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To my beloved wife, Laurene

Sweet Smell of Success

I JUST LET HER GO ON TALKING. I sat there at my desk with the phone propped between my head and shoulder and allowed the insistent monotone of her voice to jab at my brain, while I mopped my forehead with my left hand and tapped a cigarette with my right.

It was one of those dirty, sweltering August afternoons when only two kinds of fools were in their hot city offices: those who had to be, and those who were on the verge of never having to be again, if they played their cards right.

I was tired of being one of those who had to be.

I sat there and listened to her, as I had listened to her for too many years, but now, when the food that had been my lunch began to make itself known to me in sharp little stabs of pain, I knew enough not to let her hit any closer to home. Today of all days, the mirrors had to be kept turned to the wall. The only thing that could go wrong was me, and I was not going to allow that to happen—not today, when all I had been scratching and crawling for was finally drawing within reach.

“Ma …,” I said, “listen … Ma … please. …”

“I know what I’m saying, Sidney. …” She went right on talking.

“Ma, will you …?” I tossed the handkerchief on the desk. “Ma, listen to me—”

“Mike was always the smart one. He can see things you and I could never see, not even your poor father could see. If he sees evil—”

“Listen here!” I grabbed the phone. “Mike’s a kid—a dumb punk of a kid!”

“Don’t shout at me, Sidney. You’re not young enough any more.” “Well, what does he know about the world, hidden away there in college? Who is he to examine every dollar bill that passes through his hands to make sure it isn’t contaminated by sweat?”

“Not sweat, Sidney. Dirt.” Her voice was maddeningly calm.

“Look,” I said quickly, “my other phone is ringing. Tell me about it tomorrow.”

But she wouldn’t let go. “Will you come out and see me soon?”

“I’ve told you a hundred times—move to New York. I’ll pay for the apartment. I just don’t have the time to run all the way out to Forest Hills.”

“Broadway is your life, not mine. My life is out here where you can breathe fresh air.”

“All right, then. Enjoy it.”

“You could call me once in a while.”

“For what?” I cried. “To be told by my own family that I’m not good enough to help them out a bit?”

“What you do, Sidney, you don’t do for us. Don’t ever try to fool yourself into thinking that.”

“Thanks,” I said bitterly. “Thank you so much. Now can I go? I’ve got work to do.”

“You mustn’t drive yourself so hard—”

“Yeah, yeah, good-by.”

“Try to get more sleep—”

“Okay, okay.”

“Eat well.”

“Good-by.”

“And call me once in a while.”

“All right!” I hung up quickly.

Outside, the other phone was ringing, and I heard Gloria answer it.

“Who is it?” I called out.

“I don’t know. He won’t give his name.”

“I’m not in,” I said. “I’m not in to anyone.”

“It sounds like Steve Dallas,” Gloria said.

“Never mind who it sounds like. I’m not in.” I wondered whether my voice had betrayed the sudden sinking feeling in my stomach at the mention of his name. It wasn’t really a bad sensation, not half as bad as I had thought it would be. But then, I had underestimated myself. All through the years I had held myself back by telling myself there were certain things I’d never be able to go through with.

I picked up the check lying in the junk pile on my desk, and then I took up the letter with which my brother had returned the check and read the letter again for the third time, like a man punching himself in the midriff to prove his own toughness.

Dear Sid
I doubt if you’ll be able to understand it, but I find I can’t accept the five hundred. Thanks, anyway, for your generosity. It probably seemed awful to you that I’m working my way through college in a steam laundry, but believe me when I tell you that it isn’t bad at all. The nice thing about working in a laundry, Sid, is that it’s clean. Also, we work standing up—never on our knees. Get what I mean?
Incidentally, how do you like the way the Dodgers are belting that apple around? If they can keep it up, I have a hunch they’ll cop the pennant. Mark my words.
Mike



“I’ll mark your words,” I muttered, as I tore the letter into little pieces and threw them into the wastebasket. Come to me with the sheepskin in the hand and the worry on the brow and ask me for help, someday, and I’ll mark them well. My brother, Michael Falco, boy Sir Galahad. He had worn the shining armor and pricked me with his sword as far back as I could remember. In the crowded house, no peace. …

“Hi, Sid.”

“Hello, Mike.”

“I saw you at the game yesterday.”

“Really? Why didn’t you come over and say hello?”

“You were with Hunsecker.”

“ So?”

“I don’t know.” He would scuff the carpet as he talked. “I thought maybe you didn’t want me around when you were with him.”

“Why shouldn’t I want you around?” Harshly, as though anger could conceal the truth.

“I don’t know,” he said to the carpet. “Gee, some game, wasn’t it?”

I looked away. “Uh huh.”

“How did you like Cramer?”

I didn’t answer him. I could feel the blood rising to my cheeks. I knew the silence couldn’t last.

“Sid?” he said. “Why did Hunsecker get up and walk out when Cramer had only two more men to face?”

“How do I know?” My voice stuck in my throat.

“Why did he walk out on a no-hit, no-run game with one out in the ninth?” he persisted.

“I guess he wanted to beat the crowds.” I walked to the bedroom, but he followed me.

His voice was soft and gentle, like Ma’s. “Then why did you get up and leave with him, Sid? You always said—”

“Mind your own business!” I whirled on him.

“You always said you’d give your right arm to see a no-hit, no-run ball game.”

“You got a great memory, haven’t you?”

“A no-hit, no-run ball game against the Cardinals, and you didn’t stay to see the finish,” he said smoothly, “just because you’re a press agent—and a columnist felt like leaving.”

“Okay.” I shouted. “Okay.”

And then he smiled at me, shaking his head slowly … the big joke of my brother, Michael Falco, boy weasel.

I ripped up the check and threw that in the waste basket, too. He didn’t bother me any more. Neither did Ma. They didn’t bother me one damned bit.

“Gloria, see if Irving Spahn is back from lunch yet.”

“Right.”

I picked up the damp handkerchief and wiped my neck. Too much was at stake today, that was the trouble. Somehow I knew that nothing I had ever done for J. J. Hunsecker was as deeply and everlastingly important to the favor I had taken it upon myself to do for him now. I had been aware of it from the moment of awakening this morning, feeling the dread in the pit of my stomach and the unwillingness to get out of bed. All morning I had sat at my desk, trying not to think of the afternoon papers that would be out at noon. And when Gloria had finally walked in with them and stacked them up in front of me, it had been ten minutes before I had been able to look at them. Not that I feared the items wouldn’t be in. No. Otis Elwell and Leo Bartha were two columnists who could always be counted on to snatch at hunks of raw, red meat if I seasoned them with the proper libel-proof words. What I had really been afraid of was my own reaction to the fait accompli, to the evidence in black and white that there was nothing I was not prepared to do, no new level to which I would not descend, in order to sew up Hunsecker’s power for me and my clients.

He had come out of the Midwest and, in a few short years, pushed his way close to the pinnacle on which the Winchells and Sullivans perched. While the backs of most columnists had been turned on Broadway and Hollywood and their eyes focused on the more important international scene, Hunsecker had stolen the mantle and proclaimed himself king of show business.

“Hunsecker is not interested in making over the world,” he had said to me, a few weeks after he arrived from Chicago to join The Globe. “Let the others worry about world peace and the United Nations. Hunsecker is interested in Hunsecker.” Then he had fixed his gimlet eyes on me and added shrewdly, “If you are a bright boy, Sidney—and I think you are—you will be interested in Hunsecker, too.”

Privately, I had scoffed. But that was five years ago. Nobody scoffed now. The word was “obeisance.” The entertainment world genuflected to his skyrocketing circulation and expanding influence with all the reverence it could muster. And he had achieved it all merely by adding new and scabrous meanings to the word “rumor.”

“Irving Spahn on one,” Gloria called out.

I picked up the phone. “Irv, baby? Sidney.”

“What is it?”

“You sound funny, Irv.”

“I wonder why,” he said stiffly. “You can’t think of any reason why, can you, Sidney? I guess you haven’t seen the papers yet, is that it?”

“I never read them, baby, unless I figure on having something in, and today is not one of those days.”

“You haven’t got the papers there?”

“No,” I said.

There was a moment of silence. “All right, then,” he said. “Let me read something to you.” I heard him rustling the papers. “Let me read you the lead item of a cockroach by the name of Otis Elwell. Are you listening, Sidney?”

“Go ahead.”

He read, “‘That loud noise you are about to hear is the career of a certain crooner going up in smoke—marijuana smoke—and it’s not going to help business at that East Side spot where he is currently flying high when they also discover he’s the life of the party— Communist, that is.’”

I said, “Yeah? So—?”

“Wait a minute,” he said savagely, “don’t go away. Let me read you this, from the column of the little Napoleon, my friend Leo Bartha, for whom I’ve done favors. Just listen.”

“I’m listening, baby.”

“My friend Leo Bartha writes, ‘The peculiar smoking habits of a highly touted newcomer to the Stem are giving a bad stench to the elegant boîte where he sings. Naughty, naughty, fellah. That’s no way for a card-holding Party member to act.’”

I examined my fingernails. I needed a manicure. “Who do they mean?”

“Who do they mean?” His voice shook suddenly. “I don’t know who they mean. Do you know who they mean, Sidney? I don’t know who they mean, and maybe they don’t know who they mean either, but everybody else thinks they mean Steve Dallas. That’s who they mean!”

“Steve Dallas? You’re out of your mind!” I gave it a good reading. “Dallas a Commie? Dallas with reefers? That boy? Don’t be silly, Irv.”

“Listen to me, Sidney.” He fought to get his voice under control. “Do you think I’m a fool? I know it isn’t true. I know that boy better than I know myself. He’s a fine kid. But people read the columns, and they believe what they read. That’s all that matters. And it just so happens that when you read those items the first name that pops into your mind is Steve Dallas. I don’t know why. It just so happens that’s the way they’re worded.”

It just so happens. …

“Where do you suppose Elwell and Bartha picked up that kind of smear stuff, Irv?”

“They never reveal a source. Remember, Sidney?”

I waited.

“Sidney?”

“Yeah, Irv?”

“You have any idea what this might be all about?”

“Well … no … ,” I answered slowly. “Not exactly … but …”

“But what?”

“Well, I was just thinking. You know how jealous Elwell and Bartha are of Hunsecker’s syndication, and how much they resent the fact that he’s managed to do in a few years what they’ve been trying to do for a life time. …”

“Go on I’m listening.”

“I was just thinking—they’re like malicious kids. Maybe they put the blast on Dallas because he’s been seen around town lately with Susan Hunsecker. Maybe they would louse up your boy just to get back at Hunsecker through his kid sister.”

“You talk very funny, Sidney.”

“Huh?”

“I was always under the impression that Hunsecker tells you everything, even what he dreams when he goes to sleep. You talk as though you don’t know Hunsecker is not at all happy about this romance. You talk as though you don’t know what’s going on.”

“That has nothing to do with it,” I said quickly. “What you and I know is one thing. What other people know is another thing. I’m telling you Elwell and Bartha might very well think.”

“Sidney—”

“What?”

“I’d hate to tell you what I think about all this.” His voice started going again. “I’m afraid to tell you what’s in my mind—”

“Now, baby, don’t let your imagination start running away with you. Relax.”

“All right, Sidney, I’ll relax,” he said brokenly. “I’ll forget that Van Cleve called me five minutes after the papers hit the stands. I’ll forget that he wants to see me and the boy this afternoon. ‘What about?’ I asked. ‘Never mind what about,’ he said, ‘just be there.’ He doesn’t have to tell me what about. I know. I can tell by his voice. In ten minutes, I’m going over there to be told that Dallas is through at the Elysian Room. And that’s only the beginning. The word is out already. He’ll be through all over town—”

“Now, baby—”

“Do you know what that means, Sidney?” he cried. “I got two kids and Grace is not well enough to work. I don’t have a J. J. Hunsecker in my pocket. I don’t have anything in my pocket. All I got in the world is a piece of this boy Dallas, and it could be a gold mine someday, because he’s got everything—everything—and now it’s all going out the window!”

“Listen, Irv—”

“And for why, Sidney? Why?”

“Baby, listen to me—”

“What did I do? What did he do to deserve this?”

“Wait a minute, Irv. Use your common sense. It’s not as bad as all that. Maybe he’ll lose a booking or two, but that’s all. A couple of blind items in a couple of second-rate columns can’t ruin a talent like that. Nobody will remember it a week from now. And the minute those jealous, spiteful slobs see that your boy isn’t interested in Hunsecker’s sister any more, they’ll lay off him and look for new targets. They’ll—”

“What was that you said, Sidney?” He spoke slowly, carefully.

“I said it would take more than a couple of second rate items to ruin a talent like that.”

“No, Sidney, no. Something else you said. That wasn’t all you said.”

I took a deep breath. I had tried—really tried. “And I said that nothing bad will happen to Dallas providing he forgets about Susan Hunsecker.” I swallowed. “Nothing permanent, Irv.”

There was a moment of terrible silence, the worst silence I had ever heard. “Sidney,” he groaned. “My God—Sidney. … You and me—” He choked up. “We were kids together. We played on the same basketball team—the same school. we went out on double dates together. Sidney, we starved together. Didn’t you remember? This is me—Irv Spahn—you did this to. Don’t you remember all the things—?” He started slobbering.

“Irv!” I shouted. “Listen to me!”

“All right,” he wailed, “I’m listening! I’m listening! Go ahead. What can I do now but listen?”

I waited, while he blew his nose and tried to pull what was left of himself together.

“Now look, baby,” I said in a soothing voice, “use your common sense. You’re his agent. You’re his best friend. Speak to the boy. He’ll listen to you. Tell him to give up the girl and everything will be all right. Nothing else will happen if he gives up the girl. Nothing at all. Now will you please be sensible and talk to the boy?”

The words came back to me dry and hollow, drained of everything there had ever been between us. “All right,” he said stiffly. “I’ll—I’ll speak to him. I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’re my friend, baby, and I have a lot of respect for the boy, and I don’t like to see you get into any kind of trouble. You know that, Irv, don’t you?”

He made a funny little sound in his throat.

“Irv? Don’t you?”

The phone went dead.

As I mopped my forehead, I felt the pains stabbing at my insides again.

“Gloria,” I called quickly, “bring your pad in.”

She came in silently and stood before the desk gazing at me. “What’s the matter, Mr. Falco?”

I scowled. “What do you mean, ‘What’s the matter?’”

“You don’t look well. You look kind of—kind of—funny.”

“How do you expect me to look in this heat?” I snapped. “Or maybe you didn’t know it was hot today. I tell you everything else, maybe I even have to tell you it’s hot today!”

“I’m sorry.” She gave me the wounded look. “I only meant—”

“Never mind what you meant. If I want to know how I look, I can go to the mirror. Now, I want this on the blue memo paper. I want it to go to Leo Bartha and Otis Elwell right away, by messenger.” I wiped my neck dry as I dictated. “Sweetheart: Just want you to know … that I did give it to you exclusive. … (Put ‘did’ in caps.) Don’t ask me how he got it, too. (‘He’ in caps.)”

“‘Sweetheart:’” Gloria read back. “ ‘Just want you to know that I DID give it to you exclusive. Don’t ask me how HE got it, too.’”

She waited, with pencil poised.

“That’s all,” I said.

“But—what do I send to Elwell?”

“The same thing. It goes to both of them.”

She looked at me strangely. “To both of them?”

“To both of them,” I said, holding her gaze.

She just stood there, staring at me.

“Is there any question, Gloria?” I asked harshly. “Is there something you’d like to say, perhaps?”

She turned away.

“Because if there is,” I called after her, “I don’t want to hear it.”

She had been a great help to me in the early days, when a little thing like being able to ask your secretary to wait a few weeks for her salary often meant the difference between staying in business and folding. But I had a feeling now that we had worked together too long. She was part of the old order. I’d be needing someone now whose big brown eyes carried no reflections, someone who would not expect me to be a person I could no longer afford to be.

I glanced at my watch. Five after four. The column proof would be ready. I buttoned my collar, pulled my tie into a knot, and took my jacket from the hanger.

“I’ll be at Hunsecker’s office,” I said to Gloria as I went past her desk.

“Will you be back?”

“Why?”

“Well, it’s so hot. I thought maybe I could leave early.”

“Not today.”

“Most of the girls in the other offices—”

“I’ll be back,” I said, “but if anyone calls, I’m gone for the day. Got it?”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

I walked down the hall to the elevator and pressed the “Down” button.

Of course I looked bad.

I shrugged inwardly.

Who wouldn’t, in this heat?

II

The sky was growing dark, and thunder rumbled closer. I quickened my steps as I walked west to the Globe building. The sidewalks were steaming and the air was heavy with exhaust fumes, but still it was good to be outside, away from the fetid odors of old newspapers and dirty walls and Gloria’s cheap toilet water. When I got my new office, it would have thick carpeting and rich, bleached oak furniture, and the air would be scented with the sweet smell of success.

As I rode up in the elevator to the twenty-second floor, I could feel the cold knot of tension hardening inside of me the way it always did when I was about to see an advance proof of Hunsecker’s column. Always there was that hope that he had come through for me; always, the knowledge that even if he hadn’t, I’d go on catering to him just the same. But soon all that would be different. The uncertainty would be a thing of the past. Perhaps I wouldn’t even be needing Mary any more as my ticket of admission to the preview.

She was on the phone when I walked in, and her face lighted up as she saw me.

I pointed to the phone. “Him?”

She shook her head, whispering, “He’s still asleep.”

I sauntered idly about the office, staring at the photographs on the wall of Hunsecker playing golf with the mighties of the show world. I deliberately avoided the proof lying there on the desk.

Finally, Mary hung up and called, “Hello, sweetie.”

I turned and blew her a kiss. “Just passing by.”

“Oh, come.” She got up, eyes searching mine anxiously. “No real one?”

I took her in my arms, feeling the dampness of my shirt. “How are you, honey?”

“A little angry,” she murmured. Her lips tasted salty, and I drew away and walked to the window. “Why didn’t you call, Sidney?” Her voice trailed me. “I waited home all night. You said you would. What happened?”

I wiped my mouth on my sleeve. “I had to work late,” I said to the window. “You know how it is, Mary.”

But she didn’t, really. Not yet, she didn’t.

“But, Sidney, couldn’t you at least have called to say—?”

I turned from the window. “Baby!” I spread out my hands. “In this heat—arguments?”

She came to me quickly, her face set in a smile of nervous appeasement, her hands fumbling with my tie. “I’m not arguing, dear. I just want you to know how much I miss you when I don’t hear from you, that’s all. I know it’s foolish of me to let you know, but that’s the way I am, Sidney.” She turned away suddenly. “Foolish.”

I glanced at my wrist watch. “Well …”

“Don’t you want to see the column?”

I shrugged. “Okay.”

I walked slowly to the desk, my whole body taking part in the elaborate ritual of disinterest, and I picked up the proof.

It never did me any good to tell myself that this was just a piece of paper with some ink marks on it, that these words would soon be as forgotten as yesterday’s headlines. Because I knew how much weight these words carried wherever they were read. I knew how savagely people of otherwise normal good sense fought with each other to carve a slice of this young and growing empire for themselves.

But today I didn’t have to bother to tell myself anything at all. Today, as my eyes flickered down the column looking for the familiar symbols that were my clients’ names, and found none of them, I felt hardly any of the bitterness I usually felt at being shut out. The bitterness was tinged with optimism now. It was colored with the future. I was being chastised, and I knew it, but I didn’t mind. I was being told, in the only way Hunsecker knew that I could be convinced, that this was to be my lot as long as I failed to please him.

I did not intend to fail to please him.

“What time did he go to bed this morning?” I asked, without looking up from the column.

“Ten-thirty,” Mary said. “You should have heard him, Sidney. He—”

“Then he didn’t see the afternoon papers, did he?”

“No. He went right to bed. I called his apartment at eleven, and Nikko said he was fast asleep.”

“I see.”

“You should have heard him this morning, Sidney. The way he carries on about Susan and that boy. With so many important things on his mind, that’s all he talked about for a half hour. My arm went numb holding the phone. Today he asked me if I thought it would be wise to send her abroad for a year. She doesn’t want to go back to college, you know. And, frankly, I don’t blame her. I think it’s nice to be in love when you’re young. I think when two people are in love they should get married, don’t you, Sidney?”

“Uh huh,” I said to the proof.

“I don’t know what the chief has against Steve. What if he doesn’t have any money? What if he is young and struggling? That shouldn’t make any difference. I know it wouldn’t make any difference to me. I wouldn’t care really. Sidney.”

“This item here,” I said, looking up. “Who is Herbie Temple’s press agent?”

“Herbie Temple? No one, as far as I know. Why?”

I waved the column. “Then how come this plug? How did it get in?” She looked vague.

I read it to her. “ ‘If there’s a more hilarious funnyman in the world than Herbie Temple at the Viking, you’ll have to pardon us for not catching the name. We’re too busy screaming.’”

“Oh, him. The chief heard him the other day and was raving about him to me, so I said, ‘Why don’t you say something in the column? It might be a nice thing to do.’ And he did. That’s all.”

I grunted. “Since when does he bother to see the performers he praises?”

“Don’t get fresh,” she pouted. Then she smiled quickly. “After all, he is my boss, and I do take my life in my hands letting you come up here to see the column in advance.” The smile faded. “And it looks as though I’m going to need a boss, and a job, forever.”

I tossed the proof back on the desk. “Gotta run.”

“So soon?”

“Busy, busy.”

“Sidney …” Her voice clung to me.

“Come on. Walk me to the elevator.”

“My phone might ring.”

“He’s asleep.”

She took my arm as we walked. “Sidney, is anything—wrong?”

“Wrong? What do you mean, ‘wrong’?”

She averted her gaze, “You know—with us?”

I pressed the button. “Of course not, honey.”

“You seem to be changing.”

“I’m getting older,” I laughed.

“So am I,” she said, not laughing.

Through the window at the end of the hall, I saw a sudden flash of lightning. I was going to get caught in the rain if I didn’t hurry.

Outside, big drops had started spattering down. I jumped into a cab and headed back to the office.

“Wait a minute,” I said to the driver, “do you mind going by way of Fifty-fourth Street?”

“It’s your money, not mine.” He shrugged. “I’ll even go by way of Canarsie.”

The skies had opened up a deluge now, and people were scurrying for shelter.

“Whaddaya think of them Dodgers?” the cabbie asked.

“You don’t happen to have a paper up front, do you?” I asked.

“Yeah, sure. My fares always leave ‘em. Here.” He handed me one.

“Thanks.” I took it and turned to the amusement page.

“It don’t have the late scores, though. But I can tell you the Yankees and Giants lose. The Brooks, they win nine in a row today. Seven to one they beat the Pirates.”

The Viking stage show went on at 6:38.

I handed the paper back through the window.

“Thanks.”

“Ya know, the way they’re going, they got a damn good chance of grabbing off another pennant. Whaddaya think of that?”

“What’s that?”

“The Bums,” he said. “The way they’re going they’re liable to—”

“I’m not interested in baseball,” I said quickly.

“I was only saying—”

“Look, I’m not interested,” I said. “Do you mind?”

“Okay, mister.” He turned around to stare at me for a moment. “Okay.”

“Would you please slow down as you pass the Elysian Room?”

“Anything you say.”

People were huddled glumly beneath the Elysian canopy, waiting hopefully for a cab. To the right of the entrance stood the billboard frame in which, for the past four weeks, the softly compelling features of Steve Dallas had been displayed, with the strip across one corner stating simply: “Nightly … At Dinner … and Supper.” Everything about the Elysian Room, even its billboard, was in the best of taste. That was what Emil Van Cleve was selling—chiefly the illusion that, by coming here, one automatically acquired that good taste, too. It was the kind of illusion that perished easily, and it had to be guarded with care.

The billboard was empty now. Steve Dallas had been removed— blown away by the bad breath of scandal.

“Okay,” I said to the cabbie. “Full speed ahead.” I was glad that he didn’t turn around to look at me. I must have looked pretty silly sitting there in the back of a cab, crawling through a crashing thunderstorm on a hot summer afternoon, with a smile on my sweating face.

The smile was gone by the time I was moving down the hall to my office. I walked in fast, as though needing momentum to carry myself across the unwanted threshold, and then it was too late to turn around. She saw me right away.

“Susan, honey …” My mouth went dry. She got up from the sofa. “How long have you been waiting?” I took her hand. It was cold.

“Not long. I want to talk to you.” Her voice was even colder.

“Sure. I’ll be right with you. A couple of minutes. Just you sit here.” I eased her back on the sofa and turned to Gloria. Her face was white. “Come inside, please,” I said tonelessly.

She followed me in, and I closed the door and turned on her.

“Didn’t I tell you I was gone for the day?” I cried in a fierce whisper.

“I told her,” Gloria pleaded, “but she wouldn’t believe me. She insisted on waiting.”

“You could have called me. You knew where I was.”

“But—but I didn’t think—”

“You didn’t think. You never think. That’s the trouble with you. Well, let me tell you something. You better start thinking fast about what’s going to become of you”—I looked away—“because I can’t go on like this much longer.”

I heard her suck in her breath.

“And don’t start crying,” I said, “because that won’t help.”

She stood there speechlessly.

“That’s all I need around here today—tears.” I looked back at her. Her lips were trembling. “Well, go on, it’s too late now. Tell her to come in.”

“Yes, Mr. Falco.” he hurried out of the room.

I hung up my jacket and loosened my tie, as though that would make things any easier.

“Susan, honey, I’m all yours.” She came in briskly, looking cool in a black dress and a suntan that went well with her golden hair. “Lucky for you I changed my mind and decided to come back to the office. Sit down and talk to me. What have you been doing? Tell me about everything.”

“Oh, Sidney”—she walked up to me and looked me right in the eyes—“why did you do it? How could you have been so stupid?”

I looked right back at her. The loveliness was still fresh, but a trace of hardness had crept into her face. A summer in New York—with J. J. … “What are you talking about?”

“Please,” she said impatiently, “please. Don’t you think I know? Don’t you think Steve knows? I’m past anger now. I’m amazed that you think you can get away with it, that you think it would make any difference to us.”

I lighted a cigarette. “You know J. J. doesn’t like you to come up here,” I said. “You know how angry he gets.”

“Stop it, Sidney.”

“Stop what?”

“Stop trying to be a pale imitation of my brother. You weren’t born to it. You haven’t got the makings. That’s what I came here for—to warn you to stop trying to be another J. J. Hunsecker.”

“Now, is that a nice way to talk?”

“One thing I’ll say for you: You have the guts to do your own dirty work. Or is it that you’re not big enough yet to have your own hatchet men? Maybe you haven’t been at it long enough, but you’ll get there.”

“Sit down, Susan,” I said, feeling the pounding of my heart. “You make me nervous, pacing up and down like a wild animal.”

“I’ll sit down when I want to.”

“You’re acting very childish,” I said. “You’re talking very much like a little child who is angry because she can’t have everything her own way.”

She turned on me. “This is everything!” she cried hotly. “It’s my whole life! Steve and I love each other, and we’re going to get married. Yes, married!” She said it right to my white, protesting face. “And I’m telling you to lay off, Sidney, because it won’t do any good. You can’t stop us. Nothing can stop us. We’re getting married even if it means that Steve won’t be able to earn one single dollar in show business. He’ll give up his career. He’ll do some thing else. Anything. We love each other in a way that you and J. J. could never understand, so don’t try to stop us, Sidney. I’m warning you! It means too much to me!”

She twisted away and hid her face, and for a moment she was a frightened child, a little girl making great big speeches. I seized that moment to get up and walk over to her and put my arm around her shoulder. “Look, honey,” I said softly, “listen to me.”

She shuddered convulsively and drew away. “Don’t touch me!”

“All right, Susan,” I shrugged. “All right.”

I went to the window and stared out at the retreating storm. It was somewhere over Long Island now, and the last drops of rain were petering out. It should have felt cooler in the office, but it didn’t. It was hotter and more oppressive than ever. I sat down at the desk and tried her again.

“There’s something you’ve got to understand about J. J.,” I said in a quiet voice.

She turned to me. “Do tell me,” she broke out defiantly. “I didn’t grow up in the same house with him. I never heard what people used to say about him, and I haven’t seen him in action here in New York all summer. So do tell me, Sidney. I’m only his sister.”

I brushed it aside, shaking my head. “The worst thing you can ever do to J. J. is show him that he’s wrong. If you want to win him over, you have to give him an out, you have to let him save face.” I paused. “Now, I honestly think he realizes that he has been a little foolish about all this—”

“Please.” She shook her head. “Please.”

“—and I’m certain that if you just give him time—time and the chance for a graceful retreat—”

“How, Sidney?” She threw me a quizzical glance. “Just how do you propose that I do this?”

“Well …” I groped and came up with it. “Perhaps if you went away for a while …”

“Yes, go on,” she prodded me.

“A trip to Europe. You’ve never been there, have you? Maybe even a trip around the world—”

“Wonderful!” She threw up her hands in bitter laughter. “Absolutely and positively priceless. The two of you ought to go into vaudeville together.”

“Now, listen to me—” Enough was enough.

“No, you listen to me, Sidney.” She put her hands on the desk; her eyes were blazing. “You’re still making the big mistake of underestimating me. I can see that you don’t know me any better than you know J. J.”

I had to laugh in her face. That was a hot one. I didn’t know J. J. That was even hotter than the weather. “Suppose you tell me, then.”

“Didn’t you see his face that very first night I met Steve—that night at the Panamanian, when Steve came over to the table and asked if he might dance with me?”

If only she had said no. …

“Can’t you even remember how he acted, Sidney, the day I ran into you on Fifth Avenue, when I asked you to take me to lunch, and he found out about it later from someone else?”

Yes. He had gone into a frenzy, over nothing at all. … “I still don’t see what all this—.”

“It’s too bad you weren’t there the night, oh God, when I think of it now! We were living in Chicago then. I was fifteen years old and this boy took me home from a party, and J. J. opened the door and caught us kissing in the hall outside. Freddie Meadley was the boy’s name. I never forgot it. And I’ll never forget the look on J. J.’s face, and the way he screamed and tore into that poor boy and pounded his head on the stone floor as though he wanted to kill him. It was frightful, Sidney. He would have killed the boy without even knowing what he was doing if the elevator man hadn’t come up to see what the noise was about. And J. J. didn’t say a word to me. He just slapped my face and walked back into the apartment and didn’t speak to me for weeks.”

“Susan, look—” I squirmed in my chair.

“Sidney”—her face came closer—“what makes you think J. J. wants me to marry anyone—ever?”

“Don’t talk nonsense.”

“What makes you think he’ll ever come to realize that I’m not that fifteen-year-old girl any longer, and that he can’t hoard me like a miser? How long am I supposed to remain the shining image, the untouched maiden? Look at me, Sidney.”

But I couldn’t.

“Why has he always sent me away to girls’ schools—nunneries in disguise? Why did he insist I go to a college for women when I wanted to go to a coed place?” She jabbed at me. “When I came to New York this summer, why wouldn’t he let me stay at a hotel? Why did he ruin the perfectly beautiful study in his own apartment and turn it into a bedroom so that I’d be living under his watchful eye?”

I didn’t answer her.

“Why, Sidney?” Her voice grew more insistent. “Tell me—why?”

I was seeing Hunsecker’s contorted face and hearing the sickening thud of a head pounded against stone and the savage screams of a man possessed.

“What do you mean, why?” I looked up at her in desperate anger. “He’s always thinking of what’s best for you, that’s why. Because he loves you!”

“Love!” She tore the word apart harshly. “Exactly what he always said. I’ve got advice for you, Sidney. I’ve got advice for the world. Don’t be a late baby if you can help it. Don’t get born so late that your parents are never anything but elusive memories and well-kept graves. A brother makes a rotten father and mother, especially if he also happens to be J. J. Hunsecker. That’s why I’m pulling clear of him for good. Let him drive Steve out of show business. Let him hound me to the ends of the earth and deprive me of the dubious benefits of being a sister to the famous. I’m getting married, Sidney. Tomorrow!”

I jumped up from the chair. “Tomorrow!”

“Yes.” She laughed, a little hysterically. “Surprised, aren’t you? I wasn’t going to tell you.” She struggled to open her handbag. “I haven’t told J. J. and I don’t intend to.”

“You’ll break his heart.”

“I’m telling you, Sidney, because I can see that you don’t understand people very well. You still might do something foolish if you believe there’s a chance to frighten us off. I want you to know it won’t do any good.” She handed me a paper. “I just want you to know for sure.”

I took it. It was a marriage license. It would be valid tomorrow. I stared at it, at the awful finality of the words printed there.

“Susan, look—” My voice was hoarse.

“Oh, please,” she cried eagerly, “say ‘Congratulations.’ Wish me luck. Please, I want to hear someone say they’re happy to hear about it. Just once, please.”

“Why do you want to ruin the boy’s life? J. J. will never rest! You know what will happen to Dallas before J. J.’s through. Do you think the boy will be able to love you under those conditions?” I went to her quickly and took her arm. “Don’t do it, honey. Wait. Give me time. I’ll talk to J. J. Just give me time. Don’t run away with the boy. J. J. will never forgive you.”

“Never forgive me? Or never forgive you? Is that what you’re worried about?”

“Susan, you’ve got to promise me—”

“Sidney.” She cut me short.

I searched her eyes. They were cold.

“Stop playing with hatchets,” she said. “You weren’t meant for it. You’ll only cut yourself.”

She drew away from me and opened the door.

I went after her, past Gloria’s desk. “You don’t know what you’re doing—!”

“For the first time in my life, I really do,” she called back, “and I’ll never forgive you, Sidney, for not wishing me luck. It’s still possible I’ll need all I can get.”

I stood there watching her walk down the hall, a slip of a girl playing a grown-up game. I could have followed her, but I knew it wouldn’t have done any good—not when they were as young as she was. That was the trouble with them before they grew up and learned about the world they lived in—their brains were in their hearts.

I turned to Gloria. “Get me Irving Spahn.”

“Is anything the—?”

“Quickly.” I went inside and sank down at my desk. My hands were shaking. I was thinking about what would happen if Steve Dallas had no common sense either, and somehow I knew he hadn’t. He was too young. But I had to go through the motions.

I sat there waiting, and finally Gloria came in.

“Mr. Spahn doesn’t want to speak to you,” she said, looking at me queerly. “He said it was no use. He said he tried, but it was no use, and he has nothing to say.”

“All right,” I said dully.

“Mary called while you were—in conference.”

I looked up.

“She said Mr. Hunsecker is awake. He’s having his breakfast at Babe Scanlon’s in an hour.”

I glanced at my watch.

“He wants you to meet him there.”

“All right,” I said, staring blankly out of the window. “I’ll be there.” The important thing was to act as though everything were all right, as though everything were going off right on schedule. It wasn’t over yet. There were further levels to climb down to. …

I took my coat off the hanger.

“Mr. Falco?”

“What is it?”

“Can I go home now?”

“No,” I said. “I’ll call in.” I turned. “And Gloria, when I phone you, don’t say anything, just listen. You got that straight? Just listen.”

“Yes, Mr. Falco.”

There was no reason to underestimate oneself, no reason to give up. There wasn’t even any reason not to stop off at the Viking on the way.

III

The geezer at the stage-door entrance held his arm out in front of me. “Just a second. You can’t go in there.”

“That’s right, Pop,” I said, “and you can’t buy a Cadillac convertible with this.”

He took the ten and shrugged.

Herbie Temple was sitting at the mirror when I walked into the dressing room, covering the scars of too many years of obscurity with a thick layer of pancake. Al Evans was pacing back and forth behind him, straining his worried voice through an unlighted cigar.

I pointed a finger at Evans. “Hiya, tootsie.”

He looked up with a grunt of displeasure. “I didn’t know you and Herbie knew each other,” he muttered.

“We don’t,” I grinned. “How do you do, Mr. Temple?”

The comedian got to his feet quickly and, because there was no telling who I was, he hung a smile on his lean, aging face.

“My name is Sidney Falco.”

“Delighted.”

Evans looked at the tip of his cigar. “Mr. Falco is a press agent.”

The smile was still there, but it had suddenly congealed. I sat down on the studio couch.

Al Evans said, “Look, pappy, Herbie and me here were having a little talk, a sort of private business talk, you might call it.”

“Earning your ten percent, Al?” I looked right past his frown to Temple, who was back in front of the mirror with the pancake sponge. “I caught your act the other night, Mr. Temple.”

“Did you, now?” he said flatly. “On which bounce?”

“Ha ha—and I just had to drop by to tell you how positively great I thought you were. Great.”

Temple just stared at himself in the mirror. Then he said, “What time is it, Al?”

“You got fifteen minutes, Herbie.”

“That’s all?” He turned to me. “Then I’m sure Mr.—what did you say your name was?”

“Crosby,” I said. “Bing Crosby.”

“I’m sure Mr. Frannis-on-the-portisan will excuse us now, Al.”

Evans looked at me. “If you don’t mind, Falco.”

I got up. “Certainly,” I said. “But can I ask just one teeny-weeny question?”

“Now, please.”

“How come you’re allowing a sock act like Herbie Temple to tiptoe through town without a publicity campaign?”

Al Evans gave me the wise, all-knowing smile and shook his head slowly. “Uh-uh, Falco. We don’t want any today. No fish today.”

“But, baby,” I spread out my hands, “I’m not selling. I’m just curious, that’s all.”

“Answer the man, Al,” Temple said to the mirror. “The man says before he goes he just wants to ask one question, so answer the man before he thinks of another.”

Evans had my arm and was easing me toward the door. “Herbie doesn’t believe in press agents,” he said. “Does that answer it for you?”

“You got one word too many in there, Al,” said Temple. “Herbie doesn’t believe press agents. Unquote.”

I turned. “I know exactly how you feel, Mr. Temple. They all claim they’re going to do so much for you, and they never do. You might say there’s a broken promise for every light on Broadway—”

“You might. I never would.”

“—and about the only thing I can say for myself is that when I tell a prospective client how I’m going to get Hunsecker to take care of him, it’s not just talk.”

It was wonderful, the way Evans’ hand relaxed its pressure on my arm and Temple’s pancake sponge paused in midair at precisely the same word—the magic word, Hunsecker.

Without waiting, I stepped to the telephone quickly, saying, “I know you don’t believe me.”

“Here. Wait a minute,” Evans cried.

“Let him alone, Al.” Temple put down the sponge and turned to watch me.

I dialed my office and waited. Gloria answered on the third ring. I said, “Mr. Hunsecker, please.”

“What? Who is this?”

“Mr. Falco. Sidney Falco. I want to talk to Mr. Hunsecker. It’s important.” I stopped listening to her confusion and put my hand over the mouthpiece.

“Look,” Evans said, moving toward me, “we haven’t hired you. We didn’t talk any deal here—”

“Relax, baby,” I said. “I told you—I’m not selling anything. Not a thing.”

Gloria had fallen silent.

“Hello, J. J.? Sidney. How’re you, sweetheart? Good—good … attaboy. Listen, J. J., are you through with the column yet? … Oh, you are? … Well, look, it isn’t too late to add something, is it? … I know, I know, but you can always throw something out, can’t you? You’ve done it for me before. … Of course it’s important. Would I ask you if it wasn’t? … All right then. You know Herbie Temple? … What do you mean, what about him? He’s at the Viking, and he’s great, that’s what about him, and I want you to say something about him in tomorrow’s column. …”

I saw Temple and Evans exchange quick glances.

“J. J. … Listen to me, J. J. … I know, but … I know, but that’s beside the point. I want you to do it for me. … No, next week will be too late. Tomorrow. … Yes … Okay. Got a pencil there? … Just say, uh, let’s see. … ‘If there’s a more hilarious funnyman in the world than Herbie Temple … at the Viking … uh … you’ll have to pardon us for not catching the name … uh … we’re too busy laughing.’ No, make that ‘screaming.’ … I sure will, sweetheart … Right, baby … Oh, say, J. J., where you having dinner? … In twenty minutes? I think I could. … Why, sure, I’d love to. … Fine. Swell. Babe Scanlon’s in twenty minutes.”

I hung up and looked from one blank, staring face to the other.

“See what I mean?” I said to Herbie Temple. And for one brief, ridiculous instant I hoped that he wouldn’t. I hoped that somehow he’d show me that J. J. Hunsecker meant nothing to me. But it was an instant that was gone almost before it came.

Temple swung back to the mirror, saying, “Speak to him, Al.”

I moved to the door. “We’ll have you in pictures in no time, Mr. Temple,” I said. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

“Al makes the deals. Speak to Al,” he said.

“I got a dinner date, didn’t you hear?” I said. “Plenty of time tomorrow. You know where my office is, Al.”

“Yeah,” the agent said coldly, looking at me with hard, suspicious eyes, “why don’t we wait until tomorrow?”

I gave the man at the stage door a big good-by on the way out. He didn’t know it, but he was a bargain.

The dinner mobs were lined up twelve deep at Babe Scanlon’s.

Herman gave me an unseeing glance.

“I’m dining with Mr. Hunsecker,” I said. “He expects me.”

The waters parted. “Oh, right this way, please, Mr. Falco.”

He didn’t really have to lead me. I knew which table Hunsecker was at. There were always at least three waiters hovering over him, like buzzards circling a carcass. Any day I expected to find one of them waving a palm frond over the table.

I slid into a chair. “Hello, J. J.”

He looked up and grunted as he continued to shovel the food into his mouth.

I took up the bill of fare.

He pointed his fork at one of the waiters. “Bring him the same,” he commanded, “but tell them out there to put a little more garlic in the sauce.”

