, darkness,
and lake water., But a hole in the back of her head.

So instead of a drunken scandal, we had us a nice
juicy murder. Brother! I started thinking of a million
things all at once, relating it all back to the job I was
trying to do. Effect on the market? What approved advertising
programs would be in bad taste now? Who would be running
the whole thing now?

We were warned to stick around pending the arrival of
more important brass. I surrendered my car keys to a
trooper. Noel Hess had walked out on the group. People
had begun to mill around. The other trooper was talking
to Judy. I was thinking of some good way to break it up
and get her off where I could talk to her. Just talk. Just
look at her. She made the trooper laugh. Beyond Judy I
could see Mavis, not crying, her face unpleasantly bloated
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with too many tears for too long a time. Mavis looked
shocked and angry.

I saw it start to happen and at first I didn’t understand
and thought it was some sort of game in poor taste, and
then when I did see what was going to happen, saw Judy
turning to stare too, there was a moment when I felt as
though I stood neck-deep in glue, unable to move or
speak. It went on in slow motion. In horrid slow motion,
with descending glint of brass, and nothing in the world
could stop it. And nothing did.

Then the trooper and I got there at the same moment.
Too Ilate.

Too late. I saw the oiled blue arc, heard the bite of
impact, the face turned up and still and away for a
moment before the falling. And all of us there for a
moment, a tableau, stillness, with the memory of a scream
clotted against the high walls, so that in turning, so as
not to look, I saw Judy’s eyes, saw them on me, clear
and real and known, and took a half step toward her.

The young doctor knelt. I saw his face when he
looked up. It is all the same to them. Always they meet
the same adversary, though he may wear many masks.
I's an adversary that always wins. And the doctors,
those fighters of delaying actions, must wear closed faces.

It was ended, of course, and nothing would ever be
the same again,
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Chapter Eleven

(Jupy JONAH—BEFORE)

TH’ERE WAS a special expression the photographer wanted
for the still that would be a part of a testimonial, and
after it was over I walked up Madison to Forty-sixth, feeling
as if somebody had used a sponge on my face. I told myself
it would keep me young—maybe. Muscle tone or something.

Hilda smiled and said Willy was alone and I could go
right on in. He got up from behind his gray steel desk and
patted my shoulder and looked at me with the concern of a
family doctor and patted me into a chair.

“Judy, honest to Gawd, you look nineteen.”

“Good old Willy. Boy of my dreams.” Willy is built close
to the floor. He has no hair, a size twenty neck, and a pair
of big soft damp brown eyes, like an abused setter’s. Several
generations ago he did songs and light chatter and a soft-
shoe routine on the Keith circuit. Now he agents. He’s a |
fighter and he’s sharp. And he stays as honest as he can and
still keep his self-respect.

“This T will get over with quickly, Judy. Carlos and Jane
want out. Now understand. They’re good kids. I can keep
them tied down. You know that, They’ll stick. But it looks
like a break for them.”

“Let ’em go, Willy. No. I'll talk to them. I'll do it. They're
good. They ought to have their own show.”

He leaned back and laced fingers across his tummy. “I
knew you’d say that, but I sort of wished you wouldn’t. If
you were tougher...”

“Tough like you, Willy?”

“The wrong business, kid. Both of us. But if it breaks
right, I got people. We can put something together that will
knock them dead.”

“It’s been a long time, Willy. I think you better let me
have it between the eyes. I think you better stop kidding
Judy. I think you owe me that, Willy.”
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He fumbled with a yellow pencil. “O.K.” He picked up the
pencil. He wrote down five names. He slid the piece of paper
across to me. I read the names, nodded. He said, “Big-time
they were. In 1951. Their own shows. Nice ratings. Fat. This
damn medium, it eats you. It’s like this: Suppose a guy likes
pickled beets. So for a year his wife feeds him pickled beets
twice a day. Then what? He never wants to see another beet.
Radio, you could last. Tough, but you could last, given the
writers. But this damn thing, they see you and hear you.
Judy-Time has had what? Over a hundred weeks. Better than
the ratings is ticket requests for the studio. They go by that.
Those five on the list, where are they? One is singing in Paris
for peanuts. One is on radio sustaining out of Chicago. One
of them in a casino in Brazil, for God’s sake. And the other
two, they could find work, but it isn’t good enough work for
them. They think they’re still on top, but they’re dead. This
thing, it eats you up, and then it’s a hell of a long drop to
the next thing because...right between the eyes like you
said . .. people get damn sick and tired of looking at you.
Pickled beets.”

“One more season, Willy?”

He shook his head. “I doubt the hell out of it. You could
put a show together. Put it on the market. See who you
could get by paying scale, and it would still eat up vour
bankroll before you could find any kind of sponsor. And the
odds are you won’t. The word is out.”

“How about a new kind of show? Situation stuff.”

“I know you could do it. I know it would be good. But
it's a hell of a gamble. Take it this way: Why gamble?
You’ve got it made. It’s tucked away. How much living have
you done lately?”

“Not much, Willy. Not much at all.”

He made a lunge across the desk and grabbed my hand. It
startled me. His voice got hoarse. “Look, Judy. Like an ad.
Switch to Willy. Not easy on the eyes, but easy on the nerves.
I haven’t got anybody any more. We can get a place maybe
in Connecticut. My God, grass. Trees. I can commute. I
mean you don’t have to be in love with me. That, maybe,
would be a good trick. But we talk the same. We think the
same. We could make it work.”

Those brown eyes nearly got me. But he saw the answer
on my face. He released my hand. He said spiritlessly, “Well,
it was a try.”
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“I'm sorry, Willy. I mean that. I wish it could be.”

He smiled. “I guess you do.” He sort of shook himself like
a fat dog coming out of the creek. “Now, what’s all this
thing with that Ferris woman?”

“She wants me up there. She says it’s purely social. But
she let me know Dorn would be there. And the sales mana-
ger, Dockerty. And Steve Winsan.”

“My word to you. Drop Winsan. A luxury at this point.
Look, girl. The standard advice, no commitments, is out.
Because up there you get no offer. I can smell that. This is
the hatchet.”

“I think so too. Just a question of how she does it.”

“That woman, she’s a sadist. She gets a sexy bang out of
squashing people like bugs. You got to go up there with a
special attitude. You got to go up there saying to yourself, I
couldn’t care less. Can you do that?”

“I can do it without even pretending, Willy. I’'m just...so
damn tired. I think I want the hatchet.”

“Then what will you do?”

“Get out, Willy. Get rid of all the junk. Load the wagon
and. head west. Change this hair to black so I don’t get
stared at. I want a mountain cabin twenty miles from no
place, with a stream in the back yard and a grassy bank to
lie on, and a bunch of books that will be tough to read. Hard
books. There’s things I want to do. Learn the constellations.
Learn to cook. You know, all I can do is fry stuff. I just
want to slob around, Willy, and take walks and turn into
plain Jane Jones.”

“Take me along.”

“We’ve been through that, Willy,” I said, smiling.

“0.K. Look, don’t let that bitch unravel you, Judy. Ride
with it. I don’t know Dockerty. That Wallace Dorn is a
chunk of nothing. Steve will be on your side, just to save his
fee on you, but he won’t be able to do a damn thing. Don’t
let her get you sore. She’s the kind wholll ask you to do
some routines for free to entertain her guests. If so, you got a
headache.”

“A brute of a headache.”

I said good-by to Willy. I went to see Carlos and Jane.
They were shy and apologetic and they acted ashamed. But it
wasn’t hard to see the joy and excitement when I told them
I'd release them. Then they kept interrupting each other
telling me about their chance. It sounded hot. It made me
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feel old. It made me feel as if never again would I be able to
hoke up that much enthusiasm over anything.

Friday morning after I packed I phoned the garage and
had them bring the white Jag around. When I leaned out the
window and looked down, it was parked right in front, and
Horace, the doorman, was talking to the garage man, who
was unhooking his little delivery motorcycle from the rear
bumper. The Jag was pretty in the morning sun. From up
there at the window, it looked like a boat. I took the two
bags down and Horace helped me stow them in the car, one
in the tiny luggage space and one in the spare bucket seat
beside me. To Horace I'm a riot. I ask him what time it is
and he goes into helpless laughter. It’s very wearing.

As I drove north on the parkway, I pretended it was all
over and this was the first leg of my trip west. But it didn’t
feel right. Because, I decided, the car was part of the window
dressing. Part of what I would be leaving behind. I loved it,
loved its fine response, but it was just too damn gaudy for
the mood I was going to be in. And not enough room in it
for a girl to carry along everything she had left in the wide
world. Nice as it was, there was something a little phony
about it. A little bit too too. ;

; So this was going to be the hatchet, and I couldn’t care
ess.

Or could I?

Hess had mailed me a marked map, so I had no trouble
finding the place. Steve was getting out of his car when I
drove in. The place wasn’t exactly a cabin. It looked like an
outpost of the United Nations. Steve and I talked a little
business.

Every time I talk to him, I keep remembering how I had
to set him back on his heels. Guys like that. The town is
loaded with them. That big palsy approach with the hand
that wanders. I busted him across the chops. That public eye.
Rumors and rumors. Snicker and smirk. Now you take that
Judy Jonah. Man, oh, man. Hot pants. Dirty little men and it
makes them big in the bars when they can give that reflective
leer and lip smack and thusly label you round of heel.
Round enough so the other dirty little men who hear them
have to make their try at you. You smack them down, but
their vanity won’t let them admit it to the brethren in the
bars. Then they, too, add themselves to the mythical list of
your lovers. It’s the same with any other presentable gal in
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show business. We all have to stand for the same thing.
Rarely, very rarely, there will be one who tries to live up to
the billing she gets in the cocktail lounges. And, in trying,
will fizz out of the business like a wet rocket. The fringe
gals, who end up by calling themselves models and paper the
town with their uptown phone numbers. And collect pictures
of ex-presidents. By the time they work their way down to
Grant, they’re still around. But by the time they get down to
Hamilton and Lincoln, they’ve moved their base of opera-
tions. Judrez or Troy. Milwaukee or Bakersfield.

But the myth persists, and I won’t say that Steve had been
suckered by it. I'll say only that he’s the type that always
makes the automatic try. Though seldom belted as hard as
that. He had to wrap an ice cube in a napkin and hold it
against his lip. Poor lad.

He led me around the house. I could see that he had the
jitters, even though he had anointed himself liberally with
ersatz confidence. Wilma and the Hesses and Gilman Hayes
were on the terrace. Hayes nodded at me with his normal
cold-eyed contempt. Three times I have met him. I started
out with a violent dislike, and each time since I have liked
him less. But a chunk of male. Biblical movies he should be
in. In the Roman arena, with shield and sword and one of
those metal dinguses around his biceps. Everybody says he’s
good. I saw one of his things. A bunch of black lines like a
wrought-iron fence after a tornado, with some big blobby
things behind it. It had a title. “Reversion.” I gave it my rapt
look because the owner was damn proud of it. But it meant
nothing to me. It could be good. That’s one of the things I'll
take along some books about. ;

My room was plush and the weather was fine, so I skinned
quickly into my suit and trotted down to the big twin
docks. Hayes was prone in the sun. The water was blue. With
eyes shut against the glare I felt as though Wilma, up on her
terrace, were watching me, with some mental licking of
chops.

I concentrated so much on keeping my guard up that I
sort of blinded myself to what was going on around me.
Steve and Hayes and the Hesses and the Dockertys and Wal-
lace Dorn were just part of the scenery. I suppose I nodded
and spoke in the right places, but I was as aware of Wilma
as is the mouse of the cat.

I didn’t begin to react to people until after we had dinner,
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and I got snared into a Scrabble game with Paul Dockerty
and Wallace Dorn, while Mavis Dockerty danced with Gil-
man Hayes, and Steve and Wilma played rabid gin. Wallace
Dorn, whenever it was his turn, took a great deal of time. I
sat and smoked and listened to the Latin music while Randy
jangled around like a bride in the late afternoon. Noel Hess,
mild, dark, watchful, and pretty, had gone to bed. She
seemed to me like a toy I had once. A girl clown standing
on a drum. You wound her up. She whirled around and
around and the music was inside the drum. Then I wound her
up too tightly and the spring snapped. No music and no more
whirling for Noel. Randy had snapped her spring. It’s sad.
It’s something that happens. It’s the reaction one sort of
woman will have. Another would pack her bag and take off.
Another would bend his skull for him. But the Noels sit
around with snapped springs. I'm more the skull-bending type.

I watched Mavis Dockerty. Her dancing was pretty clinical.
Paul Dockerty sat at my left, studying the Scrabble board.
What is that word? Empathy. Yes. That’s what I had then.
For Paul. A nice big decent-looking guy with a very silly
lady. And said lady under Wilma’s dark spell. I had the feel-
ing they could have gone along indefinitely with a fair to mid-
dling marriage. But Wilma was steering it firmly toward the
rocks. Using Hayes, perhaps, as one of the rocks. Maybe at
one point in the past Paul would have got up and broken up
the dance act. He had enough reason to. But they’d gone by
that point. So he had to sit and sweat it out. I could see by
the little glances he’d flash toward them that he was edgy
about it, and didn’t know what to do about it. And maybe he
was close to the point of not wanting to do anything about
it. I saw Hayes dance her out onto the terrace. I guess
Paul didn’t see the change of dance floors. I saw him look
around and saw his face harden and change and saw him
start to get up. I put my hand out quickly and stopped
him and jerked my head toward the terrace. He looked
through the glass and saw them. He relaxed a bit as he saw
them. Then he looked at me. Grateful. I gave him a public-
property-type grimace.

Dorn beat us both badly and we paid off. I wanted some
fresh air. Paul surprised me by asking if he could go along. I
didn’t want to be any part of one of those husband-wife
jealousy gambits, but I sensed right away that he wasn’t
trying to pull anything like that.
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We went down onto the dock and he flipped the wet mat
over to give us a dry side to sit on. There’s a funny intimacy
about sitting in the night under stars. And I always talk too
much. ’'d wanted to keep my guard up all the way, but I
found myself gibbering on about being tired. He was that
kind of guy. The safe, kindly breed. The kind that always
disarms me.

Once upon a time a drunken psychiatrist told me, at a
party, what makes Judy tick. He said, “Your spotty emotional
life, dear, is the result of trudging through the world looking
for the father you never had.” And it was just right enough
to make me self-conscious. Just right enough to chill me.

So it is with the Paul Dockertys that I find my hair
coming down. I had yakked too much. It was late. I felt
ashamed of myself, so I got up and clowned it, doing my Kid
Jonah, the Boston Butcher Boy.

So what does he do? He grabs me by the arm and sort of
shakes me and tells me he likes me. I don’t know how I got
off the dock without blubbering. I said some stiff-faced good
nights on my way through the big room, and I got my door
shut and draped myself carefully across my bed and said go.
But no dice for Judy. No tears. What can you do with a girl
like that?

I know what I did with her. I scrubbed her face, brushed
her teeth, put her in pajamas, and put her into bed. I
managed one muted and unsatisfactory sniffle, and then I
went to sleep.

There was one dream that was a beaut. Like they say,
significant. They had shoved me in front of the cameras.
Something experimental. But not the cameras I'm used to.
No booms, no dollies. A room shaped like the inside of a
beehive, and the inside of it was all camera lenses. All looking
in at me. I tried to make up lines, and when I would say
them, all the echoes would get in the way. I danced and
there wasn’t any music. Then all of a sudden I was in Delcy’s
office standing and yelling at him, telling him I never was any
good on ad-lib stuff and I didn’t like this new idea of his, and
he just kept smiling at me, his eyes goggly behind those thick
lenses of his. And he told me that it came out well, no matter
what I thought. I asked him what he meant. And he said I
was standing on it. I looked down and the floor of his office
was all new linoleum, like a kitchen. Big squares. And in each
square there was a naked photograph of me, in color. Then I
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suddenly realized that he’d tricked me. They hadn’t broadcast
it at all. And each camera had made one square of linoleum.
So he had no more use for me, because there’d been enough
cameras to cover his whole office. Wall to wall. And he said
in a voice that echoed around, “Look closer. They move.
Look closer. They move. Look closer. . ..”

And I woke up and the sun was out and my heart was
trying to jump out of my chest.

I ate much breakfast, swam some, and then went through
my body-building routine on the dock, while the rest played.
Midway through the routine I became aware of Paul watch-
ing me with unmistakable approval. I also noticed that he
had started drinking bright and early. Mavis seemed pointed-
ly unaware of him. She was busy shrieking and giggling and
preening herself while Hayes taught her how to water ski. In
a swimsuit she was a remarkable hunk of woman. I won-
dered what sort of sickly brawl the Dockertys had arranged
after shutting the door behind them.

I think that if Paul had been leering at me, or had even
been sly about staring at me, I would have knocked off the
exercises right there. But the big lunk just stared at me with
such warm and wistful approval that I even added a few
exercises I don’t normally do. Old Judy the Jonah, exhibi-
tionist.

During the croquet I saw the drinks catching up. Not that
he was alone in making a fool of himself. There was one
particularly nasty little scene when Wilma whonked Randy
with a mallet. And Steve and Noel were getting that look in
their eyes. And Gilman Hayes was bunching his muscles like
a health ad. And Wallace Dorn is a fool all the time. Poor
Paul was just honestly drunk. And getting worse.

When he disappeared after being unable to eat anything, I
looked for him and found him in the corner of the living
room, sitting like a punished child, licking his lips and swal-
lowing hard, eyes not focusing too well.

“Upsy-daisy, baby,” I said. I got his hand and tugged him
up. He was a weight. “Come on, now. One big fat foot after
the other.”

“Where’s everybody?” he said, with a ghost of the party
fever.

I got him into the hall, down to their room, and into his
bed. I pulled his shoes off and covered him up with a blanket.

“Preciate it,” he said. “Preciate it.”

112



I looked down at him. Poor guy. Out of his league. "Way in
over his head. All mixed up. “Poor old bear,” I said, and, on
impulse, leaned over him and kissed him lightly on the lips.
Then I went out and shut the door behind me.

I went down and took what I thought was enough sun.
Steve and Noel, in one of the boats, had dicanpeared behind
a distant island. That was sad too. Everything was sad. I
was depressing myself. What wasn’t sad was nasty. Jude the
Prude. .

I thought of old days, old places. The boys certainly got
wild enough and weird enough, and, from certain angles,
nasty enough. Thumb-in-the-eye nasty. Broken-bottle nasty.
Tear up the joint, smash the mirrors. Take advantage of
dumb little music-struck girls. Hit the tea and steal liquor and
take a quick hack at the wife of the guy who owned the
particular joint where we happened to be playing.

But at least, with all that, they were doing something.
They were making some music. Giving that horn a high wild
ride on top of that fat beat of the bass. Lordy! Blue smoke
and people thumping tables and that wild horn riding, riding,
glinting the yellow brass lights, the rapt eyes half shut. Sure,
a rough and nasty crew, but making something. And this
crew was nasty in subtler ways and they didn’t make any-
thing. They just stirred each other with sticks.

I went up to my room. As I went by Wilma’s half-open
door she said, “Judy, dear?”

I shrugged and went in. “Hi, Wilma.”

“Are you having a good time?” She was sitting at a
dressing table doing something with her nails.

“A dandy time,” I said.

“Please sit down, dear. It’s time we had a little talk.”

“Isn’t it, though!”

She gave me a glance like a scalpel and looked back at her
nails. “I’ve been thinking about you, Judy. Trying to find
some answers. You see, just out of loyalty, I'd like to be
able to use you again this coming fall. I hate to let people go.”

I wanted to tell her that at no time had I been aware of
exactly working for her. But I remembered Willy’s warning
and so I just sat.

“I’ve wondered what made you so popular for a time. I
think I know now. You’re a rather pretty woman, Judy.
There’s a certain amount of sensitivity in your face. And you
have a pleasant little voice.”
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“Thanks,” I said a bit darkly.

She rode right over me. She frowned. “Humor, I suppose,
is really the unexpected, isn’t it? So really there is.something
grotesque and, I suppose, amusing, about an attractive girl
throwing herself around and trying to look her worst instead
of her best. Goo running down your face and all that. And it
will charm the public for a while. But it isn’t anything you
can continue indefinitely, now, is it?”

I had news for her. She had a few things to know about
timing, emphasis. How you can smell the audience and
underplay when you should and underline when you have
to. How you work on the show, adding stuff, throwing stuff
out, picking what’s best for you.

She put her tools down and faced me squarely. “You have
to face the fact, dear, that as far as the public is concerned,
you’ve ceased to be funny. All you had was a certain shock
value. I've told Wallace to try to find a replacement for you.
But, you see, I take a personal interest in your future. Have
you ever thought about taking acting lessons?”

I lit a cigarette and huffed the smoke in her general di-
rection. “Back up a minute, sis. 'm through. Is that what
you’re saying?”

She smiled. “Quite.”

“You, milady, are a rough apple. You’re rough as a cob.
But leave us restate the case. I sold you my services through
my agent and through your advertising agency. Your opinion
of my future, or lack of same, interests me about as much
as does spherical geometry. So let’s knock off the personal
approach, shall we?”

“I’m sorry I hurt your feelings, dear.”

“You haven’t,” I said, trying to match smiles, but my hand
trembled and I knew, damnit, that she saw it.

“I don’t care if you despise me, Judy. I'm just saying this
for your own good. Youre young. You're at a dead end. You
must start thinking of what you’re going to do with your
age.”

“T'll do fine with my life.”

“You’ve had the sort of publicity that can go to a per-
son’s head. You people fall into the trap of believing what
other people are paid to say about you. You know that, don’t
you?”

“It happens to some.”

“I didn’t want to do this through middlemen, Judy. I
thought we could talk nicely to each other.”
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“We’re talking.”

“Smart promotion made you queen for a day. That day is
definitely over. You must face that, you know.”

I got up. They don’t call it a retreat any more, They call
it shortening your lines of communication. A big one-legged
Marine told me that. “I appreciate all your advice, Mrs.
Ferris. Miss Ferris. Whatever it is legally. I can scoot off
right now, or stay through to the bitter end, whichever you
please.” -

“I wouldn’t think of your leaving now.”

I looked into those eyes. I wondered how her nail scissors
would look sticking out of her throat. “Like I said, thanks.”

“You’re more than welcome, Judy.”

I didn’t start really shaking until I got to my room. Even
if the Judy fad had faded, I'd still had one thing: pride in
being a workman. A trooper. A pro. And, damn her eyes,
she’s picked that one thing to work on. Fourteen years of
show business didn’t mean a thing. I was a girl they threw
goo at, for shock value. Maybe everybody thought that.
Damn her! So poisonously sweet, and taking an aimed kick
at your best prop. Well, she’d wobbled me badly. Put a few
fracture lines in my supports. But I'd last. I always had.

But I was going to spend a lot of time thinking of ways to
kill her. Acting lessons! For God’s sake. Be a willow tree. Be
smoke rising from a fire. Be a sad grasshopper. I'd see
Willy and I'd put a show back together, and find a sponsor
and shove the show right down her throat.

But .. |

I sat there on the bed and looked at my hands. I sat and
felt as if she’d poisoned me. Rejection. Something you put
in the blood stream. It dulls the reflexes, waters down hope,
hamstrings pride.

I had been going to change. Instead, I put on a robe and
headed back out. I wanted a highball that would look like
iced coffee. I wanted a fist fight. I wanted a chance to make
a big gesture. Any kind.

When it was night we were splashing around. Then they
had to take off their suits and turn off the lights and be
real bold. Steve called me chicken. I told him I'd got over
being childish when I'd got over being a child. I told them
about Hash. About how all of us came in on the train into
Penn Station and Hash made his bet and I held the stakes.
One hundred and twenty bucks he bet. He had to get from
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the train to the taxi stark naked. He made quite a stir as he
went through the station, running like the wind, suitcase in
one hand, tram case in the other. Would have made it, too,
but his bare feet slipped and he hit his head when he went
down. He was fined a hundred bucks. I told them anybody
could swim thusly if it was his inclination. But it took a
different kind of mind to Minsky your way through Penn
Station.

Randy, Wallace, and I were the conformists. I swam
~around at a safe distance. Randy stayed on the dock, I think.
Much giggling and splashing and games. How gay in the
wilderness! I wondered what the loons thought. And the
perch. I thought, so help me, of how enjoyable it would be
if friend Wilma floated down the creek at the end of the
lake and on down the river and out to sea.

So when the shouting began to make sense and I sudden-
ly became aware of trouble and made the dock and scrambled
up and found out Wilma was gone, it gave me a feeling of
nightmare. As if my wish had been too strong. A feeling of
guilt. I got my robe on. Come on, Judy. You're a comic.
Say something funny now.
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Chapter Twelve

(STEVE WINSAN—AFTERWARD)

THERE 1s an old, not so funny Hollywood story about two
studio heads walking down the street trying to think up a
good sequence for a picture in process. Every time one of
them gets an idea, he acts it out, with gestures. And the other
shakes his head sadly. A safe is being lowered out of an
office window. The rope breaks. The safe lands with damp
finality on one of the two executives. The other one looks at
the scene in eye-bulging horror and then yells, “Too grue-
some, Sammy! We can’t use it!”

There I was. Idea boy. Standing on the dock and thinking
I should call Wilma and get her back in. Too gruesome, kid.
We can’t use it. It isn’t a good PR pitch. The public won’t
go for it. ;

And then the night got bigger and blacker. The hills got
older. The sky got farther away. The lake got deeper and
darker. I shivered. You live in a place full of light bulbs and
chrome and rare fillets and box-top contests. But when you
die, you die in a place of mountains and sky, earth and fire,
stars and the sea. I felt tiny as hell. I didn’t like the feeling. I
felt like a pasteboard man on a dock somebody built with a
toy kit, looking at the real world for the first time.