“I don’t think I feel like that tonight,” I said.

He cast his eyes on me for a moment, and then he turned back to the waiter. “And see that the onions are chopped fine. You want iced coffee with that?

I tossed the menu down. “All right,” I said. “Iced coffee.”

“Now tell the other two Marx brothers to get lost.”

The waiters shuffled away obediently.

“All right. Come on.” He snapped his fingers. “Get it over with. Take your bow before the food comes.”

I looked up at him. “You saw the items?”

“Of course I saw them. I always read the opposition. It’s like reading my wastebasket, or last week’s column.”

“Steve Dallas is through at the Elysian Room,” I announced quietly.

He forced a dill pickle into his mouth. “Well? Go on. Go on.”

“What do you mean, go on? He’s out, and the freeze is setting in on him.”

“I’m still listening,” J. J. said.

“What do you want me to tell you?”

“I want to hear that it’s all over, that the towel is in the ring. I’m not interested in the state of his employment. I don’t like words like ‘freeze.’ They’re too vague. They don’t cool me off a bit. Talk plainer, Sidney.”

I clutched at my napkin. I didn’t answer. There was nothing else to say.

“Talk louder, Sidney.”

Tell him. Go on. Maybe he’ll give up and free you. Tell him now, before it’s too late. If he doesn’t give up now …

“J. J. look—” My lips were trembling. “I—saw Susan today.”

He sucked in his breath. “What? Where?”

“In my office.”

His hand shot out across the table and grabbed my lapel. “I told you I didn’t want her up there!” he snarled.

“I didn’t ask her to come, J. J., I—”

“Who was she with?”

“She was alone.”

He pulled me closer. “Alone? Just you and she?” A man at the next table turned, startled at his tone.

“I have a secretary, J. J.” My voice was hoarse. “Her name is Gloria. Remember?”

He threw my lapel back at me. It was damp with perspiration.

“Well, come on, what for?” he snapped. “What was she there for?”

“To talk to me.” I straightened my tie.

“Talk? What about?” he cried. “What would you two have to talk about? Answer me, Sidney! What did she tell you?”

I stared at him for a moment. He’ll understand. He’ll know when to give up. “It’s no use, J. J. She’s leaving you. She says she’s marrying the boy tomorrow.”

His eyes searched my face wildly. They were naked and unguarded, and for an instant I saw the frantic, groping dismay in them. Then his face became cold and blank, and his twisted mouth broke out with a mirthless cackle.

“You’re very funny,” he said, cackling louder. “You’re just about as funny as some of those jokes you send me. I’m laughing. Listen to me, Sidney. You’re a scream—”

“I saw the marriage license, J. J.”

“Tell me more!” His voice became shrill.

“People are watching us. Please.”

“Make me laugh some more!”

“You’re nervous and edgy. You didn’t sleep well.”

“Sleep well? I have no reason not to sleep well, do I? While I’m asleep, and my back is turned to the mattress, the world is not busy telling lies about me. I don’t have a willful and ungrateful sister who pays me back with heartache for all I’ve done for her, do I, Sidney?” His pudgy face was quivering. “Why shouldn’t I sleep well when I know that I have Sidney Falco to take care of everything for me? He can do anything! He can even come to me with brilliant stories!”

“I’ve done everything I—”

“Sleep is for fools, not famous men!” he shouted. “Stop snoring, Sidney!”

I sat there and allowed him to go on, the way a man does not bother to turn off the northeast wind, and when the waiter brought my dinner, and I borrowed my eyes back to look at the plate, J. J.’s voice broke.

“Sidney—look at me—” There were tears in his eyes now. “I don’t ask much of you, do I? Hunsecker gives, he doesn’t take. Isn’t that so?”

“Of course, J. J.”

“When Hunsecker asks for a favor there must be a very good reason.”

“Of course, J. J.,” I said.

He held his hands to his chest humbly. “Would I ask you to put an end to this terrible mistake between Susan and what’s-his-name, the boy, if it wasn’t important? I don’t have to tell you, do I, how much it means to me that she doesn’t do anything foolish with her life, that she doesn’t throw it away on someone common and ordinary?”

“No, J. J.”

“I don’t have to tell you, do I, how personally embarrassing it would be for me to become openly involved in such distasteful business? A man of Hunsecker’s importance cannot place himself in a position where he is open to attack and ridicule from all who would humiliate him, can he, Sidney?”

I shook my head.

“I’m a tired man,” he said, with the violins playing suddenly in his voice. “With one hand I seek the truth, and with the other I fight off the hungry wolf pack. Hunsecker is only human. He can take just so much punishment.”

I glanced at him sharply. Such an admission was always an alert.

“I need a rest.” He was taking out his wallet and extracting an envelope from it. “Peace and relaxation,” he sighed softly.

He showed me the tickets. They were for the next sailing of the Queen Mary.

“You?”

“Let this country learn what it’s like to be without Hunsecker for a while. A month without Hunsecker is better than a sick Hunsecker, isn’t it?” The tears came back.

I had to look away.

“Hunsecker on the high seas,” he breathed. “It will be good for everybody. But it will not be good for me unless I have peace of mind while I’m gone.”

I couldn’t wait any longer. I knew what the answer was, but I had to ask, to believe it with my own ears.

“J. J.”—I swallowed—“who is the other ticket for?”

He looked at me, dabbing at his eyes with a hand kerchief. “She has never been to London or Paris. It will thrill her.”

“J. J.—

“I will surprise her with the tickets, and she will forget all the trivial unpleasantness that has come between us lately.” His eyes brightened. “She will thank me for having opened her eyes to this foolish infatuation. She won’t even remember the boy after two days at sea. I will introduce her to every great personage in Europe. She will know what it means to be the sister of Hunsecker. I am all she has in the world, and I want to do everything I can for her, Sidney.”

I tried the iced coffee, but it choked me.

“She will like that, won’t she?”

I shouldn’t have allowed myself to look at his tense, white face.

“Won’t she?”

I shouldn’t have allowed myself to see written there how very much all this meant to him—and therefore to me. Because above the whooshing sound of the revolving door and the clatter of dishes and the babble of voices, I heard my own voice, speaking for some part of me that had always wanted far too much for me, and it was saying weakly, “All right, J. J. All right. I’ll try.”

“Perhaps if you speak to the boy,” J. J. said in a soft voice.

“I’ll try.”

“He may not be as headstrong as Susan.”

“I’ll try, J. J.,” I said, feeling the sickness creeping into my stomach.

And then I felt a hand on my shoulder and a familiar voice saying, “Stop following me, Sidney,” and I looked up to see Al Evans’ face, no longer coldly suspicious but grinning now with approval.

“Al,” I tried to warn him off with my eyes, but he stood there glancing at Hunsecker and then back to me the very stupid, very suspicious Al Evans, standing there checking up, wanting to see things with his own eyes. Then he slid into the chair beside me.

“How are you, Mr. Hunsecker?”

J. J. lifted a glass of water to his mouth and said, “Sidney, who’s your friend?”

I licked my dry lips. “J. J., this is Al Evans, the agent.”

Evans smiled expectantly.

“I’m very hard of hearing tonight,” said J. J., examining the glass of water. “I did not hear anyone invite your friend, Mr. Al Evans, the agent, to sit down at this table.”

Evans’ smile froze. “I only—”

“Maybe my eyesight is failing,” J. J. said, “and I did not see the sign over the door saying that this is a cafeteria.”

Evans scrambled to his feet. “I’m awfully sorry, Mr. Hunsecker. I just wanted to say hello to Falco here.”

J. J. turned his pale eyes on him. “Why—Mr. Evans?”

“Well, you see—”

“Al,” I said quickly, “I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay, baby?”

“Sure,” Evans said. “Sure.” He started backing away.

“Well, good night, Mr. Hunsecker.” He bumped into a waiter and then turned and fled.

“What about tomorrow?” J. J. asked me flatly. “What are you seeing him for tomorrow?”

“Business,” I said. “You feel like dessert?”

“What kind of business?”

“He has clients who sometimes need publicity. That’s all. How about some of that Dutch apple cake? I think I could go for that. How about you?”

“Which client, Sidney?”

“What’s the difference? It’s just dull business.”

“I’m interested in dull business. Particularly if it’s other people’s business. For that they pay me money. What do they pay you, Sidney, for not answering questions?”

I looked at him for a long moment, and finally I said, “Herbie Temple.”

J. J. stared back at me, the wheels going round and round. “Your client?”

“Not yet,” I said.

“When?”

“Soon.”

“How soon?”

I gave up. “Tomorrow.”

He smiled—a slow, humorless smile. “That’s nice Sidney, I like to hear that you’re doing well. It gives me pleasure.” He extended his upturned palm to me. “Give me a dime.”

“What for?”

“Give me a dime, Sidney.”

I dug into my pocket and handed him the coin.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, sliding out from his seat. “I want to make a phone call—to the paper.” He smiled at me, and I watched him walk away, past the gauntlet of staring faces that greeted him wherever he went.

Do me something, I was muttering to myself in silent prayer. Please do me something that will allow me to wrench myself away from you in the white heat of anger while there is still time. I sat there muttering to myself and tearing at the bread crumbs and waiting for him. Finally I saw him coming back to the table, and I knew by the irritated look on his face that it had been too late for him to kill the item—too late for him, in this one instance, to make certain there would never be any payment before delivery as far as he and I were concerned.

He sat down at the table, slipping the smile back on. “Don’t ever say that Hunsecker is ungrateful.”

Oh, Lord, no, please. “Why not?”

“You said Herbie Temple will be your new client, didn’t you? You want him to get off to a good start, don’t you?”

I nodded dumbly.

“Hunsecker doesn’t say thanks with the lips. Anyone can do that. Hunsecker likes to say thanks in a way that has meaning.” He paused dramatically. “I have just phoned the paper and added something to tomorrow’s column. Tomorrow Hunsecker will tell fifteen million people what a great performer Herbie Temple is. I am saying thanks, Sidney, for all you are about to do for me. Let me hear you say, ‘you’re welcome.’”

I stared down at my napkin. It was white and square, like a marriage license, like a ticket on the Queen Mary. I tore at the napkin but it would not give. I looked up at him. “I’ve got to be going now,” I said.

“I’ll meet you later at the Panamanian, then.”

“No, J. J. Stay away from the Panamanian tonight. I need elbow room. I want to be free. I want to be able to do whatever I have to do, whatever comes up.”

He eyed me sharply. “You are concealing something from me, Sidney. Hunsecker likes to play open poker, no cards up the sleeve.”

“You said you didn’t want to be mixed up in any unpleasantness, didn’t you?”

“I don’t believe in unpleasantness. Unpleasantness is the last resort of the weak and helpless.”

“All right, then,” I said. “Relax. Don’t ask questions. Go to Twenty-One, like you always do. Sit at your table and be happy and let people come to you and amuse you. If I need you for anything I’ll call you. But I won’t need you for anything.”

If the act had to be done, it had to be done. He would never forgive me if I made him a party to my deeds by telling him of them beforehand.

“You’re beginning to sound like a man who knows what he is doing, Sidney. Wonders will never cease.”

“I’ll try,” I said. “That’s all I can do, is try.”

His face darkened briefly. “You can do even better than that.” He picked up the menu. “On your way out, see if you can find one of the Marx brothers for me.”

I got up and walked away. The pains were stabbing at my insides, and I no longer could tell myself it was the heat. Because I knew now what I had somehow known all day … what must have been at the back of my mind from the moment of awakening: I was not going to be able to avoid using Harry Kello. I had gone through all the motions but that’s all they had been—motions. Sometime that night, I would be calling Harry Kello, the unsmiling lieutenant of the Twenty-first Precinct.

IV

The papier-mâché palm trees and air-conditioned breezes were beginning to draw people in off the streets. Slowly the Panamanian was coming alive. I sat there at the table with the smoke in my nostrils and the music pounding at my ears, and watched Joe Robard sucking on the damp cigar while the wheels moved slowly in his brain. I watched the dark, heavy-set features peering at the dance team out on the floor through dull, expressionless eyes, and I waited for the face to reveal the inner decision.

Finally he took the cigar from his mouth and turned to me.

“One thing keeps bothering me,” he said thickly. “You supposed to be working for me, and here I am being hung up to do favors for you. That I don’t have to pay no hundred and fifty dollars a week for, Sidney. I don’t need no press agent around here for Joe Robard doing his own spade work.”

I shook my head impatiently. “Not for me, Joe—for Hunsecker. Is that bad, to be doing a favor for Hunsecker? Is that any different than doing a favor for yourself?”

He examined me carefully through the smoke screen of his cigar. “You sure the only reason you want me to see this boy Dallas tonight is because Hunsecker gonna like me for showing interest in the guy his sister gonna marry?”

“Not just interest, Joe. It’s much more than that. It’s interest in the boy at a time when others are turning their backs on him just because of idle rumors in the papers. That takes real courage, the kind of courage that Hunsecker can appreciate. To step forward with a vote of confidence, someone as important as you are, Joe.”

He nodded, grunting with pleasure. “But how do I know these things about the boy I hear all day”—he waved his hand vaguely— “how do I know they ain’t true?”

“A man is always innocent until proved guilty,” I said. “And remember, all I want you to do is have a talk with him here tonight. Just sit down and discuss things with him and then, at a later date, we’ll talk further about the advisability of booking him into the club. You complain to me all the time that I don’t get you the kind of publicity that fills tables. All right. Here’s a golden opportunity to help me get Hunsecker to love you up in his column for months to come. That’s a real pay-off, Joe. That’s money in the bank.”

“Minus a hundred and fifty dollars a week for—how many months is it?”

He was slipping away. “I’ll tell you what,” I said quickly, “if it doesn’t work out right, if you’re dissatisfied with the results, I’m off the payroll as of today.”

That did it.

“The price is right,” he said. “What do I do?”

“Right now, nothing.” I jumped up. “Just sit tight here while I try to locate the boy.”

My office at the Panamanian was a windowless closet, but it had a telephone, and it had a door that could be shut without completely banishing the music that some how always made my night work seem like play. Tonight I could hear the music, but I knew I wasn’t playing.

I gave the switchboard operator the number and lighted a cigarette. Soon I heard the dull worn-out voice of Irving Spahn saying “What is it?”

“Irv, baby, listen to me.” I spoke rapidly. “Be as angry at me as you want. It doesn’t hurt me. I know you don’t really mean it. Be as—”

“What is it? I’m tired.”

“I’ve been speaking to Joe Robard here. I want to do whatever I can for you, Irv. I’m going to show you how wrong you are. It seems Robard is definitely interested in Dallas. He feels there is a strong possibility he can showcase the boy at the Panamanian the way he did with Sinatra and Como, and you know what that did. It only made them what they are today. I want you to stop being stubborn, Irv, and get in touch with the boy and have him come over here tonight to speak to Robard as quickly as possible. I’ve worked for this, and I don’t want Robard to change his mind about it.”

“Sidney,” he said without feeling, “I don’t believe you.”

“Some day a car is going to come at you, and you won’t believe it’s a car, and you’ll be killed; that’s where your stubbornness and suspicion will get you.”

“I don’t believe a word of it. How do you like that?”

“You want me to have Robard call you personally—right now? Would that possibly knock some sense into your head?”

His voice sat up in bed a little. “What?”

“I said, will it convince your highness if I have Robard call you in person?”

He didn’t answer right away. “Sidney, I’m a tired man. I’ve had all I can take. If you’re pulling another—”

“Don’t say another word, baby. Just keep the phone clear for a few minutes.”

I hung up quickly and went back to the table, to Joe Robard.

“You’ve got to call his agent,” I said.

“Agents? What do I want with agents?”

I took him by the arm and gently pressured him to a standing position. “Please, Joe,” I said, “just call Irving Spahn at this number”—I gave it to him—“and tell him to have the boy here to see you as soon as possible tonight. Don’t let him pump you. Just tell him to deliver his client.”

Robard grunted acknowledgment.

“And remember, Joe, you don’t want the agent to come along. You’re not talking dough with the boy. You just want to have a chat with him. Have the boy come alone.”

“A pleasure,” Robard said. “If I never see another agent again, I’ll live through it.”

He walked to his office, mouthing his cigar, a lumbering bear of a man doing his little bit to keep his night club from losing more money than its competitors.

I waited at the table, listening to the dark-haired Latin on the floor fighting the microphone with his tenor voice, and in a few minutes Joe Robard came back and sat down.

“Your friend, the agent, is an excitable man. He should go to a head doctor.”

“Well? Well?”

Robard turned his heavy lids on me. “The Romeo with the voice will be here by ten o’clock. Joe Robard will charm him up to the eyeballs.”

I squeezed his arm. “Thanks, Joe.”

He regarded me shrewdly. “What you thanking me for? I ain’t doing it for you, I’m doing it for myself. Remember?”

“That’s the spirit,” I said, getting up. “Now I’ve got to get back to work. Let me have a chat with him first when he arrives. Then I’ll introduce you. Okay?”

“You’re the boss, Sidney. Me, I’m only the press agent tonight. I only wish I was making the hundred and fifty a week that goes with it.” A laugh rumbled in his throat. “But I guess I ain’t got your talent. Lots of times I say to myself, ‘Now Sidney—there’s a man of talent. What wonders he could of accomplished if he used all this talent to do something worthwhile!”

It wasn’t often that Joe Robard was funny enough to get two laughs in a row from himself. This was a memorable night in all kinds of ways.

I went out to the hat-check room in search of Selena Green. The prices you paid for her cigarettes and favors seemed exorbitant only until she got close to you and spoke to you with her body. After her, I’d have to get on the phone and locate Harry Kello.

Steve Dallas stood in the archway for a moment, searching the room. Then he spotted me at the table and came down the stairs. He looked a little pale beneath his suntan.

I reached out a hand. “Glad to see you, kid. Glad you could make it.”

He thought about the hand for a moment, decided not to take it.

“Sit down,” I said. “Joe Robard will be free in a little while.”

He glanced at his wrist watch and slid into a chair uneasily.

“Not long,” I said, watching him. More than ever I was struck by his boyishness, by the deceptive quality of seeming helplessness, the quality that got the women. The voice was just so much velvet.

The waiter eased over.

“Another old-fashioned,” I told him. “What’ll you have, kid?”

“Nothing,” he said in an icy tone, inspecting the room so that he wouldn’t have to look at me. The chill was on, all right.

“Susan told me the good news,” I said.

He looked at me in surprise.

“About tomorrow,” I said. “Congratulations.”

He didn’t know what to say. I helped him along.

“I want you to know how happy I am, kid. If there’s anything I can do …”

The ice began to melt as he examined my face in bewilderment. “Gee, Falco, I don’t know what—”

“I know there’s been a lot of misunderstanding on the part of a lot of people. Everybody makes mistakes. You do. Irv Spahn does. Hunsecker does. Who knows, maybe even I do.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“But everything worthwhile always works out all right in the end,” I continued. “The Panamanian could very well be the start of real big things for you, Steve.”

He ran a hand through his crew cut. “Lord, how I hope so.”

“And if you don’t mind, I’d like you to regard it as a wedding present from me.”

His face broke into an awkward smile. “You’re making me feel like an awful louse, Falco.”

“The present is not just for you. It’s for Susan too.”

He laughed. “On behalf of both of us, I thank you.”

“Forget it,” I said.

“Y’know”—he fumbled for words—“maybe I’ve been a little too harsh in some of the things I’ve said.”

“Gimme a cigarette and shut up,” I said, smiling.

He brought out a pack. We both took one and lighted up.

I blew smoke at him. “I suppose you’re planning on going away for a few days. A Broadway-type honeymoon.”

“Well, as a matter of fact, that’s the first thing I thought about when Irv told me about this Panamanian deal.” He looked at me, and there was the kind of worry in his soft blue eyes that was the worry of a boy in love. “If Robard should want me to start right away well, gee, I wouldn’t know what to say.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Joe is a slow man to make up his mind. And when he does, he usually likes a week or two for me to blow the bugles to herald the event.”

“That would be wonderful,” Dallas said. “I’d be a real heel if I didn’t take Susie away for a while. I almost feel like I’ve never been alone with her. Gee, she’s a great kid, isn’t she?” His eyes were aglow.

“The best,” I said, looking away. “Wait here. I’ll go find the boss man.”

I left him there at the table and went through the archway to the foyer.

“Lord Tarletons,” I said to Selena Green. “Get rid of the others.”

She shivered. She didn’t have enough clothes on, and the club was overdoing the air conditioning. “Mr. Falco … I … I’m afraid.”

“I didn’t hear you,” I said. “Hurry.” I poked my head in Joe Robard’s office and said, “Five minutes okay with you?”

“You’re the boss, Sidney.”

“In five minutes, then.”

I had to stop at the bar. I poured a double whisky down fast, and my hand shook when I signed the tab.

Steve Dallas was watching the floor show when I returned to the table. He was far off somewhere, lost in his own private dream.

“Well, what do you think?” I asked him. “You think you’re going to like working in this room?”

He turned to me. “I’m walking on air already.”

“You call this air? This is atmosphere.” I mocked a choking cough. “And I don’t help it one bit.” I reached over and took the cigarettes, struggling to draw one out as I watched Selena working her way toward us past the crowded tables. My hands were shaking, and the pack fell right into my old-fashioned.

“Damn!” I held up the soggy, dripping mess.

“That’s all right.” Dallas laughed.

“Oh, honey—” I signaled Selena. “You got Lord Tarletons?”

“For you, anything, Mr. Falco.”

Her hand, as I took the pack from her, was icy.

“Mmmm, you smell good, honey.” I gave her a dollar bill. “Keep the change, and buy yourself another quart of the same perfume.”

“Oh, you—” She pouted a nervous smile and walked away.

I worked open the left side of the pack. “I spoke to Robard,” I said, drawing out a cigarette and tossing the pack to the kid. He put it away. “He’ll see you in a couple of minutes.”

“Swell.” He glanced at his wrist watch. “I think I better make a call first.”

“Ah-hah! Guess who.” I laughed.

“Yeah.” He got up smiling. “She’s waiting for me. Talk about eager brides.”

I went with him to the phone booth. “Does she know?”

“Know what?”

“About this? About the Panamanian?”

He smiled at me, eyes twinkling. “I tell Susie every thing. She demands it.”

“What did she say to the idea?” I asked, looking away.

He didn’t answer for a moment. He didn’t seem to want to.

“What did she say?” I asked him again.

“Oh, you know how women are,” he shrugged. “She said she’ll believe it when it happens.” He stepped into the booth.

“Make it a quickie, kid. I’ll wait here.”

I watched him through the glass door as he talked with her, his face eager and alive with the future. Occasionally I could hear the peaks of enthusiasm in his voice. It was a voice that might have carried him to a kind of greatness in show business someday, if he hadn’t made the mistake of crossing J. J. Hunsecker against the lights.

When he came out of the booth, beaming foolishly, I took him to Robard’s office.

“Joe, this is Steve Dallas. Take good care of him now.”

“It’s my specialty,” Robard chuckled.

“So long, kid.” I held out my hand, and Dallas steadied it with his. “I guess I ought to say the best of everything.”

“And I guess I ought to say thanks for everything.”

“For nothing.” I punched his arm and went out fast.

That was a picture I didn’t want to have to remember for long—a slim, honey-haired boy with a soft voice and big, open eyes, standing there in the office saying thanks to me for nothing at all.

I blurred it as much as I could at the bar. Then I stopped at the telephone switchboard on my way out. “I may be back,” I said to the girl, “if Mr. Hunsecker calls. I’m gone for the night to anyone else.”

“Certainly.”

Selena Green was in the foyer, shivering. I patted her bare arm.

“You’re wonderful,” I said.

“I’ve never been in any trouble, Mr. Falco.” Her teeth chattered. “There won’t be any trouble, will there? I need this job.”

“You need the fifty bucks, too, don’t you?”

“Yes, but.”

“Then stop worrying. I told you, it’s a practical joke. There won’t be a thing to worry about. Now go on back in and get your mind off all this.”

I went through the revolving door and gasped in the blast of hot clammy air that hit me. Harry Kello was already there, talking to the doorman at the curb. His two hundred-and-fifty-pound body was a terrible burden on a night like this, and the sweat was pouring down his face. He walked over to me.

“Hello, Harry,” I said.

“Sidney.”

“Hot.”

“Oh, boy.”

I saw the other two men standing across the street, reading newspapers under the street light.

“How’s the wife?” I asked.

“Fine,” he said.

“The kids?”

“They’re fine, too.”

“Good,” I said.

“How’s J. J.?” he asked.

“So-so.

“Give him my regards.”

“I sure will.”

“Where you going?” he asked.

“An air-conditioned movie. It’s too cold inside the club.”

“It’s plenty hot out here,” he said.

“You won’t have to stand it long,” I said.

“How long?”

“Oh, not, more than twenty minutes, I’d say.”

“That’s good,” he said. “This is murder, this heat.”

“Why don’t you wait down the block a little?”

“What makes you think it’s any cooler down the block?” He wiped his forehead with a massive paw.

“It isn’t,” I said, “but it might not look good in the papers. It’s a little close right here, right in front of the place.”

“Sure.” He shrugged his huge shoulders and moved away. The men across the street looked up, saw him, and moved with him.,

“So long, Harry.”

“Give my regards to J. J.,” he called back.

“I sure will.”

“And thanks for the tip.”

“Nothing at all.”

“Maybe someday I can do you a favor.”

“You never can tell,” I said.

I walked away fast, like a man trying to run from his shadow. And when I got to the Broadway sector, I went into the Criterion Theater. I took a seat in the orchestra. I wanted to be downstairs. I wanted to be away from the smell of cigarette smoke.

V

I sat there for a couple of hours trying to lose myself in the picture. But it wasn’t easy. The movie was about a boy and a girl in love. And when they clinched in the final fade-out, I stepped on other people’s shoes in my haste to get up the aisle.

Outside, the passing hours had drained the streets of people, and I blinked in the brightness of the spectaculars that were still illuminating the hot sidewalks. In front of the theater, a newsboy was hawking the morning papers. I didn’t bother with The News or The Mirror. I bought The Globe and scanned Hunsecker’s column, just as though I hadn’t seen it all in the proof. Then I tossed it away.

Broadway is one of those streets where it’s light enough to read the morning papers in the miracle of the night before, and there’s a trash can on every corner to remind you to do so. As I walked uptown, I kept seeing the trash cans on the corners. I kept seeing the newspapers in those trash cans and the Broadway columns in those news papers and the lives that revolved around those columns. As I walked uptown, I kept seeing trash cans filled with people. And it didn’t make me feel any better to know that I had filled more trash cans than any press agent in town.

I went to Babe Scanlon’s and sat at the bar—drinking without tasting the liquor, listening, but trying not to hear the drifts of conversation that floated by. It was almost one o’clock, but the place was crowded with people like myself, who never went home if there was still some place else to go. Home is where the music stops, the floor-show ends, the lights go on, and you are only you again.

I gulped down the whisky, and the man in the seersucker suit and the loud voice at the other end of the bar kept on shaking a thick tongue at the bartender.

“—and I said to my secretary, Emily—tha’s her name, Emily. Lovely girl, Emily—lousy secretary, lovely girl. I said to her, ‘Betcha I know who they mean.’ And when I told her, the tears come to her eyes. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said, ‘I don’t believe it.’ So I said, ‘You wait and see. Never wrong. Read the columns every day. Know ‘em like a book.’ So I said, ‘You wait and see,’ and I called it. Howdaya like that, Frankie? Called it on the button. Right on the schnozzola. … Lemme have this one on the rocks, with a li’l twist o’ lemon peel. …”

“The missus, she’ll be surprised,” the bartender said. “She used to listen to him on the radio and make a big fuss. Me, I don’t go for the crooners. A ball game, or the weather reports. That’s all. I’m not much for listenin’ to the radio.”

“Northwes’ Mounted P’lice, tha’s what it is.” The man waved a finger. “Harry Kello always gets his man.”

The bartender shook his head in awe. “Remember what he did to Tony Faye that night over on Third Avenue when Faye tried to pull a knife on him?”

“Oooh!” The man in the seersucker jacket winced.

I drained my glass and threw some money down. “Doesn’t he ever shut up?” I muttered to Frank.

“How do you mean?”

“Him.” I motioned down the bar. “The one with the mouth.”

“Oh. He was telling me about—”

“I know what he was telling you about.”

“About this singer, this Steve Dallas fellow—”

“I said I know.”

“Harry Kello and his boys picked him up a couple of hours ago. Everybody’s talking about—”

“You’re as bad as he is.”

“Northwes’ Mounted P’lice …,” the guy said.

I slid off the stool and walked into the dining room, feeling sick. Herbie Temple was at the corner table with a whole crowd. He spotted me, and his face lighted up.

“Hey, Crosby! Bing Crosby! C’mere!” He must have seen the column already I went over to the table with careful steps. “The store is closed now,” I said. “Tomorrow.”

“Word for word,” Temple said, holding up a circle of thumb and index finger. “ I just want to bow humbly and eat every word I said today. How do you do it, sweetheart?”

“ I fill trash cans with people,” I said, and he blinked trying to make something of the bitterness in my voice.

The other people at the table looked at me blankly and went back to their conversations.

“Listen to this one,” Temple said. “Maybe you can clean it up and give it to Hunsecker.”

He went into a long one I had given Otis Elwell three months ago, and I stopped listening to him. I was listening to the vultures at the table working over the new carrion. They were all talking at the same time, and I was the only one who was really listening.

“… and they weren’t even his, at least not all of them. Marty saw some bridgework lying on the sidewalk. …”

“Jesus, three gorillas. Did they have to—?”

“Well, who told him to try putting up a fight?”

“Three of them …”

“Listen, you oughta be happy the police in this town …”

“ I got three parking tickets last week. For my dough, I wish the kid would of killed them.”

“ I don’t know. Frankly, I never had him tagged as the type.”

“What—to try to outslug Harry Kello?”

“No, smoke reefers. But I guess you never can—”

“What does he have to try to get away for?”

“Maybe he had a late date. Ha ha.”

“Don’t be so—”

“The thing that kills me …”

“Sixty days, that’s all he would of got.”

“The thing that kills me …”

“When they take out the stitches, he’ll look like embroidery.”

“Will you listen to me for a minute!”

“ I could’ve sworn butter would melt—”

“The thing that kills me is that he dares to holler ‘frame.’”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Two years if he gets a day, I guarantee you.”

“I’m telling you Marty Flynn was right there. He saw the whole thing. Right in the boy’s pocket.”

“Who says don’t ever believe what you read in the columns?”

“Half of the pack was okay and the other half—marijuana. Yeah!”

“Did you ever try one?”

“Get away!”

“Wheee!”

“Well, what do you think, Falco?”

“What?” I turned to Temple. He was tugging on my sleeve.

“You think it’s a yock? You think he’ll like it?”

I stared at him with unseeing eyes. “He’ll love it,” I said.

“I got more. Listen—”

I was walking away. “He’ll eat it up.”

“Falco—”

“Give me another double,” I said to the bartender. “Hurry.”

I fished in my pocket for change. Suddenly, I had to talk to someone. I don’t know why. I had to talk to someone. I downed the whisky in one searing gulp and went to the phone booth. I dropped a dime in, and then I was dialing her number. What if I did wake her? She had always awakened me, hadn’t she? Hadn’t she always come into the room and turned on the lights just to see if her little Michael was all right? What’s the difference if it woke me, as long as the little one was all right?

Her phone came off the hook slowly and she groaned, “Yes?”

“Hello, Ma, this is Sidney.”

“What—what is it?”

“Nothing, I just wanted to …”

“To what?”

To what? Yes, to what?

“I woke you, didn’t I? I’m sorry, Ma.”

“Of course you woke me. Decent people are in bed hours ago. I never heard of such—”

“Mike was right, Ma.”

“Mike? What about Mike? My God, something’s happened to Mike! Sidney, please!”

“No, no, nothing at all. I was only saying …”

“Oh, my God, for a moment—”

“Mike was right. He was right—”

“You’re drunk, Sidney, aren’t you?”

“Never get drunk.”

“You’ve been drinking again, and you wake me out of a sound sleep to say nothing at all. You have absolutely no consideration—”

“Ma, listen—”

“I should think you would want to hide it from me in shame instead of calling me at this hour just to—”

I hung up quietly. Whatever had made me think—?

I had another dime. She answered on the first ring.

“Mary, honey.”

“Who is—? Sidney! Good heavens!”

“I didn’t wake you, baby, did I?”

She laughed. “Oh, no, don’t be silly, sweetie. I’m doing my nails. And what if you had? There’s no one I’d rather—”

“I’m at Scanlon’s. Meet me. I’ll wait here.”

“Now? Darling, you’re mad.”

“Please, Mary, please.”

“But I’m all undressed. My hair is in curlers. I can’t, really.”

“Baby, I want to see you. I want to talk to you. I’ve got to talk. It’s—”

“What’s the matter?” she asked quickly. “Is anything wrong?”

“No,” I blurted out, “nothing’s wrong. But … but …”

“What, darling, what?”

“Can’t you get dressed and come out? I want to sit and talk. This weather. I don’t know. I just don’t feel like being alone. …”

“Oh, darling, why didn’t you call earlier? We could have had dinner together. We could have been together all evening. Why didn’t you, Sidney? Why do you call now, when it’s too late?”

“Is it … is it really too late?”

“Of course it is, dear.” She sighed reluctantly.

“I suppose it is,” I said slowly. The day was over. The night had ended. This day, this night, could never be undone. There was really no going back now and changing it.

“Sidney …”

“Yes?”

“I’m so glad you called. It was sweet and nice. I’ll sleep now and have pleasant dreams. I was worried about today. About what happened.”

“I’m sorry, Mary,” I said.

“No, it was my fault. I shouldn’t have said—”

“I’m sorry. Good night, Mary. I’m sorry about every thing.”

“Don’t talk that way, darling,” she said. “We’ll make up for it. We’ll start tomorrow.”

“Yes,” I mumbled, “tomorrow.”

“Good night, darling.”

I hung up slowly. Tomorrow. Everything tomorrow …

One of the captains was rapping on the door of the booth. I let him rap. I just sat there without looking at him. Finally, he pushed open the door.

“There’s a call for you, Mr. Falco.”

I followed him inside to the reservation desk and picked up the phone. It was the switchboard operator at the Panamanian.

“Oh, Mr. Falco, I’ve been looking for you all over town.”

“What is it?”

“Well, Mr. Hunsecker called a while ago. He wants you to meet him at two o’clock.”

“At Twenty-One?”

“No. His home.”

The faint odor of caution. “What for?”

“He didn’t say, Mr. Falco.”

Couldn’t he wait? This was no time for taking bows, for the delicate staking of claims. Couldn’t he wait until tomorrow?

“And Mr. Robard is terribly upset about something, and he said if I reached you he wanted to speak to you.”

“Tomorrow,” I said.

“But he said specifically—”

“I’ll speak to him tomorrow.”

“And a Mr. Spahn called several times. He sounded very peculiar. As though he was—”

“Tell me about it tomorrow!” I hung up and went out to look for a cab.

Driving through the park toward Hunsecker’s apartment, I gazed out of the window at the dimly seen figures sprawled on the grass in search of air to sleep in. Here and there, on the benches near the road, lovers were locked in sweaty embrace.

I was tired, and I closed my eyes.

But I still kept seeing the lovers on the benches, and they were all Steve Dallas and Susan Hunsecker.

“Let’s get out of the park,” I said to the driver. “Go up Fifth.”

“Much nicer this way.”

“I said let’s get out of the park.”

“Sure, if you’re in a hurry, mister. I didn’t know—”

But there was no hurry, really. There’d never be any real hurry again. The days of hurry were over. I had graduated, tonight. From now on, all I’d be doing was collecting the diploma over and over again, seven days a week, all editions with an advance look at the proofs. And I should have been feeling damned good about it, but I wasn’t. That was going to have to wait until tomorrow, too.

VI

As I went up in the elevator to the nineteenth floor, old fears began to gnaw at my insides, prodded by bitter memories.

Nikko opened the door, blinking sleepy eyes.

“Which room?” I asked, as I went in.

“Mr. Falco expected?”

“Of course I’m expected.”

And please note, I come bearing no column copy, no apple for the teacher.

“Not home yet. Mr. Falco wait? In the living room, please?” It was more of a command than an invitation.

I walked into the huge, thickly carpeted show place that Hunsecker called a living room, past the statuettes and golfing trophies that stood on the table in silent tribute to the man’s self-love, and I sank exhausted into the green club chair. The lights were dim. The Capehart in the corner was playing softly, and as I sat there gazing at the portrait of Hunsecker on the wall, my eyes slowly closed, and I allowed the soothing music and the muted sounds of the city and the rich, sweet smell of success that permeated the room to lull my senses. I breathed the smell deeply, memorizing the scent, and then all at once I became aware of other sounds, other perfumes, and I turned, startled, as I heard her saying quietly, “You’re early, Sidney.”

“Susan!” I struggled to my feet. The fool! Why hadn’t he made it at Twenty-One?

“That’s right … Susan,” she said, curling up on the sofa and watching me carefully. She had on pink lounging pajamas, and she looked older, much older than when I had seen her in the office earlier in the day.

“You—you’re up late.” I looked around nervously. Why the hell hadn’t he made it at Twenty-One?

“J. J. said you’d be here,” she said, eyeing me closely. “He said I should try to be up when he got home.”

I swallowed.

“He said he wanted to have a little chat with me, Sidney. He wouldn’t tell me what about.” She paused. “Do you have any idea what it might be about?”

So it wasn’t to be a victory council, after all. It was to be something far worse. …

“How should I know?” I said thickly, sinking back into the chair where I would not have to look at her face if I didn’t want to.

“I just thought you might.”

I loosened my tie and opened my collar.

In the half light, it seemed as though she had too much powder on her face, and her eyes looked strange, as though she might have been crying, or drinking, and I had the feeling suddenly that she was watching me too intently.

I took off my jacket and folded it on the arm of the chair. “Can Nikko fix me a drink?”

“Nikko’s gone to bed. What would you like?”

“Never mind. It isn’t—”

“What would you like?”

“Bourbon and soda.”

She uncurled herself from the sofa and walked past me to the kitchen.

“Not too much soda,” I called after her.

I looked at my watch. Quarter to two. Much too early. I had been too eager, that was the trouble. Without meaning to, I had already started to press. I had arrived early, and the minutes were going to be knives of torment. I looked up, staring at the face on the wall. It had been captured on canvas by an artist who had managed to see only the strength and none of the weakness. It was the face of the man who had won power and fortune, not of the man who had summoned me to this room tonight because he felt unable to face his sister alone.

She came in noiselessly. “Here you are.”

I jumped, taking the drink from her with a shaking hand.

“What’s the matter, Sidney?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re not nervous, are you?”

“Why should I be nervous?”

“I don’t know. Do you?”

I noticed the glass in her hand as she sat down on that sofa.

“Since when do you …?” I nodded at the glass.

“Why not? I’m a big girl now. I’m even big enough to get married. Don’t you remember? It’s tomorrow.” Her voice did funny things. She raised her glass. “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” I said, gulping down the whisky gratefully.

“Why don’t you look at me, Sidney?”

I turned to her. “Okay,” I said, “I’m looking at you.” I held her gaze for a moment, and then I had to drop my eyes. “You look cool,” I said.

“And you look nervous.”

I finished the drink.

“What are you nervous about? You’re not getting married. It’s me. Look at me, Sidney.” Her voice rose. “Tell me, do I look nervous? Do I look like a girl who is going to get married tomorrow? Am I all dewy-eyed and flushed and breathless with excitement? Look at me.”

I glanced hastily at my watch. Where the hell was he?

“I know why you won’t look at me,” she said. “You’re angry because I haven’t thanked you yet.”

I stared at her. “Thanked me?”

“Yes. For being so nice to Steve, for getting him that wonderful engagement at the Panamanian. He did get it, didn’t he?”

“I—” My voice stuck in my throat.

“It’s been so many hours since I’ve heard from him. He never called me back, as he said he would. I guess he was so excited he forgot all about it. Isn’t that terrible? Sleeping Beauty, who can’t sleep because of the heat, and Prince Charming, who hasn’t even called about rescuing her. He did get the job, didn’t he, Sidney?”

I swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? That’s very strange. Didn’t you arrange it? If you don’t know, who would know? Of course, Steve would know, but he doesn’t seem to be talking, does he?”

“I … I left him at the club.” I squirmed in the chair. “I … I had to leave.”

“Oh, you had to leave? Then you weren’t there when he talked with Mr. Robard.”

“No.” I wiped my forehead with a handkerchief.

“And you weren’t there when he left?”

I shook my head.

“That’s too bad,” she said.

“What do you mean, too bad?” I cried out.

“Well, if you hadn’t left when you did, you would have known whether Steve got the job. You would have known everything there is to know, and we wouldn’t have to be sitting here playing guessing games. Let’s play another guessing game, Sidney. Or don’t you like guessing games? Let’s try to figure out where Steve might be right now, shall we?”

“Look,” I pleaded, “can’t we just sit here and wait for J. J.? I’m hot and tired.”

“Maybe you work too hard, Sidney.” She got up and came toward me. “Maybe you’re cursed with too much ambition.”

I twisted away, groaning, “Give me another drink.”

“Maybe you’re too intent on finishing whatever you set out to do.”

“Please. I’m tired.” I struggled to my feet and went to the window to escape the sound of her voice.