Up until that moment I had a fighting chance. I might
have been able to wiggle things around so as to save my own
bacon by retaining at least one of the three sagging accounts.
And that one was going to be Wilma. At least, working
through Randy, with Noel working on him, I seemed to have
the best chance there. I stood there and I saw an imaginary
office in an almost first-rate hotel, and me in the office on a
stinking salary beating my brains out trying to fatten the
guest list with almost first-rate people, with the fractured
nobility and with Texans who didn’t know any better, and
trying to angle the name of the house into the columns of
those big warmhearted columnists who would crucify their
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~dear old mothers if by so doing they could add one more
paper to the string.

And then that lovely vision faded as I suddenly saw what
was being handed me on a platter. It kindled a little fire of
excitement in the pit of my stomach and then roared up
through the flue. I felt twice life size. This was going to be it.
When they recovered the body, I wanted to Kiss the stone-
cold forehead.

It meant I had to do some very fancy operating. I had to
be light on my feet. While I was still thinking, Paul enlisted
me to go out there and do some futile diving for the body. I
hoped we wouldn’t find her right away. Because it might be
possible to revive her. This was going to be Steve’s big
chance. I dived on order, but I did damn little hunting. I was
too busy thinking.

The tabloid boys were going to try to turn this into a
sensation. There was all the raw material there. When the
body was recovered, it was going to be awfully bare. And
the house full of lintheads who would talk too much. We
had to have a plot, a better one than the one we were “stuck
with. And the brass that would swoop down on us had to
be handled. I would have to coach the people in the new
plot and make it consistent. And keep the working press off
their backs until they had it clearly in mind. The thing that
seemed to make the most sense was to say that we’d all come
up here to work out an idea for a new fall show, headlining
Judy Jonah. Hayes could be worked into the idea somehow.
Maybe sets, costumes. O.K., so we had the sales manager, the
account executive, a public-relations consultant, her business
manager. If it was handled right, it might generate a lot of
public interest in the fall show, and might even make it worth
while using Jonah again. The deal on the swimming was
what would make it tough. It was too sweet a tabloid angle.
What I should do was get to her room and get hold of a suit
and smuggle it out and rip it a little and get it into the water.
They would probably drag for the body. If I could get the
suit on one of the grapples, the whole thing would look
better.

If T could cool it all off, if I could give them nothing to
chew on, then Steve Winsan would be known around town
as the bright eyes who saved the ball game. And that would
mean new people on the list.

I was getting pretty pooped with all the diving. Paul had
us knock off as the officials arrived. I hung around to see
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what would go on. Cold as I was. Then the one named Fish
caught me flat-footed by finding Wilma’s suit in the pocket
of her robe. I went up to my room and dried off and
changed and went back down, thinking hard all the time. I
wanted to get them apart and tell them what I had cooked
up. But Fish intercepted me on the dock.

“What’s your name again?”

“Winsan. Steve Winsan.”

“O.K., Mr. Winsan. Get in that boat there. That’s Will
Agar. Got to have two men in a boat, one on the oars and
one on the grapple.”

B

“Suppose you co-operate, Mr. Winsan.”

“I’ve got some phone calls to make.”

“I already told the operator not to take any calls from this
number unless I make them, so you don’t have to worry
about it. Just get in the boat there and Will will tell you what
he wants done.”

What could I do? I got in the boat. Will was all teeth,
Adam’s apple, and adenoids. Somebody vyelled from the
dock. “You, Will, go make your sweep to the north of
Bobby.”

The grapple was a crude thing, a piece of pipe on a heavy
line with gang hooks fastened in a row.

Will said, “Now if she comes fast, pull slow and easy. If
it’s the body, it’ll come up slow. But if it goes tight, we got
bottom. Then we got to work it loose.”

I looked toward the shore in complete despair. They'd
turned out some of the floods, the ones that were in our
eyes. I could count fifteen boats. Holding the line, I could
feel the pipe bumping along the bottom, dragging the hooks
after it. Bvery once in a while we would catch. Each time it
happened, it would give me a feeling of shock. Will would
clamber back and test the tension of the line. “Hung up
again,” he’d say. He’d circle back and work it loose. I was
trapped out there in full view of the house, with no way of
knowing what the damn fools there were saying to the
officials. The house lights were on. I could see people moving
around once in a while. And sometimes they’d wander out
on the dock, alone or in pairs, and look out at us. Will wasn’t
scintillating company. The long slow hours passed. My hands
were getting raw from tugging the rough line loose. I had no
cigarettes left. We would finish a sweep and then somebody
would tell us where to go next. I could see a night city editor
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someplace. “You know, that Ferris woman. Lake Vale. I
don’t give a damn if you don’t know where it is. Somebody
knows where it is. Get one of those guys who fly fishermen
around in float planes. I'm lining up somebody for pics.
Phone your stuff in to Saul. He’s got all the stuff out of the
morgue on her.”

And I was afraid that while I was still out in this stinking
rowboat I'd start seeing flash bulbs popping. With me out
here fishing. Everything was a dull milky gray when Will
said quietly, “O.K., pull it up, Mr. Winsan.”

I asked him why. He didn’t answer. I turned and looked
at him. He was looking at a boat about forty feet away. That
boat had a kerosene lantern on one of the seats. There were
two old guys in it. They were gingerly pulling in a line, hand
over hand, both staring at the surface of the black water. For
a few moments there it looked like one of those old paintings.
The two old guys with the light orange on their faces, and the
light making a flickering path on the water. Other boats had
stopped moving. The world seemed very still. I saw the heavy
whiteness break the surface, and then one man yelped and
the other made a lunge, nearly upsetting their boat. The
lantern rocked dangerously.

“Here she is, boys,” a cracked old voice sang out.

They got together and worked her up over the side. She
came over the side, white and heavy, the lanterns making wet
highlights on her, her head loose, black hair pasted flat. I
heard the thumping as she tumbled onto the bottom of the
boat. They covered her up and we headed in and the other
boats came along.

People were coming down from the house. I got out
onto the dock. A big trooper and I were the nearest when
the two old men came up beside the dock. We
knelt and reached down for her as they strained and lifted
her up. We got her. My God, she was heavy. She felt as
heavy as two women, with that tarp wrapped loosely around
her. The trooper tripped and half sat down backward and 1
couldn’t hold the weight, even though I tried. All I got was
an end of the tarp and she rolled out, flaccid. In the lights
she was a funny color. One eye was open. The other was
covered with her black hair, wet and covering half her face.
We fumbled to cover her up again, and I heard Judy Jonah
yell at us to make it quick.

I had forgotten my earlier feeling of coming too close to
reality, and this brought it all back again. There was some-
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thing immutable about that silent shape. You couldn’t tell it
to go away. There were no lamps to rub, no incantations to
say. It was there and undeniable and dead.

There was a room. They took me to a doorway. A strange
woman took me to the doorway. There was a stink of
flowers. She gave me a little push. “Go in and say good-by
to her, Stevie.” I went in. There was satin and silver handles.
It wasn’t my mother. They had made it out of wax, and my
mother never was so pink and still. And her hands were not
like that. Not like white sticks with blue nails. Not so still.
They had been busy hands. Busy with soap and towels and
brush and broom and quick caresses.

I turned and ran and the woman caught me and tried to
hold me against her and I hit her with my fist and I guess I
hurt her because she slapped me and then I cried and we
both cried.

It had been a long time since I had remembered that. I
stood very still. They were telling us to get off the dock. I
looked at a slim dark-haired woman. I couldn’t remember for
a moment who she was. Noel. Like meeting someone on the
street. You haven’t seen them for a long time. And I remem-
bered, but remembering did not chase away any ghosts.

I went to my room. I rolled up my sleeves. I scrubbed my
hands. I wanted to scrub the skin off them. I wanted to get
rid of the skin that had touched the heaviness of the body on
the dock. I walked slowly toward the door to the corridor.
And T heard someone coming. A woman. I opened the door.
It was Noel. I spoke to her and took her hand and pulled
her into the room and closed the door again. She
would know where Randy was. I wanted to talk to him first.
He could split the job with me. Maybe we’d have time
enough.

She said he was still sleeping. I looked at her. She was a
stranger. But there are times when you need the closeness of
a stranger. I put my hands on her slim waist and pulled her
close to me, and kissed her hard, with a sort of defiance,
trying to kiss away all this tarp and flowers and grapple
business. But even as I was kissing her, I remembered the
afternoon, and remembered that it hadn’t gained me any-
thing. I'd just got her emotionally involved. I had to find out
where she stood. And, from her attitude, figure a way of
untangling myself. She certainly wasn’t a hell of a lot to look
at, And she looked at me with a discouragingly glazed and
sappy expression.
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So I delved a bit, cautiously, and found out, much to my
relief, that she was off on a noble-wife kick. Standing bravely
beside the unemployed husband. All very soap sales. It was
an easy script to follow. I took my role. The disappointed
lover. But not too insistent. The last thing I wanted to do
was talk her out of the noble-wife part.

“Then,” I said bravely, “I'm to consider this the brush-
off?”

It shows you how wrong you can be sometimes. I thought
the little minx had been all loaded with sincerity. And what
do I hear? One of my own lines, usually used in the brush-
off scene. “We are a couple of adults, aren’t we?”

My surprise showed. And she told me it didn’t mean as
much as we said it did. I tell you, with that acting ability, she
could have landed a part.

I ruffled her hair and made with the “just grateful for
knowing somebody like you” gambit. My kind of people.
That’s what she was. I had a twinge of conscience about all
the time I was losing, but suddenly I wanted her again. May-
be whenever there is death and violence around, you start
wanting somebody. Maybe nature does it to you. Like affirm-
ing that you are the one who is alive. And we sat on the bed.
But before it could become particularly interesting, the maid
tapped on the door and said we were all wanted in the living
room,

I decided right away that was for the best. It broke it up
and kept me from wasting any more good time. We made
some fast repairs and got ready to go. I checked the hall and
it was clear. I was amused at the way she had fooled me.
Fooled old Steve, the expert. And I felt affectionate toward
her. So as she moved by me in the doorway I gave her a
little love pat.

Once I was at a zoo. A human-interest thing, I think it
was. Baby zebras or something. Can’t remember. But I
remember the big tawny cat. It was asleep. One big paw was
through the bars. A typical linthead tourist had picked up a
little stick. He leaned over the railing and he was jabbing at
the exposed paw, showing his cretin children what a big
brave guy he was, poking at a lion.

One minute the lion was asleep. The next minute that big
paw flicked by the guy’s face so fast that he jumped back
long after it had gone by. His kids started crying. His com-
plexion was like spoiled library paste.
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I just patted her and she whirled and raked me. Her face
was all twisted up and she hissed as she did it. And then she
was gone. I stood and called her every name in the book and
then went in and looked at myself in the mirror. Two long
deep ones, with blood gathering slowly. I washed them. I
found iodine in the cabinet, and some tape. I patched myself
up. She had no damn reason in the world to do that. Not
a reason in the wide world. Nobody does that to me.
I decided right then and there that I'd get her apart from the
others somehow. I’d get her out beside the house and back
her up against a wall. I wouldn’t mark her, but I'd damn
well teach her a lesson she wouldn’t forget in a hurry. A
couple of good solid thumps in the belly teaches them some
manners. It knocks the wind and the fight out of them.

I was the last one to arrive in the living room. I got a cold
stare from everybody, and I saw the flicker of speculation as
they looked at my taped face and wondered. I saw Judy
glance at the tape and then look immediately at Noel.

Even the servants were there, and the young doc with the
sideburns. I sat as far away from Noel as I could get. I
caught her eye and gave her a hard look.

Fish started talking, and as soon as I got the sense of
what he was saying, I forgot all about Noel and my plans
and everything else except the fact of murder. For a time
my mind was just a damn blank, with a great big red M
printed across it. And then the damnedest thing. If she
drowned, it was an accident, and something like that could
not happen to Wilma. She had to be murdered. My God,
she had been born to be murdered. Pushing people. Always
pushing. No truth or sincerity in her. Everything an angle.
Everything had to be used for her benefit. It was just a case of
which damn worm had turned.

And thinking of worms, I looked at Randy Hess.

We got our orders, and we were told that the big brass
was coming. I jumped at the first hunk of silence that came
along, asking permission to handle the working press on this
whole thing. Fish was dubious. I oiled him a little and saw
him lean my way. Noel took off. It began to break up into
little groups. Fish and the doctor got me aside. I was ex-
plaining how I would operate.

I looked over the doctor’s shoulder.

Ever since that moment I've been explaining it to myself.
Here is what I say to myself: There is something inside
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you that goes ’way the hell back. Primitive. Atavistic. I keep
telling myself that it was just as automatic as yanking your
hand back when you put it on a hot stove. Nothing you can
control. No part of guts or lack of same. Just a reaction. One
minute I was looking and I saw it, and the next second I
was running like hell in the opposite direction. I went through
the door so fast that my hands slapped hard against the cor-
ridor wall as I made the turn. And I ran all the way down
to my room before I stopped. I stopped and I listened.

I keep telling myself it was just an instinctive reaction. I
mean nobody has given me a bad time about it. They’ve
looked at me in a funny way, but nobody has given me a
bad time. I'd suspect that they've talked. You know. Good
story over a five-o’clock shot. But what the hell.

I wish I could stop thinking about it. It comes up at
the damnedest times. When I ought to have my mind on
what I'm doing.

This isn’t a bad job, and I'd like to keep it. But if I keep
goofing off, going ’way back there and thinking how I ran,
I'm going to flub stuff, the way I messed up the timing yester-
day meeting that train. And lose this job.

It isn’t a bad job. There are twelve theatres in the chain.
But now Mr. Walsh has got this idea I should dress up like
a damn Martian and walk up and down in front of the
Times Square house for this 3D horror thing. I keep tell-
ing him it’s a job for an usher or one of the assistant man-
agers, but he keeps telling me I'm the publicity guy, aren’t 1?

It was just like the way youw’d snatch your hand off a hot
stove. You don’t stop and think about it first, do you?

I’d‘ argue more, but I keep thinking about that Sunday
morning.

Do you?
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Chapter Thirteen

(WALLACE DORN—BEFORE)

YEARS AGO I put my foot down. Firmly. It isn’t that T do
not love Florence. She is my wife. She has carried and given
birth to my children. But I had to forbid her presence at any
of those social functions that are connected with my position
at Fern and Howey.

I could not function properly while I waited in sick dread
for her to put her foot in her mouth. And she always did.
Invariably. ;

It isn’t as though I keep her in a locked room. We have
our own circle of friends and, thank God, none of them has
anything to do with advertising, publishing, or the arts. They
are plain people. There is nothing brittle or self-consciously
clever about them. And I am very glad that most nights I am
able to catch the five-twenty-two out of Grand Central
Terminal.

Florence is a comfortable woman. There was a time, of
course, prior to and for about a year after our marriage,
when I thought she was an enormously exciting woman. It is
easy to see now that what misled me was her great vitality.
Her hair is red and her skin is very white, and her looks
faded very quickly. She seemed to turn, in a few short
months, from girl bride to heavy-set matron. But, though I
was disappointed at the time, I would not have it otherwise.
She knows my wants. She keeps the home neat, cooks well,
is good-humored, and very pleasant with the children. They
are healthy children.

Florence is not an intelligent woman. She has a certain
native shrewdness, but no mental equipment with which to
cope with the people I must deal with each day. I am the
head of my household. I have seen to it that there is mo
doubt about that. Someone must command. Otherwise there
is fuss and disorganization.
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I have made it a point not to mention her or the fact of
my marriage and my children to my coworkers. Thus many
of them are astonished when they learn that I am married.
They try to include her in invitations. I say she is not well.
That, of course, is a lie. She is as strong as a good horse.

I have been, I believe, a good husband to her. My salary
has increased steadily, though it has never been, and perhaps
will never become, spectacular. Except for Ferris, the ac-
counts I handle with Fern and Howey are small. I have an
even temper around my home. I give Florence a rather
generous allowance. Though I have been unfaithful, I consid-
er those lapses as being, perhaps, an inevitable by-product
of my occupation, and commend myself on the fact that
there have been so few such episodes. No more than nine, I
believe, during sixteen years of wedded life.

Each morning she drives me to our small rustic station and
I get on the train, and during the forty-minute ride I com-
pose myself for the work of the day and prepare the face I
will show to the world. I pledge myself to go through each
day with quiet dignity, with as much honor as is possible,
with affability and understanding of the problems of others.

And it was with that same attitude that I arrived at Wilma
Ferris’ place at Lake Vale. But despite all vows, sometimes
one finds oneself in a situation where dignity and honor are
denied you. I despise such people, every one, except, perhaps,
Paul Dockerty. He retains some of the instincts of a gentle-
man. Though, in a few more years, he too will be lost. I can
save myself because I have a retreat. Each night I can go to
my home, to my chair and pipe and robe, to the relaxation
of a modicum of excellent Scotch, to quiet conversation, to a
game of chess with my neighbor.

I knew, of course, that Wilma had poisoned Mr. Howey
against me. And I knew that in inviting me she undoubtedly
had more unpleasantness in mind. I even suspected that she
wished to tell me that she was shifting her account to some
other firm, perhaps to some brash outfit completely lacking in
the dignity that has characterized Fern and Howey dealings
since the establishment of the agency in 1893 by the elder
Mr. Detweiler Fern. But I could not allow myself to think of
such a contingency seriously. The implications were ghastly.
Though Mr. Howey is, I trust, a man of honor, I believe he
would feel that he should chastise me severely for the loss of
the profitable Ferris account.
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Though I did not care for the people, I enjoyed the
opportunity of playing games. It took my mind away from
the continual problem of what to do if Wilma did what I
thought she might do. Scrabble is hardly a challenging game
from an intellectual point of view. There are none of the
clean rhythms and sequences of chess. I found Dockerty and
the Jonah girl rather dull at it, and won handily.

When I said good night to Wilma, just as her game of gin
rummy—infantile occupation—was breaking up, she gave me
a glance as shrewd and alien and darting as the glance of a
snake. It chilled me. After I was in bed I still felt cold. How
have I offended her? I want nothing but the security of my
job. Am I not good at my job? The Durbin Brothers, and
Massey, Grunewald, and Star, and Bi-Sodium and Tichnor
Instrument—they have always been satisfied. Every one.

The croquet game the next day was almost pleasant. It
would have been far more pleasant had the others kept their
minds on the competition. They seemed to have no great
urge to win. They clowned grotesquely, and I was most
disappointed in Paul Dockerty, getting as drunk as he did. I
figured the proper angles, and the odds, and played crisply
and well, finishing my circuit first, but avoiding the stake so
that I could range back out across the court and aid the
laggard members of my team as best I could. Wilma walked
close to me at one point and put me badly off my form by
murmuring, “Talk to you later, Buster.”

Of all the possible names she could have selected for me,
she picked the one most calculated to distress me. It is a
name completely without dignity. While still tense and wor-
ried about her, I played badly, and my ball was captured and
driven into the water. I retrieved it and, setting it down in the
parking area, I regained the playing field with one stroke,
and hit the stake firmly with my next stroke after seeing that
my further efforts would not aid my teammates. I was
pleased to see that we won.

Wilma saw me in her room before lunch. She had me sit
down. She had a cigarette and she walked back and forth,
from the door to her dressing table, walking in silence as my
tension mounted.

“Miss Ferris, I...”

“Please hush, Buster. I'm thinking.” That is typical of her.
No form, no courtesy. Striding back and forth, ranging like a
big cat in a cage, wearing that naked-looking sunsuit, the
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long muscles in her legs pulling and tightening with her
strides, her dark hair bouncing.

Finally she stopped and faced me, looking down at me.
“0.K., I've decided there’s no nice way to tell you. Dockerty
is doing a job as far as he can. But that creepy agency you
work for is dead weight.”

“Fern and Howey are one of the—"

“Hush. You’ve never come up with anything either good
or original. You just submit to me a lot of fancy presenta-
tions of my own ideas. Watered down, usually. I've given
you every chance. I thought that in spite of the people you
work for, you might come through eventually. Dorn, you
haven’t had an idea of your own in fifteen years. So you’re
an expensive luxury. I need 'a younger, hungrier agency.
Somebody with vitality and imagination. You people think
you’re in something a little like banking. Suits by Brooks
Brothers. Dark paneling. Hushed voices. You bore me.”

“Miss Ferris, I...”

“And you are the dullest man I've ever set eyes on. An
imitation limey from Indiana. What are you trying to do?
Inspire confidence? I am uninspired, Dorn. When I'm in
town Monday I'll phone that unctuous Mr. Howey and Kiss
him off and pick myself something new. You can cancel out
all that stuff they’re working on over there that they laugh-
ingly call a campaign. My God, stop goggling at me! I can
do this, you know.”

“I wish you would reconsider,” I said weakly.

“I bhave. Too many times,” she said. I looked at her.
Nobody knew it but Wilma and me. So far. I could see
myself sitting across Mr. Howey’s desk, his eyes like little
swords.

I wished she would fall dead. I wished she would drop
dead on the floor. And I could go to the office and be very
upset and tell Mr. Howey that she had told me that she had
decided the advertising appropriation should be increased,
but had died before she could take steps. :

I looked at her throat. I saw a pulse there. I stood up
slowly. I couldn’t permit this disorderly and ridiculous wom-
an to put an end to a quiet and satisfying and honorable
career. Advertising has become a respected profession. I am a
respected man. She was doing this to me out of restlessness,
out of whatever it was that was driving her. I stood up and
my arms and hands felt heavy and powerful. She turned her
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back on me and went over toward the dressing table. I took
one silent step, my arms half lifted. She craned her arms up
behind her in that graceful-awkward way of woman and
worked at the snaps of the sunsuit top. She said in a flat
bored voice, drained of emotion, “Now run along and play
games or something, Dorn.”

She released the top and took it off and sat down. I let
my arms fall to my sides. They felt heavy, but no longer
strong. I felt old. I felt as though I should totter as I walked,
as though my wvoice should crack and quaver as I spoke.

I shut her door quietly behind me. I could smell food.
Saliva flooded my mouth in sudden sickness. I went to my
room. By the time I reached the bathroom the nausea was
gone. But my face was sweaty. I dried it on a towel. I looked
at my face in the mirror. It is a reliable face. Florence says it
is easy to see the character expressed there. I was pale. The
color came back slowly, darkening to customary healthy
ruddiness. One side of my mustache looked a bit ragged. I
took my shears from my Kkit, and a small comb, and clipped
carefully. I stepped back and smiled at myself. That usually
comforts me. It did not work. Because I did not know what
I would do. I did not know where I would go. Next year I
will be fifty. With my usual bonus I make nearly eighteen
thousand dollars a year.

And I thought again of what I wanted to do to her. Of
the brutal and exquisite pleasure of digging my fingers into
the soft pulsing throat until her face darkened and her eyes
went mad.

And the thought brought the nausea back. Perhaps be-
cause I am a fastidious man. Nausea and sweat and the
pallor. What do you do when They want to take everything
away from you? When They want to smash you and grind
you down and take away everything? But why They? It was
Wilma. Why, in her eyes, am I a figure of fun? What is there
ridiculous about me? Hayes and Hess are ridiculous men. I
did not ask for that account. They gave it to me because
they knew she was difficult. Mr. Howey gave it to me
because he was afraid to handle it himself. She has prepared
him for this by poisoning his mind against me, so that lately
I have felt unsure of myself when speaking with him. It is not
fair.

Suddenly, almost without warning, I was sick. Afterward 1
felt faint. I washed my face and rinsed my mouth and lay
down on my bed.
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...George, you are just going to have to do something
about those dreadful boys. They chased Wallace home again
from school today. He was screaming with fright when he
ran up on the porch. They were hitting him over the head
with their books. They could hurt him seriously. They could
deafen him, George. George! Put that paper down and listen
to me.

...No, George. That’s not right. You don’t have the
right attitude. Wallace has never been physically strong. He’s
not like those boys. He’s sensitive and delicate. George Dorn,
you listen to me! I won’t have it. Wallace has told me who
they are. And I have a list here of their parents’ names and
where they live, and you are going to get out of that chair
this minute and put your coat back on and we are going to
go call on those people.

. .. It will not make it worse for Wallace. You can make it
quite clear that it will be a police matter if it happens again.
And if you keep referring to him as a crybaby, I am
definitely going to become annoyed with you, George.

And, lying there, still tasting the acid in my throat, I
remembered the small boy, huddled at the top of the stairs,
listening. And how I sneaked back to my room. Mother
would take care of things. She’d make my darn father do
semething about it. A lot he cared about what happened to
me. I hoped the police would put those kids in jail.

I need her now. And she had been gone from me for a
long time. Leaving me alone. Leaving me in a world where 1
had no defenses. They do not leave you dignity and honor.
They run after you, banging your head with books, jeering at
you, as if you were a nobody.

It was midafternoon when I left my room. It was very still.
Some were napping. Some were limp on the dock in the still
sun, over mirror water. I felt far back in my head, as though
my eyes were tubes I looked through, destroying side vision,
so that I had to turn my head slowly to change the direction
of my glance. And I went back to my room. On rusty knees.
Squatting far back in my head.

I felt as though I waited for darkness. As though darkness
would provide some unknown answer. I lay on the bed again
and tried to play the game I often play when going to sleep.
White pawn to king four. Black pawn to king four. White
queen’s knight to queen’s bishop three. But I could not go
further. I had lost the power to visualize. I could not see the
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board. The words were just sounds. Half remembered. There
was no board. No look of ivory on the squares. No slant
and rhythm and precision.- My mind was a muddy thing
awaiting darkness.

It knew that darkness would come. It squatted back there,
diverting itself with obscene imaginings.
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Chapter Fourteen

(RANDY HESS—AFTERWARD)

SHE WAS DEAD.