“What do you think of Bermuda for a honeymoon? Or don’t you know about such things?”

The lights of Long Island twinkled across the river.

“Steve loves to swim and go sailing. He loves the hot sun and clear blue skies. Isn’t it wonderful when two people who love each other turn out to like the same things, too?” Her voice was winding up too tightly. “It even turns out that we both always wanted nothing but a very small wedding. We always wanted—oh, God, all the things we wanted!”

An airport beacon flared and swung away in the distance.

“Did you ever want something too desperately, Sidney?”

I clung to the window.

“The worst thing in the world,” she choked, “wanting something so terribly, awfully much—” She broke off.

And in the silence I was aware, suddenly, of a change in the room behind me. The music had stopped. A voice was talking now. The announcer was saying something about five minutes of the latest news.

The latest news!

I turned and went for the radio.

“Wait a minute!” Her voice stopped me. “What are you doing?”

“You don’t want to hear this,” I said.

“Why not?”

“I’ll get some music.”

“What’s wrong with the news?”

“No!”

“What’s wrong with the news, Sidney?”

“ I don’t want to hear it,” I said thickly.

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll miss something important?”

“I’ll read about it tomorrow.”

“Sidney!” she cried out in a terrible voice. “Do you really think that I don’t know!”

I stared at the crumbling face.

“Don’t you know there was a one-o’clock news and a twelve-o’clock news?” she cried harshly, coming towards me. “Don’t you know Steve is important enough to make all the news? Didn’t I tell you that he’s the most important man in the world? Didn’t I, Sidney?”

I backed away, knowing there was something to say, but I was too tired. I needed sleep. Eight hours of forgetfulness. Tomorrow would be different. Where the hell was J. J.?

“Listen to the news!” she was screaming. “Stand there and let me look at you while you listen to it!”

“Don’t, Susan!” I held up a hand weakly.

I just want to see your face! Listen to the news!”

Her face was close to mine. The voice of the announcer was forcing the words on my protesting ears, the whole story, the details. …

“Listen!”

Her eyes were bloodshot. She had been crying. She looked old. Just like I felt. Old and tired. Too much to drink. It didn’t make you forget. Just made you tired.

“It makes you tired,” I mumbled brokenly. “You shouldn’t drink, Susan. It makes you say things.”

The voice on the radio had gone on to other news. But the face wouldn’t go away.

“Thank you,” it shrieked, “for saving me! You saved me from marrying a dope fiend! Thank you!”

“Please, don’t!”

“Thanks, Sidney!” She broke into a hopeless wail, and fell on the sofa. “Thanks, thanks, thanks, Sidney. You’re so good to me. You and J. J. were always so good to me. How can I ever thank you?” Her voice cried out in torture, “Steve … Steve … they were so good to us, Steve. …”

“Stop it, Susan,” I groaned, sinking down heavily be side her. She was sobbing into the cushions, staining them with her tears.

“It won’t be so bad,” I said to her softly. “You can go away, take a trip somewhere, forget about all this.”

Her body shook convulsively.

“You’ll go away on a trip, see new faces. It won’t mean a thing in a couple of weeks. Come now, stop crying. You’ll go away on a trip with J. J.—”

She looked up at me slowly, still sobbing.

“—on the Queen Mary. Next week. He’s got the tickets.”

“No.” Her tear-stained face was turned to me, and she was moaning weakly. “No. No—”

“That’s right,” I said. “Next week. To Europe. On the Queen Mary. I saw the tickets.”

“My God.” she whispered softly. “No.”

“Stop crying now. Just you and J. J. You’ll forget everything. That’s a good girl. No crying.”

She was suddenly quiet, just staring at me.

“Good girl, now.” I patted her. “I’ll get you a drink. You’ll feel better. I’ll get us both a drink.” I got up from the sofa, and her eyes followed me as though she were hypnotized.

“Wish I was going on a trip myself,” I said. “Away from this city. Be right back. No crying, now.”

I made my way to the kitchen and fumbled for the light. Hell of a place to keep his liquor, the kitchen. Surprised he didn’t keep it in the safe. She’d have to drink nothing but Cokes until she learned the combination. Good brother, J. J. Best brother a girl ever had. Not like me. Lousy brother. Mike was right.

The stuff burned going down. Not enough soda. No soda at all.

I went back to the living room with her drink. Nice and quiet now. Soft dance music. No sobbing. No Susan.

“Susan?”

The room was too damned big. No Susan. Only the stains on the sofa.

I fell back in the club chair and drained her drink. If that’s the way she wanted it, it was okay with me. Let her stay in her own room where I couldn’t hear her. Let her go jump in a lake of tears. Let her go jump—

I sat up as it came to me suddenly, compounded of small, unrelated things: the look last seen on the crumpled face; the whispered words; the silence of this room; the noise heard from down the hall; the scraping, squeaking sound—like—like what? Like a window—

Yes, like a window!

“Susan!” I was out of the chair and fighting my way across the endless stretch of living-room carpet to the hall, crying wildly, “Susan! Susan!”

I was moving too slowly, like a man in a dream. The fog was enveloping my brain. “Susan, wait!”

Her bedroom was dark. The window was open. “Susan! No!” I rushed to the sill.

“What is it?”

I wheeled around gasping, “Susan!”

Dimly, I saw her there on the bed.

“Thank God!” I closed the window and went to her.

“What’s the matter, Sidney?”

Her voice was under control now. She’d be all right. But that open window—

“What are you doing there?” I struggled for breath.

“Thinking,” she said quietly. “I’ve been lying here thinking.”

“Well, come on,” I said in a shaking voice. “Get your drink.”

She sat up on the bed slowly, her eyes boring at me through the darkness. “So you thought I would kill my self, Sidney. Is that what’s expected of me?” She got up and switched on the lights and stood there staring at me. “You don’t know me any better than that?”

Her eyes were dry now, and the last drop of heartbreak had been wrung from her voice, leaving it cold.

“I was afraid for you, Susan. You’re upset.”

“Afraid all your plans were going out the ‘window?’”

“Don’t even say such a terrible thing.”

As she stood there looking at me, a strange, cold light stole into her eyes.

“Yes,” she said slowly, softly, “a terrible thing.” Her eyes gleamed. “Wouldn’t it be a terrible thing if every thing were to go out the window?”

I went cold at the sound of her voice.

“You,” she said, “and J. J., and the innocent little girl he can’t let go of.” She smiled suddenly. “All of it out the window.”

“What do you mean?”

She went past me toward the door.

“What a terrible, wonderful thing that would be.” She was laughing.

“Susan!” I jumped to her side, but it was too late be cause the door was already closed, and she was turning the key in the lock, and I was tearing at her hands savagely, crying, “What’s the idea?”

She broke away, with the key in her hand, and stood in the center of the room. “Come on, Sidney.” She faced me defiantly. “Let’s see you take it away from me like you’ve tried to take away everything else!”

I ran to the door and fought with the knob, but the door was locked. “Listen now”—I went to her and grabbed her wrists—“What do you think you’re doing?” I tore at her fists and worked them open. The key was no longer in her hand.

“Search me, Sidney,” she said quietly. “Take my clothes off. Maybe you’ll find the key. Maybe you won’t.”

“What’s come over you?” I cried in a hoarse voice.

She laughed a horrible laugh, and ran to the switch, and suddenly the lights were out, and she was moving at me in the darkness, and her arms were encircling my neck, and she was murmuring, “Hold me close, Sidney. I want you to know what Steve will have to wait for. Kiss me, and find out what he’s missing. Go on. Don’t be afraid. Kiss me. J. J. isn’t here yet.”

“Stop it!” I fought to rip her arms from me, but she locked them tighter. “Susan!” She squirmed against me, smearing my face with her lipstick. “Don’t be a fool!”

“This is what you wanted,” her voice stabbed at me in the darkness. “This is what you’ve been moving heaven and earth for, isn’t it, Sidney? You didn’t want Steve to have me. You wanted me for yourself, didn’t you? Isn’t that the truth that J. J. will always believe?”

“My God! No!” I broke her grip and threw her away from me, and rushed to the wall and turned on the lights.

“Oh, yes, Sidney,” she said quietly, smiling and nodding.

“You wouldn’t!” My face blanched. I looked around frantically.

“The window, Sidney,” she said in a voice of iron. “That’s the only way out. But you won’t take it. You don’t want to die.”

“Susan, please.” I reached out a hand imploringly.

“You want to live, and grow fatter, until some day you’ll be so fat with power, you’ll be even greater than J. J. Hunsecker, isn’t that right, Sidney? You don’t want to die. You just want to live so you can kill!” “You wouldn’t lie to him.”

“Of course I would,” she said harshly. “The terrible thing about people like you is that decent people have to become so much like you in order to stop you—in order to survive.” Her voice rang out. “But they always survive, Sidney! That’s the wonderful thing.”

“Give me that key,” I said quickly.

“Steve will be out some day. It doesn’t make any difference when. He’ll be out, and I’ll be there to meet him.”

“I said give me that key!” I moved at her.

She backed away, crying, “But you’re through, Sidney! You’re as finished as a man can be while he’s still alive!”

I grabbed her with one hand and slapped her face hard. “Give it to me, do you hear!”

“You came into her bedroom,” she spit the words at me, “and you ruined the sister of J. J. Hunsecker forever. You destroyed the image, everything that’s dear to him, didn’t you, Sidney?”

“Shut up!” I struck her again.

“Let him live with the memory of what you’re doing to me in this room for the rest of his life!” she cried out. “He’ll love you for it!” She tore away from me and ripped the covers off the bed. “Come on, Sidney. Undress me and help yourself to the key!”

She stopped and turned to listen. I heard it, too. Outside. The noise. The front door …

“Susan,” I moaned.

“Hurry, Sidney,” she whispered.

“Oh, God …”

She was ripping her blouse into shreds, standing in her brassiere now and tearing at her trousers …

I went to her. “Don’t!”

“You’ll need the key, Sidney.”

“Don’t!”

“There, Sidney.” She stepped back and the key lay there on the carpet, gleaming up at me, as the sounds grew louder—the searching voice, frantic footsteps. “You can go now,” she said softly. “It’s over— finished—done with—forever.”

I picked the key up from the floor, moaning quietly to myself, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry …”

“I warned you, Sidney.” Voices echoed out of the past.

“I’m sorry,” I cried softly, as though they would ever hear me— any of them, all of them—to everyone I had ever known I cried, “I’m sorry,” as I walked slowly to the door.

And then, as I knew I would, I heard her begin to cry out behind me. I heard the voice of a girl who would never be a girl again, and she was crying, “Help me, J. J.! Help me, J. J.! Oh, please, J. J., help!” And from the other side, the other voice was shouting hoarsely and the furious fists were pounding against the door, and I went to it, moaning softly, “I’m sorry … I’m sorry,” and I turned the key in the lock and pulled open the door.

And then I saw the face.

“J. J. … Look, J. J. … Wait a minute. … Listen to me. … J. J. … For God’s Sake! … J. J.! … Jesus! … Don’t. …”

The Man Who Liked to Look at Women

FIRST HE GLANCED WITH DELIBERATE unseeing eyes at some of the other passengers in the subway car who were, like himself, aging and work-weary and unbeautiful. Then he panned his gaze slowly across the advertising posters, reading—but not reading—of cough mixtures and hair rinses and headache powders. And finally, like a dog that has circled its bowl of food long enough, he looked directly at the girl, and she was unlawfully beautiful.

She was slender and bare-limbed and very blonde, and she wore a simple black dress and a glowing suntan and the light of youth in her eyes. Lew stared at her above the page of his newspaper and something inside of him made him want to cry, and unaccountably he found himself thinking of the first time he had seen the Grand Canyon on the Greyhound Tour with Martha years ago, when he had felt the urge to jump over the edge.

Suddenly her eyes met his—cool, gray-green eyes—and he looked away quickly, thinking: you too, like all the rest of them … cruel, thoughtless, selfish of your beauty. Impatiently he stared at the blur of print on his paper, and when he looked up at her again, he breathed imploringly: Please let me look at you for more than a few seconds—not furtively but with admiration. I want only to look at you, nothing more, as I would examine anything that is beautiful. Please let me. …

But she wouldn’t. She caught his glance immediately and forced it away, and then the train was at his station and he was out on the platform watching her disappear forever from his sight. It was so little that he asked for, really—and so unattainable: just to be able to look, that was all … without tension, without guilt, without the inevitable reprimand in their eyes. Take away summer sunsets and national parks and paintings that hang in museums, if they must, but let him enjoy the eighth wonder of the world.

He walked home slowly from the subway station, instead of taking the bus, and he was quiet at the dinner table, taking no part in the babble of his wife and the three children. And at precisely the moment he had known she would, Martha asked him if anything were wrong.

“Not a thing, dear,” Lew assured her with a quick smile. “I guess I’m just a little bit tired.”

And so much else, he thought.

“You’ve left some meat on your chops,” Martha said, poking at his plate with her fork. “Look. All this here is meat. If you only knew how hard—”

“I’m sorry. I’ll finish it,” he said quietly. He gnawed on the bones and watched Martha across the table, telling himself again that he still had a deep affection for her, and wondering for the thousandth time whether his life would have been any different—one way or the other—if she had remained lovely to look at.

Afterwards, he listened while his eldest daughter, Tina, ran through her piano exercises, and when he saw Martha settle down in her chair with a pile of socks in her lap and the needle and thread in her hands, he put on his worn felt hat and announced that he was going out for a walk.

Martha looked up from her darning. “I thought you were tired.” she said evenly.

“Maybe the air will do me some good,” Lew said.

“I see,” Martha said to the heap of socks in her lap. She didn’t say anything for a while, and then she added: “Will you bring me back an ice-cream cone, Lew?”

“All right,” he said.

“Vanilla.”

“Vanilla,” Lew said.

He patted her on the head and left the apartment, but he did not go for a walk. He caught the bus to the subway station and rode downtown as far as Fiftieth Street and Broadway, and when he emerged to the street he crossed over and walked up to a brightly lit drugstore window. It was a balmy Indian summer night and the sidewalks were jammed with gay, pleasure-bound crowds. Lew stood there, bright-eyed, hardly knowing where to look first—a nondescript little man in neatly shabby clothes with his nose pressed up against the windowpane of the world.

… There were so many of them and each of them in her own individual way so wonderful to look at, but they walked too fast and there were too many places to look and only two eyes to see them with and almost before you saw them they were gone from your life forever and you wanted to shout “stop! stop!” and freeze the scene, like shutting off a motion-picture projector, but that would have been worse because so much of the beauty was sheer female movement … the sure-footed prance of long legs in high heels … the gentle up-and-down bobbing of long, shining hair on shoulders … the slow panther gait … the bouncy short steps … hips and arms and calves in a symphony of grace. …

He hardly noticed the redhead in the green dress who had stopped beside him to look at the drugstore window display. She stood there a long time without looking at him, and then after a while she gave him a short side glance and finally, with her face still turned to the window, she said: “When did you get back from Chicago, Mr. Wilson?”

He looked around, startled. “There must be some mistake,” he said. “My name isn’t Wilson. And I haven’t been in Chicago.”

“That’s okay. Don’t let it bother you,” she said to the window. “I’ve met lots of guys who never were in Chicago, and they still liked to have a good time … Mr. Wilson.”

“Look, my name is not—”

“I know,” she turned from the window and smiled at him and he didn’t like her face. “It’s Jonathan Smith and you live in East Orange, New Jersey, and believe it or not you’re waiting for a sidecar. I’m thirsty too. Shall we?”

“Shall we what?”

“Shall we dance?”

He looked at her mutely.

Her smile evaporated. “Am I boring you?”

“Please,” Lew said, looking away.“Well, then, what were you standing here for?” she said in a harsh voice.

Lew looked at her wildly, and then he turned and fled into the drugstore and ordered a small coke at the fountain, and it was several minutes before his hands stopped shaking. They just wouldn’t let him, that was all. It was so little that he wanted of them and they just wouldn’t let—

He sucked in his breath sharply. He hadn’t seen the girl who was sitting diagonally to his right at the side of the fountain … the exquisite cameo face with shining gold hair piled high in a majestic upsweep. He set his glass down slowly on the counter and stared at her in rapt amazement. This was what he needed … as a drunk needs another shot … as a drowning man needs a straw. He began to examine the aesthetic wonder of her features, pleading silently: Please don’t, please don’t, pl—

She turned her head sharply and met his gaze head on, and he felt the impact in the pit of his stomach, and it was so sudden that he dared not avert his eyes too abruptly. And then after horribly eternal seconds he broke and looked down at his glass, feeling the color rising to his cheeks. He hated her. He hated every damned breath-taking one of them. But this one he hated more bitterly than any of them because she was right there now, hoarding herself like a beautiful miser, denying the cool, clear drink to the man who was dying of thirst. Well, she wouldn’t get away with it, damn her. Not this time.

He looked up again, and her eyes were there waiting for him, waiting like a motorcycle cop behind a roadside bush, but he didn’t care now. He stared boldly at her, without wavering, and he kept staring into her eyes even though his heart was beating uncomfortably fast, even though the tension and the awareness of each other made it impossible for him to derive any enjoyment from her beauty. And finally she averted her eyes. Not he. She did. But even as he was bringing his glass to his lips to cover the flush of triumph, he became aware for the first time of the large, florid-cheeked man in the loud sport jacket sitting on the far side of the girl and obviously watching him closely.

Lew tossed a dime on the counter and started to slide from his stool, but he knew it was too late, for the big man was already calling to him: “Is there anything I can do for you, mister?”Lew looked away as though he hadn’t heard, but the red-faced man got up from his seat, patted the girl comfortingly on the shoulder, and walked slowly towards him, swaying slightly as he walked.

“You got something on your mind there, mister?” he said, testily. “Something bothering you?”

Lew laughed nervously. “Why no,” he said.

“Well, whaddaya looking at?” The man towered like a mountain of over-dressed beef.

“I was only … only …” Lew groped for the right words.

“You was only what?”

The big man stepped up to him and Lew could feel heads turning to watch them, and he saw that the girl had a scornful smile on her face and he could smell the liquor on the man’s breath. He felt terribly small.

“You was what?” the man with the loud jacket repeated.

“She’s very lovely,” Lew said suddenly, knowing even as he said it that those were not the right words.

The big man drew in his breath sharply. “All right, c’mon,” he said.

Lew backed away slowly.

“Get moving,” the big man said, his huge bulk shifting forward implacably.

“Now wait a minute,” Lew said hoarsely.

“C’mon. Come on!”

“Where do you get—?” Lew started to protest, but it was too late because the big man was upon him now, and somewhere in the terribly silent drugstore he heard a snicker and he wanted to turn and run. But all at once a wave of hot, blind fury was surging over him and suddenly he was lashing out desperately with his fist at a thousand beautiful faces and a thousand pairs of accusing eyes and it caught the man hard in the pit of his stomach. And in the brief confusion as the big man toppled back stunned against the fountain, knocking over a glass, Lew turned and walked out as slowly as he dared and immediately was swallowed up in the crowds. He didn’t even turn to look back when he heard a voice shouting far behind him, but quickly went down into the subway station and took the local to Seventy-second Street and then changed to an express, and when he found himself standing near an exotic brunette with alabaster skin he pushed his way hurriedly into the next car and waited for the turmoil within him to subside. …

Martha was sitting in the big chair watching television when he got home. She looked up at him as he put his hat away, and the first thing she said was: “You forgot the ice-cream cone again, Lew.”

“Oh, darn it, I’m sorry,” he said. “Do you want me to go back down?”

“No. Never mind.” She looked away.

“I’m sorry,” Lew said again. He walked into the bedroom, undoing his tie, and he really wasn’t sorry, because he knew that Martha was more pleased with his having forgotten than she would have been with the ice-cream cone. That was the way it was with people. Everyone had a hidden source of pleasure. He sat down slowly on the edge of the bed and stared dully at his shoes.

Don’t You Like It Out Here?

THE TROUBLE WITH HOLLYWOOD is, no matter how little there is to do at night, the sun is always there in the morning to make the hangover seem worse.

I swung around in the swivel chair, trying to work the glare down onto the trade paper instead of smack into the hot coals I used for eyeballs, and I scanned the rest of the column. But I could have saved myself the eyestrain. We weren’t in Connolly either. I tossed him into the over-flowing wastebasket along with Parsons and Hopper and stared gloomily at the junkpile on my desk.

“Is there anything wrong, Mr. Bliss?” my secretary asked.

I just gave her a sour laugh. One of these days I was going to surprise her and answer that question. I would take a few hours off and tell her what was wrong … with me … with everything … and she’d take it all down in shorthand and I’d sell it to the studio for a hundred thousand dollars—and that, of course, would turn it into a lie because then I’d be rich and a successful writer instead of a mediocre studio press agent going nowhere.

The phone rang, and I heard her say, “Right away,” and then to me: “He wants to see you.”

“That’s sweet of him.” I took my cashmere jacket from the back of the chair and walked upstairs to Producers Row to the office with the largest white shingle of all hanging down above it. Mrs. Samuels gave me the nod and I went right into the inner sanctum.

Finn Wildbeck, Norway’s gift to Hollywood, sat slumped in the big wingback chair behind the enormous desk, and I had to look hard to find him. As though to add emphasis to the painful fact of his smallness, he seemed to prefer everything oversize—furniture, cigars, women. … I guess you would call it a form of masochism, like having his wife’s picture on his desk where he’d have to see it.

He didn’t bother to look up at me. He just waved a hand at the chair beside the desk and muttered, “Sit down.”

I sat, and I waited. Finally he turned the pale blue eyes on me and contemplated me for a long moment.

“Harry,” he said, softly. His mouth drooped with gentle sadness. “Don’t you like it out here?”

“Look, Mr. Wildbeck.” I edged forward on the chair nervously. “It isn’t my fault. I’m in there pitching. It’s —it’s—I don’t know what it is with those columnists. They print whatever I give them about our productions, and the stars—even the little nothings on the lot—but when I try to feed them anything about you, I get all kinds of resistance. I’m beginning to think they—”

“My dear boy”—Wildbeck blinked at me with wounded surprise— “did I say anything? I only asked you, don’t you like it out here.” He took a deep suck on the cigar and unloosed a grayish cloud into the room. “In other words, Harry, I am inquiring do you enjoy the climate, and the convertible you drive, and the charge account at Dick Carroll’s, and the steaks at Chasen’s, and the wild rice at La Rue’s?” He took another drag. “And do you enjoy the comparative ease of existence between the hours of ten and five within the gates of this studio?” He shot a glance at me. “Eh? What’s that?”

I jumped. “Well sure,” I nodded. “Yes, Mr. Wildbeck.”

“Or do you hanker for the life you left behind as a reporter on that great New York newspaper—what is its name again?”

“It suspended publication many years ago,” I said, looking away. “Ah yes, yes, of course. Pity.” He examined the tip of his cigar. “It is always a matter of great personal sadness to me to see men lose their jobs.”

I swallowed the dryness in my mouth and stared down at my shoes.

Suddenly his voice rang out sharply. “Look at me, Harry. Quick. Look what I’m doing.” My head jerked up and I saw him seize the framed photograph of his wife. “Now watch me.” He opened the top drawer of his desk, placed the photograph inside and slid the drawer shut. “Symbolism, Harry, the way we do it in pictures. The flickering candle that goes out, to show death. The glowing embers that flare up into flame, then die out, to show the course of passion.” He tapped the desk drawer. “What I have just shown you, in a traditionally artistic manner is Mrs. Wildbeck, my wife, boarding the Super Chief next week for her annual trip to New York.” His face broke into a smile that was devoid of humor. “How do you like that for imaginative symbolism, Harry? Perhaps I should have been a writer. Do you have a good imagination? You’re young. There’s still time for you to become a writer. You’d like that, wouldn’t you—to graduate from what you are doing and become a writer for the studio?”

I swallowed. “Yes, Mr. Wildbeck,” I said, in a stunned voice.

“All right, then.” He sat up in his chair. “Come over here, next to me.” I went to his side and saw the stills there on his desk—Mickey Van Kroll’s latest shots of the studio’s current crop of stock girls, hopefuls who had come to Hollywood with large dreams, only to wind up inevitably as glorified models for bathing suit and evening gown layouts in the fan magazines. Wildbeck’s pudgy hands were fondling the pictures like a poker player caressing a full house.

He began to deal them onto the desk one at a time. “Nothing,” he grunted. The bathing-suit shot … the upside-down glamour shot … the all-American outdoor girl … the sweater stuff … “Nothing … nothing … nothing …” He dealt another. “Nothing,” he said, then looked up at me to catch the expression that had suddenly hit my face. “Eh, Harry?”

“Jesus,” I breathed softly, reaching down to pick up the glossy. “Who …?” It was all so beautifully simple. Just a piece of black taffeta clinging to the body … the hair hanging carelessly, almost uncombed, to the bare shoulders … the teasing lighting, not enough of it, the kind that made your eyes strain to fill in details … and the face … lovely, but not smiling like the others … just sullen, to-hell-with-everybody sullen. She was magnificent. The caption said: “Rosemary Cobb.” I glanced at Wildbeck. I saw his face and suddenly I was back to earth again and the sick feeling was taking root in me. I tossed the photo back on the desk and tried to shrug it off with the others. “Not bad—”

But he was already going into the speech. “… And the public is tired of the same old faces, Harry, just like you and I. They want new excitement, something to revive their fading interest. It is too long now since the studio has developed a new personality. …”

“A year,” I said. “Laurie Sully.”

Wildbeck waved his cigar in annoyance. “You should go far, Harry. You have a fine memory for trifles.”

As though I could ever forget …

He cleared the phlegm from his throat and the memory of Laurie Sully with it. “Unfortunately for these young hopefuls, they are up against the cruel facts of life out here. In order to get the opportunity to prove themselves, they must know the right people and be liked by the right people, at the right time …”

Two years ago—poor, bewildered Susan Delacross. …

“… But if that is the way things are, that is the way things are, and sometimes it is far more sensible to adapt oneself to life than to fight it.” He tapped the photo with a well-manicured finger and breathed, “I think I would like to help this girl, Harry. She strikes me as having wonderful potentialities. Where are you going?”

I stopped, halfway to the door. I didn’t have to hear the rest, really. I knew it all, right down to the chuckle and the tagline about discretion being the better part of valor, California community property laws being what they were. I turned, and our eyes locked.

“I understand, Mr. Wildbeck,” I said.

“Then why don’t you smile, Harry? Let me see you looking like a young man with a future.”

“Yes, Mr. Wildbeck,” I said in a hoarse voice, and went out fast.

I guess in any industry that numbered thousands of decent, hardworking individuals, there always had to be a few people like Finn Wildbeck—and me. The amazing thing was, we always managed to find each other.

Personnel gave me a North Hollywood address and a telephone number. I called her on the private line, gave her a short spiel, and set up a luncheon date at the Derby.

She arrived five minutes early, and if it hadn’t been for the hair—it was red, and down to here—I might not have recognized her. The loveliness was there all right, fresh-air, soap-and-water, early-to-bed loveliness. But the sullen, to-hell-with-everybody look had been strictly Van Kroll. She was only a kid, a bright-eyed, beautiful kid who would someday crowd Ava and Audrey right off the screen if she made the smart moves. I grabbed my third martini at the bar, and a glass of sherry for her, and we took them to a table and gave the waiter something to worry about. Then I turned to her. “Why the look?”

“I was just wondering,” she said. “I was wondering whether you drink that way because you’re celebrating something, or because you’re as hilariously happy out here as I am?”

“Look,” I said quickly, “we didn’t come here to talk about me.”

The smile faded from her eyes, and I knew then that she hadn’t wanted to come to the point so terribly soon. She snapped a breadstick nervously. “Okay, Mr. Bliss. You talk … I listen.”

I clutched at my martini. “Well”—I took a swallow—“I really gave it to you all—at least most of what there is—over the phone. Finn Wildbeck is interested—”

“Finn Wildbeck?”

“—is interested in having you get a publicity buildup at the studio and I’m supposed to dig for the facts to get a campaign rolling.”

She was eyeing me closely. “Why me?”

I laughed, but it didn’t come off. “Well, you’re not exactly what we call a monster, honey, and—and Wildbeck feels that you’ve shown sufficient promise as a motion picture personality to—to warrant going all out for you.”

“Is that right?” She took her time lighting a cigarette. “And where, exactly, did I show this great promise?”

I looked for it somewhere in the martini glass and came up with an onion. “Your screen test,” I said.

She stared at me for a moment. “You know something, Mr. Bliss?”

“You can call me Harry.”

“You don’t belong out here. You don’t know how to lie worth a damn. The eyes move around a little too much and you duck behind that glass as though it were a mulberry bush.” She blew a furious stream of smoke at me. “In the first place, my screen test wasn’t just bad, it was awful. And in the second place, even if it had been good it wouldn’t have made the least bit of difference with Finn Wildbeck because there’s only one thing that makes any difference with Finn Wildbeck. Now do you want to talk straight, or must we go on playing games?”

I looked at her. I watched her trying to be as tough and hard as she talked. And I shrugged. “Okay, baby. You’re so hep I won’t have to draw diagrams then. I’ll just put it this way: sometimes, in the picture business, you have to know the right people, and sometimes you have to yes the right people.” I drained the martini down hurriedly. “Well, the time is now … the right people are Finn Wildbeck … and you, baby, happen to have been tagged ‘it’ … that is, if you want”—I waved a hand— “whatever it is that you want.”

Her face went pale. “And … and where do you come in?” she asked in a faltering voice.

“Me? I’m the maker of myths. I establish the legend that you belong to me. We get seen in the right places. I whisper to the right people who whisper to the right columnists and presto … Rosemary Cobb and Harry Bliss have quote discovered each other unquote. That takes the curse off you. You can be seen in the company of Finn Wildbeck and me without Mrs. Wildbeck’s gossipy friends getting the dangerous notion that I’m along merely as window-dressing. In fact, in some places you can be seen with Wildbeck without me, because after all, everybody knows that Rosemary Cobb and Harry Bliss are quote sharing the same soda-straw at Schwab’s unquote.”

She examined her cigarette for a long time. “And after that …?”

I played with the silverware. I searched the crowded room desperately for the waiter and another martini. I shifted the knot of my tie. But she was still waiting for an answer. And after that?

“Look,” I blurted out, “I don’t write the script. I only dress the set.”

She shook her head with a wry, bitter smile. “They must pay you an awful lot of money, Harry.”

“Listen,” I snapped, reddening, “you don’t want it, say so, but don’t give me any of that holier-than-thou routine. There are plenty more where you came from, and maybe you don’t have what it takes anyway. A pretty face, sure, but it takes more than that. It takes a strong stomach, and if you just don’t happen to have it—or want it—okay. It’s a free country.”

That got her.

“Who said anything about not wanting it?” she shot back in a voice that was charged with anger—anger for me, anger for the system, anger for not having been spared the opportunity to make the choice. “I’d be a fool not to want it, wouldn’t I?”

“Suit yourself,” I said.

“Wouldn’t I be the prize sucker to let a Finn Wildbeck be too much for me after all I’ve gone through to get this far, which is just about nowhere at all?” She crushed out her cigarette as though it were a poisonous spider and fought back the bitter tears. “Can you imagine me getting a weak stomach now, after all those auditions for near-sighted, leg-crazy Broadway producers, and the months in the model agencies where only some of the girls were models, and the beauty pageants where the judges fought with each other to see who would handle the tape measure?” Her lips were quivering and I had to look away. “I was fifteen when I found out that sugar and spice and everything nice were not what little girls were made of—so just don’t worry about me. Here I am, and there you are, and bring on Finn Wildbeck, wherever the hell he is!”

I raised the empty martini glass and looked her in the shoulder. “To you, honey,” I said. “A big future.”

“You’re darned right,” she said, swallowing hard.

And a little later, when I saw Leo Stern, one of Louella’s legmen, heading for our table, I decided that now was as good a time as any to begin, so I said, “Smile, honey, quick,” and took her hand in mine, and it was cold—cold like the hand of any kid who whistles in the dark.

Take it from me, there’s only one way to be on the town with a girl in Hollywood. Take her on the merry-go-round, with the expense account paying for the rides, and don’t strain yourselves reaching for the brass rings, because both of you are in it strictly for the angle and let the laughs fall where they may. Sure, it’s the only way to do it, strictly for the angle and strictly for the kicks.

Sure.

Like the afternoon we picked four out of seven at Santa Anita and blew it all on the eighth because who needed the dough and who really cared, as long as the neighboring boxes were filled with blabbermouths who didn’t need field glasses to spot red hair … and like the night I took her to the sneak preview at Riverside and we wrote “It stinks” on the card and didn’t care that it was a Wildbeck production because we managed to laugh so hard that Hedda Hopper couldn’t have missed seeing us even if the fruit-salad hat had slipped down over her eyes.

Oh, it was a great routine, and I’m sure that we didn’t mind a minute of it. I guess all the terrible drinking was only because the night spots are smoky and the throat gets parched and you get an awful thirst.

We’d have dinner at Romanoff’s and ringside at Ciro’s and do a wobbly rhumba at the Crescendo and refuel in the Polo Lounge of the Beverly Hills Hotel and show ourselves at the Mocambo and some of the Sunset Strip joints whose neon by that time would be only a blur, and one night when we were halfway back to her apartment in North Hollywood I discovered that she was driving and I was reciting poetry and trying to recall the name of the last picture Susan Delacross had made before taking the sleeping pills, and when I woke up I was on the sofa in her living room with the morning sunshine in my face and a stiff neck and a velvet jacket on my tongue and my hundred-andfifty-dollar suit looking like a rumpled potato sack, and the note on the table said: “There’s some coffee in the Silex. If Benny Thau or Buddy Adler should call, I’m at Jax buying a new dress for the pace that kills.” But we made the Hollywood Reporter and Daily Variety.

We made them all.

How could we miss, with my know-how, her flaming red hair, and the Jax necklines? In fact, maybe my know how had nothing to do with it.

I knew we were over the hump when people on the lot were using my first name who had never even known my last. And when we made Louella for the second time, I decided we could relax and take a breather for a night, so I took her to dinner in the quiet atmosphere of the Bel-Air Hotel.

The only trouble with that was, the crackling log fire was so convincing it made you think of places where it snowed in January, and that meant New York, which was home to both of us. And when you sit at one table for too long you find you can’t keep the laughs going all the time and you can’t just sit there and stare at each other, so you talk, and when you run out of gossip you talk about each other and it just doesn’t seem like the time or the place for a lot of drinking. Maybe that was the trouble, too. That … and the talk about each other.

“Two of a kind, aren’t we, Harry?” I could feel her eyes on me, as they had been all evening.

“Yeah,” I muttered, watching the dancing flames in the fireplace, “aces back to back.” And what I didn’t say was: “And Wildbeck deals.” I turned to meet her gaze. Every time I looked at her it was like coming upon her loveliness for the very first time. “You have to know what you want and go after it, kid,” I said, too insistently, as though trying to convince myself as well as her. “It’s the ones who don’t know what they really want, or who know but don’t know how to get it—they’re the schnook of the world. They’re the ones who’ll be paying the price of admission to see the pictures you’re going to star in, and I’m going to write. Isn’t that right?”

She looked away. “Of course.”

“Sure, and they’ll be sitting in the balcony, too,” I said. “The squares … the cornballs … sitting in the balcony holding hands and waiting for the five-dollar raise to come through.”

“But not us,” she said to the fire.

“Hell, no. Not us.” I doused my cigarette in the water glass. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

We drove most of the way back to her place in silence. It was warm, and I had the top down, and the sky full of blue-white diamonds looked almost as real as a studio backdrop.

The silence began to weigh too heavily.

“I bet it’s snowing in New York right now,” I said.

“I wonder,” she breathed.

“Sure, we don’t know how lucky we are. Just think if we were in New York now we’d probably be cold and and wet and bundled up to our ears … probably sneezing and coughing, too. And look at us … with the top down.”

I looked at us. I looked at her.

“We’d be riding in a subway or a bus … not a convertible,” I said. I flicked my cigarette away and exhaled slowly. “Let’s say we’re married, you and I. We’re probably just coming home from a neighborhood movie. Can’t afford the big downtown houses because I’m just a hook-and-ladder chaser for one of the local papers and you … you’re selling perfume behind a counter at Saks Fifth Avenue.” I turned to her. “That’s an awful thing—hiding those legs behind a counter—but I’m sorry, honey, we need the salary.”

She smiled. I guess you would call it a smile.

I shifted into low speed at the foot of the hill for the long climb to the top where she lived, and I wondered whether Finn Wildbeck’s car would make in high. “And instead of nearing your three large rooms and the balcony overlooking half of southern California, we’d merely be on our way to a one-room apartment in Washington Heights overlooking a nice brick wall and smelling of steam heat and your amateur cooking.” I made the last hairpin turn “And you know what I’m thinking right now as I sit in that bus or subway, shivering and coughing and sneezing? I’m thinking … just like a schnook of the world … I’m thinking I can’t wait to get home, because I know there’s some of that Italian salami from the corner delicatessen waiting for us in the refrigerator, and a couple of bottles of beer. And when we get through polishing that off we’ll browse through the papers, tomorrow morning’s papers, and read in the columns how many Hollywood marriages went on the rocks since the day before. And then we’ll go to sleep, congratulating ourselves.” I shuddered. “Pretty grim … pretty awful picture, huh, baby?”

The car crunched to a stop before the white stucco apartment house, and I turned to her in the darkness, trying to make out what was wrong with her face. I touched it with my hand and it was wet. “Ah, baby, come on now …” I sighed. It was wet and I kissed it suddenly. I kissed the wet cheeks and the trembling lips and I murmured gently, “Honey … baby … don’t,” feeling the ache inside of me.

“Harry,’ she breathed, with her head on my shoulder. “Oh, Harry … why did I ever have to meet you?”

“What a lousy bit of casting,” I said softly.

“And why did you have to say Italian salami?”

“You love it too?”

“Terribly,” she cried.

“The dry salami with all the garlic?”

“Yes,” she wept, laughing.

“Ah, baby,” I shook my head, “what a shame, what a shame.”

“What’ll we do, Harry?”

I took her face in my hands and looked into her eyes, her wet shining eyes, and there was so much that I might have said, but all I could say, “You know what you want, kid.”

She stared back at me.

“Well, don’t you?” I said. “You’re almost there. You don’t want to throw it away. …”

She twisted her face away from me with a little cry.

I opened the door for her. “Good night, baby.”

“Don’t worry.” Her voice broke as she scrambled out. “I won’t get any lipstick on your career, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

Suddenly my hand shot out and grabbed her arm and I yanked her back into the car. “Whose career?” I snarled. And then my mouth was pressing cruelly on her lips so hard that she moaned with pain and the pain was what I wanted to hear and I dug my fingers into her back even harder as she fought to free herself. “Come on … say it … whose career?”

“Harry, don’t—” she choked. “Please, Harry. … I’m sorry. …”

I let go of her. “That’s all I wanted to hear.”

She got out, sobbing, and ran up the steps, and I didn’t even wait for the door to slam shut to drive away with a screech of tires, and I couldn’t even think of going home. I had to stop at a bar on the Strip first. And I stayed there until the only pain I could feel was the ache in my head, and when I woke up in the morning it wasn’t even morning any more, and when I got to the office the copy of weekly Variety was already there on my desk … the one that said: “L.A. to N.Y.— Mrs. Finn Wildbeck.”

The call came from upstairs right after lunch.

“You can go right in, Mr. Bliss.” Mrs. Samuels gave me the knowing smile.

“Well now, Harry. …” Wildbeck looked up at me with an expansive smile. “I haven’t seen you in many days. You have been a busy man— a very busy man.”

I ran my tongue over my dry lips and said nothing.

“Two things I have on my mind—both pleasant.” He brought a flame to the tip of the dying cigar and I waited while he sucked it to life.

“Number one, it now appears as though we are not going to be able to get Elizabeth Taylor from Metro for The Distant Years, and the thought struck me, what a grand spot it would be to introduce this young girl, what is her name again?”

“Rosemary Cobb,” I said, feeling the coldness growing in the pit of my stomach.

“Yes, yes, that’s the one,” he looked at me. “Of course, all this is still in the think stage. I would first have to decide that she is right for the role—naturally.”

“Yes, Mr. Wildbeck,” I said.

“Number two, I have spoken to Lerner Sprague, and I have convinced him that there is no reason why this studio cannot develop new writing talent much in the same manner as we develop fledgling stars. All of which means, the first opportunity comes along, in you go. Does that make you happy?”

I swallowed. “Yes, Mr. Wildbeck,” I said.

I braced myself.

“Tell me, Harry, do you have any important social engagements the next few days or nights?”

I nodded hopelessly.

“Miss Cobb?”

“Yes,” I said, in a hollow voice.

“That’s too bad,” he said. “Too bad. Now that I am, so to speak, alone for a while, I thought perhaps you might like to go to Palm Springs with me. We all of us here at the studio work too hard anyway, eh, Harry? But of course I wouldn’t want you to break any important engagements. Too bad.” He blew two perfect smoke rings at me. “Unless you would like to have her join us?”

I didn’t answer him. What was the use of answering him?

“As a matter of fact,” he drew cigar smoke into his mouth noisily, “it might give me a fine opportunity to evaluate the girl’s personality at close range. Tomorrow—” he sighed. “It would be nice if you could arrange it for tomorrow. …”

I could arrange anything. I could arrange the second coming of Christ.