I will try to say what I felt. How it was. Once when I was
little there was a hypnotist on a stage. Somebody took me
there. I remember the boy who went up, scuffing his feet,
trying to swagger, giving swift looks at the audience. It was
done so “quickly.

You are a chicken. And the boy hopped and clucked and
flapped his arms. You are a dog. And he scampered and
barked. Oh, there was a lot of fun! Oh, they laughed! Wake
up! Wake up!

The boy woke up. He stared stupidly around. They were
still all laughing. I was laughing. He fled in confusion from
the stage.

She was dead.

I woke up. I looked stupidly around at the world. Who
am I? How did I get here? Why do they laugh? By what
strange road did I get to this place?

I remember another time. A summer camp where I was
very lonely and unhappy. They taught us first aid. A man
who looked like an ape demonstrated a tourniquet. Roger
and I were alone in the cottage during a rest period. It was a
contest between us. We knotted huck towels and each used a
drumstick to tighten the tourniquet on our own leg, midway
between knee and thigh. Nearly as tight as we could get
them, and then bet a dime about who would loosen it first. It
was very tight. At first my leg throbbed and it was painful. It
looked swollen. It turned a lot darker. And the pain went
away. It felt quite numb. The contest went on for a long time
and then the look of my leg and foot and the numbness
began to frighten me. I said we should both loosen them at
the same time. He would not. More time passed. I loosened
mine. He yelled that I owed him a dime. The towel had cut
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into my thigh, marking it deeply. For a moment nothing
happened. And then I screamed with the pain of returning
circulation. I thought my leg would burst, would split open
like something that had spoiled. But it did not. It felt weak
and strange for a long time. I paid him my dime.

She had died and it was like cutting a tourniquet that had
bitten deep, numbing me. The circulation came back. My
soul cculd burst like something spoiled.

But it is more than that. A friend told me of something
that had happened to him. Long ago. Back in the days of
parachute jumps at the fair grounds, of wing walking, of
slow barrel rolls. He had been young then. And madly,
helplessly, hopelessly in love with the young wife of the star
jumper. A lovely girl, he said. And one day, under a high
Kansas sky, he stood with her by the grandstand while the
biplane circled higher and higher above the fair grounds,
buzzing and circling like a lazy insect. And while they talked -
she kept her eyes on the plane, and talked without nervous-
ness. Her husband was to make his famous delayed jump.
High, high over the hard earth the tiny plane waggled its
wings and the drummers in the band began to long roll.
Then, he said, the girl ceased talking and he saw her swallow
once, her white throat moving convulsively.

The figure dropped, the tiny figure coming down and
down through the clear air. He said there was a smell of fall
in the fields, that there had already been warning of frost.
And the wife held his wrist and she said, “Now!” And the
figure still fell. And she said again, “Now!” And the figure
still fell and the drum roll broke into a ragged silence and all
the crowd breathed at once like some great beast, and the
doll figure hit the autumn earth and rebounded from its
hardness, and the great beast made a sound half scream and
half roar. And my friend said that through that sound her ice
fingers were still hard on his wrist and she was still saying, in
that cadence, “Now—now—now.” And then she turned
toward him with her eyes clear, unblinded, and with a pretty
and bewildered half-smile, half-frown of puzzlement, she said,
“Buat ‘he..

And then, he told me, her face changed and broke in a
way that was quite the most horrible thing he had ever seen.

He lost track of her and then heard from a friend, about a
year later, that she was with another show, that she was
wing-walking again. He caught up with that other show at
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the Herkimer County Fair in upstate New York a week later,
but found that she had turned slut and her trailer was a very
public place indeed. It sickened him to see her like that.

And I was both. Not only the body falling, but the one
who watched without true comprehension. And it was not yet
clear to me what had happened to me. I was filled with a
dreadful and aimless terror. It was good when Paul ordered
me into the boat with the big flashlight. We went out onto
the lake. It was one of those lights that contain a big square
battery. The water looked like black oil. When I held the lens
above the surface, the light rebounded. By touching the wide
lens carefully against the surface, I could send a murky beam
down and see motes drifting through it, like dust in a path of
sunlight. I do not know what good it did. Sometimes I
would see a flick of arm or leg in the beam as they fought
their way down. I could hear the others talking on the dock
with that peculiar tone of repression in the presence of
sudden death. The side of the boat bit into the flesh of my
upper arms, but I held the light steady, pointing down. I
was aware of the timeless stars over me, the ancient hills
around me, and of my own peculiar meaninglessness, a soft
thin white creature in a boat he could not build, holding a
light that he could not understand, while others dived, look-
ing for the body of a woman he had never known.

Then I heard the sirens, rising and falling through the hills
and the night, crying of lost things, a thin beast message of
alarm and regret.

And Paul clung to the side of the boat, shoulder muscles
bunched and gleaming in the starlight, and said we would
stop looking, that too much time had passed.

They tipped the boat wildly as they came aboard. Hayes
grasped a paddle and thrust us strongly toward the dock. I
sat holding the dead light, trembling with exhaustion as
though I too had dived hopelessly for her, straining lungs
and muscles. When I got up onto the dock as Steve tied the
runabout fast, my knees started to give way and I nearly fell
before I caught myself.

They came out, walking heavily in their official manner,
asking questions in voices calculatedly harsh and bored, ask-
ing names. And I stood there and heard the boats coming
down the lake toward us, outboard motors out of cadence,
bright lights moving closer.

I found Noel and I stood close to her. Close to her
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strength and her contempt, and I felt the helpless shame of a
child caught in a nasty act. An act for which there are no
amends, no excuses, no explanations. A child with that new
awareness of evil in itself, and aware for the first time of the
strangeness of the world and all that is in it, aware of the
inevitability of loneliness.

“Noel, I...” I could not continue, because I had to close
my throat against .sobbing. She turned and looked up into
my face. Her face was still and white. In that light it had an
Egyptian look. A still face in a temple frieze, classic and cold.

I moved apart from the others and she followed me. I had
not expected her to. “Yes?” she said in a low voice.

“Everything is...” And there was no word. Lost? Bro-
ken? Gone? Maybe in olden times men had words and were
not ashamed to use them. Back when language was permitted
to be dramatic. Before we muted ourselves with odd shame.
We say, “I love you,” and suffix a nervous laugh, taking
comfort in a diluted form of drama. We never declaim. It is
all underplayed. Little Sheba never comes back. And we
stand on no cold towers in the rain and talk with ghosts.

So I had no word.

Yet she knew how close I was to breaking. She touched
my arm and we went up the curving concrete steps to the big
terrace and in through the glass doors and to the left and
down the corridor and to the room Wilma had given us.

Once the door was shut I lay on the bed. I looked blindly
at the ceiling. For a time I was able to withstand the self-
pity. And then I let it come in a sour flood. Taking sour
comfort from it. No savings, no job, no pride, broken health,
and a wife I had degraded. While the hypnotic focus had
existed, all that had not mattered. I had been content, almost
eager, to slide down and down and down. Now that shame-
ful meaning was gone from me. So self-pity came, in all its
tormented weeping ugliness. And she sat on the bed beside
me and put her hand on my forehead. It was the gesture of a
nurse. A starched white gesture performed without meaning,
while the nurse counts the night hours and thinks of the
laughing intern. And the knowledge that I did not even
deserve that gesture of clinical comfort increased the spasms
of self-rejection.

1 was two people. One rolled and gasped and wept weakly
on a guest-room bed, cursing God. And the other stood
behind Noel and looked down at the figure on the bed and
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grinned in an evil way and chuckled silently and thought,
Not enough, not enough, not nearly enough, you excommun-
icated priest, you filthy choirboy, you self-dramatizing fool.
You threw yourself back and you know it’s too late. Baby
wants candy. Buddy wants a bike. Roll and choke, you
hopeless son-of-a-bitch.

“Here!” she said. “Here!”

And I propped myself up on one elbow and took the
three round yellow pills from the palm of her hand, washed
them down with a swallow of the water.

“Drink all the water.”

I did so, obediently, and handed her back the glass and
lay back. I heard her in the bathroom, running water. She
came back and stood by the bed.

“You ought to sleep. Will you be all right now?”

“Noel, we’ve...we've got to talk.”

For the first time she showed expression, her face twisting
in something like pain. I saw that sometime during my
unpleasant scene she had changed to skirt, sweater, and jacket.

“Maybe we don’t have to talk, Randy. We never have.”

SHet o

“Just try to sleep. That’s all. I'll be here. I'll sit here in the
dark until you fall asleep, if that’s what you want.”

I nodded. I was glad when the lights were out. When my
face was in darkness, unseen. She had moved a chair close to
the bed. I held my breath and I could hear her faint
breathing. I began to feel the quietness of the drug. It moved
out from the middle of me, crawling slowly down the mar-
row of my bones. It deepened my breathing.

Once when I was eleven I was very ill. Big faces loomed
over me and moved back into shadows. Days and nights
were all mixed up. And I would awake in darkness and hold
my breath. and then I could hear my mother in the big chair
near my bed, breathing softly.

I knew what 1 wanted to ask of Noel. I flushed in the
concealing darkness and then I made my voice as matter of
fact as I could. “Would you mind very much holding my
hand, Noel?”

“I wouldn’t mind.”

She found my hand in the darkness. She held it in both of
hers. Her hands were warm and dry. And very still. Why
should it matter? They are hands. Tools for holding, lifting,
grasping. Why should there be comfort in a touch?
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The sleep of the drug began to come. I could feel it. It is
like walking along balancing yourself on a curb that gets
increasingly higher. You fall off and step back up, and fall
off and step back up, and each time it is harder to step back
up until you finally fall all the way off.

When the maid awakened me by banging on the door, 1
had absolutely no idea of where I was. The drug was still
strong in me, deadening my mental reactions. I had the idea
that I was on some sort of a business trip and this was a
hotel room. I sat on the edge of the bed. It was early
daylight. I stumbled into the bathroom, ran the cold water,
cupped it in my hands, and scrubbed my face hard. It was
coming back. Not all in a rush. Bit by bit, each inevitable
piece fitting into the previously assembled pieces.

There is always an aspect of hope in awakening. It is a
little like birth. A new day of life ahead. But each increment
of memory destroyed a portion of that vague and feeble hope
until there was none left. I stood alone in a gray place. The
maid had called out something about everyone going to the
big room. Maybe they had found the body. That fierce bright
body, tumescent, full ripened, vigorous, and voracious. It
could not be flesh, as other bodies are flesh. It could not die
as others die. Not that thing of gloss and firmness, delicately
pelted, ancient in its knowledge of hyperesthesia.

I went down the corridor. It had an odd look of being
out of true, as though the right angles had suffered a distor-
tion through pressure. And when I went into the big room
and saw them there, saw them glance at me, their faces were
odd, like cinema faces seen from a seat too far to the side of
the screen.

I saw a chair beside Judy Jonah and sat in it and asked,
too loudly. “What’s up, anyway?’ My voice came back to
my ears with that timbre of the voices of doctors and nurses
as you are going under anesthesia. No one answered.

I leaned closer to Judy. “Did they find the body?” I asked
her.

She gave me a surprised look. “Oh, yes. Almost an hour
ago.”

I looked over at Noel. Her eyes moved across me and
away, a bit unsteadily. Something about her puzzled me. As
though she were newly vulnerable. No longer cold and classic
and remote. Needing something. As though she needed to be

137



reassured. She looked exhausted. And she sat awkwardly,
with none of her customary grace. In some odd way she
looked younger.

Steve was the last one. He had hurt his face somehow. He
looked angry. Deputy Sheriff Fish stood and began to talk.
I tried to follow what he was saying, but I could not. It was
like one of those foreign movies without subtitles where you
have to try to follow the plot from the actions and the facial
expressions of the characters. They all had an odd look in
the morning light. Peculiarly distorted. I was aware of a
feeling of shock in the room and I leaned forward and I
believe I probably frowned earnestly as I tried to trans'ate.
It seemed to be something about Wilma. And I saw Noel
leave the room and I wanted to follow her and have her ex-
plain all this to me. It was as though, at a party, I had joined
a group in the middle of a conversation and stood there,
smiling and nodding, laughing when the others did, utterly
unable to pick up the thread of meaning that would make
everything clear. A group that I did not know, using its own
private language, erecting little social walls, and waiting for
me to go away. Voices heard under water. The voices of
others on a train when you are more than half asleep.

It happened to me once, in college. I had gone into the
wrong lecture. A lecture on symbolic logic. Each individual
word was a perfectly good normal word, but try as I might, I
could make no sense of what was being said. It made me
wonder if I were going mad. As if communication were being
blocked.

I wanted to go to Noel. There was my only safety. The
only known place in the world.

But first...
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Chapter Fifteen

(MAvis DOCKERTY—BEFORE)

ON THE WAY UP he had to make one of his usual snotty
cracks about Wilma, on account of how he is crazy jealous.
What he ought to have is a dandy mechanical wife. Take her
out of the closet and plug her into a light socket. He doesn’t
want me to be a person.

After I put him in his place we drove on without talking,
and I cried a little bit. He drove too damn fast, but I
certainly wasn’t going to say a word about it, no matter what
he did.

I sat ’way over there in my corner of the seat and I
thought about the lovely new clothes I would wear. And
about being a house guest where there are important people.
Big people. The only flaw in the ointment was having to go
up there with Paul. Like a race where your feet are tied
together, like on picnics. I couldn’t be myself, not with him
along. I couldn’t be free. And I decided right then and there
that I'd let Wilma know that the next time there was a party,
I’d certainly appreciate it if I could come without that dead
stone weight hanging around my neck like the bird on that
sailor in the poem we had in seventh grade.

And she would know what I meant, all right. She had him
typed right down to the dotted i. “Mavis, dear,” she said,
“he’s just a very ordinary man. He’s good in business, and
I'm glad he works for me. But I couldn’t bear being married
to him. God! Pipe and slippers and a household budget. You
see, dear, he’s no challenge to you. And you need challenge.
You need life and excitement. You didn’t know how dull
your life really was, did you?”

She has him typed. He’s Rotarian and stuffy and provin-
cial. He’s living in the Middle Ages. I just wished and wished
that somebody else was driving me up to Lake Vale. Because
I could see, from his snotty mood, that he was going to try
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to spoil things for me. That’s all he does. Spoil things. And
someday he’s going to make me so mad that I'm going to let
him know about Gilman Hayes and that afternoon in Wil-
ma’s apartment. I can just imagine the look in his eyes.

Wilma had told me about the place, but gosh, words can’t
describe it. It was like in House Beautiful. Only more so, if
possible. I got real excited when I saw it. I could hardly
breathe. And there was cars there already, like you don’t see
just anyplace. One of those big sporty Buicks, and a little
black English car with red wire wheels, and a gorgeous white
Jaguar, with a cute little cartoon of Judy Jonah on the door
of it. I wished I'd put my foot down harder and we had got
a Jaguar. They’re so smooth looking. But no, Paul has to
have this thing because he says there isn’t enough room in
those.

I nearly made a terrible booboo when a man came hur-
rying out. He was kind of foreign-looking and I thought he
was one of the guests and then I remembered Wilma talking
about the Mexican servants and I realized, just when I was
about to stick my hand out and smile, that it was José. I
would have been mortified to death if I'd done anything as
terrible as that, shaking hands with a servant. It would be
nice to have a little Mexican maid, to live in. ‘

The servant told us to take the path around the house. He
was very polite, even if he was sort of fierce-looking. We
went by a big croquet place and around to a big terrace
overlooking the lake. It was like a picture, really. You could
see right away that Wilma knows how to live. Like she says,
gracious living is an art, and you have to work at it all the
time. There were two fast-looking boats tied up at the twin
docks. I saw Judy Jonah down there and Gilman Hayes was
near her. They were sun-bathing. I met Judy a couple of
times in the city at Wilma’s apartment, but she’s sort of
strange. I mean she isn’t like you would expect, being so
famous. She even looks a little plain, somehow. The others
were on the terrace. Wilma hurried right over to us. You
could tell she was glad to see us. Glad to see me, anyway.
She gave me a little hug, and explained that we were all
friends here and it would be a sort of informal-type house
party. I acted pleased, but honestly, I had been hoping there
—would be some other important people there I hadn’t met
before.

I told her her house was lovely, and she took us back to
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our room. I bet that next to hers, it was the best room in the
 house. Like she says, it was gracious living. José was just
putting the last of our suitcases on one of those rack things.

Then Wilma said José would bring us a drink and we
could freshen up and then join the others. I ordered an
extra-dry Martini, but Paul, he had to ask for that damn
bourbon he likes. It doesn’t even sound like a drink with any
class. Now, if it was Scotch on the rocks or a Scotch mist or
something. No. Bourbon and water, bourbon and water. He
hasn’t got any taste. He hasn’t got any sense of gracious
living. He’s provincial.

Not only that, but after the drinks came he had to try to
tell me not to get drunk and complain about the last party
we went to. I know when I'm drunk and when I'm not
drunk. He just doesn’t like to see anybody having any fun.
He’s like a big schoolteacher. If he had his way, everybody
would sit in a corner and he’d give lectures and mark papers.

I made the mistake of standing there drinking my drink
and wearing just my bra and panties. And of course, he had
to start leering at me in that way he has. I told him not to
get messy. Honestly, he wants to get messy at the darnedest
times. There’s never any buildup. He just looks at you and
boom. Right then and there. He’s got about as much ro-
mance as a toad in the grass. I didn’t even wait for him to
come out of our private bath. I went out and joined the
others, and believe me it was a relief to be away from him
for just a few minutes after spending the whole darn day
with him. Wilma helped Randy start the music and it was
lovely. Honestly, I just lay back on that couch thing and José
brought me a fresh drink and I looked at the blue lake and
heard the music and it was like being on a cruise or some-
thing. It was perfectly lovely. Nice people and nice civilized
conversation and somebody to wait on you. Judy and Gil-
man Hayes came up from the dock and after a while that
nice Wallace Dorn arrived. I wish Paul would dress like that
and act like that. Wallace is so obviously a gentleman. Paul
could be just anybody. He looks like a hundred other men
on the street.

There we were, all friends, just drinking and talking and
enjoying ourselves. I guess Paul would have tried to be a
damp blanket if somebody had given him half a chance. But
maybe he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut and not
try to spoil the party for the woman who, after all, is his boss,
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any way you want to look at it. Anybody could see that
Wilma was having a good time. She positively sparkled. It
made me feel warm and good just to look at her.

I was glad when finally it was time to eat. Everything had
got sort of swarmy and when I stood up I didn’t think my
legs were going to work just right. But the food was so spicy
hot it made my eyes cry, and it was what I needed to make
all those Martinis behave. After dinner I felt just wonderful.
Floaty and half excited. I kept wishing Paul wasn’t around.
I didn’t feel the least bit provincial.

Gil Hayes had changed into pale slacks and a white shirt.
He had knotted the shirttails in the front, just above the edge
of the trousers, and he left it unbuttoned. The white shirt
made him look real tan, and wearing it that way made his
shoulders look broader and his hips look slimmer. After
dinner and after some brandy Gil Hayes asked me to dance.
He’d found some South American records.

It’s funny about him. He’s a wonderful dancer. It’s maybe
like it would be dancing with a big cat. He doesn’t talk at all,
and he leads very strong, so it’s easy to follow him even
when he’s doing very fancy things you’ve never done before.
The lights were kind of dim in the big room. I knew we
probably looked special the way we were dancing together. I
hoped Paul would look at us once in a while. His dancing! I
suppose it was just fine 'way back when he was in college,
but it certainly is old-fashioned. About the only thing he
doesn’t do is pump your arm up and down and count out
loud.

It was real magic, dancing like that. The way he’d swoop
and the little touches of him. It made me feel all prickly all
over and like I couldn’t get breath enough, or get close
enough to him. At first it was just exciting, making me feel
awful sexy, but when it went on and on and on, it turned
-into like a kind of torture. It was like pain or something.
When he danced me out onto the terrace, I felt almost the way
you do when you’re about to faint. I wanted him to take me
out of the light, out there in the darkness where there was
grass. I wanted to scream at him. It would have been the
quickest thing that ever happened. And then I knew that he
was doing it on purpose. I knew he was torturing me.
Because he kept doing things and then stopping-~I didn’t
want him to know how hard I was breathing, but I couldn’t
stop it.
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I sort of half saw when Paul and Judy went down onto
the dock. And 'way in the back of my mind I was thinking
how that was. He’d probably forced himself on her. And
then he could go back to the city and go to one of those
stupid lunches of his and say, real casual, that he had a nice
chat with Judy Jonah that week end. I bet he would bore
her ears right off her head. Because what could he talk about
to her? When he tries to talk about something besides his job
he gets into a lot of deep-sounding stuff about life and things
and I don’t think he knows half the time what he’s trying to
say. It’s a kind of showing off, because he happens to know
big words. What would a person like him know about life?
He’s in that office all day, and when he comes home he
wants to sit like a stuffed dummy and read books. There isn’t
any life in him or any fun.

When the records ended Gilman Hayes backed away from
me and gave a kind of funny jerky bow and said, “Good
night. 'm tired. I'm going to bed.” I could have killed him
dead right there where he stood. Leaving me in that condi-
tion: I said good night and I went right by him and went to
my room. I almost forgot to say good night to Wilma.

I got in the room and I wanted to pace up and down like
a tigress or something, and chew my nails right down to the
hilt. Then I realized that Paul would be coming back to the
room soon. I got ready for bed and ready for him quickly.
He came in and, thank God, he didn’t want to chatter. When
the light was out, I started pretending, even though Wilma
has told me it’s a childish game. I pretended I was alone on
a cruise and this was my stateroom. And I'd met a man dur-
ing the day. He looked just like Gil Hayes except he was
dark, and he had manners like that nice Wallace Dorn. And
now we were together, and there was nothing provincial
about either one of us.

It was hard to make the game work because I'm so used
to Paul and used to the way he goes about things. But I
pretended hard and it made it a lot better and a sort of crazy
thing happened. When, toward the end, I sort of lost my
hold on the pretending, when everything goes kind of crazy
anyway, I had the ridiculous idea that it was Wilma there
with me. Nothing could be sillier than that, I guess.

Just as I was going to sleep I thought that Paul hadn’t
kissed me even once, but I was too darn tired to. even
wonder about it. He can do what he pleases. I needed him
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and he was there and that was that. He had no kick coming.
Not after the way he’d leered at me when we first got there.
Wilma says he has a pedestrian mind. You’d know that just
to look at him.

Paul was snoring when I woke up. I got out of bed
quickly. It was a wonderful day and I felt just divine, just
perfectly and wonderfully alive. It was warm and sunny, so
after I showered, I got right into my new swimsuit. It’s one
piece, a funny olivy green with a texture like velvet and no
shoulder straps. I wore my robe over it and went out to
breakfast on the terrace. Everybody got whisky sours first.
Or rum sours, if you wanted. I think that’s a perfectly
marvelous idea. I love that sour taste in the morning, and
it’s so gay to get a little edge before you even eat your eggs.

1 wished Paul would sleep all day. I wished he’d sleep until
it was time to go home. Gilman Hayes was in his swimsuit
too. I looked at his hand and wrist in the sun. It surprised me
to see his fingernails. Little bits of things, nibbled 'way down,
so the pads of his fingers sort of curl up over them. His hand
looked strong and square and brown in the sun, and there
was a gold watch strap around his heavy wrist, and the sun-
bleached hair curled over the gold of the strap.

I was just leaving when Paul came shuffling out. Steve
and Noel Hess were sitting talking together. Wilma was down
on the dock with Judy. I heard Wilma laugh. I went down
and swam and then Gilman Hayes got on the water skis.
Later he showed me how. He was very strong. I was clumsy
at first, but I have natural good balance, and my legs are
husky, so I was able to do it pretty well with him teaching
me. I guess it was after the skiing that I noticed how Paul
was drinking a lot. I looked at him and his eyes didn’t seem
to work together quite the way they usually do. And his
voice was blurry. Noel was drinking a lot too, which sort of
astonished me. I never saw her drink before.

Paul didn’t really get messy drunk until the croquet game.
Then he was awful. For a time I was sort of ashamed of
him, and then I felt good about it. He’d certainly lost his
chance to ever say anything to me again about drinking. I
never made such a spectacle of myself as that. We were all
drinking, but Paul was the worst. I certainly wasn’t going to
lower myself by helping him.

Later on it turned out it was Judy who helped him. If he
could remember it, I thought he’d have a nice story for one
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of those silly lunch things. Judy Jonah put me to bed, boys.

After I ate I suddenly felt terribly sleepy. I went into our
room like a mouse. The last thing I wanted to do was wake
him up. I was real pooped, but he made such gargling
snoring noises, I couldn’t drop off. I remembered seeing Steve
and Noel go across the lake in a boat. It had sort of
surprised me, but I guess if she was provincial, Wilma
wouldn’t have her around. And it didn’t look like Steve
would be back. I tried his door and it wasn’t locked, so I
stretched out in there on his bed. It had been made up.
Alcohol does sort of let you down, and then the best thing
to do is sleep for a while, and when you wake up you’re as
good as new, usually.

J slept about an hour and then I went down on the dock.
I got some more sun. The party had turned sleepy, but I
guessed it would pick up again when it got dark. When the
sun got too low, I put my robe back on and went on up to
the house. Randy was sitting on the dock staring at the lake.
And one boat was still gone. I wondered if he was a little
sore. But he certainly had no cause to get sore, not the way
he acts with Wilma. I guess Noel doesn’t do anything about
that, because it is a pretty good job for Randy, and he
doesn’t have to work very hard for his money.

I did little dance steps as I went across the terrace so that
the hem of my robe swirled. Gee, I felt wonderful. Life had
kind of opened up. Like going down an alley for a long time
and then coming out into a park. Sometimes a person gets
a feeling of how things are going to be in the future. And
I just knew that Paul wasn’t going to be in my future. It
was funny, I was almost feeling sorry for him, the way I
was going to leave him behind. Like something you outgrow,
or you decide the style isn’t right for you or something, and
you hang it in the back of the closet and then one day you
give it away and feel just a little bit sad about giving it away.