“We won’t stay at the Racquet Club,” he was murmuring. “Too crowded. So many picture people. There’s a little place a few miles east of the Springs. La Jollita. You take your car and I’ll take mine. Then we won’t all have to go back in case you—or I—should get a hurry-up call from the studio. Neither of us is exempt from the urgent call of duty, eh, Harry?” His face cracked into a smile. “It could just be your good luck—or bad—that Lerner Sprague decides he wants to break you in on scripting the very day after you reach the Springs. Then where would we be—you and me and the girl—with only one car?”

I moved for the door. I had to get out into the air.

“Harry,” his voice hardened, “I want you to arrange it, do you hear me? I want you to call the girl. Come back here.”

I returned to the desk.

“You can use my phone.” He pointed to the private phone on his desk. “Call her,” he said. “Do it now.”

Dumbly I stared at the phone.

“Go on, Harry.”

“Yes, Mr. Wildbeck.”

I picked up the phone, and slowly I dialed the number. In a few days I was going to become a writer, and a girl who was only a beautiful kid was going to be started on her way to stardom, but I dialed the phone slowly, be cause in Hollywood good news never travels fast. And then I heard her voice.

“Hello, baby,” I said. I stared down at the little man behind the desk, and somewhere inside of me I was crying.

“Oh, Harry, I was so afraid you’d never call again.”

“Start packing, honey,” I said to her. “We’re going on a trip.”

“Tell her not to forget the bathing suit,” Wildbeck whispered, grinning.

“Where to?” She sounded far away.

“A little trip—” I faltered, looking at the face. I was looking at the grinning face and seeing everything there had ever been between us. I was seeing the years that lay in the past and the years that lay ahead for me, and maybe it was what I saw in that face. Maybe it was the sound of her voice saying again, “Where to, Harry?” Maybe it was a lot of things. Because suddenly I heard myself answering, “We’re going where the snow flies, baby, and the Italian salami grows. Just you and me. Does that make any sense to you?”

“Oh, darling, yes, yes, what sense!” she was laughing and crying. “What beautiful, wonderful sense!”

“I’ll pick you up in an hour.”

I hung up and stood before the desk, feeling the wild happy pounding of my heart.

“What kind of double talk is that?” Wildbeck stared at me in bewilderment.

“She isn’t going,” I said, with a crazy little laugh.

The cigar stood still in his mouth. “What do you mean, she isn’t going? Why not?”

“Because I told her not to,” I said quietly.

He sprang to his feet, and his cheeks were mottled with rage. “Do you know what you’re saying, Harry?”

I looked at the face and I knew then how badly I wanted no door left open. I did not want to be able to come back—not ever.

“I don’t think she would have enjoyed herself in Palm Springs, Mr. Wildbeck, and I don’t think she wants a future with a studio like this one. I’ve decided that I don’t like the kind of pictures you make here, Mr. Wildbeck. They are without taste—like you, Mr. Wildbeck.” He came around the desk swiftly, fists clenched.

“Why … you …”

“Yes, Mr. Wildbeck?” I stood before him, waiting.

His hands fell to his sides. “After all I’ve done for you,” he muttered harshly. “You were hungry … going nowhere … and I took you on …” He turned away. “I had such plans for you. The things I was going to do for you. Not just a writer. Big things.” He sat down in the chair behind his desk and his voice became weary. “Sit down, Harry. I want to have a talk with you. You were always such a fool. I cannot bear to see you throw away everything for … for a girl … a nothing.” He looked up at me. “That is it, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” I said. “A girl … a nothing.”

“Now listen to me,” he said softly.

I looked down at him and smelled forgiveness in the air, and suddenly I realized that he needed me, even now. All at once I saw that he had always needed me, that I had been, in a way, just as responsible for Finn Wildbeck as he had been for me. And knowing that would have to be part of the penance in the years to come, penance for a guilt that had been mutually shared.

“Sit down, Harry.”

“I haven’t time,” I said. “I’m leaving, Mr. Wildbeck. Quitting.”

His cheek began to twitch. “When?”

“Right now. As of this moment.”

“You’re fired,” he said.

“I never liked the job,” I said. “I want to find something clean … like spreading fertilizer.”

“Get out,” he said quietly.

“And I never liked the company I had to keep.”

He jumped to his feet. “I said get out!”

“Quick, Mr. Wildbeck, look what I’m doing.” I reached suddenly across the desk and ripped the cigar from his lips, leaving shreds of tobacco hanging from his stunned, open mouth. “Look!” I took the cigar and broke it in two. “Symbolism, Mr. Wildbeck, the way you do it in pictures. I have just shown you, in a traditionally artistic manner, the end of a beautiful friendship.”

I tossed the broken pieces of cigar on the desk and headed for the door.

“Harry, you’re through!” The voice came after me hoarsely. “You and the girl!” he screamed. “I swear before God that you and the girl will never get another job in pictures as long as I live! Do you understand what that means?”

I stopped at the door and turned to him, and I did not mind the words that came to my lips now, because I knew that they were there for the very last time.

I smiled.

“Yes, Mr. Wildbeck,” I said.

The Way Men Are

THE FARAWAY NOISES OF MIDTOWN Manhattan getting ready for another Saturday night drifted up the twenty stories and intruded in the half-dark, paper-littered office like muted jazz music in a morgue.

Al sat slumped at his desk for the last time, a slim, dark-haired man in his early thirties, with his desk drawers picked clean and five years of hopes and dreams and memories piled high in the wastebasket at his feet.

He looked up as Kennedy walked in briskly and stuck out his hand.

“Well … all the luck in the world, Al,” Kennedy said. “Keep in touch, will you?”

“Thanks,” Al said, taking the hand. “I sure will.”

The hell he would.

Kennedy avoided his eyes. “And I want you to feel that if the new job doesn’t pan out, your old desk will always be waiting for you.”

“Thanks,” Al said. Kennedy didn’t mean a word of it, and he knew that Al knew it, but that was all right. It was part of the ritual.

Kennedy’s heels clicked down the hall to the elevator, and then Al was alone with the distant music of the streets, and his crowding thoughts—and Hilda.

He could hear her puttering around in Kennedy’s office, doing all the unnecessary little things that were so necessary to her because they delayed her inevitable journey uptown to a lonely dinner—and the gay, romantic evening that happened only to other girls.

“Hey, Hilda,” Al stared vacantly out of the window at the lights in the tall buildings. “Don’t you ever go home? It’s twenty after six.”

“Don’t be silly,” she sang out. “I love it here. I pay Mr. Kennedy to let me work overtime. You poor thing. I’ll bet you’re sorry you’re leaving.”

“Yeah,” he said, hurling a paper clip hard against the wall. “You said it.”

He was thinking about the first meeting with Kennedy, and the first meetings with all the bosses he had ever worked for. The love at first sight, like it is with a woman. The enthusiasm and the striving and the feeling that this is going to be the real thing. And then the gradual falling out of love, the slow melting of work into monotony into discontent and the desperate search for a new romance, always winding up one Saturday night with him in front of an empty desk and a full wastebasket, wondering if the next one was going to be any different. He was thinking about a lot of things and, perhaps because he could hear her behind the partition and be cause so much of his life on the twentieth floor of this office building had been part of her life, and hers part of his, and it was all ending now, he kept thinking of Hilda.

He thought of Hilda with her slip always showing. He thought of the limp hair and the thick ankles and the shapeless lump of a body and the querulous voice and the myopic eyes peering hopefully through rimless glasses at a world that would always come into focus a little beyond her reach. And he wondered, as he had wondered so many times, whether being ugly on the outside was any worse than being like he was, and whether he too would some day discover a fantasy that helped. …

He recalled the first time she had complained to him about being forever annoyed by men. That one had been a man standing next to her on a crowded subway. Al had been with the firm only a few days, so he hadn’t said any thing. And then one rainy day when they had sent down for lunch and she had told him all about the fellow who kept calling her for a date, who claimed he’d noticed her in the elevator, Al had been on the verge of making a crack. But he had caught the look on her face, and something—he didn’t know what it was—had kept him from doing it then, or ever after

“It’s awful the way men are,” she always said, visiting at his desk when things got slow.

“Why, what happened?” Al would ask, as though he didn’t know, approximately.

“Oh, last night I was at the movies and there was a man sitting next to me—a nice-looking man, too—and he started to work his arm around the back of my chair and before the picture was over he had his hand on my shoulder and he was talking to me and trying to make a date. The nerve.”

And when she told it to a girlfriend over the phone, the man had even kissed her.

Al had heard plenty from Hilda in five years, and so had others. He had heard about the man who followed her home from the subway one night and how she had had to call a cop. He had heard about the letters she was getting from a fellow on the ninth floor she hardly knew, letters so “awful” she threw them away (of course). He had heard about all the men who had bothered her on the beaches and street corners and trolleys and subways and busses and in the elevators and movie houses and by mail and telephone, and always it had been in the same outraged, indignant voice, and when he was unable to look her in the face as she told these things to him, he never knew whether it was because he was afraid of laughing or afraid of crying. …

Somewhere in another world an impatient cab driver was leaning on his horn, and at the other end of the hall a girl was laughing a Saturday night laugh, and a voice was calling to him.

“I’m going now, Al.” It was Hilda. “Will you turn out the lights when you leave?”

He got up from the desk and stood in the doorway, watching her primping hopelessly before the mirror in the anteroom. Her whole body seemed to sag in weary, dispirited surrender to the glass.

She glanced at him. “You won’t forget an old friend, will you? Be sure to phone us once in a while.”

“Of course I will,” he said, knowing that he’d never even see her again because she’d always be just a terribly homely girl whose heartbreak he had once known.

“I guess it’s good-by, Al.” She smiled her crooked little smile and opened the door.

He stepped across the room quickly. “Wait a minute.” He took her hand and closed the door and pulled her close.

“Al,” she said breathlessly. For a fleeting moment, her eyes searched his face eagerly, and then she drew back bewildered at what she saw there.

“Give us a kiss, honey, come on.” He put a hand on her shoulder and his arm around her waist. “I’ve always wanted to—”

“Please, Al.” She was backing into the corner, her face pale and frightened. “Al.”

“Come on, Hilda. Stay here. You don’t have to go yet. We’re all alone.” He grappled with her, and her handbag dropped to the floor. “One little kiss, come on.”

“Leave … me … alone!” She tore at his chest and twisted in his arms, but he was too strong for her, and he had her backed into the corner and her head grasped tightly in his hands and he could feel her whole body recoil as he pressed his lips hard on hers.

“Don’t!” she choked. With a sudden surge of desperation she broke away and snatched up her bag, but he was moving toward her again.

“Come here, baby.”

“Don’t touch me!” she screamed.

He caught her arm but she pulled away, and with all the strength left in her she lashed out and slapped him sharply in the face.

“You’re just like the rest of them!” she cried harshly, her lips trembling. “You’re all alike!”

With a little cry, she opened the door and ran out into the hall.

“Good-by, Hilda,” he said softly to himself.

He could hear her hurrying down the corridor and then she was in the elevator, and he knew that by the time she reached the street her heart would have stopped pounding and the terrible hurt would already have started to heal.

He put on his hat and coat and took one long, last look at the office. Then he snapped off the lights and stepped out into the hall and watched the door slowly lock shut on part of his life, and somehow he didn’t feel as bad as he had thought he would.

In a week or so, another man would be sitting at his desk. And when the work slowed down, or when Kennedy was gone for the day, or when it was raining out and there’d be luncheon sandwiches and coffee sent up from the drugstore, Hilda would be telling her stories to someone new. Only now, it would be different.

For her, at least, it would always be different.

You Can’t Have Everything

SHE CLUNG TO MY ARM TIGHTLY, as though somehow that would show the others in the living room that I cared for her.

“Don’t you want to dance?” she asked.

“I’m tired,” I said.

“Is anything wrong, Roy?”

I turned to her, gazing at the plain, unbeautiful face that seemed to have been made for slapping. “I told you, Marsha,” I said, “I’m tired. I’ve been working hard all week.”

“Gee, I’m sorry, dear. I do want you to enjoy yourself. It’s only for you that I have parties like this.”

“For me? Why for me?” I demanded. “You know I don’t go for these people.”

She gave a little giggle. “I’m proud of you, silly. I like to have them look at you while I say to myself, ‘He’s mine. All mine.’”

I pulled my arm free.

“Roy—isn’t that the way you feel when people look at me?”

I didn’t answer.

“Roy?” Her eyes had me trapped.

“All this talk, honey,” I said, looking away. “I’m worn out. It’s Saturday night. Can’t you let me relax?”

But she had already stopped listening. Sometimes not listening was the only protection she had. She drifted away to the kitchen, holding her quivering lips in a meaningless little smile, and I started breathing again. I stood there in the crowded, noisy room playing with my drink and wondering to myself, as I had wondered so many times in the past six months, how much longer I would be able to go on keeping Marsha Cornell dangling on the string while I played the field.

I glanced around the enormous room at the old masters on the walls, at the magnificent furnishings that had been brought over, piece by piece, from the finest establishments in Europe during the first hot flush of Mr. Cornell’s newly attained affluence. The old guy had it all right—plenty of it—and a lot of it would be mine someday, just as soon as I popped the proper question. The only trouble was, it would be a package deal, and Marsha came in the package.

But what the hell—I shrugged and headed for the bar. … You can’t have everything.

Halfway across the room I made the big mistake. I never should have turned my head. Because when I did, I saw the girl. She was on the powder-blue love seat beneath the Gainsborough. She had on a black, off-the-shoulder affair and she wasn’t bothering to look even politely amused. I walked right over and sat down next to her.

“You mind?”

She turned cold gray eyes on me. “It’s too early to tell.” Then she smiled, and she was almost beautiful.

“Finish your drink,” I said, “and I’ll show you how to dance. Are you alone!”

“Practically. I came with Henry De Witt.” She got rid of the glass. “He’s out like a mazda in the guest room—on three drinks.”

I laughed. “You sure pick ’em.” Henry De Witt had gone straight from Harvard to a shiny desk at National City and his grandfather had left him a small fortune to play around with in his spare time, but he still was a terrible bust. He was too shy to talk and when he did talk no one liked what he said, and because he couldn’t stand that, he’d pass out at parties as rapidly as the power of alcohol would permit. Everything he touched turned to lead. But this girl was definitely not lead. …

Someone had stacked oldies on the hi-fi and Tommy Dorsey was giving out with “You’re a Sweetheart.” We got up and she moved into my arms and we started a smooth slow-foxtrot and I knew right away that I wasn’t going to show her how to dance. I wasn’t going to show her anything.

“Tell me about you and Henry,” I murmured to the scent of Jungle Gardenia in her hair.

“Must I?”

I thought it over for a moment. “No,” I smiled, holding her a little closer. “By all means, no.”

“What’s your name?”

“Roy,” I said. “Roy Samson.”

“Oh …” She took her face from my shoulder and looked at me. You’re … Marsha’s …”

She winced as my hand dug into her back.

“Don’t say that,” I muttered harshly.

She hid her face. “I’m … I’m sorry. I must have confused you with—”

“You didn’t confuse me with anyone. Just don’t say it—that way.”

We danced for a while, nursing the strained silence, until finally she asked, “What do you do, Roy?”

“I’m a junior customer’s man at Harris, Upjohn and Company, down in the Street, if that means anything to you. I make a lot of money for some people and practically nothing for myself.” And then, because I felt I had to, I added, “Marsha’s father is my one big account.”

“I see,” she said simply, and I had an idea she did see.“Now what about you?”

“Ursula Wynant,” she said.

“Pretty.”

“I model for—ha ha—a living.” She kept talking, and I kept staring at her lips.

“Look,” I broke in, “I don’t suppose you’d care to do an off-to-Buffalo?”

She didn’t answer for a long time. Then she said, “What about Marsha?”

“Let me do the ‘worrying.’”

“And Henry?”

“Let him do ‘the worrying.’” I eased her toward the foyer.

We got away without being too obvious. Marsha was still in the kitchen.

Outside, the cold night air was intoxicating. Or maybe it was the strange new hand held tightly in mine. We went to a small bar where the lights were kind, and we talked and drank and drank and talked, and occasionally the truth crept through the banter, and that was when the part that was the drinking suddenly seemed terribly necessary.

I kept staring at her pale, angular face, trying to decide what it was that made me feel she’d never do too well as a model, and it wasn’t easy to figure out, because she wasn’t far from being beautiful. She was a girl sitting at a bar in midtown Manhattan with a strange young man on a Saturday night and the future lay ahead, bright with promise and mystery. But as she talked, none of that seemed to mean as much to her as the dull years of poverty in a small Midwestern town that lay behind. And it was then, as she told me of the grubby jobs she had held before coming to New York, that I decided it was the eyes that were wrong, out of key with the rest of her. It was more than too much eye-shadow that gave them the faintly lurking sadness.

Suddenly the eyes made me uneasy. “Let’s get out of here,” I said. We walked aimlessly for a couple of blocks, holding hands and not saying anything, and every now and then I could feel her looking at me, but I didn’t mind the eyes in the darkness. I felt good walking at her side, better than I had felt in a long time, and I began to wonder what it would be like to feel that way for a lifetime … or at least a whole night, anyway.

Waiting at the curb for the light to change, I glanced at her and our eyes met and then I moved close and took her face in my hands.

“I don’t know what the hell this is all about,” I murmured, kissing her softly on the lips.

She didn’t resist. “Don’t you think we ought to be getting back to the party now?”

“Ursula, I want to be alone with you.”

“Oh, Roy …” She shook her head and sighed a small, hopeless sigh.

“Please, honey.”

We stood there at the curb and let the people stare at us. I didn’t give a damn. I kissed her again. “Where do you live?” I said heavily.

“Well … I have a little place on Sixty-eighth just off Lexington. But … but the heat goes on at eleven. …”

“Shall we walk it?”

She gazed into my eyes until I had to look away. And then I heard her say, “It’s later than you think, Roy.”

And looking back on it now, I remember that I thought she meant the hour. We took a cab.

Her apartment was in one of those old private houses. It was small and poorly furnished. She hung up my hat and coat and brought drinks from the kitchenette.

“To us,” I said. It wasn’t Canadian Club and there were no canapes with it and the hooked rug beneath my feet wasn’t wall-to-wall carpeting. But what the hell— you can’t have everything.

“Don’t go away,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

I didn’t go away. Not then, I didn’t.

But later, the blackness outside her windows started turning to gray and I was down to my last cigarette and I knew it was time to leave, but I wasn’t sure just what it was I wanted to say.

“Ursula—honey—”

She covered my mouth quickly with her lips. “Don’t, darling,” she said. “Let’s not talk about love.”

I gazed at her for a moment. “Okay,” I shrugged. “Okay by me.”

When I came back from the closet with my hat and coat, her eyes searched mine anxiously. “But I am glad you sat down beside me tonight,” she said. “Are you, Roy?”

I took her face in my hands. “What do you think?” It was late. I was tired. And she had said, “Let’s not talk about love.” So I said, “What do you think?”

It wasn’t very clever.

Ma had roast beef for Sunday dinner, served with brown gravy and the usual questions: How was Marsha? Why did I stay out so late? How was Marsha? And how was Marsha?

“Please pass the potatoes, Pop.”

“Why do you change the subject?” my mother asked.

“I’m not changing the subject. I happen to be rather hungry today.”

“Marsha is a nice girl. She comes from a fine family. I don’t know what you’re waiting for.”

“I’d rather not talk about it. Do you mind?” Not today I didn’t want to talk about it. I wanted to go on remembering last night.

“How are you fixed for money these days?” my father said.

I glanced at him sharply. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, yesterday I got a bill from Tripler’s for four hundred and twenty dollars for an overcoat, two suits and a dozen ties.”

“Damn it!” I shouted, reddening. “I told them to send it to the office!”

“Roy!” my mother cried.

“I’ll pay for it by the first of the month,” I muttered to the plate.

“I wasn’t worrying about that,” my father said quietly. “I just wanted to know what it was all about. It seems to me that for a boy who is earning a hundred dollars a week, you have very expensive tastes. I hope you can afford them.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I threw my napkin down and left the table.

I didn’t want to have to tell them about the gin games with Mr. Cornell. At first, during the early weeks, I had gone around feeling good because I thought I was a guy who could play better gin than a man who smoked dollar cigars. I had even boasted about it a little. And then, slowly, I had become aware of the fact that he was throwing the games to me, and I knew then how very much the Cornells wanted me for Marsha, how high Mr. C. was prepared to go to keep me visiting their home and leaving contented. That gave me an even nicer feeling, cozy and secure … but it was nothing I cared to talk about.

So far, it had cost Mr. Cornell plenty. The latest figures on the cover of our score-sheet showed that he owed me twenty-three hundred dollars, and though neither of us had ever put it in so many words, we both knew under what happy circumstances payment in full would be made. …

I took a bus downtown and went window-shopping along the avenues, looking at the women and seeing only their mink coats, and looking at the Cadillacs and Lincolns and seeing only their price tags. It was then that I had to start thinking about Ursula Wynant again. But thinking about her didn’t seem to be enough, so I went into a drugstore and dialed her number.

No answer.

I wasn’t going to call Marsha Cornell. But I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror behind the fountain and something that I saw there made me change my mind. It was one of the new suits from Tripler’s. It looked damned good on me.

She answered on the third ring.

“Oh … Roy …” her voice wavered uncertainly.

“Are you angry, Marsha?”

She didn’t say anything for a moment. “Why should I be angry?” I could almost see her pale lips trembling.

“About last night,” I said. “About my leaving so early.”

“You’re—you’re perfectly free—” she struggled with the words. “Free to do as you please.”

“I was awfully tired, honey.”

“I—I know. You told me several times. I—”

“What’s the matter with your voice?”

“I have a cold,” she blurted out. “Oh, Roy, couldn’t you at least have said good night to me? Couldn’t you—?”

“You were busy, honey, and I didn’t want to start anything … with all those people there. You know how you get.”

“No, Roy, I don’t know. Tell me how I get.”

“Well, you sort of … complain.”

She gave a little moan. “Is that what I do? I complain. I must learn to stop, mustn’t I …”

“Oh, it’s not so bad.”

“Thank you, Roy,” she said weakly.

“Did Henry De Witt get home all right?” I made it sound casual.

“Two of the boys took him home. He’s a sensitive boy. That’s why he has to drink so much … to deaden the pain. Liquor makes me sick. That’s the only reason I don’t touch it. She was so lovely, wasn’t she?”

“Who?”

“Ursula Wynant. The girl Henry brought. …”

“Oh.”

“The girl you left with.”

I swallowed, groping for words. “Now, Marsha …”

“Do I sound complaining, Roy?” Her voice quivered. “I don’t mean to.

“Look, honey, she asked me to drop her off on the way—”

“There’s no need to explain.”

“You know how a girl feels when she’s left alone at a party.”

“I do, Roy, don’t I?” I could hardly hear her.

“Now if I wasn’t all tied up tonight I’d come over and take you to a movie and in no time at all you’d get over any foolish notions about—”

“I don’t feel well.” Her voice broke. “I have to hang up now.”

“Wait a minute, honey, you’re not angry now, are you?”

“Good-by, Roy.”

“I’ll see you early in the week. Okay?”

“Will you?” It was a small moan. “Shall I wait at the telephone?”

“Now, Marsha. … Hello?”

But she had hung up. I stumbled from the booth, mopping my forehead. I was going to have to warm her up again the next time I saw her. I’d have to tell her I loved her. Maybe I’d even have to kiss her.

The trouble you could get into for only a dime …

Monday was a nightmare downtown. The tape was late from the opening and stocks were off one to five by noon. The boardroom was a madhouse and faces were long. But I was wearing a smile. I had put five hundred shares of Steel out on the short side for Mr. Cornell a few days before and now he was cleaning up and the way I was smiling, you’d think it was my dough. You’d think it was mine already.

I phoned him after the close.

“See what I mean, Mr. Cornell? Four thousand dollars on a three-day trade. Not bad, not bad.”

He grunted wordlessly.

I said, “You don’t sound very excited.”

“All right—four thousand dollars,” he said in a flat voice. “It’s only money.”

“Only money. Hah! You bet it’s only money.”

“There are other things more important in life than money, Roy.”

I had to laugh. He was the one to talk. “Like what, Mr. Cornell?” Bitterness crept into his voice. “Like my daughter’s happiness,” he said. “But I don’t have to tell you that, do I, Roy?”

“Of course not.”

“I’ve told you many times that she’s the only thing that means anything to me.”

I was smiling to myself. I knew what he was getting around to.“Certainly,” I said.

“Are you doing anything tonight, Roy?”

“Why do you ask?” As though I didn’t know.

“I thought … I thought maybe you’d come up and play a little gin.”

“Gee, Mr. Cornell,” I said, “I don’t know if I’ll be free tonight.” Worry him a little.

“You’re busy these nights, Roy, aren’t you?” There was a strange note in his voice.

“Not so very. It’s just that—”

“How would you like it if we raise the stakes to fifty cents a point?”

“It’s just that sometimes things come up unexpectedly and I’m never sure what I’m going to be doing, but I’ll tell you what. I’ll push everything aside and make it my business to see you tonight. How is Marsha feeling?”

“Say around eight-thirty, Roy?”

“Eight-thirty. Right.” I grinned as I hung up. Fifty cents a point! I punched my open palm with my fist. Oh … brother!

The only trouble was, I’d have to put off seeing Ursula until tomorrow. But what the hell—you can’t have every thing.

Downstairs, the streets were jammed with people rushing for subways, people like myself who couldn’t wait to get away from the places in which they spent most of their waking lives. The difference between them and me was: someday soon, I’d get away for good.

I saw him standing there on the sidewalk in front of the entrance, but I didn’t duck away fast enough. Henry De Witt caught up with me.

“Hello, Roy,” he said in that soft, weary voice of his. “I knew if I waited, I’d find you.”

“What’s up, Henry?” I kept moving in the direction of Broad.

He cleared his throat as he fell in step with me. “It’s—it’s about Ursula. You know … the girl at the party.”

“What about her?” I walked faster.

“Well, nothing really.” He hesitated. “I just wanted to … that is, Marsha told me you … Well, I mean, thanks for being such a good sport.”

“Forget it.”

“It was awfully decent of you to come through for me in a pinch and take her home the way you did.”

“I said forget it!” I felt like slugging him.

“She wasn’t angry with me, was she?” His eyes blinked with anxiety.

I stared at the pale face. “Why? Haven’t you spoken to her?”

“I … I’m afraid to call.” He grinned sheepishly. “I thought I’d give her time to cool off first.”

I had to laugh to myself. I was never going to let her cool off.

“No,” I said, “she wasn’t angry.”

He sighed gratefully. “You’ve got to let me buy you a drink.”

I shrugged. “If you insist.”

We went into Schuyler’s and stood at the bar. The martini felt good going down, but I had to listen to Henry with it. He was gabbing about Ursula, stammering out the details of his first date with her, and I tried not to hear him but he kept moving closer. Then he lowered his voice confidentially.

“You can keep a secret, can’t you?”

I looked at my watch, bored. “Anytime … anyplace.”

“She didn’t … I mean …” He lowered his eyes in confusion. “Ursula didn’t tell you, did she?”

“Tell me what?” I picked idly at the olive in my glass.

“That … well, about our getting married next week.”

The bartender jumped forward with the rag. “Oops! Here, let me get you another.”

“No,” I said hoarsely, “that’s all right.”He wiped up the drink. “Don’t be silly. It’ll only take—”

“I said no!” I turned. “I’ve got to run, Henry.”

“Wait a minute,” Henry said, “I haven’t even—”

“I’m getting out of here.” I moved for the door and he ran after me.

“You’ll keep it under your hat, won’t you?” He held my arm.

“Let go, will you?”

He followed me to the sidewalk, talking fast. “She doesn’t wear the ring at parties. It’s a week from Saturday. No ceremony. Mother doesn’t know yet. She wouldn’t approve, so we’re not going to tell her until it’s too late for her to do anything about it. You won’t say anything?” He clung to me. “Roy …?”

“Don’t worry,” I snapped, brushing him aside. “Now will you lay off? I have to get uptown.”

But fast. Suddenly I felt as though I’d stop breathing if I didn’t see her right away, laugh about all this right away …

He said, “Can I give you a ride in my car?”

I turned to him with a sick look. “Your … car?”

“Yes. I just got it. A Caddy. Come on, it’s just up the block.”

“No,” I said quickly. “No, thanks.” And I fled up the street. A great kidder, that Henry. He was going to marry Ursula Wynant a week from Saturday. Ha!

Uptown, I ran the two blocks from the subway station. I pushed her bell and banged on the door for five minutes, but it was no use. She wasn’t home.

There was a restaurant on the corner, and because it was dinnertime, I went in and ordered a meal, but all I could do was stare at the food and watch the clock. It was almost eight o’clock when I returned. The light was on in her window and my heart leaped.

“Who is it?” I heard her voice, muffled behind the closed door.

“Roy,” I sang out.

“Who?”

“Roy Samson.” Was she kidding?

The door swung open and I choked up at the sight of her loveliness.

“Hello,” I said airily. “May I?”

“This is a surprise.” She wasn’t smiling. “Come in.”

The living room wasn’t quite the way I had remembered it. Somehow, it seemed just a little smaller and a little plainer. I threw my hat and coat on the sofa and took her hands in mine.

“Ursula, honey.” I examined her face. Then I kissed it. Her lips were cold. “Baby,” I said, “how I’ve missed you. It’s been almost two whole days.”

She looked at me uncertainly. “Would you like a drink?”

“Yes,” I said. “I sure would.” All at once I needed one desperately. The coldness of her lips … the look on her face.

She came back and I took the glass eagerly. “I called you so many times yesterday,” I said.

She nodded. “I know.”

“You know?”

“I heard the phone ringing.”

I set the glass down. “But, honey, why didn’t you answer?”

“Because—” She averted her eyes. “Because I knew it would be you.”

I stepped to her quickly and took her arm. “Ursula, look at me.”

“Please, Roy.” She pulled away.

But I wouldn’t let go. “Honey,” I said softly. I drew her to me and held my lips to hers, feeling her stiffen, then relax in my arms. “Why didn’t you want it to be me?”

She didn’t answer.

My voice rose to a shout. “Why didn’t you want it to be me?”

She broke away and went to the window. “Please go, Roy. Please. I don’t … I don’t want …”

“You don’t want what?” I cried out.

She turned and I saw the anguish on her face. “I don’t want to fall in love with you!”

The words hit me in the pit of my stomach—I don’t want to fall in love with you—and all I could do was stand there dumbly as the truth crept over me like a sickness, knowing all at once that that was what I had wanted, really, more than anything else in the world.

“Jesus, honey,” I groaned, “but what about—what about the other night?”

“It was wonderful … a treasure …” I heard her voice. Her face was turned to the window again. “I’ll always remember it. Don’t spoil it, Roy.”

And the bitterness was upon me. “He was right, then,” I sneered. “He wasn’t kidding.” I grabbed the glass from the table.

She turned. “Who?”

“I saw Henry this afternoon.” I drained the glass. “He told me everything. You are to be congratulated.” My face twisted. “Con grat - ulations. Here comes the bride—all dressed in a Cadillac.”

She came over to me. “Please, please don’t be angry.”

“I’m not angry,” I snapped, shoving her hand away. “What have I got to be angry about? I hardly know you. I’ve got no claims. You said it yourself, didn’t you? Let’s not talk about love, that’s what you said. Okay. Let’s not talk about love.” I moved for my hat and coat. “Let’s not talk about anything. Let’s especially not talk about Henry De Witt.”

“Roy—wait a minute!” She held on to my arm, and something in her voice cried out to me.

“All right.” My lips trembled. “I’m waiting.”

She buried her face on my chest, and I knew then that she was crying. “I’m so sorry, Roy, but please try to forgive me. I guess I was hoping you’d be as casual as most men are. Maybe I was selfish, but when you feel you’re going under the waves for the last time you want to take one last look around at all that you’ll never have again. …”

“What do you mean?” I pulled her face up angrily. “Why never again? Why does it have to be a lifetime with Henry De Witt? Why?”

“Look at me,” she pleaded. “Can’t you see it written all over my face? Look around at this shabby apartment. Can’t you understand how it can be that there are too many things I want too much because I never had them at all? They’re the things that money can buy, Roy— not love—and I can’t help myself any more for wanting them. Didn’t you ever want the things that money can buy?”

“What’s that got to do with it?” I cried out in sudden fury. … “Never mind what I want!” … Knowing that my anger had betrayed me.

She regarded me for a moment. “We’re so much alike, aren’t we? We’d never have been right for each other anyway. We need the Henrys … and the Marshas …”

“Marsha?” I grabbed her wrist. “What’s she got to do with this?”

“They’re always there waiting for us,” Ursula went on. “The submissive, who have to buy what they want, waiting for the dominant to come along and swallow them up. It’s something like your Stock Exchange, Roy. Always sell in a rising market, before you get too old or too unattractive to find a buyer.”

“No,” I cried, turning away. “It’s not true.” The words sounded hollow to my ears. “That isn’t the way it is.”

“It is for me, Roy,” she said quietly.

“No.” I shook my head weakly, trying not to see the clock on the bookcase, silent reminder of a waiting card table, a hopeful father and a girl who wanted me to gaze into her wounded eyes for the rest of our natural lives.

“I know what I want out of life!” Ursula was saying, “and I’m not going to trade it in for love.”

“Honey, please!” I took her in my arms.

“It’s no use.” She struggled. “I could love you … much too easily, Roy. But it’s too late.”

“You’ve got to listen to me!” I pleaded with her, holding her close and seeking her lips as though to still her protests, knowing that I wasn’t really fighting for her —I was fighting for myself. “Listen to me now!” I shouted.

“No!” She broke away with a desperate cry and ran to the door. “Oh God, please get out, Roy!”

“Honey—”

“Get out!” She tore open the door and stood there tensely. “Can’t you see?” she implored. “It’s got to be good-by.”

I stared at her. I watched her until the crumbling face was no longer beautiful, and a sneer managed to find its way to my lips. She was just another girl, that was all … a girl who couldn’t stop knowing what she wanted out of life long enough to give me a reprieve … a stay of execution.

“Okay, baby,” I said quietly. “Anything you say.” I went past her and took up my hat and coat.

“You’re not angry, Roy?” Her voice reached out to me hopefully.

“Angry? No.” I smiled a crooked little smile. “Just bored.”

“Roy—”

I sauntered out without even looking back.

What the hell … you can’t have everything. Maybe it was time I stopped trying. I glanced at my watch. I was late. The old man would be fretting and Marsha would be sitting there on the sofa biting her stubby fingernails. Maybe it was time to get down on one knee, mouth a few pretty words and begin to cash in on a life time of ease. The field was getting dull, anyway.

“The field is for suckers,” I said to myself in the darkness of the cab. I stopped off on the way and bought a box of candy.

And then I was strolling through the lobby, past the gold-braided doorman and the plush, unused furniture and the picture windows that looked out upon useless, well-manicured gardens. I caught sight of myself in the mirror-lined walls of the elevator, and I saw that my face was pale and thin. I had been trying too hard. The rest would do me good. A nice long lifetime of rest. …

Mr. Cornell answered the door.

“I’m late,” I said, breezing past him into the foyer.

He shuffled the unlit cigar to the other side of his mouth. “Give me your hat and coat, Roy.”

“Candy, too.” I put the package on the sideboard. “Sweets for the sweet. And where is my little sweetie?”

I went into the living room, drinking in the soft, rich glow of its dimly lighted splendor. It was a beautiful room, the kind of room that made you wonder what you could have been seeking in the tawdry flats of the Ursula Wynants. This was it. This was what I wanted and this was what I was going to have.

I sang out, “Marsha?” waiting for the archway to spew her into my arms.

Mr. Cornell came in. “Have a drink, Roy?”

“No, thanks,” I said. “Where’s everybody?”

“Mrs. Cornell is in her bedroom. She doesn’t feel well.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I sank comfortably into a club chair. “You want to tell Marsha I’m here? Tell my little—”

“Marsha is out.”

I looked up at him, blinking. “Marsha? Out?” I laughed.

“She is out … with a young man. …” He picked the words carefully. “Out for the evening … on a date … with a boy from my office … who … who is very much interested in her.”

I chuckled. “Really?”

“Is there a joke, Roy?” His lips began to quiver. “Is it so strange and humorous that men should be interested in a lovely … charming young creature …” He sounded as though he were going to cry. “A sweet … intelligent girl who … who …”

I got up from the chair and went right past him. I went down the long hallway straight to her bedroom and tried the door. It was locked.

“Marsha?” I rattled the knob.

I heard the muffled sob on the other side.

“Honey,” I called out, “come on now—stop acting foolish.”

No answer.

“Marsha!” I shouted, pounding on the door. “Do you hear me?”

I went back to the living room, to the old man. “What’s this all about?” I demanded.

He looked at me with haggard eyes. “My daughter is out for the evening,” he said in a proud, hollow voice. “She is out on a date. …”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“She asked me to give you a message.” He seemed to straighten up as he spoke. “She doesn’t care to have you call her any more. She doesn’t want to see you. That was what she told me to tell you before she went out with the boy from my office.”

I licked my dry lips. “We’ll see about that.” I started for the foyer.

He came after me. “Wait a minute—”

I stopped and looked down at his hand on my arm. A smile came to my face. “You didn’t let me get very far, did you?”

“Where are you going, Roy?” he asked quietly.

“You said she was out.”

“That’s right.” He began to lead me back. “But you came to see me, remember? We’re going to play a little gin rummy tonight. No?”

He led me across the living-room carpet.

“Fifty cents a point, Roy.”

“But, Mr. Cornell—”

“Isn’t that what we agreed?” His grip tightened.

I nodded dumbly. “Yes, but—”

“All right, then.” He opened the library door. The card table was all set up, waiting for me. “Take off your jacket, Roy. Make yourself comfortable.”

He sat down at the table and began to shuffle the cards with swift, practiced skill.

I stood there, feeling my hands growing cold.

“Mr. Cornell—” I began in a feeble voice.

He was gazing at the score sheet. “Twenty-three hundred dollars,” he said softly. “And all I ever wanted for her was happiness.”

“Mr. Cornell—can’t we—?” I swallowed.

“Sit down, Roy.” He brought a flame to his cigar.

“Can’t we talk this over?”

He looked up at me.

“Sit down,” he said, “and cut the cards.”

He Brung Happiness to Millions

YEP. KNOW WHATCHA MEAN. Seems I like a long ride but ackshelly it’s nearer Mr. Hackett’s place this way than if I would of met your train at L.A. what with that downtown traffic, oh brother. So jus’ relax. Sit back and enjoy the scenery. You already come three thousand miles, this is oney a drop in the bucket and you’re there. This your first trip out here, Mr. Talbot? …

I thought so. Knew I never seen you at Mr. Hackett’s or at the broadcast. Welp, all I can say is, you’re gonna like it out here. This is God’s country and Mr. Hackett is a fine man. Fourteen years now I been with him and ain’t got a cause for complain. Except maybe those jokes he tells about me on the air, about Willy the chauffeur, that’s me natchelly, but hell, I don’ really mind. It’s jus’ my missus nags me I oughta get paid extra if he’s gonna make fun of me and call me a punchy stumble bum over the television. She didn’ even want me to sign no release, you know how women are. You ain’t married, are you? …

Di’n’ think so. I can always tell. Suppose you’re the new gag writer for the program, huh? …

Uh oh. Strike one against Willy. Not that you sound like no gag writer, don’ get me wrong, Mr. Talbot. It’s jus’ that there’s usually quite a few of ’em comin’ and goin’ and as a matter of fac’ oney las’ week when I’m drivin’ Lenny Stack to the station and tellin’ him how sorry I am the boss don’ renew his contract he says to me: “Don’ worry, Willy” he says. “There’ll be another one jus’ like me before long.” So you see I figure you was it, ‘cause you’re a young, good-lookin’ guy like Lenny Stack (you’re welcome) and you look like a writer too. I could of sworn—

A what? …

Ha ha. You’re a mighty healthy-lookin’ ghost there, Mr. Talbot. Yes, sir. Stop me if I ast too many questions. The boss always says I ast too many questions. But jus’ exackly what is the ghost gonna ghostwrite? Ha ha …

Ya don’ say? An autobiography book. The Life of Monty Hackett. That’s grand. Wonnerful. You’re gonna have a mighty fine book there, Mr. Talbot, and you wanna know somethin’? It’ll make a mighty fine movin’ pitcher too, and that sure would make the boss happy ’cause I know how much he wants his life story in pitchers, ever since that Al Jolson pitcher ten, twelve years ago. Mr. Hackett seen the Jolson pitcher three times and I hear him tell Manny Zack, that’s his agent, I hear him tell Manny that Jolson’s life’s not half as inarresting and inspirational as the life of Monty Hackett, but of course he’s too modest to come right out and do somethin’ about it. And believe me it’s about time they done a pitcher about Mr. Hackett’s life. Ain’t he a great name in show business for years and aln’t he a fine, outstandin’ example of a good man? Look at all them charities he works for and what a fine family man he is and how he keeps sendin’ food and clothes to his folks in the old country every Christmas and how good he is to Clarabelle. …

Her? Oh, that’s Mr. Hackett’s daughter. Don’ you remember those skits and jokes he used to do on the program about Clarabelle? Years ago on the old radio show, before TV. Jeez, they was funny, about poor Monty Hackett bein’ stuck with a homely daughter and how dumb she was and how was he ever gonna to get rid of her, funniest damn thing on the program. He used to have a special writer who done nothin’ but the Clarabelle stuff, Frankie Rool, helluva guy, wonder whatever happen to Frankie? But Mr. Hackett don’ do the Clarabelle gags no more. Y’know, the public they get tired hearin’ the same stuff over and over. And when the kid come home from the sanitarium—

Yeah, someplace out in Westwood. She took all them aspirin tablets outta the bottle at one time or somethin’. I dunno, they called it a nervous breakdown but it wasn’t nothin’ as bad as all that. Jus’ overwork, I guess. The kid knock herself out with the schoolwork, always sittin’ home up in her room bonin’ over the books, stay in’ away from people, never out playin’ and partyin’ like the other girls, and her with all the advantages of bein’ a celebrity. In fac’, what with those jokes about her on the air every week, you could even say she was famous. But that was way back, and now that she’s growed up—must be about your age, I’d say—Mr. Hackett is still the fine father he always was, nothin’ too good for Clarabelle, nothin’ he wouldn’ do for her. So you see if you need any help on this here autobi—on this here book, why you jus’ come to Willy and ast me anythin’ you want, anythin’ at all. I been with Mr. Hackett fourteen years and there’s plenty that maybe he forgot or don’ wanna tell you ‘cause he’s jus’ natchelly a modest man. It’s the writers that keep puttin’ in all that stuff on the program about how much money he raises for all them charities. He don’ wanna talk about nothin’ he does …

Like what? Well like, for instance, as I was sayin’, the way he sends things to his old man and old lady in Europe, and does he go braggin’ about it? Nah. Not like some people. Why you wouldn’ even know he got folks over there, not from Mr. Hackett you wouldn’. Betcha hardly nobody even know it. And when the old folks ast to be sent for to come over here, the hoss don’ care how much it hurts him when he writes them to stay where they are and where they’ll be happy amongst their own people and they can speak the language. No sir, Mr. Talbot, you don’ find many sons like that, what thinks oney about what’s best for others.