Wilma always says you’ve got to be objective about your-
self. Look at yourself kind of cold. I looked, but I couldn’t
find anything about me that I really didn’t like. I know that’s
kind of awful to say. It sounds conceited. But Mary Gort
had come one hell of a long way, brother, and she was going
to go a long way further, too. And travel light while she was
at it.

I had José make me a drink so I could celebrate. Celebrate
the end of the alley. I couldn’t even be mad at Paul any
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more, now that I knew how it was all going to come out.
Any pretending I did from now on was going to be for real.

It got real gay again, like I knew it was going to. It was
Saturday night, wasn’t it? I like the feel of Saturday nights.
There was a buffet thing, where you could fill your own
plate, and Paul was still sleeping off his drunk. That was fine
by me. Noel was wonderful. Gee, she’d always been so quiet.
She got real gay and funny and wonderful, just laughing all
the time and making cracks and staying as close to Steve as
she could. Steve is nice enough, but golly, even in flat heels I
can stare him right straight in the eye, and that does nothing
for me, but nothing. Men like that make me feel like some
kind of a horse, but she’s little enough for him. We ate and
drank and then did some swimming. I had to go to the room
and put my suit back on. And when I turned out the
bathroom light and went back through the dark bedroom,
Paul had to say, “Mavis?” and know what time it was. I told
hjdm I hoped he felt dreadful. He certainly sounded as if he
did.

My suit was still damp and unpleasant. We drank on the
dock under the floodlights and swam some and it was hardly
cold at all. Of course we had some antifreeze, but I mean
there wasn’t any of that wind that makes you feel cold.

I guess it was Wilma that said swimming felt better with-
out suits on. That was a fine idea. Randy wasn’t swimming
anyway, but of those who were, Judy and Wallace Dorn
were the only ones who said they’d keep their suits on. Steve
went up to the switch box. Then he played a joke on us by
turning the lights back on again. He’s a riot sometimes. He
kills me.

Wilma was certainly right about the swimming being bet-
ter. It made you feel free and crazy and wonderful and
naughty and bold. We horsed around, playing tag around
the end of the docks and stuff like that. The water sort of
slides by you, and it was just a little bit warmer than the air
right on top. If you went down a little bit, though, it got real
icy. It was all dark and mixed up. Gosh, you couldn’t tell

_who was getting fresh with you, but I didn’t care a bit. I
kept thinking that it was just the sort of thing that stuffy old
Paul would look down his long nose at. He doesn’t want
anybody having any fun, especially me. I wished he’d come
out.

I got kind of tired and I floated for a long time. I was
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close to the dock. I kept my eyes kind of squinty, blurring all
the stars. Then I saw somebody on the dock right near me,
and I could tell from how skinny he was it was Randy. He
was looking down at me. That was the first time I felt even a
little bit creepy about not having anything on, but he certain-
ly couldn’t see much. Not by starlight. Then I saw him lift
something. One of those water skis, and it looked for a
minute like he was going to hit me with it or something. I
guess he was going to splash somebody.

“Hey!” I said, and he made a funny little grunting noise to
himself.

“Mavis?”. he said. And he put the ski down.

I realized I hadn’t heard Wilma laughing or talking in
quite a while. I called her. She didn’t answer. I wondered if
she’d gone up to the house without telling anybody she was
leaving.

It’s funny how alarms go off in your head. All of a
sudden, as Gil started to call her too, I just knew something
was wrong. I just knew it. And all of a sudden the water
was cold. Awful cold. And all the stars didn’t look friendly
any more. They looked cold too.

“Wilma!” I yelled. “Wilma!”

“All at once,” Steve said, and his voice was shaky.
“Now!”

“Wilma!” we yelled. The night didn’t care. The stars didn’t
give a damn. Our voices came back from the mountains. All
faint and haunted and horrible.

‘6Wilma!’,
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Chapter Sixteen

(GILMAN HAYES—AFTERWARD)

SHE HAD those big books of reproductions. I had put
on a shirt she had given me, and some comfortable ragged
khaki shorts from the old days. I sat and turned the pages.
Dufy, Rouault, Utrillo. What do they say? The honored dead.
They leave patterns behind them. They couldn’t even draw. I
drew every leaf and it went up on the cork board. Sister
Elizabeth said it was pretty. There was something the matter
with one of Sister Elizabeth’s eyes. It didn’t look at you. The
other kids made jokes. They said it was the eye that looked
at God.

It was dawn and I turned meaningless pages.

One eye looked at God and you couldn’t tell what she
was thinking, but her arms were warm. Her clothes smelled
musty and sweaty when she held me close. I was her favorite, -
so I didn’t mind being held that way.

She was holding me and I was laughing silently against the
mustiness that day. When she held me away so suddenly, I
barely had a chance to make a crying face again.

He’d held me out in the air over the bricks ‘way down
there. Then he pulled me back and dropped me and hurt my
head and slapped me and turned his back on me, leaning on
the railing. I was crying. I reached down with both hands
and I grabbed his ankles and snatched and lifted as hard as I
could. I knew I had to do it fast and hard and strong,
because if it didn’t happen to him, he would slap me again.

“Aaaaaaaal” he cried on the way down.

I was looking down when they came out. I was watching,
'way down there, the blood running in a little river down a
place between two of the bricks, and he was like he was
lying down to see it closer and better, his eyes right near the
little river. Sometimes when it was after a rain, they would let
us race toothpicks in the gutter. I never cared if I won or
not. I like to watch it.
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Sister FElizabeth said it was a dreadful shock to me. She
held me close. She smelled funny. I said he was trying to
show me how he could walk on the railing. What happened
was I was off balance. I did not see him go down, because I
was staggering back. That would have been a good part of
it. I did not know how many times he went over in the air.
And that would have been a good thing to know.

It’s odd that I should sort of forget that I'm different and
it was Wilma who made me remember it all over again. I
guess I never did really forget. It’s more that I didn’t use it. If
you’re different, it’s something to be used, or it’s wasted. I
only used it in little ways. Like that night in the park and
hearing them, and creeping close through the bushes, creep-
ing so close to them I could have reached out and touched
them. They were like animals. I hit them both, and it was
funny I only had to hit him once, but I had to hit her three
times. I had been planning to do something humorous with
them. Something to make you laugh. But I felt tired and I
had forgotten what it was, so I left them there. It wasn’t even
in the paper. So what good was it?

Wilma saw the importance of me. She brought it out. So
that people pointed at me, and tried to talk to me, and even
said sir.

I could do the pictures very quickly, and they were four
hundred dollars for each one at first and then six hundred
and fifty. And now one thousand. But Evis gets one third of
that. I don’t see what he does that he should get one third. I
ask him and he says things about the high rental area of the
gallery and the cost-of packing and shipping and things like
that.

. It’s important. One of them, I did this: I took the tubes. I
squirted the raw colors into my hands. Then I made a
washing motion with my hands, then smeared the canvas.
The first time I had done too much of the washing motion.
It came out gray, for some reason. So the next time I did it
not so much and the colors stayed bright and raw and
smeared. Then I turned the canvas around and around until
it looked like something. Then with black and a little brush I
made it look more like what it looked like. That one took a
long time to dry, I remember.

Now I wish I could ask Wilma why she did it. There are a
lot of things in the world that make you do other things.
And people are always watching and thinking, and you can
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only guess what the real reasons are, because they all have
their own.

She talked so long.

They were down there on the dock in the lights, swim-
ming, and the lights were not on where we were. Our legs
were over the bank and we sat on the clipped neat green
grass, our hips touching, our thighs touching, like friends.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“It was a bet, darling. I've been telling you and telling you.
You’re sweet sometimes, but really you are terribly dense.
Why did we bet? Because there was an argument, that’s why.
A stuffy and self-important man. One of those cocktail-party
arguments. He said that, in the mass, the people have taste
and perception. He said you can’t kid them. My answer, of
course, is that the public consists of slobs who like what they
are told to like. He was a tiny bit drunk. Drunk enough to
bet me one thousand dollars that I couldn’t pick somebody
off the street and turn him into an artist. Or at least what
the public would consider an artist. I looked around. I
thought it would be more amusing if I could find somebody
pretty. And there you were, dear, behind that counter, wear-
ing your silly little hat and positively reeking of sex. With
Steve Winsan’s fees and the money I’ve spent on you, dear, it
has cost me nearly seven thousand to win one. But it has
been delightful, really. So I'm just telling you that the party is
over. That’s all.”

“But the critics...”

Her voice got harder. “The critics worth a damn said
you’re a farce, and you are. The sheep went along with the
big fad. They didn’t understand those globs because nobody
can, and because they couldn’t understand them, they said
they were good—pushed in the right direction by Steve, of
course. And that created a stir and the stir meant more
publicity and that meant more sales, and I got my thousand
dollars over a month ago. My God, I couldn’t let you try to
draw things, objects, anything recognizable. Your work
would be infantile.”

“But you told me...Wilma, you said I'm different. You
said I should be...”

“Arrogant. Of course. You had to take yourself very
seriously. So others would. You had to believe in yourself.
That was part of the stage setting, darling. Good Lord, if
you keep telling a frump she’s lovely, she’ll start believing it
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and even start improving in looks. You can pat people into
shape like tortillas. Almost any shape you want.”

“I'm a good artist,” I told her.

She patted my knee. “Poor Gil. No, baby. You aren’t any
kind of an artist. Not any kind at all. You're just a big guy
with muscles and you've had a good time, haven’t you? The
end of the line, baby. All out. Evis may be able to unload a
few more, but a year from now nobody will even remember
who the hell you were. Unless you can keep on paying
Steve’s fees, and I know damn well you can’t, because you
haven’t saved a dime. And I’'m not going to keep on with it,
certainly.”

“I need you,” I said. “I need to come and talk to you. I
get shaky and then I need to come and . ..”

She took her hand away. “Now listen! How can you be so
goddamn dumb? This was a gag. Get it? Wilma had fun. So
did you. Now Wilma is bored. With you and with the gag.
You just aren’t good company, Gil. You haven’t any conver-
sation and damn few manners and you go around preening
yourself and flexing your muscles. 'm throwing you off my
back. If you’re smart, you’ll find a nice clean counter and get
behind it and put on a monkey hat and start making with
the cheese on rye.”

She left me there. I saw her down on the dock. She was
laughing with Steve. They were laughing at me. I knew it. I
was nothing and they had made me into something and now
they were making me back into nothing again. I sat up there
and I was empty. I was like a figure you could make out of
twisting wire coat hangers so they were the outline of a man.
You could see through me. See the stars and the lights and
everything. And sounds went right through me, and the tiny
breeze that there was, up high where I sat.

And right in the middle of all the wire a little round thing
started to grow. Round and solid and shining. It grew and
grew until it filled up all the wire and then I was me again
and I wanted to laugh out loud. The best part of the joke
was on her.

They put it up on the cork board. It was on thick white
paper and they put it up with four yellow thumbtacks, one in
each corner. I drew every leaf. It took me hours. Every single
little leaf, and each leaf had five little points. One day it was
gone and I asked, but nobody knew what had happened to
it. I wanted to do it all over again, but there wasn’t time.
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Because by then we were planting the garden. I hated the
garden. I worked all one day, squashing each seed between
my fingers when I put it down in the hole I made with the
stick. Nothing grew there.

She had thought she had made me. I had made myself.
But I could see the danger, even in that. The danger of her
mouth. The laughing of it. And others laughing. The way
they were laughing down there. I could not permit that. I
could not allow it.

I stood up and felt tall. I felt that my shoulders were
against the sky. I looked around. The light reflection was dim
on the croquet wickets, on the striped posts. I walked over,
and my body felt as if it were made of leather and springs,
tireless. I pulled the post from the ground. It was hard
wood, striped in gay paint, and the end that went into the
ground was capped with brass that ended in a sharp point.

The wood was hard. I held the post in both hands close
to my chest. I increased the effort slowly. My shoulders made
popping sounds. The muscles of my arms creaked. My throat
closed and the world darkened and my hands were bright
with pain. It had to happen, or nothing would happen. This
had to be true or nothing would happen. This had to be true
or nothing would be true.

And the hard maple made a faint crackling sound and
then broke sharply and I fell to my knees in the sudden
weakness, my ears ringing, the depths of my lungs burning.
In my left hand I held the turned brass tip, with four or five
inches of the glossy wood attached. I threw the rest of the
post behind me as I stood up, heard it roll and clatter on the
gravel. I tucked the small end in the waistband of my trunks.
The brass was cool against my belly.

It had broken and I was strong and important and known
to myself. Whole again and significant. I went down to them
and laughter was something that ran gaily around in my
chest, little running silver bits, like spilled mercury. I went
down among them. It was significant that I went down from
a high place where I had proved my strength in the lights.
Sister Elizabeth had read the pagan myths to us, of the ones
on Olympus who, for amusement, coldly and without com-
passion, would go down to play among the mortals, conceal-
ing the godhead, concealing the shining uniqueness the way
the striped bit of wood capped with brass was hidden from
them. It was hidden because it was proof of strength they
could not know, and if I displayed it openly they would look
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too knowingly at me and be ashamed. I was grateful to
Wilma because she had made it necessary to undergo the trial
of strength, the final proof.

I swam with them, careful not to lose the symbol. It was
enough to know that it was there. And I found that I could
talk with them cleverly, so that they knew nothing. That was
enough. It pleased me.

When at last, after a long time, we swam in naked dark-
ness, I swam with the symbol of strength in my hand. I
played their childish games because it pleased me to do so.

And then there came a time when I was beside Wilma,
stars pale on her body in the black water. And the meaning of
many things was revealed to me. It was a new secret I had
discovered, a new measure of my growth. It’s something you
must learn to do, and it’s hard. You must open your mind to
a blankness, and then what you must do will be told to you.

I felt a great tenderness toward her. A gratitude, because
she was making this possible for me. She became a part of
the design, and once it was unfolded, it was so evident that I
wondered why I had not seen it before. It fitted together. It
was an art form in which I had not worked before and the
laws of the form were rigid. If it were not done to precise
ritual, it would all be spoiled. Out of my strength and
importance flowed the plan and I felt humble. It was an honor
for her that she could share this uniqueness, share it as a
mortal proving her mortality.

She swam slowly and, beside her, holding the symbol of
strength in my right hand, I slid my left hand under her arm
lightly across one breast to cup her right breast, the water-
cooled surface and the living warmth underneath. I drove the
sharp brass tip into the back of her head with one quick
blow and pulled it free. I felt a tremor run through her body
and then a stillness. She seemed to grow heavier. I released
her.

She was motionless, face down. She sank slowly beneath
the surface. For a moment I could see the gleam of paleness
under the water and then that faded down and was gone. I
had been true to the vision, and I had accomplished it to
perfection. She had shared the perfection and it had honored
her. I had been given a new reassurance of strength, and out
of it I had become stronger. There would be other assurances
until I would at last be so shining that they would not dare
look directly at me. My shining would blind them.

When they began to call, I called too, and laughed inside.
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She lay below us, honored and dedicated, and it was not yet
time to explain it. I put the shorts back on in the darkness
and hid the symbol again. I dived for her as they told me to.
It amused me. Later, back in my room, when I changed to
the khaki shorts and the striped shirt, I put the symbol of
strength and art in the pocket of the shorts. They searched
through the night. It surprised me that they found her. I
thought at first that to bring her up would spoil the exact
form of it, but then I realized that it was part of the ritual, a
part I had not understood. It was fitting that she be brought
up as dawn was coming, because then it would form a new
symbol of birth into death, the dawn of her honor and of the
importance I had given her by selecting her to complete the
design.

They called us and I sat there on the floor and turned the
pages of the big books. Utrillo, Rouault, Dufy. They had left
patterns behind them. But they could not even draw. I had
drawn every leaf. And then I had progressed beyond them to
this new form. This new art form had a rhythm and a
symmetry that could never be captured on two-dimensional
canvas. It had a richness of color beyond anything that can
be purchased in a tube. And a brush is an artificial thing. It
comes between the artist and the art form. I wondered why
they had not seen and understood that. The art form must
be done with the body itself. The dance is artificial because it
merely acts out a symbolic drama. It imitates the meaningful.
The body must be used for a meaningful act, and each
meaningful act must be accomplished with the rhythm and
design inherent in the act. And the art form cannot be
undertaken by anyone except those few who have the special
insight and strength of the new shining race of man.

I wanted to tell them. I could hear them babbling about
car keys and criminal investigation and newspaper reporters.
It made me impatient. I wanted to stand up and roar for
silence and then explain what I had discovered. If I could
make them understand, then they could stop this babbling
foolishness. They could not learn the methods and the plans,
of course. But if they could follow my words, they could see
how it had been given to me to open this new frontier. I put
the books aside, those books, that were merely exhaustive
records of failure, of the lack of comprehension. I sat there
filled with contempt for them. No, you could not tell them. It
was too intricate for them. Their standards were too mortal.
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I felt the excitement coming, and I did not know why. I
looked carefully around the room, looking for the source,
knowing that this was, as it would always be, the first
warning of a new design, a new creative act. The form was
still new to me, so that it took me a long time to find my
way through to the inevitable.

As with Wilma, it was ridiculously easy. They were mortal.
They could not be convinced with words. But they could be
convinced with deeds. With demonstration. Then they could
see, all at once, the beauty and the significance of it. And
then there would be no awkwardness and no delay in inter-
pretation. Then we could discuss it calmly and I could
explain to them why the form had to be exact each time,
balanced to meet the symmetry of the moment, precise in its
beauty, brilliant and deathless.

Mavis Dockerty sat six feet from me, her back to me. I felt
differently toward her than toward Wilma. I felt grateful to
Wilma. But I owed this woman nothing. It was I who would
honor her, who would make her this gift that would provide
an eternal moment of meaningfulness to her shallow life, so
that, in effect, she would live forever.

I stood tall behind her, my feet planted strongly, and I
took the godhead symbol from my pocket and held it tightly.
I learned another thing in that moment. That it is important
to achieve a special expression for the need of the moment.
The face must be utterly slack and expressionless. All expres-
sion is in the muscular rhythm, so the face must not detract. 1
waited until they began to notice me, to look at me rather
oddly. Then, as with Wilma, I slipped my hand under her left .
arm, bringing it across to cup her right breast. She tensed in
shock and in my mind I told her strongly to welcome this
and not to resist it. I drove the symbol into her skull with
one sharp blow, sensing that I must leave it there for a time.
I stepped back and it was a gay wooden decoration, bedded
perfectly. She bent forward from the waist in slow worship,
and there was but one flaw to mar it. Her leg kept making a
rather ridiculous kicking motion.

I looked up, waiting for their awe and their appreciation,
hoping the flaw had not disturbed them, that the flaw had
been overbalanced by the perfection of placement, and I saw
her husband and the largest uniformed man running at me,
while Steve Winsan bounded from the room.

The uniformed man yanked his gun from his holster and
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struck me across the side of the face. I fell heavily. I could
not move, but I was aware of what was going on. It puzzled
me. It seemed such a ridiculous thing to do. Ridiculous to
hear the scream of a woman. And then, suddenly, I realized
my own error. I had expected too much of them. The act
had been truly beyond their comprehension. They would
make no effort to understand. They had completely missed
the significance of it. And I smiled inside and knew how I
would punish them. Later, when they realized, they would
beg and plead for an explanation. They had acted hastily.
They had hurt me. So it was my right and my privilege to
deny them access to me.

They pulled my wrists together and put handcuffs on me.
They had moved my body. And that gave me a problem that
bothered me. True, I could refuse to speak to them, but even
in the movements of my body there would be meaning for
those who watched carefully. It was'beyond my powers to do
anything at all devoid of meaning.

After a time I resolved that difficulty. I would give them
no clue, by word or movement. When they saw that I was
conscious, they sat me in a chair. I gave them no help. Once
they sat me there, I stayed there, far back inside myself,
looking at nothing, and I was laughing at them. I would give
them nothing. No matter how they pleaded, I would give
them nothing. They kept at me, shouting at me, pulling me
this way and that way. I assumed each position into which
they pulled me, but I made no motion of my own. And soon
I found a new talent that pleased me. I could make my
thoughts loud, so that their voices came to me from far
away, fuzzy and insignificant and without meaning. Once you
are able to do that—and only very few, I am certain, can
accomplish it—it destroys the meaning of the passage of time.
A year is a minute, or an hour is a lifetime.

I was aware that others had come. New ones. Older ones
with grave faces. I sat there. I stared at nothing. I let my
mouth sag open. And I felt the rope of saliva from the
corner of my mouth to my chest. I could shut them out
entirely. They would get nothing from me. There were great
depths in me, a thousand hiding places. Where no one could
follow me and drive me out into the light.

And in one of the dark places I began to redo that picture
of long ago. Every leaf. Each leaf had five points. It would
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take a very long time, and once it was done, I could do it
over again. With the ultimate of care.

From a long way away somebody came to me and he
took my chained hands and lifted them up so that they were
over my head. Then he let go of them. I held my hands
there. I would not betray myself. I would hold them up there
until they withered and died, until my shoulders locked in
place, rather than betray myself by any conscious movement.

And then somebody took my hands quite gently and
lowered them back to my lap. I knew then that I had
defeated all of them. It was the final test.

Now they would leave me alone. I would never let them
know how. Then I would be the only one who had ever
found out, in all the history of the world.
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Chapter Seventeen

(JOSEPH MALESKI—AFTERWARD)

ROY CARREN dropped me off at Shattocks’ Pine Tree
Restaurant. It’s just down the road from the barracks. By
then it was eleven o’clock in the morning. Sunday morning. I
watched him drive down the road. Slow. I felt like somebody
had peeled the skin off my face and stuck it back on again,
using too much glue. When I rubbed my jaw I felt the
whiskers. I felt real strange. It made me remember a time
when I was a little kid. I had to go to a Halloween party all
dressed up funny in the daylight. I had to go alone with
everybody laughing at me. All the grown-up people.

I went on into the restaurant. On Sunday they serve a big
breakfast and serve it up until noon. Usually I sit at the
counter. But as soon as I got in the door and saw them all
looking at me, I knew that if I sat at the counter they were
going to start asking all those questions. Usually I don’t mind
all that. I guess maybe I sort of like knowing what has gone
on. Like with a bad accident on the main route or some-
thing. I go in and they ask me about it and I tell them. But I
could see they wanted to know all about the drowning and
those people and all, and I just didn’t want to talk about it.
So I turned and went on over to one of the booths and slid
in and hiked the holster around so the gun wasn’t digging
into me.

I guess I didn’t look so friendly. Benny, from the garage,
came over to the booth sort of uneasy and stood about four
feet away and said, “Guess it was kind of a mess out there,
that guy going crazy and everything, eh?”

I gave him a look and nodded and picked up the menu
and opened it, even though I knew I was going to have what
I always have on Sunday when I go in there. Sunnyside up
with ham and a double order of toast with the wild straw-
berry jam Mrs. Shattock makes. Out of the corner of my eye
I saw him stand there and then go away.
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I looked at the menu but I didn’t see the printing there. I
kept seeing that crazy one, and me moving in slow motion
while he stuck that thing in the woman’s head. Roy told me a
hundred times I couldn’t have risked a shot, and even if I
had, I couldn’t have squeezed it off fast enough, but it’s a
thing you remember and wonder about.

Janey Shattock came over and stood by me. I looked up
at her and tried to grin at her like always, but it didn’t work
right. _

“The usual, Janey,” I said, and my voice was too loud. It
was as though the other people in the place weren’t talking
the way they always do. And there didn’t seem to be the
usual noise coming from the kitchen. They seemed to be
looking at me as if I was some sort of a freak or something.

She brought my order after a while and I said, “Bring
yourself some coffee and sit down, Janey.”

She did. She sat across from me. I looked at her and I
knew she wasn’t going to ask any questions. I said in a low
voice, “It was bad and I can’t talk about it yet.”

“I know by looking at you it was bad, Joe,” she said.

It was only after I started eating I knew how hungry I
was. She was quiet, the way I wanted her to be. She’s a
strong girl. She’s big, and I thought when I glanced across at
her that she really isn’t plain. She isn’t pretty and she isn’t
plain either. Maybe handsome, if you can call a girl that.

And I felt ashamed all of a sudden. Ashamed of me.
Ashamed of Joseph Maleski. Because this is what I have
been doing: dating Janey and not liking some things about
her. Like how her hands are sort of rough and red-knuckled,
and she all the time hides them in her lap when you’re out
with her. And how, unless she has just washed her hair,
there’s a little kitchen smell in it, because they serve a lot of
fried stuff and she’s in and out of the kitchen all day.

What did I want? My God, one of those females at the
place where I'd spent the night? What the hell was I? I kept
eating and looking at her in a new way. There I'd been
dating her, and not liking the things that meant she was a
good kid because the family had it tough getting the place
going good, and she worked like a dog.

Being with her, it made me feel good and clean, like I had
already taken the shower I was going to take before I hit the
sack. I finished and pushed the plate away and she poured
my coffee cup full again and put the pot down and started to
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pull her hand back into her lap, but I grabbed it. I held her
hand tight. She got red and I knew they were looking at us
and I knew it was Sunday morning.

I wanted to kid around. I wanted to give her some kind
of a line like I always do. But I sat there like a big dummy
and I held her hand hard and I said, “Janey.” A great line
that is! Lots of laughs.

My eyes began to sting like I was a little kid again.
I let go of her hand and she put it in her lap. And I couldn’t
even look at her any more. I walked all the way to the
barracks before I remembered I had walked out without even
paying.

When I hit the sack I was hoping when I woke up all those
people would be like people in a dream. Not real and alive and
warm. Like Janey. Like Janey and me.
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