Oh-oh, here comes that drizzle again. But don’ worry, it don’ last long out here. God’s country. And wait’ll you see the room you’re gettin’. I never seen it myself, but Gussie—that’s my wife—Gussie tell me all about it. She was fixin’ it up and gettin’ it ready for you soon as Lenny Stack check out. Not that Mr. Hackett is runnin’ no hotel up there in Bel-Air, but jeez, the way they come and go, sometimes you wonder. First Fred Wurlitzer, the announcer, and then Les Gibbons, you know, the vocalist, and then Arthur Crewes and then Mel Simmons and then all them writers, one after another, Lenny Stack the last of them, all of ’em nice young guys like you. And I’m telling you, the way Mr. Hackett extend the hospitality of the house to each and every one of them, why it’s wonnerful. And I sure hope you ain’t one of them ungrateful kind, like some of them, if you’ll pardon the expression, Mr. Talbot. …

Whadda I mean ungrateful? This is what I mean ungrateful. The boss sends for a guy from New York, like you, and gives him a swell job on the show and as if that ain’t enough to make him happy, does he make him check into a hotel and pay rent and live all alone in a strange city? Nah. Not Monty Hackett. He invites him into his home and lets him live there, for nothin’, mind you, and wait’ll you see the room, overlookin’ the swimmin’ pool, and not only that. He knows young guys like you and Les Gibbons and Lenny Stack are kinda lonely when you first come out here so he invites you to dinner with Mrs. Hackett and Clarabelle, jus’ like it’s your own home, and he knows you don’ know nobody right off so he lets you take Clarabelle out at night to Ciro’s and Mocambo and all them places and it’s on his cuff, ’cause that’s the kinda guy the boss is, and if you got any spare time over the weekends you don’ have to worry that you got no girl to keep you company ‘cause he’s nice about his daughter. Mr. Hackett ain’t no snob, no sirree. He’s strickly an old-fashioned guy at heart, jus’ like on the program. Why, when he hear about Jerry Loomis, you remember him, he was the crooner on the show las’ fall, when he hear that Jerry gonna marry that girl from New York, Mr. Hackett fire him right away, for his own good. Sure. Even though he need Jerry badly on the program, the best low-price crooner in the business, but that’s the kinda man Mr. Hackett is, more worried that a marriage should work out right. A husband belongs where his wife is, that’s what he says to Jerry, and when Jerry move outta the house and head back for New York, does he tell everyone what a fine man Mr. Hackett is and how fine he been treated out here? Nah. That’s what I mean ungrateful. And I ain’t even gonna tell you the kinda things he spreads about the boss, they ain’t worth repeatin’, and Mrs. Hackett don’ believe a word of it anyway. And this Les Gibbons, the tenor, who moves in after Loomis leaves, he ain’t much better. Four weeks and he quits. The climate, he says. Hoddaya like that? The climate’s too damp for his sinus. After Mr. Hackett goes to all the trouble to have new wallpaper put in the room and calls Clarabelle home from Palm Springs jus’ so’s this Gibbons don’ feel like he’s all alone out here. I ask you. …

Yeah, that’s right, this is Hollywood now. Cantcha tell? The air smells different. God’s country. Up ahead’s the Strip. You hearda Sunset Strip. I’ll show you where that Winston dame took the shot at Mr. Hackett. I guess that was before your time. …

No, she di’n’ hit him. Drunk as a lord, lucky she di’n’ hurt no one. None the less, they give her five years. …

Hodda I know why? Crazy, I guess. Or like I was sayin’, ungrateful. Mr. Hackett di’n’ have to be payin’ her all that money every month like he was doin’, but he was sorry for her after her husband knock himself off. …

I don’ know. ’Cause he was broke, I guess. One of them tired TV actors, always outta work, always makin’ excuses. Used to go around imaginin’ the reason he couldn’ get no job was ‘cause the boss had him black balled around the networks for bein’ fresh to him. Strickly a no-talent crackpot. And when he hang him self, Mr. Hackett lets bygones be bygones and helps the widow out every month for I don’ know how many years, and what does she do? Tries to kill him. Oh brother. It mus’ be the climate. There’s the spot now see? On your left, we’re jus’ passin’ it. Used to be a night club. Guess you’ll be puttin’ all that in your book, huh? Oughta make a inarresting scene in a pitcher. You know, the more you think about the boss, the more you see what a story you got there, Mr. Talbot. And I been thinkin’, maybe The Life of Monty Hackett ain’t such a hot title after all. You gotta get somethin’ more to the point, like … like … yeah, how about callin’ it: He Brung Happiness to Millions? Hey, that ain’t bad if I say so myself. Jus’ ast me anythin’. Willy the writer, ha ha. He Brung Happiness to Millions. Not bad at all. Say, I hope I’m not drivin’ too fast for you, Mr. Talbot? After I leave you off at the house I gotta make time over to Beverly Hills and pick Clarabelle up at the head doctor and then I gotta hustle her over to the beauty parlor, and if I don’ get her back home in time to have lunch with you the boss chews my hide off somethin’ fierce. Betcha can’t wait to get there, huh, Mr. Talbot? …

The Small Sound of Applause

ROB KIPLINGER WAS TIRED … tired of the morning fogs and tired of the afternoon sunshine … tired of the good pictures he never produced, tired of all the money it made for him … tired of the people who loved him, baby … above all tired of being Rob Kiplinger and of the knowledge that no matter how tired he was of being Rob Kiplinger he would probably never make the slightest effort to be something better.

He sat at his massive desk, gloomily examined the sprawling litter of unfinished business, noted that it was twenty past five of a dying October afternoon, and scowled impatiently as his secretary padded in noiselessly over the thick beige carpeting.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kiplinger,” she announced.

“I’m sorry, too, Miss Delmar,” he said, looking out of the French windows at the California sun trying to make believe that it wasn’t autumn. “I’m sorry I ever left New York. I’m sorry my brother-in-law knew the head of this studio. I’m sorry my name isn’t Darryl F. Zanuck. I’m sorry I have been given a secretary who is always walking in here and being sorry about something. What is it you’re sorry about this time?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kiplinger,” said Miss Delmar, “but that girl is here. The one that called twice this morning. She said Ferdinand Saxon told her to see you about—”

“Yes,” Kiplinger said flatly, letting Miss Delmar wait while he squeezed the sweet nectar from a tiny delay of the inevitable. Then he looked up and said, “What was her name again?”

“Janice Barker. She got in from New York yesterday.”

“Okay,” he sighed, and Miss Delmar padded out again. His fingers moved automatically to the knot of his tie, but there was no tie. He had been in Hollywood for five years, but somehow his hands had never learned to accept the fact that the rightful place of his tie had been usurped by a paisley scarf, a pretender to the throne. He made an effort to pull the loose ends of his nerves together into what he hoped was a semblance of the kind of man who had good digestion and who would think Miltown was the name of a horse. Then he called jovially, “Come in—Come in!”

The girl walked in a little too casually to be genuinely casual, and Kiplinger’s quick, practiced eyes photographed her from head to toe in a rapid-shutter exposure. She would be even more beautiful if she were smiling. Why couldn’t they ever get it into their heads that it isn’t attractive to look scared? Unless you’re playing opposite the creature from the black lagoon.

“Hel-lo,” he cooed. He stood up and took her proffered hand and held it between his large, warm hands, and he noticed that hers was cold and that her blue eyes were not smiling with her mouth. “Sit down, honey,” he said. “How was the trip? Tell me about Ferdie Saxon. Tell me about yourself. Tell me about everything.”

“The trip was simply horrid,” she said, sinking into the green club chair. She recited the details and Kiplinger shook his head sympathetically, though he was only half listening. She had fine, small features and long auburn hair and good legs and there were no circles under her eyes and to Kiplinger her beauty was exquisite, but he was struck with the vague feeling that whatever she had was not for films and could be put to better use making some young man happy, or miserable, for the rest of his life.

“Didn’t Mr. Saxon write to you about me?” she was saying. “He promised me he would before I left.”

“Well, you know how it is,” he said. “Our mailing room probably sent the letter to the story department by mistake, where it was quickly synopsized by a reader, bought by the studio, scripted by a former Theatre Guild playwright, and is probably being shot this very minute on Sound Stage Three, right over there.” He pointed out of the open French windows, but when he saw the disappointment clouding her face, he added, “No, honey, I’m sorry. I received no letter about you from Ferdie. But why let that bother you? You’re here. I’m here. I love you.”

“Mr. Kiplinger,” the girl said, a little too desperately, he thought, “I do want so terribly to get into pictures. Mr. Saxon said you would help me, and it means so awfully much to me.”

He tapped the desk nervously with a pencil.

“I’ve had quite a bit of acting experience, Mr. Kiplinger: Lots of television, and two seasons at the Cape Playhouse in Dennis. Of course, that’s only summer stock, but Mr. Aldrich told someone he thought I had a charming stage personality, and last spring I had a small part in Louder and Funnier. It died in Boston, but the critic on the Herald was awfully nice to me. Mr. Saxon says that’s where he saw me. …

“Tell me something,” Kiplinger said, scowling, “are you a … a personal friend of Ferdie Saxon?”

“Well … frankly, no … not really,” she apologized, looking down at her hands and not seeing his scowl relax. “I met him at one of those cocktail parties at the St. Regis, for Fred Gimble, the movie director. I spilled some Scotch on my dress, and Ferdie Saxon came over and helped me clean it, and naturally we got to talking. When I happened to tell him that I was going to the Coast soon and that I would do anything, but really anything, to get into pictures, he laughed and said, ‘Well, then—why don’t you see Rob Kiplinger?’ Everyone there laughed—for the life of me I couldn’t see why—but they all agreed with him.”

He cleared his throat sharply and threw the pencil down on the desk, but the trouble with clearing your throat is that you clear only your throat, and getting rid of a pencil is just as futile because you don’t get rid of anything but the pencil.

“He really thinks the world of you, Mr. Kiplinger. They all do.”

“Yes, I know,” he muttered, thinking of the admiration he had once hoped for and comparing the dream with the reality. “They all do.”

“Every time your name came up Mr. Gimble said, ‘That Kiplinger, quite a guy!’ or something like that. I guess I shouldn’t be telling you this, Mr. Kiplinger but I always say that flattery isn’t worth a darn if the person being flattered doesn’t know about it. Don’t you agree?”

He nodded, because nodding was easier than saying something like, “Insinuation is the sincerest form of flattery,” and watching the blank look that would come to her face.

“Oh, yes,” she went on, “I almost forgot the most important thing of all: Mr. Saxon told me to be sure to ask you to do a sketch of me. He told me all about your career as a scenic designer and how you studied art in Paris when you were a boy and how you once had an exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art and still loved to do sketches of your friends even though your work here in Hollywood no longer had anything to do with art. And he made me repeat one sentence over and over so I wouldn’t forget it when I got here: ‘Ferdie Saxon says he thinks I would make a wonderful subject for you.’ That was it.”

Kiplinger heard the chuckle—Miss Delmar’s chuckle. He had heard it so many times before. It was not a chuckle of mirth or derision. Rather it was a chuckle of admiration and respect, a small pat of applause for a reputation that was transcontinental and that perpetually enhanced itself, like a self-winding clock.

“I certainly do agree with them. You’re a perfect subject,” he said, a little more loudly than was necessary, for Miss Delmar’s desk was only a few feet off the entrance to his private sanctum. “And just to show you that I mean what I say, I’m going to do your portrait for you this very evening. That is, unless you’re busy and—”

“No, not at all, I’d love to,” she said eagerly.

“All right then, just as soon as we’ve had a bite to eat we’ll go over to my hotel. …”

“Your hotel?”

“I know. I know. You don’t understand why I’m living in a hotel instead of in a palace in Beverly Hills, but, honey, the servant problem is not just something we thought up as a good topic for bad films. The light here in my office happens to be very poor, so I keep all my drawing equipment over at my hotel.”

“I … see,” the girl said very slowly, and he knew that at last she did see. “Well, really, I don’t think I ought to put you to all that bother, Mr. Kiplinger, and to tell you the truth—”

“Unh, unh, remember now, honey, you’re in Hollywood. Absolutely no telling of the truth permitted. So not another word. It’s settled.”

He was not looking directly at her. He did not want to see frightened blue eyes. He was looking out through the entrance to his office, across the anteroom, to the glass panes of the modernistic bookcase against the wall. Miss Delmar was at her observation post. He hadn’t doubted that for a moment. From her desk, she could watch the bookcase and see a reflection of everything that went on in his office. It gave her a visual movie to go with the sound track. It was vital that Miss Delmar enjoy the movies he put on for her.

“I think I’d like to do you in water colors,” he said. “I hardly think crayon or charcoal would do justice to your lovely hair or to those eyes.”

She blushed, and he wondered if Miss Delmar’s movie was in Technicolor, and for a moment he thought of all the sketches he had done in the years since he had left the work he loved because he had feared being a failure at it, to wind up eventually as a producer of inferior motion pictures. Dozens of bad films and dozens of sketches, and it was the sketches that had counted.

A few of them hung in the foyer of his suite at the hotel. But most of them had been given to their subjects and thus put back in circulation where they could do the most good for their creator—the framed fait accompli, the diploma on the wall, the testimonial not to the art of Rob Kiplinger but to the genius that made him or rather allowed him to be, what he was. That Kiplinger. What a guy. His motion pictures stink but did you hear about the time he …

He held out his hands and said, “Come here.”

She got up and walked around the huge desk to his chair and he took both her hands and drew her toward him. He looked toward the bookcase for a moment and then he said, “You’re a damned lovely kid, do you know it? Come here.” He drew her head down and kissed her quickly on the lips. “Sit down over there and listen to me do something nice for you.”

She did not say anything, but by the time she had reached the sofa, he could see that she had managed to bring back a smile to her face, and she said, with too much composure, “You’re a dear, Mr. Kiplinger.”

He called Miss Delmar in. The chuckle was now the trace of a smile. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kiplinger,” she said, “but did you call me?”

“Get me Spindell on the phone,” he said, “and on the way out would you be good enough to close the door?” He had let her see enough of this particular picture. A scene or two was always sufficient. It was wonderful how you could always count on people without any imagination to do a lot of imagining. As soon as he left, she would call Harry Lyons’ secretary, and Lyons’ secretary would call that idiot over at Paramount, and on it would go until it became a feature-length film … perhaps, by the time it got back to him wrapped up neatly in applause, a double feature. That Kiplinger. I’m … telling … you.

The extension rang and he picked up the phone. “Max? Rob Kiplinger. … Swell, tootsie, swell. … Max, I … No, I mean it, Max, I don’t usually go overboard for farce comedy but this time … Yes, Max, a very lovely job. … Max, I have a girl sitting here next to me, name is Janice Barker … That’s right. … You haven’t, huh? Well, then you haven’t been reading the papers, tootsie, and you haven’t been watching that TV screen like you should. She’s been all over the place, and not just good, but great, and why should I tell you how beautiful she is when you’ll see that for yourself? … Just what you’ve been looking for, Max. … Of course I’ve seen her. … Sure. … I caught her in a show last year in Boston when I was … What? … (What was the name of that show, honey?)…”

“Louder and Funnier,” she said eagerly.

“Louder and Funnier, Max. … That’s right. … My idea was, give her a stock contract to start, put her through the works and let her carry the ball from there. … What? … Well, what do you think? You oughta know better than to ask that. … Sure … in water colors, too. … Uh huh. … Swell, that’s fine. … (Take this down, honey.)… Ten o’clock tomorrow morning. … Through Gate 3. … Ask for Miss Trueman. … Max, I love you. … Thank you, baby.”

“Oh, Mr. Kiplinger,” the girl squealed when he had hung up. “Ferdie Saxon was right. You are wonderful!”

“You don’t have to worry about a thing now, honey,” he said, without smiling. “Just look pretty, don’t speak unless you’re spoken to, keep your ears open till you find out who’s important and who’s just acting important, and you’re in. And if you don’t follow my advice, that won’t matter either, because Max Spindell doesn’t know how to say ‘no’ to me.”

She laughed a little hysterically and said, “I know this sounds silly, but really how can I ever thank you?”

The door was closed, so Kiplinger just looked at her and said, “The first thing you can do is drag me out of this office.”

They stepped out into the anteroom.

“I’m leaving now,” he said to Miss Delmar, who tried, with little success, to take her eyes off the girl. “I had a tentative engagement with Lester Stiles for dinner to night. If he calls, tell him how sorry I am that I can’t make it. I’ll be at the hotel all evening if he wants to call me. But only if it’s urgent. I’ll leave that to you, Miss Delmar.”

He took the girl’s arm as they walked out, and he could hear Miss Delmar dialing her phone before he was half way down the corridor to the elevator, and without ever having heard her personal calls he was certain he knew what she’d be saying, for a producer can be a hero to his own secretary if he’s the wrong kind of man and she’s the right kind of secretary.

“Mr. Kiplinger,” the girl was saying, “I really don’t want you to break your dinner date and go to all this trouble just for me. Honestly.”

“Don’t talk nonsense,” was all he said, though what he might have said was, don’t talk nonsense, I had no date with Lester Stiles. … I haven’t spoken to him in four weeks, and he is, this very minute, three thousand miles from here, in all probability having dinner at Lindy’s. …

Outside, the early evening air was toying with the idea of fireplaces and extra blankets, and Kiplinger stood with the girl for a moment before the entrance to the sprawling white building until Harry Davis, who drove one of the studio limousines, spotted them and pulled up to the curb. Harry had once been a studio stunt man and had gone over a cliff on a motorcycle once too often. And so now he clung to the payroll as semiprivate chauffeur to a favored few at the studio and there was a tacit understanding that he was to endure the agony of using his legs to jump out and open the door only for Max Spindell.

He tipped his cap, turned the scar tissue of his face toward the girl, smiled happily and said, “Evening, Chief. To the hotel?”

Kiplinger said, “No, Harry, Romanoff’s,” and Harry’s smile collapsed. Kiplinger added, “We’ll go there first.” The smile returned.

The girl was staring silently out of the window, and finally Kiplinger said, “Does that sound all right to you, honey? A few martoonies … a little chatter … early dinner … and then up to my place to get that pretty little nose of yours down on paper. …”

“That sounds fine to me, Mr. Kiplinger. I’d love to,” he heard her say to the window, but he did not analyze the tone of her voice too carefully, nor did he look right at her as she spoke. For he was afraid that she’d turn toward him and he’d have to look into her eyes so instead he watched Harry adjusting the rear-view mirror to go with the sound track. …

They sat at a table near the door and ordered drinks, and everyone who walked past the table looked first at the girl, then at Kiplinger, then back to the girl, and many whom Kiplinger knew only casually, and who usually had nothing to say to him, came over to the table and said it.

“Is there anyone you don’t know?” the girl asked. “Is it always like this?”

“Not always,” he said, thinking: It won’t be like this the day after they preview The Velvet Glove in Pasadena. It wasn’t like this for two whole weeks after Wherever You Are was reviewed in the trades. It wasn’t like this last night, either. Last night he had dined alone.

One martini was enough to de-ice her, and during dinner she told him of a young man named Larry who wrote unsuccessful popular music and who had asked her three times to marry him, and she spoke of him just as though she were not fond of him and Kiplinger knew it was because she thought he would like that, and all the time, though he was listening to her, he was thinking only that she was painfully beautiful and ridiculously young and that if she stopped talking for a moment she would probably feel like crying. And it did not make him feel any better to know that he would not blame her.

Sam Winston sat down at their table, swallowed two aspirin tablets, and asked Kiplinger to tell him something funny for the column—but he did not look at Kiplinger as Kiplinger recited a few anecdotes, and when he left he had not taken down a word. A British, second-malelead came over and was charming and drunk, and a visiting Broadway producer was honest and said simply, “I’m delighted to meet you, Miss Barker,” but he let slip a few inappropriate Anglo-Saxonisms in talking with Kiplinger, so the girl excused herself from the table to powder her nose. Then Abner Good, a small, scholarly looking man, ambled over.

“Rob,” he said, “it’s nice to see you wallowing in this protoplasmic ooze again. Where you been? Gimme some thing on The Velvet Glove, anything you want. I’ll work it into Friday’s column.”

Kiplinger said, “Abner, I could tell you that it’s going to be a sleeper … a great psychological thriller with more hitch than Hitchcock. … But I won’t tell you that because you’ll know I’m lying, and besides you printed that last week. So let’s not waste time. Get out your pencil.”

Abner Good took out a small leather-bound pad and a little gold pencil. He wrote a Hollywood column for a New York racing paper and Broadway columnists appropriated his scoops regularly.

“Her name is Janice Barker,” Kiplinger said. “B-a-r k-e-r. Actress, nineteen, will be signed by Spindell tomorrow. I met her this afternoon.” He watched Good scribble on the pad.

Good looked up at him. “And?”

“And what?” said Kiplinger, as though he didn’t know.

“And?” said Good.

“And I promised her I’d do her portrait for her tonight. After dinner.”

Abner Good smiled at his pad. He put it back carefully in his pocket and said, “Thanks, Rob.” Kiplinger watched him walk away and he wondered whether Ferdie Saxon would be the first to mail him the clipping.

When the girl returned to the table with fresh makeup and each hair in place, he called the waiter.

“I’m leaving, Paul,” he said to the smiling white teeth, “but I was expecting a call here from a Mr. Nick Grandy. Would you please tell the switchboard operator that if anyone by that name calls for me, I’ll be at my hotel all evening. She has the number. Remember that— Nick Grandy … my hotel.”

“You bet, Mr. Kiplinger, I certainly will do that,” said the bright teeth. Kiplinger walked out, holding the girl by the arm, and pretended not to see Paul whispering to one of the captains, and he thought what a wonderful joke it would be if Nick Grandy called him at Romanoff’s that night, because he did not know a Nick Grandy.

The limousine was waiting for them.

“I got back just in time,” Harry explained as they stepped in. “You know them two wise guy actors, the funny fellahs what’s always makin’ trouble on the lot? Well, tonight, they’re so knocked out from playin’ touch football all day I hadda lug ‘em over to the Turkish baths. But I got back in time, hey, Chief? Leave it to Harry. The hotel, Chief?”

“Right.”

“Yeah, I says to myself, Mr. Kiplinger’ll be wantin’ me in an hour or so, so I hustle them two guys out there in a hurry and beat it back just—”

“I’m glad you did,” Kiplinger said. Harry knew practically everyone in the industry and he had a big mouth. “You’re a good man, Harry.”

“Thanks, Chief,” said Harry, adjusting the mirror.

After they had gone several blocks in silence, Kiplinger finally asked the girl, “Happy?”

And she said, “Of course.”

He looked out of the window at the far-off lights twinkling up in the hills, for there was no place else to look except at the girl or at the back of Harry’s head, which was at alert attention, or at Harry’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. So he looked out of the window and wondered whether it was really true that Harry knew more about what went on at the studios than Louella Parsons, and then they were pulling into the driveway, past the wide green lawns, now decolored by the darkness, up to the entrance of the hotel.

“This is it, Chief,” said Harry. “Twelve minutes flat, and I coulda done it in ten if that shomiss wasn’t giving me the hawk-eye when I was gettin’ set to jump the light.”

“Nice work, Harry,” Kiplinger said, handing him a ten-dollar bill as they got out. “Buy the wife a new mink coat.”

“You bet, boss. Much obliged.” He grinned once more at the girl, and then he drove off.

They stood on the walk before the hotel until the car was out of sight, and then Kiplinger turned suddenly to the girl and took hold of her hands and he didn’t mind now that they were cold.

“Honey,” he said, smiling, “thank you, thank you, thank you.”

She laughed a little nervously. “I’m afraid I don’t quite get it. Thank me for what?”

“Oh … let’s just say … for walking into my office this afternoon, for having dinner with me tonight, for sitting at my table, for riding by my side in Harry’s limousine … for coming here …”

It was too dark to be certain, but he imagined that her eyes were more bewildered than frightened.

He said, “You did enjoy yourself, didn’t you?”

And she said, “Well, yes, Mr. Kiplinger, of course.”

“And you did want to get into pictures more than anything else in the world, didn’t you?”

“Why … yes … and you don’t know how grateful I am, really. I—”

“Oh, but I do, honey,” he said. “I certainly do. You told me yourself. You said that you once told Ferdie Saxon you’d do anything to get into pictures.”

She looked away, and he said, “You know something? I was that way once myself. I wanted something very badly. That is, there was a somebody I wanted to be. Well, for a while I was young enough and stupid enough to think I was going to get where I wanted, and then I found out it just wasn’t going to be. So I made up my mind I’d do anything to get there. And you know what? I got there. Only, I found out something that no one ever told me: getting what you want isn’t worth a damn unless the way that you get it is good. And holding onto it is even worse. …”

“Don’t … Please …” she blurted out. He wouldn’t know if there were tears in her eyes. It was so long since he had seen anything but glycerine. “Mr. Kiplinger, I—”

“No, let me finish,” he said. “Tomorrow morning you are going to be given a small job in pictures. It won’t be much, but it’ll be a beginning. Whether you get anywhere, or lose out, will be entirely up to you. You are beautiful, but out here that’s nothing. If you also have talent, or good luck, you will get where you want. But I want you to promise me something.”

“All right,” she said, in a very small voice.

“I want you to promise me that if you turn out to be without talent or good luck, you will fail.”

She smiled and said, “I promise.”

“Good,” he said. “And now that I’ve gotten you a low-paying, nerve-racking job with a talentless studio run by a barbarian named Max Spindell and have exposed you to an evening of brilliant boredom, topped off by my own Grade B speech, I am going to ask you to do me a favor. That is, I want you to keep a deep, dark secret for me. Every girl I’ve ever asked to keep a secret has managed to do it.” He walked her over to a cab parked in the driveway. “Be at Spindell’s office at ten sharp. Miss Trueman likes people who are punctual. Get plenty of sleep tonight. Wear your hair loose, the way you’re wearing it now, and for Pete’s sake, smile when you walk in.”

“What’s this?” she asked, pointing to the cab.

“That’s your cab home,” he said. He opened the door.

“Go on, honey. … In.”

She got in the back seat and held the door open. “But … but I thought there was a secret? And aren’t you going to do my portrait? I thought …”

“Sure, I’m going to do your picture. I always do.”

“But how—?”

“That’s the secret, honey, and all I ask is that you please be good to it.” He shut the door and looked down at her through the open window. “I’m going to do your portrait from memory,” he said. “Just like I’ve done them all. From memory.”

He looked into her eyes and they were smiling now with the rest of her face and she was even more beautiful than he had thought.

“You do believe me, don’t you?” he said.

And she said, “Yes, Mr. Kiplinger, I believe you,” and somehow he felt that she really did and he was glad that she did, though he knew that it did not matter one way or another.

He said, “One more thing, honey. If your friend Larry asks you a fourth time, why don’t you say yes while the music he’s writing is still bad? Think about it, will you?”

He started walking away, and she called to him: “It’s a deal.”

He walked through the lobby to the elevator, and already he was thinking of what brush he would use and what colors he would mix for her hair and how he would capture her eyes as they had been a moment ago. He was no longer tired, and he had an idea this was going to be a good one, perhaps even better than any of the others— and they had been fine jobs, too. And as he went up in the elevator he thought how nice it would be to stay in his apartment for weeks—no, forever—and do nothing but paint, but he knew that that would never be, so he started thinking of the note of appreciation to Ferdie Saxon that he would dictate in the morning, and how Miss Delmar would be able to thrive on it for days, and how he would have nothing to worry about now until The Velvet Glove was released, and how even then he would not have to worry because by then there would be another wonderful subject walking in. …

The Comedian

I STOOD IN THE LOBBY OUTSIDE the door of the studio watching for him, not knowing what I would say if he showed up. There was really nothing you could say to change things now. It was too late for words. Somehow, as I stood there being jostled by the people crowding in, I knew that whatever was going to happen was out of my hands, beyond my control. I had done everything I could; I was exhausted; and besides, it no longer mattered to me, one way or the other.

I went inside and watched them scrambling for seats, mixing their little yelps of eagerness with the discordant sounds of the orchestra warming up in the pit. The studio had been built to accommodate a thousand, but a hundred thousand seats wouldn’t have been enough to take care of all who had wanted to be here tonight to see Sammy Hogarth make television history.

I looked at the faces—old ones, young ones, applecheeks from the sticks, know-it-alls from midtown Manhattan—all of them wearing the same look of anticipatory enjoyment. They had come here with the laughs already compressed inside of them, knowing with a confidence born of years of pleasurable experience that Sammy would not fail to set off the explosions.

I thought of the countless millions just like them in millions of living rooms all over the land, pulling the chairs up closer, making the last minute adjustment of the knob, watching the flickering screen of the magic box with that same expression, that same inward smile of impending delight as they too got ready to be titillated into joyful release.

This was it, then. This was what it was all for.

The waiting laughter of a nation.

For this, to detonate this rollicking explosion, to wrap up and deliver vast and waiting audiences such as this one, men lied, cheated, stole, sweated and fought over foolish words in dank-smelling, smoke-filled rooms, grew old before their time, and finally destroyed themselves and everyone around them.

The laughter of a nation, born of misery and despair.

I looked at the faces and knew what they were waiting for. I knew what they would get, and out of what it had come. I, more than anyone, I knew, and remembered. And remembering, I was back in Reilly’s Gym again. Only yesterday …

My God, it couldn’t have been only yesterday!

Feeling again the sudden terror … seeing the maniacal look … reeling back from the jarring blow … the ponderous hulk moving implacably forward. …

“Sammy, wait!”

He belted me with another savage right. “This is for Gleason,” he sneered, closing in “And this is for Berle.” I tasted the leather again. “For Caesar … and Benny … and Hope …” Short ones to the ribs.

“Sammy,” I panted. “For Chrissakes, Sammy …”

His face was contorted. He didn’t hear me. The left was cocked. I saw it coming. “For Phil Silvers …”

“Wait a minute!” I fell on him and tied him up in a sweaty clinch. “What the hell’s the matter with you? You going crazy?”

“Good, Al, hey kiddo?” His laugh was a crazy sound in my ear. “Hot as a two-dollar pistol reduced to a dollar-ninety-eight. Feel the power in that right? Come on …”

He struggled to break out of my arms. I held onto him, gasping for breath, aware that everyone in the gym was suddenly watching us, bewildered like I was.

“Enough,” I gasped.

He burst from my grip, stepped back. I saw the wicked grin on his face. “Get ‘em up, baby.” He moved at me again, purring, “Get ‘em up before I kill ya.”

“Look, Sammy, it’s late. They’re waiting for us at the office. It’s—”

“And this one—” he let go with the looping left—“is—”

I sidestepped. “For Sammy Hogarth!” I cried, and caught him with everything I had, flush on the button. He shuddered to a dead stop like a poled ox and his jaw hung with surprise. “You wanna play, I can play.” My voice was hoarse.

Anger flared up in his startled eyes, and for an instant the swift, darting mind weighed everything. Then slowly the face became a grinning mask, and he rumpled my hair with an open glove. “Scared the hell outta ya, didn’t I?” he chuckled. He glanced around at the other guys, who had halted their exercises to watch the great man in action. “Who has to worry about sponsors and ratings?” he called out to them. “I could go into Sugar Ray’s racket like that.” He shrugged. “Easy as committing suicide. They say to me: ‘Sammy, you couldn’t fight your way out of a paper bag.’ So what? How many times does a man have to fight his way out of a paper bag? Unless it’s my brother Lester, who happens to be a salami sandwich.”

They all laughed—not because what Sammy Hogarth had said was funny, but because it had been said by Sammy Hogarth. The conditioned reflex. It was what most comics had going for them when they were off stage. And if they were shrewd—which Sammy indubitably was—and kept their mouths shut most of the time, few people would ever find out how truly unfunny most funnymen were.

He slapped me across the buttocks. “Whaddaya say, Al, let’s get moving.”

I walked ahead of him, not looking at him, trying not to listen to him, the sweat stinging my eyes and the cut on my chin.

“I feel good,” he was saying to my back.

“That’s fine,” I muttered, yanking off the gloves.

“You hear me?” He followed me into the shower room. “I feel good.” He stepped out of his shorts. “The timing is right. Everything is right. A hundred percent. Sammy is in tune with Sammy. I can feel it. My arms. My legs. Up here.” He tapped his forehead. “Down here …”

I turned on the shower but it didn’t help much. He kept on talking.

“It’s gonna be all right tomorrow, Al. Nothing to worry about. Good script. Good timing. Good Sammy. Everything good. Even your sketches. You don’t mind my saying so, I was beginning to figure you were over the hill, no more toothpaste in the tube. But those sketches—they play. Sammy makes them play. If they don’t play for Sammy, they ain’t got it for nobody. Every thing’s gonna be all right, baby. We got the world by the short hairs. And you with the fouryards-a-week you were gonna take from Gleason. Didn’t I tell you stick to Sammy? Hitch your wagon like all the rest. I got a sore behind from all the wagons hitched to me. You and Connie and Lester and Jake and Sonny and Phil and the whole goddam network—three goddam networks, what’m I saying?—all taking the short and easy ride with Sammy. Sometimes I wonder. Suppose there ain’t no Sammy. Suppose I slip on this here piece of soap and break my neck. Where the hell is everybody? What about you? Four lousy yards with Gleasons plus ulcers. I just hope you appreciate everything. From the way you hit me there, sweetheart, I wonder if you appreciate everything. Hey, kiddo?”

I didn’t answer.

“Do, you, Al?”

I turned the water up harder.

He came over suddenly and shut it off.

“I said do you?”

I stared at him, wondering if anything he had ever done on a nightclub floor or in front of the television cameras had ever been as comical as the sight of him standing there naked, without the two-hundreddollar suit and the Nat Lewis shirt and the Sulka tie to conceal the protruding belly and the fish-white skin. But all I could see was the face that went with it, thick-lipped and sensual and leathered with the years of greasepaint and the Florida winters, and I didn’t laugh. “Of course I do, Sammy” I said.

His mouth twitched. “All right then.”

I turned the water back on and began to soap myself rubbing too hard, as though I could get beneath the skin, beneath the surface sweat and dirt to other things. Tomorrow night, Sammy Hogarth would be making his bid to become the new Goliath of the television world. He would be starring in the tryout of the first combined-networks, comedy-in-color series in the history of the medium. And wrapped up in my hip pocket if the show went over would be the hundred-grand-a-year I had dreamed of, and struggled for, and lost sleep over, ever since I had turned my back on the decent, normal life to become a writer of jokes. Yet here I was, still finding it necessary to use a piece of soap as though it had magical properties.

You can’t have your cake of soap and eat it, Al.

Some day, when I saw the right opening, I’d use that as an ad lib and it would kill them. Right now, it was just another line with half a meaning. Like my whole life.

I wasn’t merely Sammy’s head writer. It wasn’t that simple. I was also vice-president in charge of keeping the public from finding out what he was really like. Their acceptance of his pattern of humor was predicated entirely on their belief that he was a kind and jolly clown, a good-natured buffoon who was forever trying to pass himself off as a conniving, devious villain given to insulting his betters. As long as you were sure he was only kidding, you could laugh. One wrong move on his part, one betrayal of the truth that his humor of insult had a deep and savage drive behind it, and his charm would vanish in a twinkling, the priceless and hard-won illusion would be shattered beyond repair.

That’s where I came in.

I was keeper of the keys to the closets that had all the skeletons; guardian of the maps that told where the bodies were buried. I knew the location of each headstone, the meaning of every epitaph that Sammy Hogarth had written into the graveyard of Broadway. I knew about Wendell James, who had been plagiarized and bought off; the violence that had ended the affair with Valma Stevens; the Red-smear job on little Freddie Kintner, who had accidentally found out how Sammy doctored the recordings of his radio shows so that ad agency men, checking audience-reaction in post mortem sessions, would hear laughs where there had been only bored silence. Oh, I knew things about Sammy Hogarth that even he didn’t know. And worst of all, most sickening of all, was the knowledge that the two sketches I had handed in—the foundation upon which tomorrow night’s hopes had been built—were stolen property.

Unknown to Sammy—stolen by me.

A comedy writer often enters the craft from the left field of personal unhappiness. Unable to face the bitter realities of his own existence, he makes of all life a joke. This becomes his stock in trade, and for a while he is able to turn it into money and whatever happiness money can purchase. But before long, there catches up with him an awareness that he has not appreciably affected the original, still-bitter realities. It is then that he finds himself running out of new jokes. So he begins to rewrite his old ones. And when he runs out of these, as eventually he must, he commences to rewrite the jokes of others, telling himself the old canard of show business that there is really nothing new under the sun. Finally, he loses even the ability to rewrite these jokes of others. He simply appropriates them, and passes them on as his own.

Somewhere in Korea, one cross among thousands, poor Davey Farber lay sleeping. Once, he had laughed with me and made others laugh. That was when we had both been much younger. Davey would never grow older than twenty-six. But I would. I had. And with the years had come the slow death at the typewriter that had led, finally, to go into the bottom drawer of my desk and come up with some of the sketches he had turned out in Boston one hectic weekend at the Ritz, where he had been summoned there to try to breathe life into a dying revue only to see it fold after two performances. Going into the army, he had left with me, partly for safekeeping, mostly out of sentiment, the last remaining copies of some of his favorite scripts. And tomorrow night, Sammy Hogarth would be using two of these old and long-forgotten skits, thinking I had written them, thinking they were now his.

“Enough. C’mon,” he was calling.

I hurried out of the locker-room after him, struggling into my coat. Soap and water hadn’t done a bit of good. No damned good at all.

II

Outside, the late afternoon air was sharp with the tang of approaching winter. I whistled for a cab. But Sammy said, “Let’s walk.”

I threw him a glance. “It’s after five.”

“I don’t care if it’s after fifty. I said, ‘Let’s walk.’ I need the oxygen. I don’t feel so good. I’m all tensed up.”

“But I thought you said before—”

“After all these years don’t you know when Sammy is whistling in the cemetery?” We walked east on Forty-eighth, Sammy taking the big-striding steps and me scurrying to keep up with him. He was inhaling noisily, trying to suck the confidence into his body through his lungs. “Okay, the script is good, rehearsals went great. But I’m scared. It’s too big, too important. It means too much to me. Jesus, Al, just think—to be able to look Gleason and Silvers and those other fakirs in the face and see the jealousy … to be able to spit.” He expectorated into the street. “If only I could stop caring. If only I could say: ‘So what, Sammy, it’s only another show.’ But it’s more. It’s everything. It’s—”

“It’s only another show, Sammy.”

He looked at me. “Y’mean it, Al?”

“Sure,” I lied. “It’s only another show.”

We strode in silence for a while. The sidewalks were jammed. Everybody was knocking off, going home. But not us. We never stopped working. Not even when we closed Lindy’s at four in the morning and climbed into bed with the little red capsule. In show business, you can’t do too much sleeping if you want to wind up with the longest obituary in Variety.

“Al?” We were nearing the office. “Do we have to go up now?”

“You told the fellows to be there,” I said. “All day long at the studio, and now they’ve got to be there. The least you can do is show up. Besides, we’ve got to cut twelve minutes … unless you want us to do it without you.”

“In the pig’s ass.”

“All right then. If you don’t do it now, when are you going to do it?”

“Tomorrow?” he ventured.

“The dress is tonight.”

Suddenly he began to pound his stomach.

I’m getting sick!” he groaned. “My God, Al, suppose I get sick? Suppose—” He belched loudly.

“That does it,” I said.

“You think so?”

“Of course. You’re all better now.”

I wondered if there was any other nursemaid in New York who wore a camel’s hair coat.

We went through the lobby and pushed our way into the crowded elevator. Some jerk called out, “Attaboy, Sammy. Knock ’em dead tomorrow.”

I turned and withered the guy with a look.

“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” Sammy snapped his fingers at the elevator man. “Get this goddam thing off the ground.”

We didn’t move.

He grabbed my arm. “We’ll walk.”

He headed for the stairs and started up two at a time. I panted after him, and didn’t catch him until the fourth floor. There was nothing wrong with Sammy, at least not with that enormous, supercharged body. He was merely doing all his failing in fantasy today, so that he wouldn’t be doing it in reality tomorrow.

I could hear the trouble in the office even before we got to the end of the hall. The rest of it I could see on Connie’s lovely face as we walked in. The door to the inner sanctum was shut, but the loud voices came through just the same.

“What’s going on here?” Sammy ripped off his coat.

Connie brushed a wisp of red hair from her eyes but didn’t look up from the desk. “Your brother,” she said letting the tone of her voice say the rest.

Sammy turned to me, a look of panic on his face. “Al, am I ever … is there ever going to be a day? For Christ sake, peace I want! Now of all times can I have a little peace around of mind? Will somebody please make it understood around here that I cannot go on without … I must not be distracted and upset and worried … constantly … every day … by my own brother in the bargain!”

“Will you relax, Sammy? You’re like a bride on her wedding night.”

“That’s right,” he cried, “and somebody’s always waiting in the next room to—”

“Come on.”

I opened the door and we went into the noise and it stopped as though a director had shouted “Cut!”

“All right now. A pack of wild animals,” Sammy shouted. “Anyone down the hall thinks I’m running a menagerie here. What the hell is it?” He whirled on his brother, who stood at the window with ashen face and lips working nervously. “Lester, I’m warning you.” Sammy’s voice was low. “I’m too much on edge. I’m all wound up. There is so much I can take and no more. Now what is it?” He slumped into the chair behind his desk.

Lester Hogarth turned and stared for a moment at the three writers who sat lined up along the wall looking down at their laps like naughty children suppressing giggles. He blinked and tugged at his bow tie. He cleared his throat and tried to check the quiver of his lips. He fussed with his horn-rimmed glasses.

“I would like to speak to you alone, Sammy,” he said in a precise, shaky voice.

Jake Pitz and Sonny Carmichael and Phil Kane started to get up but Sammy waved an unlit cigar at them. “Siddown. Stay right where you are.” He glanced up at his brother’s white face. “Anything you want to say, say it in front of Al and Jake and Phil and Sonny. We’re a team. We have no secrets.” He waited.

Lester blinked, glancing from one to the other of us with his sad, tired eyes. “Forget it, Sammy,” he said in a quiet voice. “It wasn’t important. It’s never important.” He started for the door.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

He kept on walking, and shut the door behind him.

Sammy stared after him, his face twitching. Then he turned to the writers. “All right, lemme hear it.”

Jake Pitz was spokesman for the team. Sonny and Phil did most of the writing. Jake, naturally, got more money. “He saw the monologue on the desk,” he explained, shrugging. “He started raving like a maniac. He won’t stand for it, he says. I tell him I’m only a hired hand. I have no personal interest in making him unhappy. If Sammy Hogarth wants to make with the jokes about his brother, that’s Sammy’s business. If Lester Hogarth doesn’t like it, that’s his business. If he wants to act like a jerk and take it so seriously, I don’t want to hear about it. Personally, if you ask me, Sammy, I think he’s going off his rocker.”

“Nobody asked you,” Sammy snapped. “Is that all that happened?”

“Well not exactly.” Pitz threw a glance at the little guy with the angelic face.

Sammy nailed Sonny Carmichael with a pointing finger. “I thought I told you … how many times do I have to tell you to lay off him? You’re aggravating something that’s enough aggravation already. What did you say to him this time?”

“Aw, it was nothing, Sammy.” Carmichael flushed and cast his baby-blue eyes downward.

“I know it was nothing. If it was something, you wouldn’t of thought of it. Lemme hear the nothing.”

“Aw, I just asked him if he was listed on your income tax return. He gave me the stupid look, so I said. “I was just wondering—does Sammy have you down as a dependent, or does he list you under contributions to charity?”

Sammy frowned. “Is that all?”

“Nothing much else.” Sonny raised his eyes, gaining heart. “Except I told him, ‘Lester, I hear you’re gettin’ a raise.’ He said: “Is that right?” I said ‘Sure. With Sammy on three networks instead of one, you’ll be getting the same dough as now, even though you’ll be three times as useless. Isn’t that a raise?’”

The frown held for a moment, struggling to stay there and then it fell apart suddenly, and Sammy was shaking with laughter, and, as though on signal, the writers began to laugh along with him. “I don’t know what I’m laughing at, it’s such a tired joke,” he wheezed. “Look at Al. He don’t think it’s so funny either, do you, sweetheart?”

I turned away. “I’m going downstairs for some coffee. You want anything?”

They were too busy giggling to answer.

On the way out, I stopped at Connie’s desk and kissed her hair. She closed her eyes. “I’ll be downstairs,” I said.

She turned to see if the door was closed, then said urgently, “Call me, Al.”

“When?”

“Right away.”

I went out to the elevator assuring myself that this was going to be nothing at all. But my stomach told me I was telling myself lies. Downstairs in the drugstore, I pushed into a phone booth and dialed the office.

“Shoot,” I said.

“Can you hear me this way?” She was down to a whisper.

“Go ahead.”

“Well, while you were all over at the studio this afternoon, a woman called for Lester. I said he wasn’t in, and when I asked who was calling, she started to say she was merely returning his call, but she didn’t say to whom. Just as she was about to, she said, ‘Hold on a minute’ … you know, the way a secretary does when she has to ask the boss for instructions? And then she came back and said, ‘Never mind, we’ll call again,’ and quickly hung up.’”

“Okay, so what about it?”

“Darling, now don’t blame me if I’m wrong, but I could almost swear it was Ruth Stanton, Otis Elwell’s secretary. … Hello? … Al? …”

“Yes,” I said weakly, “I’m here.” Otis Elwell and his column had been out to get Sammy for years. The mere sound of Elwell’s name was adrenaline to every guardian cell in my body. He and Sammy’s brother could have had no reason to be in communication, no reason that would not be cause for alarm. “What else?” Suddenly it felt very warm in the booth.

“When Lester came in,” Connie said, “I told him that somebody’s secretary had returned his call but wouldn’t leave a name. He just blinked and went inside and shut the door, and I heard him starting to dial a number. But then he hung up and came out and said he’d be right back. I’m sure he went downstairs to use an outside phone.”

“You didn’t breathe a word of this to Sammy?”

“Certainly not.”

“That would be all he needs now.”

“Sweetie, what’s going on? Can you tell me?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “He’s acting strangely. A little worse than usual. You know how he gets just before something big. But this time something’s really bothering him.”

“Is there anything I can—?”

“No. Nothing. I’ve got to hang up now.” I was beginning to perspire.

“Oh, I almost forgot one other thing. I hope you won’t be angry.”

“What now?” I mopped my neck with the handkerchief.

“Darling, you know that manila envelope you gave me last night to lock in your personal file drawer?” Her voice became faintly prayerful. “You didn’t by any chance take it from me again, did you?”

“No!” I shouted. “Why?”

“Oh, please, please don’t be angry, Al.”

“I’m not angry!”

“With all the confusion around here,” she pleaded, “I forgot to put it away, left it on my desk, and now I just can’t seem to find it. I’ve searched high and low, Al, but it’s gone … vanished … and I can’t imagine—”

“When did you first miss it?” I said quickly.

“When I came in this morning.”

“Was there anyone around?”

“Since last night? Just the cleaning woman. And when I got in this morning—Lester.”

Somewhere inside of me a nagging note of doom screamed to be heard. “The … the cleaning woman …” I swallowed hard, trying to get the words out, as though by getting them out I could convince myself that I believed them. “She probably threw it away. It’s all right.”

“Then it wasn’t anything important? Thank heaven. I was so—”

“Will you forget it!” I cried.

“You are angry.”

“I’m not angry!” I shouted. Sick, yes. Frightened, yes. But not angry.

“But you sound so … so awful.”

“I’m tired, that’s all. Worn out.”

“My poor angel. My lover.”

“Connie, not now.”

“Any time, any place. Oh, Al, when can I kiss away those circles under your eyes?”

“Honey, will you shut up?”

“I’m going to take care of you for the rest of my life. That’s one of the reasons I’m going to marry you next week, my tired darling. Do you want to hear some of the other reasons?”

“If I had you in this phone booth now, you know what I’d do to you?”

“God, I wish I were there with you.”

“So do I.”

“Oh, Al …”

“Be home tonight,” I said. “I want to know that you’re there, in case I can get away.”

“Make a call in a phone booth with me,” she sighed.

“A long, long call,” I said.

“I love you,” she said.

“You creature, you. I’ve got things to do. I’ve got worries to worry. I told you to stay out of my life until the show is over. One more day. One more night. Can’t you just—?”

“No, darling, I can’t.”

I hung up on her.

Sometimes she frightened me. She acted as though love were something to be happy about, as though you did not have to worry about what Sammy would do when he found out you wanted to belong to someone other than him—as though you had nothing else to do with your life but be happy and not worry about Sammy and Lester and Otis Elwell and a missing envelope that could blow everything sky-high just when you were about in. I sat in the phone booth for a moment, feeling her throbbing inside of me and wanting badly to do some thing about it. Then the good feeling was drowned in a sudden wave of fear.

What had led me to hang on to Davey Farber’s original scripts after I had copied them? He was dead and gone. What kind of sentimental nonsense had made me feel that somehow he would still live, some part of him would still be here on earth, as long as those pieces of paper were not destroyed? They could ruin me now, like some avenging ghost.

I looked at my wristwatch, the one Connie had given me to show me that she was serious, even if I was afraid to be. It was getting late. No time to think about her now. First things had to come first.

III

I left the booth and walked past the soda fountain. He wasn’t there. I went to the rear, to the tables along the wall. I found him sitting at the last one, in the corner, staring morosely at a cup of stale coffee. I waited until he looked up.

“Mind if I sit, Lester?” Somehow, you never called him “Les.”

He examined me for a moment, as though searching for the clue— friend or foe? Then he looked down at the coffee again. “Why not?”

I slid into the chair facing him and lit a cigarette. I waited, but he didn’t say anything, just sat there idly stirring the muddy liquid. “Come on, kid, what’s it all about?”

His lips tightened.

“I don’t like to see things go on this way,” I said softly. “Isn’t there something I can do? Can’t I help you?”

He looked up at me. His face was drawn and haggard. Behind the glasses, his eyes were red and fretful, as though he might have been crying. “Help me? Sure, you can help me,” he said tonelessly. “You more than any one else. You have Sammy’s ear. You have control over the script.” He stared at me. “But why should you want to help me?”

I averted my eyes. “Why not give me a chance and see?” I said.

I could feel his eyes studying me carefully, doubtfully.

“All right then. Here it is, very simply: Sammy has got to … he must never again …” The words stuck in his throat. “You must tell Sammy not to use the monologue tomorrow night.”

“But that’s impossible.”

“You want to help me,” he cried. “Isn’t that what you said?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then why impossible? I’m telling you he must never again mention my name in public, never in any way humiliate me or make a public spectacle of me.” His voice shook with emotion. “This must begin as of now, with tomorrow’s show. Not next week, or the week after. Right now. A new show. The chance for a new series. If he gets it, it’s got to be without the monologues about me. I’m sick and tired of being the butt and I’m telling you I’ve—”

“Listen to me for a minute …“

“I’ve asked him myself for the last time. I’ve scraped the floors with my knees begging him to lay off. He won’t listen. I’m just a stuffed shirt trying to ruin his routine. To Sammy, everything is judged according to whether or not it’s good for a laugh. His brother Lester. Who is stupid, and lazy, and parasitic, and a great big laugh to forty million people on a twenty-seven-inch screen. Well, it’s got to stop, Al, and it’s going to stop!”

“Are you through?”

“No, I’m not through,” he raged. “I’ll never be through until I finish this once and for all. I’ve put up with it long enough. He’s fed me to the public like dope and now they can’t get enough. His brother Lester—the lazy jerk, the All-American slob. Anything for a laugh. But how about me?” He tapped his chest. “What about what it’s done to me?”

“Hasn’t Sammy been good to you in return?” I said quickly.

“You can have it. You can have all he’s been good to me!”

“Then why don’t you quit? Why don’t you walk out on him? Why do you always come back for more?”

He looked at me for a moment in startled confusion. “Why don’t you leave him?” he blurted out.

“Never mind about me. We’re talking about you. Maybe you like all this a lot more than you think. A guy takes what you take and comes back for more, maybe he makes all the fuss so that nobody, including himself, will know how much he secretly enjoys the kicking around.”

His face grew red. “Thank you!” he shouted. “I’m an idiot too, is that it?”

“Look, what’re we arguing for? Sammy’s done a lot better for you than you could’ve done for yourself if you’d gone into law practice when you got out of school. A car, a beautiful apartment. Look at the clothes you wear, the money in the bank. A young guy just turned thirty making all kinds of dough, and complaining.” I threw up my hands. “I don’t understand. I just don’t understand.”

“Oh yes you do.” His voice was low and intense. “You’re a lot of things from being around Sammy, stooging for him all these years—”

“Now wait a minute.”

“—but one thing you’re not is stupid, Al. You’ve got your eye on the main chance all right and you’re getting just what you’ve been after, but at least you’ve got enough sense to be eating your heart out over it.”

I crushed out my cigarette. “You mind your own—”

“You can’t stand the smell. You can’t stand the way Sammy treats you. You can’t stand what you have to do to stay up there with him.”

My hand shot across the table and grabbed his lapel. I yanked him toward me. “You mind your own goddam business,” I muttered fiercely, “or I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” His face was inches from mine. I saw the look in his eyes. I remembered, suddenly, what that look meant. I pushed him back, feeling the bitter taste of truth in my mouth.

He ran a hand nervously through his hair. “I’m sorry, Al.” His voice softened. “I didn’t mean …”

“Yah.” I turned away.

“I have nothing against you. I’m not looking to hurt you if I can help it. You’re the only decent one. The others take their cue from Sammy, but you …”

“Forget it.”

“You’ve treated me like a human being whenever you could.” He took off his glasses and pressed his fists to his weary eyes. “You’re the only one … the only one Julie … ever … liked. She used to say … Julie always said to me …” His voice broke. I looked up sharply. His hands were pressed tightly to his face. His mouth was a quivering blur. And I knew from the small sounds that came from behind the screen of his trembling hands that he was weeping softly.

“Oh Lord, what now?”

“Julie,” he choked.

“What about Julie?”

He blurted it out from behind his hands. “She’s … gone …” It came out like a sob. “Left me … Al … it’s … it’s over … and I can’t stand …”

“What do you mean over?” I was stunned.

His mouth moved, but nothing came out. He worked a handkerchief from his pocket and rubbed his eyes. “What do you think I mean?” he cried wetly. His face looked as though it had been smacked with a damp rag. “She’s gone. We’re finished. Miami. For a divorce …”

“But I thought you two were so—”

“And why shouldn’t she?” He blew his nose, listening to the sound of his own heartbreak. “Can you blame her? She married a man, not a coast-to-coast joke, not a dummy who draws catcalls on the streets. I knew it was coming. For two years she pleaded with me to leave Sammy. You know how she hated him, hated what he was doing to me. She begged me to move to California, get with the legal department of one of the studios, anything to get away from Sammy, three thousand miles away. I didn’t listen, Al. I tried. But how can you get away from Sammy? My brother is my keeper. You talk about money and clothes and all the rest. I never wanted it, not the way you do. Sammy made me think I did. But all I ever wanted … all I want now …” He began to dissolve again. “Julie … to feel decent … my self-respect … to have Julie … all gone now … robbed of everything by that … that …”

“Take it easy, kid. When did it happen?”

“Last week.” He shook his head with pain. “After the date for the show was definitely set and she saw that I was sticking. I should’ve known what that would mean to her. The chance for a natural break, and I let it go by. I thought maybe Sammy was going to be different … a new series … give up the monologues …”

“Does he know about Julie?”

“No!” A wild look came into his eyes. “I don’t want him to know a thing about this! You hear me?” He seized my wrist in a fierce grip. “You won’t breathe a word …”

“Okay, okay.”

“He’d love it, to know that he was able to break us up. What immense pleasure that would give him.” I didn’t like the crazy sound of his voice. “He’s hated me, Al, for everything I ever had or knew that was my own, that showed I was different from him. Since the day I was born, since the day he realized his act wasn’t going to be solo any longer, he’s despised me—for the books I read, the college I went to and he didn’t, the things I know that he doesn’t …”

“Maybe it’s all in your mind,” I said.

But he couldn’t be turned off now. “Why do you think he lured me into his rotten little world with all that money? He needed me, he said. He needed a smart young lawyer around to check the fine print in his contracts, to run his corporation. But did he ever use me? Sure. To go down for the coffee and sandwiches; to get theater tickets for his women; to phone his bookies for him when he was too busy to dial the number himself; to be there to take his abuse whenever he found hating himself too unbearable. Sure he needed me, to have me where he could make certain that I’d never amount to anything in my own profession. Don’t let Lester practice law. Cripple him with luxuries. Make him as much like yourself as possible. Wipe the grammar off his tongue. Dirty him up a little bit. Who the hell does he think he is? And when he saw that it wasn’t that simple, when he saw that in spite of everything he did to me I always managed somehow to be myself, and not like Sammy Hogarth, then I became a real threat to him. That was why he started to tear me down before the world.” I tried to interrupt but he brushed right past me. “And don’t try to tell me he did it because he needed the laughs. He was doing all right long before he began the Brother-Lester routine, and he’ll do all right when he stops using it. And he is going to stop using it! He’s not going to head for a new series with my good name dragged in as part of it!”

“You’re making too much out of nothing at all. You’re upset so you—”

“Can’t you see it, Al? Can’t you understand?” Tears welled up in his eyes again. “Julie may see the show. I know she’ll see the show. She’s at the Eden Roc in Miami Beach. Everybody down there will be watching Sammy go for the big one tomorrow night. Much as she hates Sammy, she’ll be watching too. If she sees there’s no Lester monologue she’ll know what that means. A new start. I’m through with the past. She’ll come back to me on the next plane. I know she will. You can help me, Al. Just speak to Sammy. The show runs long. You’ve got to cut the script anyway …”

“I should be up there right now.”

“Five minutes. That’s all it runs. Five lousy minutes that could mean my life to me!”

“He’ll never—”

“I’m not like Sammy,” he pleaded. “Every night a different girl. You know how he is, Al.”

Who better than I?

“Julie’s the only one for me,” he cried. “There’s never been another and there never will be. I’m not built like Sammy. She means too much to me. She’s got to come back. You’ve got to help me!”

“Look, kid …” I tried to squirm away.

“Al …” He pinned me down with his desperate, searching gaze. “Don’t make me do something terrible. Don’t make me do something I don’t want to do.”

I stared at him, feeling the cold knot of fear in my stomach. This was the moment I had hoped would some how never come. “What do you mean?” I said in a sick voice.

Our eyes met. “You know very well what I mean,” he said quietly. “Don’t you think I know why you’re showing this interest in me? But that’s all right. I don’t care what your motives are … as long as you help me.”

“You’ve got …” I swallowed, but the lump wouldn’t go down. “You have got them then, haven’t you … the Davey Farber scripts?”

His mouth tightened in a thin, grim line, and he nodded slowly. “Purely by accident, Al, believe me. I opened the envelope thinking it was something else, and it wasn’t something else.”

“You going to give them back to me?”

He didn’t answer, just blinked.

“They belong to me, not you,” I said.

He shook his head. “Not me, not you, not Sammy,” he said, with a flat, deadly calm. “Davey Farber.”

My face was hot and crimson. “Look, I can explain.”

“I’m not interested, Al.”

“But Sammy doesn’t know!”

“Who cares?”

“You’re going to turn them over to Elwell. Is that what you’re going to do?”

He stared at me for a moment, seeing that I knew.

“Elwell has nothing yet,” he said, with frightening coolness. “I’m giving you until midnight tonight. You and Sammy.”

“To do what?” I cried.

“To call me at my apartment, to tell me that Sammy has killed the monologue, to let me feel there’s a chance that Julie will come back to me.” He started to get up from the table.

“But wait a minute.” I grabbed his wrist. “Suppose he won’t listen to me?”

“He’ll listen to you, Al. You’re no fool. You’ll see to that.”

“But if he doesn’t …?”

He yanked his hand free. “From now on, I’m thinking of myself. If bystanders get hurt … well, nobody worried about whether I got hurt all these years, did they?” He looked at me with accusing eyes. “Besides, you’re not exactly an innocent bystander in all this, are you?”

I looked away. “How can you do this to your own brother?”

“My own brother …” He spat out the words.

“If it ever gets out it would ruin Sammy. They’d never believe that he didn’t know about it.” I looked at him imploringly. “Lester, if he finds out, he’ll kill me!”

“He killed me years ago,” he said with bitterness.

“If you could only give me a little time.”

His eyes burned through me, haunted, desperate, suddenly frightening.

“Midnight, Al,” he said quietly.

Then he turned and walked away.

Panic stabbed at my insides.

I stared after him, watching the graceless, almost ludicrous body, a little too short, a little too plump for the dignity his high-held head sought to advertise, and I wondered again, as I had wondered so many times, what Julie Webb, with her electric personality and her easily marketable figure, had found in him to love and to marry and to live with for five years in what Broadway had always assumed was harmony and happiness. I was remembering the wedding dinner at the Copacabana on that long ago night … the hint of secret fires in her intense dark eyes as she held Lester’s pudgy hand. I was remembering Sammy—Sammy with the raw jokes, Sammy with too much champagne in him, Sammy in the new and uncomfortable role of brother-in-law to a desirable girl, Sammy trying awkwardly not to reveal that it killed him to let Lester have the spotlight even at his own wedding.

“A plain little nothing,” he had sneered to me afterwards.

Julie Webb … a plain little nothing out of New Rochelle who had stepped out from behind a perfume counter at Bonwit-Teller’s to marry neat, impeccable Lester Hogarth and grow to hate his loudmouthed, voracious and nationally famous older brother with a plain little, dark little, intense little hatred that might very well have been born that very first night at the Copa, with Sammy keeping her out on the dance floor too long and holding her too crudely close to him and making a joke, finally, that nobody heard but Julie, nor noticed but myself, just as I had been the only one to observe the cold look on her face and the sullen one on Sammy’s when they had returned at last to the table, and not together.

All this I was remembering as I sat there in the noisy drugstore feeling the dread creeping up slowly, knowing that the past contained all the omens of impending disaster, knowing too that I was going to have to make an attempt, even to do the impossible.

Reluctantly, I got up from the table and went back upstairs to the office.

Connie was gone for the day, for the night, to her own private haunts of loneliness. And with a pang, I realized how wrong it was that I wasn’t with her now, always, wherever she was, whatever she was doing. And it didn’t do me any good to tell myself that all that would be different soon—after Sammy’s success, and mine, were assured— because I couldn’t make myself believe it. Not tonight, I couldn’t.

“That you, Al?” Sammy’s voice came to me harshly from the inner sanctum.

I went inside.

“You took your own sweet time, didn’t you?” He was slumped behind his desk, all alone. Just him and the cigar. Sonny and Jake and Phil were gone.

“Where are they?” I said. “I thought we were going to cut—”

“We did it ourselves. It’s all finished.” There was a pleased smile on his face, as though he relished this opportunity to show me how well he could do without me. “We threw out the whole Can-Can number. Seven minutes of backsides and no Sammy. It’s lean and smooth now. No fat, no extra weight.”

“Sammy …” I sank down in the leather chair. “I … I want to talk to you about the monologue.”

He sniffed. “What about the monologue? It’s beautiful. We even added that stupid Sonny’s crack about Lester being three times as useless. They’ll howl.”

“All things considered, I think you better drop the routine.”

He eyed me curiously. “All things considered, I think maybe you better start remembering that I decide what’s in and what’s out around here.”

“Downstairs, I was talking to Lester. He’s very upset, Sammy.”

“Tough tiddy.” He bit down on the damp cigar.

“He’s been in touch with Otis Elwell,” I said.

His face blanched. Then he forced a laugh. “They deserve each other.”

“You can joke,” I said. “Lester knows plenty. He’s been on the inside for years. If he should talk out of turn … Elwell is laying for you. Tomorrow would be the time to let you have it.”

He looked up with startled expression. “Let me have what? Whaddaya mean?”

I swallowed. “You never know.”

“Listen!” he shouted with sudden hysteria. “I don’t wanna hear anything more about it! You’re ruining my appetite just bringing up their names! I got nothing to hide that the others don’t have to hide too! So don’t give me any more of that! I want peace! I want to relax! I want—”

“Okay, Sammy!”

He stared out of the window fretfully. “What time is it?”

“Seven o’clock.”

“Let’s get out of here.” He jumped up.

I looked at him and saw the nervous, restless twitching of his face. It wouldn’t have done any good to say anything more right then. Perhaps with a little food in his belly … perhaps after the right kind of massage for his ego …

“Lindy’s?” I said, getting into my coat.

He snapped off the lights. “Where else?”

I followed him down the hall to the elevator.

It was five hours to midnight.

Only Sammy didn’t know what time it was.

IV

I tried not to listen to him.

I stuffed my ears with the noise of clattering dishes, the babble of table-talk and the shrill-sounding laughter of the silver blonde in the booth behind me. But it didn’t do any good. His voice was like the angry rasp of a buzzsaw, chewing into everything it touched.

“That’s all I want to know,” he cried, spitting out shreds of tobacco. “Are you with me or with him? The way you talk, I don’t know. It don’t sound right. I don’t like it. All my life he’s in my hair like a flea … a fat little flea. I’m good to him, set him up cozy, see that he shares in my success. And what do I get for it? Flea bites! Nagging trouble! And now this! For him I should cut off my right arm just when I’m about to go into the fight for the title. Al, I don’t wanna hear no more about it tonight. I’m getting sick!”

“But, Sammy—”

“Sick to my stomach!”

It hadn’t done any good coming to Lindy’s. The big entrance, the mob bowing and scraping before the new king, the flattery, the bootlicking, the steady stream of well-wishers to the table—none of it had had its usual ballooning effect on the Hogarth ego. He was still in a troubled mood, unable to clear his mind of whatever it was that was bothering him. And the mere mention of his brother’s name seemed to make it only worse.

I watched him working savagely on the cigar.

“Look, Sammy,” I began again. He turned his face away in disgust. “There can be no question whose side I’m on. I’m not trying to upset you or destroy your format. But to create unnecessary headaches, I just don’t think the Lester monologue is that important. If you tried dropping it just once, I’m sure you’d find—”

“No,” he shouted, pounding the table. “D’ya hear me? No!”

“You’re much too big a personality to need any one thing that badly.”

“You’re goddam right I am,” he sneered. “I’m big enough I don’t need monologues, I don’t need you, I don’t need nothing. But I know what I’m talking about. The jerks expect the Lester routine. They wait for it, they want it, they love it. It’s in, it’s gonna stay in, and that’s that.” He took the cigar out of his mouth. “I suppose you’re gonna tell me Ida Cantor and the five daughters liked his cracks about them all those years. Like hell they did. And what about Jessel with his uncle? And Benny with Mary’s sister Babe?”

“I never heard them complain,” I said. “It was always in fun, not cutting like a knife. Lester does mind. He has complained. He has asked you to lay off. A man has a right, Sammy. After all, he’s your own brother.”

“Don’t gimme any of that!” he screamed, the rage mottling his face. “He was never no different, always complaining, even when we were kids, always trying to tear me down. I was never good enough for him. Joe College. The big words. Always the face in the books and the nose in the air for the big dumb brother who makes enough in one year to buy and sell him for life. I try to fix him up with a few broads. But no. Not him. Sammy’s girls aren’t good enough for a hot brain like him. I give him money, an easy job doing nothing at all. I make him famous. Yeah, famous. And all I get is complaints. Never a good word. And now I should tear out the best part of the show just ‘cause he’s whining again. Well listen to me, sweetheart, I’m not gonna do it—not now, not next week, not next year. I like it this way. And besides—” He broke into an ugly, humorless grin. “I like to see him earn his money.”

It was there on his face, just as it had been written on Lester’s—this lifelong involvement beyond their control. They were like two bodies in space, repelling and attracting, forever swinging about each other in a sickening orbit from which neither could escape. The fist and the punching-bag; the slap and the cheek; and always, the other cheek. Wasn’t I in a similar constellation with Sammy? The bucket and the well; the insatiable thirst for material and the dried-up brain; repelling and attracting, but never breaking away. How easily I could have altered my course if I spoke up now and revealed to him that if he were finally undone by Elwell, it would not be because of Lester but because of me—I who had stood guard at the barricades all through the years against the legions who were aching to see him get everything they knew he deserved. But I just sat there with the sound of his angry ranting in my ears and said nothing. I could tell myself that there was still time. For what, I did not know. But there was still time. So I said nothing.

I glanced at my watch. Eight o’clock. I looked past Sammy’s shoulder to the revolving door in the entrance. Every night except Saturday you could set your watch by his arrival. Tonight mine must have been fast. He didn’t come walking in until 8:01—Otis Elwell, in the velvet-trimmed coat and the black Homburg, on the prowl for gossip to help him reduce as many lives as possible to the disorder of his own soiled existence.

I watched him peel off the pearl-gray gloves, hand his hat and coat to the checkroom girl, and stand there for a moment, casing the restaurant for prey. His eyes met mine in a cold, blank stare, and then he turned and walked toward the other side of the room.

“I’ve got to go downstairs a minute,” I said to Sammy.

He grunted. “We got a half hour.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Downstairs, in the foyer outside the washrooms, I went into a phone booth and called the cashier’s desk upstairs and told them to page Elwell.

“He just walked in. One minute.”

Presently I heard the voice, deceptively soft and phonily British. “Elwell speaking.”

“Otis, this is Al Preston. I’m right downstairs in the men’s room.”

“Everything finds its natural level eventually, doesn’t it?”

“Look, I’ve got to speak to you, Otis. Would you do me a big favor and meet me down here?”

“Why there? My hands are lily-white clean.”

“Sammy is upstairs. I don’t want him to see me talking to you.”

“Dear, dear. Will he spank you?”

“Please, Otis. Only for a minute.”

“Preston, I know exactly what’s on your fevered, joke-ridden mind. I know precisely what you want to say to me, and I know specifically what my answers will be. But I’ll come down anyway. My fading locks need a combing.”

He hung up.

I went into the washroom and let the hot water run on my hands. They were icy with apprehension. I examined my face in the mirror. When would I ever be able to rest? When would I be able to jump off the treadmill? If I failed tonight in what I was trying to do, I would fall off and break my back. If I succeeded and tomorrow’s show became a hit, the treadmill would only go faster. What kind of a game was it when there was no winning, only losing?

Elwell came sauntering in. “From the way your master is shredding his cigar upstairs, I would say you are trying his patience.”

I peered under the stall doors. We were alone. “Otis, I’m going to get straight to the point. What is it you want?”

He took out his pocket-comb and stood before the mirror eyeing himself. “Can you be a little more explicit, Preston? For example, right now I want a plate of Lindy’s chicken soup with noodles. Next summer, I want a month without cares or typewriter on the Riviera. Tomorrow, I want to see under my byline a column that will set this silly town on its left ear. There are so many things I want, lad. All depends when—and for what?”

“You know damned well what I mean,” I cried impatiently. “What do you want for laying off Sammy … for calling a truce … for not printing …” I waved a hand, “… whatever it is that Lester told you … or gave you … or promised …?”

He took his time about it. First he wet the comb. Then he combed the black hair forward, then toyed delicately with the part. He glanced at my face in the mirror and smiled a nasty, silken smile. “Good heavens, you look awful, Preston. You ought to take life easier.”

“What is it you want?”

“Lester Hogarth has told me nothing,” he said, inspecting his complexion. “He is a slightly hysterical member of the Hogarth species who whets the appetite with tantalizing tidbits, then withdraws. In the trade, we call him a teaser.”

“You mean he’s told you nothing?”

“I mean he is holding out like a coy mistress, until midnight. I have a feeling that he’s going to let me down, too. Most teasers do, y’know. I also have a feeling that if he does, I shall be positively desperate for copy. Some how, Preston, it would not seem right to me not to run something about Samuel tomorrow. Tomorrow is unofficially Hogarth Day, if I am to believe what I hear around town. Never has so much been said about so little.”

I licked my dry lips. “Look, if I get Sammy to turn over a whole week’s salary to your arthritis foundation …”

He chortled with delight. “If every member of his family were dying of arthritis, Sammy wouldn’t give five centimes to that worthy cause and you know it.”

“Ten thousand dollars!”

“Why do you insist on trying to take him away from me? I found him. I claimed him. He’s mine, all mine. And now I want to enjoy him.”

“A new car then. For Christmas. I know he wants to make up with you. Any make, any model you want. Just say the word.”

“My dear boy, are you insinuating that I use my column for blackmail?” He regarded me with an amused smile. “Because you know perfectly well that I do. However, I have a new car, a rather nice one, too. And besides …” His voice hardened. “There is only one thing I would take not to use whatever I pick up from our hysterical friend Lester—and that is an even juicier morsel to replace it.” He grinned. “Get what I mean?”

“Sammy’s a legend. They’ll hate you for anything you do to him, Otis. Nobody loves a knocker. That’s why nobody likes you.”

The grin hadn’t left his face, but it had a frozen quality to it. “I never hit a man when he is down, Preston. I always wait for him to get up. And Hogarth is as up as up can be. In my shooting gallery, he is a perfectly legitimate target for the truth. Why take pot-shots at the small game when it is so much more soul-satisfying to bring down the king of the jungle … the lumbering pachyderm with the face of a pig, the smell of a skunk, the appetites of a tomcat and the voice of a Joe Miller?”

“What did he ever do to you? Nothing! One lousy impersonation on television … a few cracks about the way you dress …”

The smile vanished. “You don’t seem to understand. There’s nothing personal in this. It’s just that I despise and detest and loathe the man. That’s all. Now may I go?”

I went after him and held him back. “But you’ll hurt other people, not just Sammy! I know! I know what that crazy Lester is going to fill you full of. He’s not in his right mind. If I told you what’s going on, why he’s trying so hard to help you hurt Sammy, you’d know not to believe a word he says!”

He was enjoying my terror. “You don’t have to tell me what’s going on, sonny boy. You’d be surprised how much I know. Maybe I know even more than you do. Not everything, mind you, but enough.” He smiled at me in a way that sent a chill through me. “And I’m getting warmer every minute.”

He left me standing there, my heart beating wildly. I could have gone after him and pounded him to a pulp. But all I did was look at my sweating palms and stare at my white face in the mirror.

Finally I had to go up the stairs.

Sammy had his coat on, waiting.

“You want me to miss this thing?” he muttered. “What’s the matter with you?”

I got my hat and coat and pushed through the revolving door, catching up with him on the crowded sidewalk.

“Sammy,” I said, “I’ve got to talk to you after the rehearsal. We’ve got to discuss this thing about Lester again.”

He walked faster. “I had all the talk I wanna hear about him. Anyway, I’m driving up to Scarsdale tonight to the house.”

“For what?”

“To get away from all this, that’s for what. I wanna relax, take it easy, get a good night’s sleep, be on my toes for tomorrow.”

“Then I’ll go with you,” I said.

“You will if I ask you. I don’t hear me asking you.”

I glanced at him sharply. It didn’t sound right: Sammy away from Broadway on the eve of triumph, Sammy not taking the fast-striding parade down the Stem just as the theater-crowds broke, not making the loud entrance at Toots’s, the stop-off at Twenty-One, the late watch at Lindy’s … Sammy not milking the last drop of glory.

“Who’s the broad you got waiting for you, Sammy?”

His head jerked around and he didn’t smile the smile or give out with the sly cackle. “One of these days you’re gonna talk yourself right outta my life. I’m warning you, Al.” His voice was hoarse. “I’m getting sick and tired—”

I stopped dead on the curb and cut him off. “You go on ahead.”

“What is this? You’re not coming to the dress?”

“There’s something I have to do. I’ll try to make it as soon as I can.”

He stared at me, his face twitching. “Don’t hurry.”

“You won’t need me.” There was bitterness in my voice. “After all, you didn’t need me this afternoon when it came to cutting the script.”

But who was I angry at? And for what? Who told me to become a gagwriter? Who told me to want big money? Who told me to want more of everything than there were jokes in my head to provide?

He hurled the cigar into the street and walked away from me.

He didn’t need me. He didn’t need anyone.

As long as he had Lester. Or a stone wall to smash his fist into.

The Paramount clock above Times Square said 8:19.

It might just as well have said midnight.

V

I went to my hotel. I called Lester. He wasn’t home. I called Sardi’s, Shor’s, Moore’s, the Stage Delicatessen and Hanson’s Drugstore. He wasn’t there either. And if he had been, I don’t know what I would have said to him anyway—except possibly “please.”

I lay on my bed, blowing smoke at the ceiling, remembering all I had put into the big push toward success—the days, the nights, the struggle with words; the breath holding until they got the joke and exploded into laughter; the stormy rages of Sammy when the well ran dry; the good dumb luck of becoming head writer on a large staff— the head man doesn’t have to know how to crack the joke as long as he can crack the whip; then the big chance, tomorrow night’s mammoth job, and Sammy’s demand that I write the sketches, which were too important to trust to the others.

When a man is through, he is supposed to know it and quit. When he doesn’t have it any more, the rules call for him to throw in the towel, or the sponge, or the typewriter, or whatever happens to be the symbol of the pursuit that has defeated him. I was through then; I knew it; and I would not quit. I was through now; I knew it; and still I would not quit. I wanted to be able to keep on going—a dynamo without a motor, a joke-writer without humor—knowing that in show business you can get by without talent as long as you can keep them from finding you out.

I swung my legs off the bed and went to the window.

Outside, the theater district was bright with the lure of lighted tungsten, spelling out words of promise and enticement. The lights had to glow more brightly these nights; the words had to be chosen with greater care. The people weren’t coming down here any more in the great stampede for pleasure the way they used to. They were staying home. They were escaping their drab living rooms without even leaving them.

I wondered how long it would be before the monstrous magic box would darken these lights of Broadway for ever. I thought of other lights, other cities … State Street, Chicago … the sprawling, twinkling mazdas of Hollywood, not far from the darkening studios … the neon brilliance of Miami Beach … Collins Avenue … Lincoln Road …

Miami Beach …

Miami Beach!

Of course!

I snuffed out the cigarette.

Why not?

It was a chance. What could I lose?

I went to the phone on the night table, feeling a sudden surge of excitement. I called the desk. “This is Mr. Preston. I want to put in a long distance call to the Eden Roc Hotel in Miami Beach. Got it?”

I hung up and went to the dresser and poured myself a half tumbler of scotch, letting the whiskey heat up my optimism even more.

If I could get her to return, if I could somehow convince her that she had made a terrible mistake … get her assurance that she’d fly back north on the next plane. That was what it was all about, wasn’t it? Not a monologue, not a couple of stolen scripts, but her, Julie Hogarth. If I could tell Lester that she was returning to him, wouldn’t that be enough? Was there anything better I could do for him than that?

I poured myself another drink with shaking hands.

Then the phone rang.

“Here’s your call, Mr. Preston.”

“Right.”

“Go ahead.”

I cleared my throat. “Hello?”

Faintly, the voice was saying, “Eden Roc. Good evening.”

Too loudly, too eagerly, I said, “Mrs. Lester Hogarth, please.”

“One moment.”

I waited.

A voice came on. A man’s voice. “Desk. Lyons speaking.”

“Look, this is New York calling. I asked for Mrs. Lester Hogarth.”

“Oh, is this the same gentleman who called a while ago?” “No, no. Can I speak—?”

“I’m sorry, sir, but Mrs. Hogarth is not with us here.”

“Are you sure?”

“That’s right, sir. She checked out yesterday.”

“Then where can I reach her? It’s urgent.”

“Hold on one moment, sir.” Not there. Checked out. The guy took his time coming back. Then, “All we have for her here is a post office box to forward her mail. Box four-eight-three-one, Main Post Office …”

“Is that Miami or Miami Beach?”

“No, sir, New York City.”

I hung up slowly. My brain was fuzzy. Too much scotch. A hard day, not enough food, too much scotch …

New York City.

I began to pace the carpeting, trying to latch on to something, trying to make sense out of the disorder in my head. I looked at my watch. Sammy was in the middle of the dress rehearsal now. But why worry about Sammy? Why think about Sammy? Why now? What was I trying to come up with? Thinking back … over the day … voices … words … Lester … Sammy … Otis Elwell …

Not Miami Beach.

New York City!

It was crazy. But so was everything else. What was crazier than a man being on the brink of a one-hundred-grand-a-year success at the very same time that he had run out of talent? Everything was crazy, but you had to play it out as though it all could happen.

You had to play your hunches as though they made sense.

I called the garage and told them to get my car over in a hurry. I went into the bathroom and doused my face with cold water. I fixed my hair, pulled my tie straight, threw on my jacket, grabbed my hat and coat and headed for the elevator. The elevator man gave me a funny look.

The hell with the elevator man. I was in a hurry, that was all.

My car was waiting outside. I jumped into it and fought my way through the snarling wolf-pack of cabs, shot west on Fifty-seventh, then onto the West Side Highway and I was in the clear. The night air was fresh and cold. The car liked it, and purred along at sixty.

I turned on the radio. I needed something there in the car with me. Dance music … recordings … at the bottom of the dial. I didn’t want to have to think. There was too much to think about. Better just to listen to Bing … and Frankie … and an old Tommy Dorsey platter. Tommy Dorsey … gone forever … like so many others … like Davey Farber …

I turned to another station.

Better not to think. Better just to listen.

The Henry Hudson Parkway was almost deserted. I ate it up at sixty-five. Who bothers to venture out at night when the magic box is aglow?

The music was soothing. Radio wasn’t washed up yet. Radio would always be with us as long as guys wanted music in their ears while they made love, or lay on a beach in the sun, or drove through the night on lonely roads trying not to think about where they were going or why they were going or what they would discover when they finally got there.

I cut off at Scarsdale.

It was off by itself, up on the hill, past the clump of protecting trees at the end of the wide-swinging arc of the graveled driveway—a mansion with too many rooms, for occasional weekends and hot feverish nights when the girl was as desperate as Sammy but the risk was too great in a city of husbands and a million prying eyes.

I shut off the motor and got out quietly. The blood was pounding in me as I went up the flagstone walk to the porch. No lights in the windows. No bright lights in the windows. A few, but very dim. In the living room. To scare off prowlers.

Like myself.

I stood on the porch, remembering another night … the sound of Valma Stevens’ pearl necklace shattering and bouncing in a hundred different directions in the silence that followed the wounded cry … the blood at the corner of her mouth, like smeared lipstick … Sammy’s face as he stood there rubbing his fist …

What had they always seen in him? What did they still see in him? The loveliest, the softest, the most vulnerable of them … impaling themselves on his ruthless, contemptuous hunger …The things I didn’t know about women …

I pushed the button. Far off, inside, I heard the chimes. I waited. But nobody came.

I rang again. And waited.

“Who is it?” The voice was muffled behind the thick oak door.

“Hey, Kelly!” I called out.

“Who’s there?” He sounded frightened.

“Al Preston. Open the door.”

“He ain’t here.”

I pounded on the wood. “I know that. Will you open up?”

Silence for a moment, while the wheels went around in the battered head. Then finally the inner chain rattled and the door swung back a few inches. I jammed my foot in the opening. “It’s okay,” I said, pushing in with my shoulder.

“Hey wait a minute …”

I shoved and the door gave, and I was inside.

Kelly peered at me, his fight-scarred face blotchy with confusion and worry. The punchy eyes shifted in their sockets as he wet his lips with a nervous tongue. “The boss say nobody supposed to come in. He ain’t here and he tell me nobody—”

“Okay, okay.” I was looking around. From some where, I heard the soft music of a dance band. The living room … “Mr. Hogarth will be here in a little while,” I said. “It’s all right, Kelly. He’s coming right after the rehearsal.”

He examined my face, watching me as I stared in the direction of the music. “The boss … he … he tol’ you?”

I gave him the broad wink. “He tells me everything.”

An idiot-laugh bubbled from the puffy lips. “Got a cigarette on ya?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Gimme the whole pack.”

“Sure, pal.”

He winked and shuffled off to the kitchen, still giggling.

Sammy didn’t have to pay Kelly a lot of money. He enjoyed his work too much. He liked the smell of them, and the fright on their pretty faces, and sometimes from the kitchen he could hear them sobbing, or the sound of Sammy’s voice, rising in frustrated rage.

I moved toward the sound of the soft music, my hat and coat still on.

The jade lamp was on in the living room. That was all. And at first I didn’t see anything but the gleaming green magic-eye of the console. Then I looked to the sofa, to the white hand reaching out to the glass on the low-slung coffee table, and when the glass was set down again, the pale clear liquid had disappeared and there was only the tiny white onion, like one of the pearls of a shattered necklace.

She lay there, facing away from the entrance, unaware of my presence … waiting for him in the half-lit silence of the enormous living room with nothing but the sound of soft music and the aroma of gin and vermouth to keep her company. And suddenly, she heard my footfall.

“Sammy?” Thickly, with the unpracticed tongue of too many unfamiliar martinis from the empty mixer. “That you?”

I looked her over slowly, trying to make sense of it all—the high-heeled suedes that would lift her voluptuous body to his groping desire, the firmly molded legs in the sheer nylons, the black sheath of her dress, crushed beneath her reclining form, shoulders bare and gleaming in the half-light save where the raven hair lay, shoulder length now, no longer up in the chaste coiffure of a chignon. I was Sammy, standing there and seeing her as Sammy saw her—as any man who was a man and still alive would instantly see her …

It made sense. It had always made sense.

Only Lester could have failed to see the inevitability of it.

“Sammy?” She turned her head.

“Hello, Julie,” I said quietly.

VI

“Al!” Her hand dug into the arm of the sofa and she pulled herself, struggling, to her feet, swaying slightly as she stared at me. “Al …” She looked past me. “Where …?”

“He’s not here,” I said, switching on the lights.

“But what … what’re you doing here? What … do you want? Kelly!” She started moving unsteadily to the archway. “Kelly!”

I grabbed her arm and swung her around. “Come here. Now sit down. I just want to talk to you.”

“Get out of here,” she moaned, falling back into the club chair. “Please. Go ’way. Oh God. I’m so tired. Go ’way. Mix me a drink.”

I threw my hat and coat on the sofa. “How long have you been here?”

“Sammy,” she cried weakly.

“How long?”

She shook her head and the shiny black hair fell into her eyes. “What day is it? What time is it? What do you want? Let me alone …”

I took her by the shoulders and shook her up. “It’s Thursday night. Come on now, when did you get here?”

“This morning,” she mumbled. “Kelly met me at the airport. Why did Sammy tell you, Al? Why? He promised. ‘Nobody’ll know, Julie. Don’t be afraid. You jus’ take the next plane and fly back, go up to the house. Stay there. Plenty of food in the refrigerator. Kelly won’t bother you. Soon as I can get away I’ll come up. We talk it over. Jus’ talk it over, ‘n then you go back to Miami, do what you want. Jus’ talk it over.’ Al!” She looked up at me, and I saw the torture in her eyes. “I swear to God that’s what he said. You believe me, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes, of course.”

“Give me a drink.”

“Look, Julie—”

“Give me a drink!”

I stepped to the sideboard and put some cubes in a glass and filled it with soda and went back to her and she was weeping silently. “Here,” I said.

“Don’t want it. Go ’way.”

“Where are your things?”

“What things?”

“Your clothes. Your suitcase. Whatever you came here with.” I looked at my watch. Almost ten o’clock.

She gazed up at me, the tears streaming down her face. “What’re you going to do?”

“Where are they?”

“The bedroom,” she moaned. “Al … oh God … my mascara …”

“Here.” I gave her a handkerchief.

“You believe me?” She dabbed at her eyes.

“Yes. Now go on up and pack your things and—”

“Well, I’m lying,” she sobbed. “It’s not true. Every thing’s a lie. Five whole years are a lie. Must be a lie. My idea, calling him from Florida. Not his, my idea. Telling myself jus’ want to put in a word for Les … plead with Sammy … maybe he’ll listen to me … give Les a chance so I can go back to him, and love him the way I used to love him. Could’ve said no, Al, but I didn’t. Sammy tells me to take the next plane, fly up here, see him, talk it over. Could’ve said no, but I said yes. I must’ve wanted to come, don’t you see?”

“It wasn’t your idea, it was his!” I shouted. “You wanted to talk to him on the phone but he got you to come up here!”

She struggled to her feet and came toward me, crying, “All day I’ve been here waiting for him, enough time to think, enough time to go ‘way, but I’m still here waiting for him, wanting him to come. Telling myself all these years I can’t feel anything but disgust for Sammy … love Lester … sweet, gentle Lester … not Sammy … not that horrible … Look at me, Al!” she cried out. “Waiting for him and wanting him to come … ”

“So badly, so desperately eager,” I said, letting her come into my arms and weep all over me, “that you have to render yourself unconscious with alcohol before you can even bear to think of it.”

“… Hating him, afraid of him, always hating him for being there, part of my life, part of Lester’s, always grinning at me, looking at me with those eyes and knowing why I hated him. Afraid of him. Afraid of myself.” She dug her face into my chest as though she could hide there and get away from whatever had been torturing her. “Oh God, Al, how can a woman bear to live knowing there are times when she can feel something that isn’t disgust for a man like Sammy. Times when she … oh, Al …”

She, too, like all the others? What kind of flame was it that made moths of the best of them?

“Pleaded with Les,” she was crying. “‘Leave Sammy,’ I told him. ‘Get away from him. Far away from him.’ Not jus’ for Les. Thinking of me too. Sammy knows everything. He watches me, sees me turning away. Knows that some day … he knew I’d come. Had to happen sometime. He knew …”

And knowing, he’d do everything in his power to hasten the day. Leave it to Sammy to want to tear off the richest piece of fruit on the tree, to want to strike the final, ultimate blow. His brother’s wife. The cherished possession of his brother Lester, All-American slob. It was too wonderful, too much even for Sammy to bear without the unnerving stabs of secret guilt, leading to fear, leading to wild and redoubled anger at the symbol of it.

His brother Lester.

“Come now, honey.” I took her tear-streaked face in my hands. “I know you too well to go for that kind of talk. Let’s have no more now. You go upstairs and pack and we’ll get out of here before Sammy arrives.”

“Where to?”

“You’re going home—to Lester.”

“No,” she moaned, pulling away. “Can’t do that.” She covered her face with her hands. “How can I? What can I tell him?”

“You changed your mind …”

“Changed my heart.”

“… flew back to New York on the spur of the moment. You called me at my hotel to meet you at the airport. You were afraid to go home without talking to someone first, to find out how Lester felt …”

“How can he take me back?” she cried. “I was so horrible to him. Taunted him for being so weak. Knew he couldn’t help himself. Made him worse. How could he do anything about Sammy when even I couldn’t?”

“Listen to me, Julie.” I took her by the shoulders. “He’s going out of his mind, that’s how much he misses you and wants you back. Why do you think I’m here?”

“Don’t know. Why are you here, why am I here? How can I be in love with Les, knowing all the time that someone like Sammy was able to get me to come here, to make me feel—?”

“You don’t know what you feel or what you think,” I said, with anger and impatience in my voice. “You’ve been through too much … quarreling with Lester, running away from Sammy and yourself, running to a divorce you never really wanted. You’re all confused like the rest of us. Sammy’s got us all going in circles. Hitch your wagon to a star and go crazy from it. And in case you don’t know it, you’re more than a little tight, too. Now go on.”

“Can’t.” She shook her head.

“Okay, you can’t.” I went past her, out to the foyer and up the winding staircase two steps at a time. Her grip was under the bed; there was a dress in the closet, a few things on the dresser and in the bathroom. You travel light when you’re hell-bent for disaster. I swept everything into the bag and hurried back downstairs to the living room.

Her big dark eyes went wide with the realization that I wasn’t fooling.

“Al, I don’t feel so well,” she moaned.

“Did you wear a coat?”

She nodded dumbly.

I put on my own, grabbed my hat and went to the closet in the foyer. A silver-blue mink, bought with money, bought with the ashes of Lester’s self-destruction.

She struggled, but I got her into it.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “You better leave him a note.”

“But what’ll I say?”

I yanked open the top drawer of the huge secretary and found a gin rummy score pad … Sammy 24, Felicia 78… an unfinished game. I ripped off the sheet, wondering if Felicia Warburton still regretted she had stopped playing cards that night. “Here,” I said, “say good-by … say you hate him … say you love him … say anything, but make it fast. And make sure there’s no mention of me. I’ll be right back.”

I went to the kitchen.

Kelly was seated at the white enameled table, talking to himself over the funnysheets of some bygone Sunday. He looked up at me. “No more gin, huh?”

“If I ask you for a big favor, pal, will you do it for me?”

He gave me a wink. “You betcha, boy.”

“Just don’t tell Mr. Hogarth I was here tonight. Okay?”

He peered at me with bleary eyes. “Ya goin’, huh?”

“That’s right.”

“The brudder’s wife, she goin’ wit’ ya, huh?”

I nodded.

He broke into a wet, silly laugh. “Wha’ time is it?”

I pulled back my sleeve and glanced at my wristwatch. “Five after ten.”

He chuckled. “The boss’ll be here in anudder half ’n hour. He be awful mad. Crazy mad, huh?” He stared at my hands as though hypnotized as I began to peel off the crisp new bills.

“You’ll never tell him I was here tonight,” I said slowly. “The lady called a taxi and went away by herself. You didn’t see me here. Okay? Fifty bucks.”

I held out the folded bills, but he just stared at them.“Maybe he hit me … boom boom … for lettin’ her go.” He got up and went into a shadow-boxing stance.

“C’mon, pal.” I thrust the money toward him.

“Naw,” he shook his head. “Gimme a cigarette.”

I groped in my pockets. “I gave you all I had.”

“Gimme the watch.” He grinned.

“Now wait a minute …” The gift from Connie.

“Gimme the watch,” he said.

Slowly I undid it from my wrist and he snatched it.

“You swear you’ll never tell him?”

He nodded solemnly.

“On your mother’s grave?”

Tears came to his eyes. He crossed himself quickly and nodded. Then he began to cry, blubbering softly as he sank down at the table to stare blindly at the watch in his hand.

I left him that way and hurried back to the living room. “Let’s go,” I said to Julie. I picked up her suitcase and led her outside to the car waiting there for us in the moonlight. She sat beside me in silence, staring straight ahead, as we pulled away.

Back on the highway, city-bound, I glanced at her. She looked awful. “You need some air,” I said, lowering her window.

She nodded, and put her head on my shoulder and closed her eyes, and I could feel the tension going out of her body like a sigh. She snuggled closer, breathing deeply. And before long, she was asleep. I gazed down at her. She was like a little girl now, a tired little girl who had run away from home. I was seeing her now not as I had seen her before, not as Sammy might have seen her tonight, but as Lester had always seen her, and would see her again.

I stepped down harder on the gas. I wanted to get her back to him, back where she belonged, back over this highway to his astonished arms. But why was I hurrying? There was plenty of time till midnight.

The headlights coming at me from the opposite lane were bright and swift in their passage, as though eager to escape the city, like Sammy would be, somewhere in that stream of northbound traffic in his robin’s-egg blue convertible, hurrying home to the relaxation of a good night’s sleep he had never counted on. Faster I went, as though to flee the scene of enraged discovery …

As we neared the city, I felt her stirring on my shoulder.

“Hello,” she murmured sleepily.

“Almost there,” I said.

She looked up at me. “Al?”

“Yeah.”

“Have I ever told you that I like you?”

“Go back to sleep,” I said.

“You, I like … Les, I love … Sammy, I … I guess Sammy I feel sorry for …”

“See that you make it stick.”

“For always,” she sighed, putting her head back on my shoulder

“How do you feel?”

“Wonderfully better,” she said.

“The fresh air did it.”

“No, not just that way. Inside, too. I feel so much better in here … purged … released from something that’s had me in a nasty, horrible grip for too long. Just talking about it, Al, admitting it … it doesn’t seem to hurt any more. Gone, like a bad dream.”

“Named Sammy.” I turned to her. “What sort of farewell message did you leave him?”

“Oh, that. I just wrote: ‘Don’t wait for the laugh, Sammy. This is one joke that’s never going to pay off.’ But he’ll never believe that that can be possible. Only you and I and the walls of that God-awful living room know the whole story, and walls can’t talk and you won’t, ever, will you, Al?”

I glanced at her, and saw her eyes searching mine desperately for some quick assurance that whatever she had lost, and found again, would not be kicked away by somebody else.

“ I didn’t hear a word you said tonight,” I smiled at her.

She gave my arm a squeeze. “Thanks.”

“For nothing.” I turned back to watching the road ahead.

“For everything. Please, Al, I mean that.”

“Okay, okay.”

Thank me, then. Thank me for doing whatever I had to do to save whatever it was I was trying to save. For a while tonight, I had even managed to forget what that was. I had even managed to forget that all this was for me—not for her, not for Lester, but for me.

Thanks for nothing.

I shoved my foot down to the floor-board, as though in anger … sixty-eight … seventy … seventy-five … spurting ahead … pulling away swiftly from the big black Lincoln Continental that had been dragging at my tail ever since Scarsdale …

I got her to the apartment house on Sutton Place at five minutes past eleven.

I jumped out and went up with her in the elevator.

She needed someone to carry her grip.

She needed someone to hold her trembling hand.

She needed someone to tell her that everything was going to be all right again.

Also, there was a little matter of payment on delivery.

Even as her key was fumbling in the lock, he opened the door and saw her. He looked at her, and then at me, and his lips were quivering. He wanted to say something, to tell her in some way what this meant to him … this opening the door of their home, their barren home, and seeing her standing there with shining eyes, seeing her walking in and going into his arms. He wanted to tell me what I had done for him. But all he could do was shake his head to hold back the brimming tears, and then they were weeping in each other’s arms, making silly little sounds like children who didn’t know the words yet. And he walked with her to the bedroom, hugging her to him.

“Don’t go, Al,” he said.

I waited in the foyer.

In a moment he was back, drying his eyes with a handkerchief, trying to stem the happy laughter that was bubbling up inside him. He had the envelope in his hand.

“Al, Jesus …” He looked at me with the gratitude shining in his tired eyes. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Nothing. Please.” I took the envelope from him, trying to get it out of sight, into my pocket, as though it were something unclean, which it was.

“Aren’t you going to look inside first?” he said.

I pushed back the flap. The scripts were there—but torn into a thousand little scraps of paper. “What …?”

He was smiling at me. “Just in case I failed to hear from you tonight. Just in case I’d be tempted to do something I’d always regret. I could never do that to you, Al.”

To me? Or did he mean to Sammy?

The other cheek.

I turned away.

“Davey Farber had a mother living somewhere in New York,” he was saying in a soft voice. “Perhaps this Christmas an anonymous friend will remember her. Is that so bad?”

I shook my head wordlessly.

No. That would not be so bad.

I left him, then. I left the both of them alone to rediscover their love for each other.

The night was still young. My work was finished. And Connie would be waiting for me.

I went down in the elevator.

Out to the sidewalk.

Fluttering the scraps into the trash-basket on the corner. Breathing deeply of the clean night air.

Knowing, at last, that I was in the clear, I was home free.

Knowing, too, that something good and decent had come out of it, for them at least.

Walking to my car.

Feeling great about everything.

Feeling young and healthy and in love with the night.

And then hearing the voice suddenly coming at me out of the darkness.

Whirling.

And seeing him sitting there in his car.

Seeing the triumphant grin on his face.

Remembering, suddenly.

Knowing, suddenly.

Seeing him sitting there in his new car.

“Hello, Preston …”

In the big black Lincoln Continental that had been secretly stalking the hot trail of scandal.

“I told you I was getting warmer every minute, didn’t I?”

And watching him, helplessly, as he drove away …

VII

Only yesterday … only last night …

My God, it couldn’t have been only last night!

I stood outside the door of the studio watching for Lester, not knowing what I would say if he showed up. There was really nothing you could say to change things now. It was too late for words. Somehow, as I stood there being jostled by the people crowding in, I knew that what ever was going to happen was out of my hands, beyond my control. I had done everything I could; I was exhausted; and besides, it no longer mattered to me, one way or the other.

The column had hit the newsstands at noon.

It didn’t name names, or draw diagrams. It didn’t have to.

It could stand up on the filth of its own nasty implications.

It was called “Brother, Can You Spare a Wife?”

And no one had seen Lester since.

I went inside now and watched them scrambling for seats, hearing their little yelps of eagerness, seeing on their faces the look of anticipatory enjoyment. I thought of the countless millions just like them in millions of living rooms all over the land, pulling the chairs up closer, making the last minute adjustment of the knob, watching the flickering screen of the magic box with that same inward smile of impending delight as they, too, got ready to be triggered by Sammy Hogarth into the vast and joyful explosion.

The laughter of a nation.

Born of misery and despair.

I had stayed in my hotel room most of the day, refusing to take calls, trying to delay the inevitable as long as possible. And when finally I had emerged, the message box at the desk had been filled. One from Julie, about Lester. And five from Sammy, the last one demanding: “Be in my dressing room before the show.”

An hour ago, I had answered the summons, confronted the face, dark and brooding as he closed the door and turned to me, sucking furiously on the damp, unlit cigar. “Nice of you to come. A big favor. Don’t think I don’t appreciate it. Don’t think I don’t know what a busy man you are, what a big thing it is you should do me the honor.”

I saw the newspaper on the dressing table. “Look, Sammy, about the Elwell column, I’m sorry, if that means anything to you.”

“Sorry?” he sneered. “For what? It’s good. It’s great. I love it. It’s beautiful.” He was pacing the floor of the narrow dressing room like an animal in a mirror-lined cage. “That filth Elwell. He thinks he hurts me. A gnat buzzing at an elephant. Nothing he can do, nothing he can say is as big as forty million people laughing at Sammy Hogarth at one and the same time. He can’t touch me. Nobody can touch me.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” I said. “I thought—”

“You thought. You’re always thinking. A brain. Like Lester. Always figuring things out. Well, you were wrong. I like it. I love it. Let them read it and talk about it. Let them know that Sammy was the one she was always hot for.” The thick layer of pancake cracked in an ugly smile. “Maybe they’ll be a little jealous, too. She ain’t so bad, even if she is married to that flea.”

“You haven’t by any chance seen him today?”

He whirled on me in sudden panic. “No! And I don’t wanna see him either!”

I started for the door

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“Well, if you have nothing else to say to me …”

“Say to you? No, I got nothing else to say to you. I got something to give to you though.” He strode swiftly to the table and came back with something dangling from his outstretched hand. “Yours, isn’t it?”

I stared at the wristwatch, swallowing hard.

He knew, then. He knew everything.

I saw the bruised knuckles of his hand. Kelly, the poor son of a bitch …

“Yes,” I said, in a hollow voice. “It’s mine.”

He dropped the watch into his other hand. Then he turned it over and read the inscription on the back. “‘All my love, darling … Your Connie.’” He looked up at me. “Your Connie,” he said mockingly. “My Connie is your Connie. My secretary is your what?”

I spoke quietly. “We’re going to be married next week, Sammy.”

He sucked in his breath. “Married!” His face darkened. “How long … how long you two been …?”

“Four months,” I said.

“Behind my back. …”

“We didn’t see any need to spread it around.”

“A big man,” he sneered. “I was making something out of you. Soon you could’ve had the pick of the field and you pick a—”

“That’s enough, Sammy.” My fists tightened.

“Sneaking behind my back … “ His voice rose. “Sneaking like last night …”

“If you give me a chance I can tell you all about last night. I can—”

“I don’t wanna hear about it! I know everything there is to know. For me you do nothing. For him you do everything. Butting in where it’s none of your business …” Hysteria crept into his voice. “Making trouble for me. Upsetting me just when I gotta have peace, gotta be right! You’re just like him, two of a kind!”

“Whatever I did, I had to do,” I said. “Whatever I did was for one reason only.”

“For me!” he shrieked. “Go ahead, tell me you did it for me!”

Go ahead. Why not?

I stared at the face, seeing the rage and the guilt and the deep nagging fear.

Show him how you did it to save him from ruinous publicity. Knowing what he knows about last night, he hasn’t tossed you out yet. He must need you, still. He’ll always need you. Wrap it up. Seal it. Tell him how you did it for him. Go ahead …

“For me, for Sammy,” he was shouting, “who took you when you were nothing!”

And I heard the answering voice and it was mine, but it was saying, “No, Sammy, for myself, not for you. I did it to keep you from finding out the truth about me.”

“You?” He took the cigar from his mouth.

“The sketches for tonight’s show,” I said.

“What about them?”

“They’re not mine,” I said quietly. “They’re not mine and they’re not yours, but you’re going to have to use them just the same because it’s too late now to do anything about it. I stole them, Sammy. I didn’t have it any more, so I stole them from a guy named Davey Farber who was killed in the war.”

He set the cigar down and came at me slowly, lips trembling, eyes wide with stunned disbelief. “You steal?” he cried. “You steal and give it to me and take this chance of ruining me? You do this to me?”

“ I had the only copies in existence and they’re torn up now … destroyed. No one will ever know.” My voice faltered. “Only Lester …”

“Only Lester!” he shrieked in panic. “Only Lester! You’re through, you hear me? Right now! As of this minute! Washed up! Finished! Through!”

“No, Sammy,” I said, smiling coldly at the twitching face. “I was through months ago. Only you didn’t know it.”

“Get out!” he shouted.

I held out my hand. “My watch, please?”

He hurled it to the floor with an angry snarl. “Without you …” He crushed it viciously beneath his heel. “Even without you Sammy is a smash!”

I turned and walked out.

He slammed the door behind me.

I kept on walking.

Out of his life.

It was over now—the chase, the rat-race, the back-breaking struggle for the success I had never deserved. And I should have been feeling awful about it. I should have been feeling something I could understand … not this exhausted calm, this utter peace, this wonderful feeling of absolution and release.

I went out front to the auditorium. I wanted to be there to see it through to the very end, come what may … a sketch-writer who would never again juggle with words, returning to the crime of his scenes. …

I looked now at the faces, and knew what they were waiting for. I knew what they would get, and out of what it had come. I, more than anyone, I knew, and was thankful that I would not be a part of it again. I saw Julie in an aisle seat way in the back, hiding her worried eyes behind the screen of smoked glasses, and when she spied me, I shook my head and silently framed the words: “Not yet.”

No sign of Lester yet.

In what bar … on what lonely park bench … was he seeking the answer, the final solution?

Inexorably, the moving red hand of the clock above the control-room window swept the buzzing, chattering throng toward its rendezvous with laughter, and across the nation, the millions shifted restlessly in their chairs, waiting.

Five minutes to go now.

A hush fell over the great auditorium.

I saw the ushers closing the doors.

Eyes turned to stare at the closed red curtains that hid the stage.

The three cameramen out front, shirts stained with sweat, earphones clamped on their heads for the directions that would come from the control-room, swung the giant mechanisms in their hands in a final tryout to make sure that these cameras, these eyes through which outside millions would be present here, were fluid and mobile and ready to shift with the wild, swift movements and the sometimes unexpected acrobatics of a Sammy Hogarth harlequinade.

In the sponsor’s booth behind their screen of glass, I saw the men from the tobacco company—solemn faced, waiting to be shown, unwilling yet to smile, waiting to find out if the laughter of an audience could be louder than the whisper of scandal that had been growing in volume ever since noon of that day.

In their seats near the exit, as though prepared for quick flight, I saw Jake Pitz and Phil Kane and Sonny Carmichael, pale and sick with the fear that their laugh-bombs would fail to go off. And right beside them, Connie, whose eyes met mine, and seeing my face, were kind enough to look away.

I sank into my seat down front beside the television monitor screen, hearing the vast silence, feeling the breathless tension building up behind me as the second-hand of the clock swept forward.

Once more around.

Then zero.

The red light flashed.

And suddenly the silence blew up in the booming of kettle drums.

VIII

This was it, then.

Beginning now with the crashing chords of musical introduction and the exuberant cry of an announcer and the sliding credit-cards to spell out the words to the cameras:

The Sammy Hogarth Show.

Through the combined facilities of three great networks and the continent-spanning magic of microwaves.

This was what it had all been for.

This, which was beginning now with ear-splitting applause as he came trotting out in the silly costume, wearing the invisible, undetectable mask of jolly good nature, and instantly sent them into shrieks of pent-up delight with his machine-gun patter.

The setup, the payoff, the answering yell … faster and faster. …

Look at me! This is your Sammy. Your lovable, likable, laughable Sammy. Look at me, listen, and answer me, please answer me. Let me hear you telling me, in the only language I can understand, that it isn’t true, this which I feel inside of me … unloved, unloving, hateful and hating. Tell me I’m like you, like him, like everyone, good as everyone, better than everyone. Tell it to me. Quick. There aren’t enough of them … Rita, Felicia, Rosemary, Julie. It doesn’t work. It doesn’t last. So tell me. Convince me. Let me hear you. Look at me. Listen. See? Hear that? This is your Sammy, your lovable, likable, laughable Sammy. Please! Quick! More! I need it!

Louder!

He dropped his trousers to the floor. The under-shorts were plaid. They screamed with delight, and he beamed at them gratefully. We love you, Sammy, they said with their hands as he skipped into the wings.

It was a good beginning.

And as the minutes fled by, it got even better.

He came back and was funny with the humor of Jake Pitz; he did the Harry Truman parody at the piano and they roared their approval, believing Sammy Hogarth to be witty and clever, not knowing of Phil Kane’s blood and Sonny Carmichael’s sweat and tears. He sang the genius of Irving Berlin’s words and music, gave up the stage reluctantly for a commercial, then convulsed them for seven minutes, as I had known he would, in the barbershop sketch.

You had it, Davey boy. A hundred grand a year if they had let you live long enough to feed your wit to the hungry monster called television …

And then the throng relaxed to the ballet, and the boy singing words of love to a girl, because they knew that Sammy would return to them soon.

Which he did, disguised as a magician.

And again, in the Foreign Legion sketch, to the enormous sound of their laughter.

And when he came out at the end of the skit, mopping Davey Farber’s sweat from his forehead, he walked down to the apron of the stage, and the curtains swept closed behind him. He looked out at the eager, expectant faces, his eyes shining in the lights with the gleam of satiety. They had answered his plea; he had heard them and believed them; they had enabled him to do his best. He was in, and he knew it, and there were only six minutes to go now. He looked down at them, and they knew what was coming, and he knew that they knew and he grinned at them, toyed with them. They held their breath, straining for release, waiting for his signal, and he just looked down at them and smiled, and then finally when they could stand it no longer, he gave it to them.

“Lemme tell you,” he said, “about my brother Lester …”

And they exploded, screaming.

Let me tell you about the lazy jerk, the parasite, the All-American slob …

I sat there with my hand shading my eyes, not watching, just listening. Listening was bad enough. Hearing them howl and yip at each brutal thrust was bad enough. It had to be funny. They had to laugh. This was their Sammy, their lovable, likable, laughable Sammy. If they could not respond to the shock of each stinging barb with a laugh, it would suddenly not be funny. It would be cruel and malicious and destructive, and that could not be. That would be unbearable. This was Sammy. It had to be funny. This was all a big joke. For years, now, they had been partners with him in this great big wonderful, familiar, comfortable running gag, and they howled with unhesitating delight, because they knew he was only kidding.

Lovable, likable, laughable Sammy.

“‘Of course it’s a raise,’ I said to him. ‘Here I am on three networks and you gettin’ the same salary even though you’re three times as useless …’”

They shrieked. Oh, it was a hell of a successful spot, all right.

Some say it was the greatest thing that ever happened on television, probably greater than any single event that will ever be witnessed on the medium again.

At first I didn’t know what they were tittering for, or why it grew so swiftly to a loud guffaw of recognition. And then I looked up at the burst of applause and saw him shuffling out onto the stage, and there was something about the drooping body, the way he walked, the expression on his face, that was so much the embodiment of all that Sammy had built up in the minds of the public—he looked so much like the ineffectual little nobody of Sammy’s endless portrait—that it just had to be him. It had to be Lester, it was Lester, and they yelled with pleased surprise. My heart skipped a beat when I saw him.

On the screen it was a long shot, and the millions could not see the look in his eyes, and the color wasn’t that good that they could see the pallor of his face and the bloodless lips, drained of everything by the inner anxiety. And then Camera Two was coming in on Sammy for a closeup of his reaction, and I knew then that Byron Ford, the director, was not sure this was not a last-minute addition to the routine.

I glanced up at the control-room window and met his questioning look, and I found myself raising my thumb and index finger in the circle of “okay,” and nodding my head.

And then Sammy saw Lester coming, and his face quickly took on the mask of impish astonishment to cover the sickening dismay I could see in his eyes.

“Whaddaya know? Here he is!” he shouted above the sound of their applause. “The kid himself … my brother Lester!”

He reached out an arm to encircle Lester’s shoulders in greeting as he came, now, down to the apron where Sammy stood.

“For him I would do anything. I would give him the shirt off my back, the suit off my body, the tie off my neck, the shoes off my feet …” He paused, grinning. “Look good on him, don’t they?”

They laughed, and giggled again in a higher pitch as Lester suddenly raised up on his toes and slapped the grin off Sammy’s face. It was such a silly, ineffectual attempt at muscular action, like a parody of anger. And Sammy’s stunned, comical expression only added to the effect. Oh, it was wonderfully funny. Leave it to Sammy, they said to themselves. Leave it to Hogarth, the tobacco-men beamed in their glassed-in booth. Leave it to Sammy, they said up in the control-room and into the earphones of the cameramen. Leave it to Sammy to come up with a show-stopping surprise.

You could hear the second slap like the crack of a whip, and Sammy winced at the sting, then forced a foolish giggle.

“Could it be possible this late in the year I feel a mosquito?”

He ducked, seeing the hand coming at him again, and quickly he grabbed Lester’s wrists and held on to them, looking past him to the wings but unable to show them back there with his eyes that they must do something. Someone must help him get rid of this flea.

He turned to the audience. “Is there an exterminator in the house?”

Still the laughter came.

And then suddenly Lester burst from his grasp and stood there for a moment, swaying unsteadily, eyes wild and drunken, lips trembling. He whipped off the horn-rimmed glasses and tossed them, unheeding, into the orchestra pit. And for an instant I thought he would speak, cry out, say something … anything … it was in him. You could see it in him … the years of it trying desperately to get out, be heard, to hit, to smash. But it was just a pudgy fist and it caught Sammy in the soft of his stomach and he gasped with surprise and quickly screwed his face into a comical grimace to arouse their gale of laughter.

And it came now, the laughter, but peculiar-sounding, almost hysterical, as though they were using an extra measure of effort to make it come forth and stay up there where they could hear it. And they looked desperately to Sammy for reassurance and saw him circling around Lester, hands up awkwardly in the mock stance of a John L. Sullivan, flicking at his own nose with a comical thumb to underline the joke of it all.

Couldn’t they see this wasn’t part of the show?

Up there behind the glass, out front behind the cameras, off-stage in the wings … couldn’t they sense that something was happening, drag him off, break it up, cut it off the air and replace what was happening here on the screen with a test pattern for forty million people to stare at in momentary wonderment? Or did they know, and knowing, still find themselves too stunned by the swiftness of it, the wonder of it, the excitement of it, pounding now in their own blood, too, as though this were dramatic spot news that had to be covered? Or was it something deeper down and perhaps even completely unknown to them, the secret wish come true, the inevitable result of years of working with Sammy, taking Sammy, enduring Sammy … was it this that kept all who might have intervened frozen at their posts?

I edged forward in my seat, feeling the wild beating of my heart, seeing them captured beautifully by the camera in the rectangle of the monitor screen. It was like fight night at the Garden, and the crowd was yelling now like a fight-crowd yells, and Lester was moving in slowly, trying to work past Sammy’s left, pawing at the air in feeble gestures, stumbling back, crying softly to himself, plodding in again, mouth working in a confused mumble of compulsive fear as he came closer and closer to the terror of Sammy’s fists, waiting there before him, feinting toward him now. I could see Sammy’s lips. I could read the frantic, “Beat it. Get off!” behind the mask of his strained smile.

Lester swung jerkily and missed.

Sammy pushed into him with his belly.

The laughter of the crowd was hollow and desperate, breaking now, faltering, trying again, and coming out in confused shouts. A woman screamed. A little child began to cry.

Sammy looked out over the lights, his face suddenly agonized.

Please let me hear you. Please. This is your Sammy, your—

Lester swarmed all over him.

—Lovable, laughable—

He shoved him off.

“Attaboy, Lester!” a voice shouted from the crowd.

Sammy moved in, the torture in his eyes, feeling it, seeing it, hearing it slipping away. Lester stepped back, watching … staring … moving back … circling away … mouth working silently beneath the shouting voices.

I heard the uproar behind me rising in an hysterical crescendo.

“What’sa matter, Sammy?”

His lip curled. He moved.

The cameras swept in.

“Look out!”

Lester ducked. Sammy’s right caught him high on the cheek. His head snapped back. Another right, and a left. He rubbed his face and moved in, swinging. I glanced at the screen, saw the struggling figures framed perfectly there. Lester was crying. Quietly, the quivering lips were spilling over into sobs as he moved in blindly and met the hard fist and the blood spurted sickeningly from his nose.

I heard the hoarse shouting.

I saw the clock.

Two minutes to go.

Sammy looked out as though pleading: Save me, save me … and shuddering, he took the stomach punch. Frantically he pushed and grappled and tried to hold on to the squirming, struggling body that was almost lost beneath the immensity of his own. Sobbing, Lester broke away and came back again, swinging wildly, came back to the fists, asking for more, asking for it as though it were something he wanted, had always wanted, and needed now … the fist and the punching bag … the slap and the cheek … as though this was what he had been moving toward, inexorably, all his life, this moment whose consummation might free him.

Blindly, sobbing, he walked into the maelstrom.

And suddenly the desperate fury erupted.

With an angry snarl, Sammy seized him by the tie, swung him around so his back faced the audience, pulled him toward him, yanked the pathetic, beaten little body to an upright position and, kneeling, measured him for a final moment.

“Sammy, wait!” The cry burst from my throat and was lost in the uproar.

I saw it coming.

I saw the camera moving in for the closeup.

I saw it on the screen as the millions saw it, as every one saw it.

The rectangle of glass filled by a hate-torn face.

The maniacal look, the frightening eyes, the twisted mouth …

“No!” people were shouting. “Don’t!” they screamed, unheard, unnoticed, forgotten in the blind, red fury of a lifetime exploding now with the cumulative force of the bitter years as Sammy tore into him with the big, hard fists, crunching into the soft, unpracticed body, faster and faster the welter of savage blows, snapping the head back, rocking the loose-hanging jaw and the blood-spurting face, moving in and down, following the sagging body down, pummeling the senseless, battered head, finishing it off with a final gasping crack and stepping back, at last, panting, the sweat pouring down his contorted face, to stare at the crumpled form lying there at his feet, white and still in the widening stain of blood.

In the awful moment of deathlike silence, I saw the stagehands hurrying out to carry the senseless body into the wings, and I heard Julie’s cry as she ran down the aisle.

And then, suddenly, Sammy looked up. Suddenly he remembered. Suddenly he was back, in a nightmare of recognition.

Desperately he ran a hand through the disorder of his hair. Quickly his mouth opened, as though he would save it with a word, a joke perhaps.

And then he saw the faces.

He stood there in the terrible stillness of the house, looking out at them, trying to say something, anything, trying to joke, to smile, to slip the mask back on, but it would not come, it could not come. It was gone, the mask was gone, stripped off by his violent hands and destroyed forever.

He gazed at them beseechingly, feeling the coldness of their anger and their stunned betrayal sweeping over him. And suddenly, in an agony of awareness, he knew the truth. He was through. It was over, forever. Nothing he could do or say would ever be able to restore the shattered illusion or wipe out the memory of what they had seen revealed to them tonight. He looked out at them with frantic, pleading eyes and saw the answer on their faces, and it was oblivion.

Slowly, hopelessly, he turned and walked off the stage, off all the screens of all the living rooms in the land.

And in a moment, it was over.

I pushed through the solemn crowds, searching for Connie. I found her and took her hand. Together we went outside, into the fresh air.

The Happy Hangover

HE WAS SITTING WITH GINNY AT a back table at Barbetta’s, memorizing the delicate lines around her mouth and the bright fourteen-karat gold of her hair; and later they were window-shopping along Fifth Avenue and it was the kind of summer-scented evening that would have made any couple walk hand in hand; and he was holding her close on a crowded dance floor, making believe they belonged together; and then he was standing on the sidewalk in front of her hotel, clinging to her hand as though she were Juliet, which she was, and he Romeo, which he wasn’t, and parting was such sweet sorrow that even now, as he dream-walked along Forty-sixth Street on the crystal-clear morning after, he could not allow himself to let go of the ridiculous good feeling that still intoxicated him, like a happy hangover.

He strolled west slowly, an immaculate little man in his forties, smiling benignly at the insensitive mobs who rushed about the city on their own dull business, his head held high as though in defiance of anyone who would dare suggest that he really had no reason to hold it high. Paxton always walked slowly. It gave him a feeling of well-being, a sense even of superiority. Only the poor slobs who had to work for a living were subject to clocks. That was one of the things Paxton liked so much about being an actor, about being out of work so often: he seldom had to hurry. Stopping at the florist for his daily cornflower, he was gratified to find that the unsmiling Mr. Lavelle seemed as obnoxious to him as usual, even through the rose-colored glow of his mood. Mr. Lavelle always appeared to be sniffing something unpleasant—a neat trick in a flower shop—and Paxton would not have wanted him to appear any different today. For Paxton had made up his mind what he was going to say to him the instant he had entered the shop, even before Mr. Lavelle accepted his twenty-five-cent piece and tossed it on the till of the cash register with the customary throw-away motion that is reserved by others for a piece of dirt that has adhered to the clothing.

“Mr. Lavelle,” Paxton said, “I shall be placing an order with you sometime next week. An order for a bridal bouquet. Do you suppose that I can count on you for something appropriate?”

Mr. Lavelle, arms folded, was looking blandly out of the window. “Who,” he sighed, without turning to Paxton, “is getting married?”

“I am,” Paxton replied, inspecting his fingernails.

“Oh?” Mr. Lavelle looked Paxton slowly up and down and then turned back to the window. “Something simple and unpretentious, I take it, Mr. Paxton? Something on the inexpensive side?”

“Precisely,” Paxton smiled. “ I knew I could depend on you to understand. I’ll give you the details in a few days.”

Mr. Lavelle made a slight sound that could have been a laugh, or indigestion.

Paxton moved toward the door. “Oh, I almost forgot. The unlucky girl, Mr. Lavelle. Perhaps you’ve heard of her. Ginny Lester?”

He paused just long enough to see the lemon-meringue pie hit Mr. Lavelle squarely in the face. Then he walked out gaily, feeling as though he had just jousted with a brace of Paddy’s incomparable whisky sours.

He would have liked to drop in at Paddy’s for a quick one, but it was too close to the first of the month and too far from the first of last month, and Paddy could be awfully aggravating about a tiny pile of tabs, as though you intended to cheat him out of it. So he didn’t go to Paddy’s but instead went directly to Vito’s to offer his beard to the guillotine.

“The works, Vito,” he commanded, sprawling comfortably in the barber-chair. “Shave, facial, manicure, shine, and anything else you’ve got to make me more beautiful that I am.”

“Ah hah, an auction today, Mr. Paxton?” Vito swabbed the lather on with broad strokes.

“Not auction, dear boy. It’s audition—as in sorry-old-man-butyou’re-not-the-type. No, Vito, no audition today. I am currently on a vacation between layoffs.”

Vito chuckled as though it were the first time he had heard it. He smelled faintly of garlic and curiosity.

“Your picture took, eh?”

Paxton just smiled. They couldn’t rush him. He was waiting for the right moment. He waited until Vito was scraping around the chin, and Oscar was snapping the cloth on his shoes and Irene was buffing his nails. Then he said quietly, “I’m going to get married soon.”

It was perfect. Kazan couldn’t have staged it better. Everything came to a halt at the same moment … the cloth on the shoes, the buff on the nails, and the razor on the chin

“No, now, Mr. Paxton …” Vito spread his palms out in protest at the enormity of the joke.

“Yes,” Paxton said.

“Who?” Vito said, exchanging quick glances with Oscar and Irene.

“Ginny Lester,” Paxton replied, just as though he were saying Jane Doe.

“No!” Vito exclaimed.

“Yes,” Paxton said.

“Such a lovely little girl,” Vito rocked his head back and forth like a metronome. “Such a talented little girl, Mr. Paxton.” He covered Paxton’s face with a hot towel and Paxton could hear him talking excitedly in Italian to Louis, the other barber, and though he could not understand a word he was sure it was something to feel good about, so he relaxed happily under the heat of the towel and let himself feel good about it. And when finally he got out of the chair, he took pains not to look in the mirror because he did not want to waste any part of this lovely day convincing himself that the gray hair was distingué and that the lines near the eyes, where thoughtless crows had dragged heavy feet, lent a certain charm.

He had no trouble borrowing another ten from Vito, and as he walked across town through the noisy streets he said aloud, just to try it on for size: “Ginny Paxton … Genevieve Paxton … Mrs. Horace Paxton … I want you to meet my wife, Ginny … No, my wife, Genevieve … No, Ginny.” Ginny was best. They all sounded wonderful but Ginny was best.

He started humming “People Will Say We’re In Love” as he pushed his way through the lunch-hour throngs on Broadway and crossed through Shubert Alley to the theater. He poked his head through the stage-door entrance, where Charlie was cleaning his nails with a pen knife, and he said to him, “Through these portals you keep out the most beautiful pests in the world.”

Charlie looked up and grunted.

“I know you’re not supposed to permit it, Charlie,” Paxton said, “but I just want to say hello to Sheila Minor. Be a good boy?”

“Why not?” Charlie said, without pausing in his toiletry.

She was sitting before her dressing table, trying to cover as many years as she could with a heavy layer of makeup. Standing in the doorway, Paxton could see the darkening roots of her blond hair and he could tell that she had seen him in the mirror, though she did not speak.

“Hello, Sheila darling,” he said. “I thought you ought to be the first to know.”

He waited, but she did not say a word.

“I’m getting married,” he said, and the powder-puff stopped for an almost imperceptible instant, then resumed.

“To Ginny Lester,” he said.

She began to laugh quietly, staring hard into the mirror.

“… at the Little Church Around the Corner … Next week, pet. I thought you’d like to hear it from me.”

She just sat there laughing, a little louder now, without mirth, sparring with a powder-puff against the lines of her face. And he could still hear her as he walked down the stairs and it was a strange kind of laughter, like crying with the tears strained out.

“Thanks, Charlie,” he said, as he left the theater.

“Why not?” Charlie said, working on his thumbnail.

He went to the Automat and had a good lunch and over a cup of black coffee he thought for a moment of calling Ginny, but then he decided not to because there was so much he wanted to do. He wanted to drop in on Max at Acme Loan and watch the beads of perspiration start forming on Max’s forehead when he saw him coming. He wanted to go up to O’Keefe’s office and be brushed off by Miss Davenport and be told that O’Keefe was terribly tied up at the moment but they’d get in touch with him if anything turned up, and then he’d say, “By the way,” and tell Miss Davenport, loud enough so that O’Keefe would come running out of his once to follow him to the elevator. Oh yes, and he’d sit in the park for a few hours to get a little sun on his face and think about golden hair and pale blue eyes and the magical sound of “Mr. and Mrs. Horace Paxton,” like lyrics to a beautiful tune. And he would have a fine dinner at Sardi’s and then make the rounds and … oh, there was so much left to do, it would be foolish to spoil a perfectly lovely day by calling Ginny now.

He finished his coffee and left the Automat and walked slowly up Broadway toward the park. There would be plenty of time to call her. Perhaps tomorrow. Perhaps tomorrow he’d even get himself to ask her. There was no need to hurry. There never was. That was one of the things he liked so much about being an actor.

Hunsecker Fights the World

THE CAMPUS WAS LOUSY WITH IVY and Gothic architecture and June flies, and the two hundred girls sitting there on all sides of me listening to Hunsecker’s commencement day address were pretty depressing too. College degrees in hand, they still didn’t know any better than to hang on his every word as though he were an oracle with a private pipeline to God, the White House and the Kremlin. They were right in there with the forty million sheep who worshipped him at the altar of their television screens and moved their lips every day while soaking up his syndicated column.

He was coming to the end now, wrapping it up with a string of aphorisms that were nothing more than clichés spelled backwards. The strident voice, loud with authority, rose incongruously from his under-sized body and rang out over the hushed audience.

“… And Reno will have to fold its roulette tables and steal away into the night, if each one of you will remember this.” He paused dramatically. “Home … is where you hang … your heart.

His arms fell to his sides and the silence exploded into shattering applause. He stood there nodding and smiling, unwilling to move away, to end the ovation, his perspiring face suffused with self-love as he allowed the waves of enthusiasm to wash over him again and again.

Then the girls were falling into the arms of their damp-eyed relatives, and up on the platform the faculty and alumnae were clawing at each other to reach Hunsecker and shake his hand, so I drifted over to the buffet-spread to join the flies. I stood there swilling pale punch and watched him autographing engraved programs for anyone who came to him with the magic words: “I always read your column, Mr. Hunsecker.” When I picked up his trail again, after examining the sandwich platters, he was standing under an elm tree holding an animated monologue with a pretty girl in cap and gown. I figured that that must be his sister, Susan, so I ambled over.

He punched my arm lightly. “Well, how did you like it, Sidney? I even had the pigeons on the rooftops listening. I may use it for a Tuesday column, cut down, of course. I think it has something for women everywhere, not just these chicks. Don’t you agree, baby? Too bad the local station didn’t have a network tieup. Damned fools could have had Hunsecker for nothing. Ha. I’d like to have seen Josephson’s face. Josephson signs the checks for my sponsor, honey. Talking outdoors does strange things with my timing. It must be the echoes. Did you notice, Sidney? Take that first pause. …”

He droned on, and the girl stared at him in the strained, self-conscious way people affect as their only defense against the embarrassment of not having been introduced to a newly arrived stranger.

“… may insist on having a studio audience. I find it stimulating to see their faces. To hell with CBC policy on commentators. Which carries more weight, a lousy fifty-grand-a-year vice-president or a twenty-eight-point-six rating? Hunsecker makes Hooper jump through a hoop, doesn’t he? Say, not bad … Hooper through a hoop. Send that to me, will you, baby?”

I took out my Robinson Reminder and jotted it down. The girl didn’t know where to look, and her face was beginning to flush.

“Look,” I said, “you must be Susan. My name is Sidney Falco.”

She nodded gratefully, and Hunsecker stepped between us quickly.

“Sidney’s a tall one, isn’t he? And he’s not bad looking when he isn’t grouchy, but right now he’s got that look on his face. He doesn’t like the heat … do you, tootsie? You’re itching to get back to New York.”

“That’s the general idea,” I said evenly.

“All right, baby.” He took my arm with one hand and Susan’s with the other and steered us across the campus. “Sidney must be obliged because when Sidney isn’t obliged he gets tiresome, and life is difficult enough as it is without a tiresome Sidney.” When we reached the station wagon that was waiting in front of the administration building to take us to the train, Hunsecker turned to his sister. “Give Ma a hug for me when you get home, will you, honey?”

“Of course.” A shadow seemed to pass over her features. “But it would do her so much good … if only you could fly out to see her … even for a day.”

“But, baby doll. …” He extended his hands imploringly. “You know how I want to. But I’m up to here. Why, even this trip—”

“I know, and I’m ever so grateful for today, J. J. … your accepting the invitation and coming up here. It meant so much to Dr. Cardigan and the school and I know how busy—”

“For you, anything, honey,” he said, looking past her and waving to the people who stood huddled in small groups staring at him the way people always did when the voice and the byline appeared before them in the flesh. With a final wave, he got into the car and then, as I began to follow him in, he turned and called out: “Honey, you’ll have to forgive Sidney. He doesn’t mean to be rude. Sidney, say congratulations to Susan.”

I turned and congratulated her, and her eyes were filled with wordless apologies. “Have a pleasant trip, Mr. Falco.”

“I will,” I lied, and stepped into the car.

“Isn’t she a doll?” Hunsecker said, as we pulled away. “If only she’d stop being afraid of me.”

The first ten minutes were bad, but then I began to feel my nervous system getting into rhythm with the rocking and clacking of the train wheels. It was always that way when I started out on a train trip with Hunsecker, whether it was an overnight trip, or a few days, like the jaunts to Hollywood. I would start worrying that something terrible was going to go wrong, and that he and his column would be forever lost to me and my clients, and though nothing had ever gone wrong, it always took at least ten minutes for the inner tension to dissolve.

I sat next to the window of the compartment, staring vacantly at the glittering sheen of the river in the red sunlight of late afternoon. Hunsecker was curled up on the seat opposite me, leafing through Trend to the accompaniment of small, deprecatory grunts. He had never forgiven the magazine for describing him as a “porcine-faced, gimlet-eyed half-pint.”

Suddenly I was aware that he had scrambled to a sitting position and I turned to see him slap the magazine hard across his thigh.

“Oh, no!” he moaned.

I turned back to gaze out of the window.

“No, no, no!”

The river was an unending bore but still it was speechless and undemanding—something you could put an end to merely by closing your eyes.

“Go ahead,” I said to the window. “I’m listening.”

“You know what I did?” he cried. “I forgot to kiss Susan good-by. I’m all that means anything to her in the whole world and I didn’t even kiss her good-by. Why didn’t you remind me? You had nothing else to do. You were just standing there. If you weren’t so busy worrying about the heat and getting back to New York—”

“New York is even hotter,” I said to the river quietly.

“You know how much I count on you for little things like that!” Hunsecker’s voice rose to a scream. “You were just standing there like a goddam tree! The least you could’ve done—”

“I’m sure she didn’t mind,” I said. “I’m sure she didn’t even notice it.”

“I’m not worried about that!” he cried above the throb of the wheels. “But all those people on the campus standing around watching me … what will they think?”

I turned from the window to say, “They will think that you are an egotistical boor,” but all I said was, “I’m sorry, J. J.”

“I don’t ask much of you, Sidney.”

True, I had never emptied my veins for him.

“I don’t ask you to—”

“J. J., I’m sorry!” I held on tightly to the edge of my nerves.

“You’re sorry,” he muttered, picking up the magazine again and slapping through its pages.

I’m terribly sorry, I said wordlessly to the blur of telephone poles and the swiftly moving trees. I failed to remind J. J. Hunsecker to kiss his sister on a crowded campus so that a handful of his forty million followers might get the impression that he is thoughtful and good and a family man with decent affection for someone other than himself.

The situation called for a burnt offering. “You feel like some gin rummy?”

He grunted approval, and the soft petulance around his mouth tightened into firmness, so I knew it was all right to ring for the porter and order a couple of decks of cards. When they arrived, I moved over and sat down next to him. “The usual? I got a feeling I’m going to beat your brains out.”

He put the magazine down with a self-confident sneer. “You mean you’d like to.”

He played cards the way he did everything else, as though something personally significant hinged on the outcome, something beyond mere money. His small figure seemed to expand menacingly and he concentrated on the deck as though his will could turn the cards to his bidding. But this time, as usual, the cards had a will of their own and I had to break up three kings several times to get him started on a triple Schneider and even by throwing him aces and deuces when he needed them most, I could lose only fifty-seven dollars on the first round.

But it was enough to start the blood flowing in his veins again and I could let myself relax under the slow hypnosis of the clacking train wheels and the insistent monotone of his ego, and tell myself that everything was going to be all right.

“… eating out of my hand. The trouble with television, you can’t see them eating out of your hand and it’s such a beautiful sight. Go ahead, it’s your pick. Maybe you think Eisenhower or Baruch could have tossed off a better speech to those fillies? The hell they could. I suppose I should give you credit for having a hand in the writing …”

“Thanks,” I said.

“… but the trouble with ever saying a nice word to a press agent is that he twists it around so that it sounds as though he’s being taken advantage of, isn’t that right, Sidney? I just said ‘thanks,’ baby, so go ahead now and hit me. You don’t need that ten. You’re romancing, you son of a bitch. I wonder if the other girls were jealous of Susan? Being Hunsecker’s sister makes her something of a special case wherever she is. And not everyone likes Hunsecker, do they, Sidney? Ha. He gets under their skin. About the speech today—I think I’ll cut the lead and use the tag up front. It’ll make a nice pious column for Tuesday and you press agents can call me filthy names again because you won’t find any of your crumby clients in it. Jesus, what a wolf-pack. Four any good? What would they do if I dropped dead or gave up the column? Morgan Wright. Ha. Or maybe Otis Elwell. Parasites, gnawing their way into newsprint. … Sidney, you’re not listening!”

“Twenty-eight,” I said. “Deal.”

“And don’t think I couldn’t give up the column any time I wanted. Cassidy would leave the door open and I could pick it up where I left off like that. I’d like to see Casto’s face when I walked out on the floor of the Senate. The gutter-rat, eh? Only now the gutter-rat would be Senator Hunsecker. I don’t want the eight. Go ahead. I’d have Congressional immunity and then I’d tell that slob what no one has ever dared to tell him. What’s the matter, baby? You don’t think I could get the nomination? You heard me up there today. First time on an open-air platform. That’s why I went—to give it a try. I’d make a hell of a campaigner. What’s wrong, baby?”

My hands must have been trembling. It was the first time I had ever heard him talk of going into politics. Hunsecker, of the people, for the people, by the people. I picked up a jack I didn’t need.

“… The senator from New York. Ha. The Commies would love that, wouldn’t they? Washington is hot in summer but what’s left for me after the Pulitzer Prize? More income tax, that’s all. Just let Hunsecker try to pull any of that capital gains stuff like your pal Wildbeck, out in Hollywood. It’s no wonder I’m tired. No wonder I get sick. Hunsecker fights the world. What was that you just picked? Have Mary check with the station that carried the speech today to see if they made a recording of it. There’s always room for improvement. Said Morgan Wright to himself as he tried to make his column sound more and more like Hunsecker’s. Is gin any good? And give me an accounting. I don’t like those hieroglyphics of yours. …”

The hour slipped by fast. When I was down over a hundred dollars I started pulling in the reins a little, and by the time he was ready for dinner I had lost only seventy-eight, which was par for the course.

I walked ahead of him to the dining car like a Geiger counter, and when I informed the steward who the little man was in back of me, I knew from the quick arch of brows and the gleaming eyes that I was in the presence of one of the forty million. He bypassed me with an obsequious bow.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Hunsecker, and how are you this evening? Just one moment, Mr. Hunsecker, and I’ll have a table for you.”

Hunsecker wasn’t even listening to him. He must have seen the girl the same moment I had. His nostrils were pulsating faintly and his small eyes had narrowed astigmatically as he stared at her. She was sitting alone facing us at a table for four, and if ever there was such a thing as melancholy beauty, she had it.

I said to the steward: “Mr. Hunsecker prefers a table for two. We’ll wait until you have one.”

But Hunsecker stepped in front of me and nodded in the direction of the girl’s table. “That one’ll do.”

“Yes, Mr. Hunsecker.”

“And keep the fourth seat empty,” he muttered, folding a bill into the man’s palm as he strutted to the table past staring eyes. “You have no imagination, baby,” he said to me.

He took the seat opposite the girl, next to the window, and motioned for me to sit on the aisle, next to him. She was already into her entree and merely glanced briefly at us. Hunsecker’s eyes flickered over her finely molded features and her well-tailored suit.

“A New Yorker,” he said to me loudly. “Nowhere else on earth do women achieve that … what shall I say?”

“I think I’ll have the sweetbreads,” I said to the menu. The girl hadn’t looked up, but a slight flush was creeping into her pale cheeks. “How about you, J. J.?”

“Sleek … chic … and a kind of handsome sublimity. That’s it.” He rapped on the table. “Sidney, get the boss man.”

I waved for the steward. He came running.

Hunsecker turned his pale eyes on him. “Luigi, if I order a steak rare, will I get it rare?”

The steward’s face took on a sickly pallor. “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Hunsecker, but we don’t have any steak at all.”

“No steak?” He stared at the man’s anxious face for a moment and then suddenly he barked: “What’s your name?”

“I’m awfully sorry we—”

“What’s your name?”

“Edwin Cambrio, Mr. Hunsecker. I—”

“How do you do, Mr. Cambrio? My junior partner here and I will have the sweetbreads.” He chuckled at the man’s ashen face. He felt a lot better now because out of the corner of his eye he had caught the sudden upward glance of the girl at the mention of his name. He turned to her as she stared down at her plate again and he said: “I didn’t want steak anyway. I think steak is an unimaginative dish, don’t you? Most people like steak because it’s an expensive dish but give me pheasant under glass any time. Ha. You’re from New York, aren’t you? Tell me, honey, who’s your favorite Broadway columnist?”

She looked up at him coolly. “Walter Lippmann. Who’s yours?”

He gave a nasty, mirthless cackle. “You I like,” he said. “You I like even better than tootsie here.” He jerked his head in my direction. “When I ask tootsie who his favorite columnist is, the answer is always the same. It’s like death and taxes and night following day. It never fails. Watch.” He turned to me. “Sidney, tell the lady who your favorite columnist is.”

“J. J., please. …”

“Come on, Sidney.”

The girl said quickly, “I saw your show last week, Mr. Hunsecker.”

“Sidney’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.” His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. “He’s a rag doll. All press agents are rag dolls. Press them and they say ‘Hunsecker’ instead of ‘mama.’ Sidney, say ‘mama’ for the lady. What’s your name, honey?” He buttered a piece of bread as he talked.

She glanced at me with embarrassment and I saw that it was the dark, deep-set eyes that gave her beauty its quality of sadness.

“Lorna Hale,” she said, still looking at me.

“Actress? … model? … Which is it?” Hunsecker stuffed the bread into his mouth.

“I hope to get some work in television.”

“Of course, and you shall. Take, down the name, Sidney.”

She looked at him sharply. “What for?”

“The column, honey. Because I like you. People pay Sidney good money to get their names in my column. They have to pay. They’re not beautiful. Take down the name, tootsie.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.” She addressed it to me quietly.

Hunsecker glanced at me. When he saw that I hadn’t taken out my Robinson Reminder he looked back at the girl. “Why not?”

“I’d just rather you didn’t,” she replied, meeting his gaze.

He stared at her and chuckled, his face straining to hold its smile. “You and I are going to have a wonderful time in New York. I’m getting a little tired of press agents, like Sidney here. Sometimes they don’t hear well. But you I like. Sidney, say something to the lady. Say ‘mama.’ Say ‘Westbrook Pegler.’ Say anything.”

“Your dinner is getting cold,” I said.

Several times I looked up to find the girl’s eyes on me and each time I looked away quickly. My food stuck in my throat.

When she had finished her coffee, she lighted a cigarette.

Hunsecker wiped his full lips with his napkin. “Sidney, you eat too slowly. You eat the way you play cards. Do you play gin, honey? You are sitting diagonally opposite the most unfortunate gin player in America. He was caught with Hunsecker on a slow train to New York. Tell the lady who won seventy-eight dollars from whom, tootsie. But he can afford it. Look at that suit—and that tie. He must know the right people. It’s spelled with an H. Right, Sidney? Give me a cigarette.” He held out his hand without looking at me and then when he had placed the cigarette between his lips he waited for me to get out my lighter and bring the name to the tip. “Doesn’t he do that nicely?”

The girl slapped some money down on her check and got up. She was taller than I had expected, almost as tall as I was.

“Wait a minute, honey,” Hunsecker said.

She was looking down at me. “We haven’t been introduced.”

“Falco,” I said quickly. “Sidney Falco.”

She nodded. “It’s going to be a long night. I could go for some gin rummy myself …”

“Swell,” Hunsecker said. “Why don’t—?”

“… so if you get a chance, Mr. Falco, I’m in the third car back, compartment C.”

And she was walking away before I could say any thing.

I shot a glance at Hunsecker. He wasn’t smiling now. He was staring after her with narrowing eyes as she left the dining car. “Her I like,” he muttered in a hard voice. Then he turned to me. “Take her name down, Sidney.”

I returned his gaze without making a move, watching the faint dilation of his nostrils.

“Take her name down.”

My hands slowly took out the pad and wrote Lorna Hale in it. He ground his cigarette into an empty coffee cup, paid the check and got up. I followed.

The steward asked for it. “Everything all right, Mr. Hunsecker?”

He didn’t even look at him. “Mr. Cambrio, your dinner stank.”

By the time we reached our compartment, I knew that I wasn’t going to go in. “I’m going to walk it off, J. J.,” I said.

He went inside without answering me. I headed for the lounge car, because that wasn’t where I wanted to go, and when I saw that it was crowded, I turned around and walked back through several cars and stood in front of her compartment for at least a minute before I decided to knock.

She was sitting by the window, and in the dim light she was all the lovely women I had ever seen in passing cabs or at distant tables in night clubs.

“I didn’t think you’d come, Mr. Falco.”

“Suckers can’t wait.” I flashed a smile. “But I never play cards with women who call me Mister.”

“Sit down, won’t you?”

I sat. “The lamb is ready for the slaughter.” I started to examine everything else in the compartment because I wanted to look only at her.

“What is it?” she asked uncertainly. “Something you want?”

“The cards,” I said.

“Oh, the cards.” She averted her eyes. “I suppose I should have told you. I don’t have any.”

I got up. “Think nothing of it. I’ve got a couple of decks in our compartment.”

“Why not ring for the porter?”

I said: “But we’re only a car away.”

She didn’t answer right away. “You might not come back.”

“Why?” I began to laugh, then stopped. “You mean he might not let me? He might not give me permission?” I tried to laugh again but it wouldn’t come.

“It does sound funny, doesn’t it—now that you put it into words?” I didn’t like the way she said it.

“You just wait here.” I started for the door.

“I guess there’s something else I ought to tell you,” she said quickly. “I don’t know how to play gin rummy.”

I turned sharply. “Then why did you—?” Her face was to the window.

“I had to do it, that’s all,” she said in a muffled voice. “I had to slap his face—any way I could. I had no idea you’d come.”

“I see.” I held on to the door handle as the train took a curve and there was a bitter, empty taste in my mouth. “Then if it’s all right with you, I’ll … mosey along.”

“No, please don’t.” She looked up at me. “I’m awfully sorry. I didn’t mean … I … well, we can talk, can’t we?”

I stood there for a moment, and then I shrugged and sat down. “Go ahead.”

“Don’t be angry.”

“Angry?” I ground my heel into the carpet. “Haven’t you heard? I never get angry.”

She lighted a cigarette and stared at me for a while in silence.

“Sidney—tell me—is he always that way?”

I started to say I didn’t know what she meant—but she was still looking at me. “Uh huh.”

“And you?”

I was looking at the tips of my forty-dollar shoes. I needed a shine.

“He goes Marie Antoinette one better, doesn’t he?” she said. “Let them eat dirt.” She exhaled an angry stream of smoke. “New York is full of men and women who think it’s worth it. Tell me, Sidney, are monogrammed shirts worth it?”

I got up. “Look, maybe I better go.”

“You remind me of someone I know,” she went on. “Her name is Lorna Hale.”

I didn’t say anything—but I didn’t go.

“For five years I stayed married to a man I didn’t love, because he gave me power and luxury and more money than I could use.” I glanced at her hand. She shook her head. “No. No ring. I threw it down the well at Reno three days ago. It wasn’t worth it. Nothing was worth that. The trouble is, you never find out except for yourself, and it’s usually too late.” She turned her face to the window, to the darkness beyond, and suddenly her voice seemed tired. “I wish I had found out sooner. I wish all of us could. And I wish we could go on feeling sure that we’re right.”

My mouth was dry and I stood there wanting to say something but not knowing what it was that I wanted to say. And then I said, “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get the cards.”

She turned and looked at me, and her eyes were warm. “All right,” she said softly.

I hurried out.

Hunsecker was sulking at the window, his soft chin cupped in his hand. He didn’t even glance at me as I came in. I went to the mirror and straightened my tie with cold, fumbling hands.

“Well,” he snapped, “what did she say about me?”

“Nothing significant,” I said.

He grunted. “I’ll bet not.”

I started to gather up the cards that were strewn on the seat beside him and his face brightened as he looked up. “Oh, you feel like some more …?”

“I’m taking these back with me,” I said evenly. “She doesn’t have any cards.”

“Did it ever occur to you that it might get to be boring sitting here by myself?”

“I hadn’t thought about it,” I said, as I sorted the cards.

For a moment there was only the sound of the throbbing wheels and then he said: “You know, I’ve got a hell of a gimmick for a new twist on the Friday round up column. I think we’ll toss some ideas back and forth while it’s still hot.”

“Not tonight.”

“I think maybe we better, tootsie.”

“No, not tonight,” I said thickly, putting the decks in my pocket.

He ran his tongue over his lips. “Why don’t you ask her to come in here? We could make it three-handed.”

“I don’t think she’d care for that.”

He mimicked my voice. “You don’t think she’d care for that. Why not?”

I turned to meet his gaze. “I don’t think she likes you.”

His lips were bloodless and his left cheek began to twitch. “She doesn’t like Hunsecker,” he cackled. “Ha. That’s good. Send that to me, will you, baby? I can use that for a lead. Hunsecker fights the world. Don’t let me forget that, tootsie. Call Mary and tell her to remind me. The little tramp with the long black hair doesn’t like Hunsecker. Ha. She collects rag dolls. Wonderful. Well?” His voice rose to a shout. “What are you standing there for?”

“You’re sitting on the score pad,” I said quietly.

The train had hit top speed now. Up front the whistle was shrieking its warning and the wheels were pounding beneath my feet as I hurried through the lurching corridor to the next car. I knew it wasn’t just to another compartment in another car, to a lovely girl with deep dark eyes that I was hurrying. It was the direction that was important, and I was hurrying desperately because I knew I was too late … a couple of years too late … but just for tonight I didn’t want it to be too late, for either of us.

End of Summer

THE DAYS COULD FOOL HER, WITH their deep blue skies and hot sunshine, but when darkness crept in over the harbor so terribly early each night and blue-white diamonds sparkled in the blackness above the dunes, Lottie knew that it was October and time to give the Cape back to the natives, time to return to the city and face the complexities of living satisfactorily with Henry.

Her hands knitted almost by themselves now as she relaxed in the chintz-covered chair and listened to the crackling of the logs in the white brick fireplace and the soft lapping of high tide against the bulkhead outside. But the low, insistent laughter of her husband and the Sanderson woman kept intruding from across the room, where they sat on the flowered sofa playing gin rummy and sipping incessant Cuba libres.

She looked up at the sudden explosion of excitement. Henry had gone gin and was holding the woman’s bare arm.

“I’m murdering you, Gertie. You mind?”

His eyes had a hard, bright look.

The red-haired woman returned his gaze boldly as she gathered the cards together. “I like it,” she murmured. “Do it again.”

Lottie watched her husband reach for the half-empty glass on the coffee table and gulp down the rum-and-coke, and she began to feel the slow, familiar sadness creeping up on her, like the fog that was moving in from the sea to lick noiselessly at the windows of the deserted inn. It was eight-thirty and the night was dying. In a few days she’d be returning to Boston with Henry. She could not put off any longer what had to be done.

The Sanderson woman had gotten up from the sofa, flattening her bare midriff as she smoothed the green cotton skirt over her hips. “Now you sit there, Henry,” she said loudly. “I’ll get ‘em this time. I’m going to see if I can’t get that character to make with the rum so’s we can taste it. Or do I mean feel it? Good God, I don’t know what I mean.”

She walked with small, careful steps toward the little bar in the next room, moving precariously on her high black-and-gold platforms.

Lottie waited, allowing her husband’s gaze to follow the woman to the doorway, and then she spoke to him.

“Would you like to go into town to the movies, Henry? We still have time to make the late show.”He swung around with a start, as though he had forgotten she was in the room, but his face quickly lost expression. “What’s playing?”

“High Destiny,” Lottie replied. “I hear it’s not bad.”

His face came alive. “But didn’t we—why, sure. We saw that back in Boston last spring.”

Lottie shook her head. “You must have seen it without me,” she said evenly.

Henry stared at her blankly, waiting, saying nothing.

She turned to the fire, because she did not want to see the look that would come into his eyes. “Would you mind very much if I went alone?”

She was aware of a foghorn groaning somewhere out in the channel and the Sanderson woman’s voice softly cajoling the Negro boy behind the bar in the next room.

When Henry finally spoke, the words sounded muffled. “Well, if you really want to. …”

She got up quickly without looking at him. “I’ll go call a cab.”

“If that’s what you want to do. …” He shuffled the cards nervously.

The Sanderson woman came back into the room holding a glass carefully in her left hand while she sipped from the one in her right. “That’s my boy, that Warren,” she sang out, passing Lottie. “These are positively poisonous.”

Lottie walked into the small, pine-paneled room and managed a smile for the lad in the white coat behind the bar as she picked up the phone and asked the operator for the number.

“Summer is over, isn’t it, Warren?”

The Negro nodded gravely. “Soon as you and Mr. Gerson and Miss Sanderson leave, guess they’ll just close up this beachhouse. Summer gone is a sure sad thing.”

His eyes were heavy. He’d be dozing off again almost before she left the room.

“Hello, Al?” Lottie said. “This is Mrs. Gerson out at the beach-house, Pilgrim Inn.” She spoke rather more loudly than was necessary, because suddenly there was silence in the next room. “Can you take me into town to the theater? You’d have to come right out, though. It’s almost quarter to nine.”

Al said that he’d be there in a few minutes.

“And you’ll pick me up afterwards, won’t you—around eleven-thirty?”

Al said that he would.

She started to say good night to Warren, but the boy’s eyes were closed. She returned to the sitting room, to the chintz-covered chair beside the fireplace. Henry and the woman were concentrating too intently on the cards in their hands.

“He’s calling for me,” Lottie said, sitting down.

“Swell,” Henry said. “It’s your pick, Gertie.”

“I think I’ll need the pink coat,” Lottie said. “Would you mind, Henry? It’s upstairs on the bed.”

He put the cards down. “I’ll just be a minute, Gertie.”

“Take your time. I have all night.”

The floors of the beachhouse were thin, and Lottie could hear Henry’s heavy footsteps upstairs. They had a lovely double room with a fine view of the harbor, and it had been quite peaceful up there while the room next to theirs had been used as a storeroom. It was only after Mrs. Turner had cleared the storeroom out just before Labor Day to accommodate the Sanderson woman that Henry had become tense and irritable. You could always hear her humming, or taking a shower, and sometimes you couldn’t help smelling the heavily perfumed toilet water she used, right through the connecting door.

Lottie watched her sitting there on the sofa with her brown legs crossed provocatively as she ran a comb with crackling strokes through her long red hair, and she thought of all the others, so much like this one in their glittering female cheapness. She remembered the blond cashier at Schrafft’s, and the little nightclub singer, what was her name? Yvonne Chalet—or Corbet? And the stenographer in Paul Bowker’s office—the little fool hadn’t even known Henry was married. And of course that young hoyden with the summer theater group at Bar Harbor. What a dreadful mistake Lottie had made with her.

But that was the only way you could ever learn, by trial and error. You had to make the mistakes before you knew how to compromise. She had boldly stepped in and dragged Henry away from the actress, only to reap a winter of misery and despair as a consequence. That was before she had discovered the unfailing certainty of the pattern: the rising crescendo of his restlessness, and then, afterwards, the quick guilt and remorse and the long, blessed periods when he wanted only to forget. It was so much more secure to accept him that way, the only way, than to fight reality and try to live with a man who would hate her for what he thought he was missing.

She glanced toward the doorway as he came back into the room with the coat over his arm. In the firelight he looked almost youthful and handsome again; the light was caught by his graying hair and his teeth gleamed whitely against his deep sun-tan. She hoped the Sander son woman appreciated Henry and realized that he was not like those other married men, back now in their cities, who had pecked away at her on the sun deck and at the beach and in the dining room and at the bar like awkward, hopeful roosters. Henry had had the good sense to bide his time. He was like Lottie in that respect.

“Here you are, dear,” he said.

She stood up and turned her shoulders to him but he just handed her the coat and moved to the sofa, his eyes flickering over the freshly combed red hair as he sat down. “Sorry, Gertie.”

Lottie got into the coat as she heard Al’s station wagon crunching up the driveway and two short toots of his horn.

“He’s here,” Henry said to the cards. “Enjoy yourself.”

Lottie took a deep breath as she passed the sofa, then chided herself immediately for her foolishness. She knew very well that the heavy fragrance which always seemed to cling to the woman, just as it filled the corridor outside her room, was a cheap and vulgar odor. There should have been no need for this last-minute reassurance.

Outside, the headlights of Al’s station wagon cut feeble beams through the fog. She pulled the coat closed at the neck as she walked down the gravel path. She would chatter with Al all the way into town, listening eagerly to his embellished versions of the latest town gossip, because it was harder to think while you were listening. And when she got to the theater, she would try to lose herself completely in the story on the screen.

It was not a pleasant picture, nor a very good one. She had seen it back in Boston in the spring. But that did not matter. She did not mind seeing a picture over again. Sometimes it was more comforting that way. Sometimes you could stand anything, no matter how bad it seemed to be, as long as you knew how it was going to come out in the end. …

Clear Connection

VIC STOOD AT THE WINDOW OF his hotel room, filing his polished nails in the fading light of early evening. His oyster-white shirt, monogrammed in navy blue, was open at the neck, and his blue slacks were sharply creased down to his tan moccasins. He smelled faintly of after-shaving lotion, and of the Canadian Club in the bottle on the dresser.

When the telephone rang, he glanced at his wristwatch, and a faint smile flickered across his smoothly shaven face as he walked over to answer it. He picked up the receiver, smiling at his reflection in the mirror on the closet door, and said, “You’re ten minutes early, honey, but I’m—”

“Hello, Vic, how are you?” It was a man’s voice.

The smile faded. “Who is this?”

“Steve. Who do you think?’

“Steve?” Vic frowned, puzzled.

“Steve Price.”

“Steve? No!”

“Yeah. How you been, Vic?”

“Well, how … I mean … when did—?”

“This morning. Four hundred and eighty of us on one boat. Special train clear in from Frisco. You should’ve seen Ann’s face when I walked in. Well, how you been, Vic?”

“Fine. I’m fine.” Vic sank down slowly on the bed. “This is really a shock. I didn’t—”

“A pleasant surprise, huh?”

“I should say so. I sure am glad to hear your voice again. You know, when I heard you were with the Thirty-seventh on Luzon I was beginning to—”

“You didn’t have to worry about me,” Price laughed. “I had too much to come back to. Right, honey?”

“What was that?”

“I was just talking to Ann. She’s right here beside me.”

Vic looked at the mirror and licked his dry lips. “Where are you now?”

“Home,” Price said. “Out in the country.”

“I see,” Vic said slowly. “It’s such a good connection. I thought maybe you were downstairs in the lobby.”

“I’m sitting in the room I’ve been dreaming about for twenty-two months and it looks better than ever. Right, honey? Say, chum, I wanna thank you for all you’ve done.”

“Don’t be silly,” Vic said.

“No, I mean it. You don’t know what it meant to me, to know that Ann wasn’t sitting home all the time with a wet handkerchief, missing all the fun, maybe thinking about what it would have been like if she hadn’t married a guy who was overseas and—”

“Look kid—”

“I mean it, Vic, I want you to know how much I appreciate it. What the hell, you’re a single guy. You could’ve done plenty okay for yourself if you wanted to. Ann wrote me all about it, how nice you’ve been to her, taking her to the movies and the shows and always calling to see that she wasn’t in the dumps.”

“It was nothing, really.” Vic swallowed the dryness in his mouth.

“Some guys I used to know, they were great friends with Ann and me, but when I went in, that was the end. Never called Ann, bothered to see how she was, or anything. But not you. You were a real pal. …”

“How was it at San Manuel?”

“… Why, hell, you were even better to her than I was when I was keeping company with her. You could never catch me riding all the way up to Westchester with her at two in the morning after a date in town. Hell, I used to just put her on the train at Grand Central and shove a magazine in her hand and say, ‘So long, toots. Look out for the conductor.’”

“Steve—”

“Christ, you didn’t have to ride all the way up here just to see her to the door.”

“How does it feel to be back?”

“I’ll tell you all about it when I see you, and I do wanna see you, buddy. I got a lot to tell you, and you got a lot to tell me too. Right?”

“Any time you say.” Vic shifted the phone to his left hand while he dried the palm of his other hand on the bedspread.

“How about dinner tomorrow evening?”

“Sounds okay to me,” Vic said.

“Just the three of us. You don’t mind if I bring Ann?”

“I … uh … damn it, I just remembered. I have to work the night shift tomorrow.”

“I see.” Price was silent for a moment. “Well how about coming up here some night for a little of Ann’s home cooking?”

“Funny how clear you sound—like you were down in the lobby or something.”

“Here, I’ll let you speak to Ann. Maybe you two can work out some night when we can all get together.”

“Hello? Steve? Wait a minute.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t bother putting Ann on. I got an idea and—”

“I’ll ask her if she wants to speak to you. Hold on Vic.”

“Steve!”

There was silence on the other end, and Vic got up from the bed, holding the phone tightly.

“How do you like that?” It was Price again. “She said she has nothing to say.”

“Look,” Vic said quickly. “Why don’t just you and I have lunch together in town?”

“I got a better idea. When’s your day off?”

“Tuesday.”

“You still got your Winchester?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Fine. We’ll spend the day hunting up in the woods—just the two of us—alone.”

“I … uh … Well, let me see now—”

“I won’t take no, pal. I’ll pick you up in the car and we’ll go up to that little shack on Henderson’s Knob and clean our rifles.”

“But—”

“I picked up a lot of tricks I’ll show you, about cleaning weapons and—”

“Look, Steve—”

“—and then we’ll have ourselves a little plain and fancy shooting.”

“Steve—”

“And I won’t take no.”

Vic sank down on the bed, weakly.

“I’ll pick you up at nine.” Price sounded louder than ever.

“This is no kidding,” Vic said, “but I just remembered—” He stopped short as the door buzzer sounded. “Hold on a minute.”

He put the phone on the bed and walked quickly to the door and opened it.

She wore a green tailored suit and no hat and she smiled at him with an easy familiarity as she came in. “You smell divine, darling,” she said.

“What are—I thought you were home!” He stared at her for a second, and then he rushed to the phone.

“Hello, Steve? … Hello?” He jiggled the phone and his voice rose frantically. “Steve!”

“Honey,” she said, “what is it?”

He looked at her numbly and his hands trembled as he put the phone down. “Did you come through the front lobby?”

“Vic, tell me.” She shook his arm. “What is it? What’s wrong?” He stood there with a stricken look on his face and the beads of perspiration growing on his forehead. And then, as he knew it would, the door buzzer began to ring.

The Unguarded Moment

HE SAT IN THE SOFT, DEEP CHAIR listening with his third ear to the faltering voice of the girl on the couch, and with those other, more easily fooled ears to the sounds of the city drifting in through the inch of opened window. For a moment his eyes wandered from the pad in his lap and rested on the long, tapering legs and the firm, female contours of her body, lying there so open and unguarded beneath the drab wool dress. And once again he found himself wondering how long it would be before she succeeded in emerging from lifelong selfdespair and discovered the fact of her beauty, and how long before she would try to use it against him as an instrument of lure and involvement.

The harsh ring of the telephone at his elbow cut through the mono - tone of the girl, shattering in one shrill burst of sound the whole tortured, illusory world she had so ingeniously created this morning for his absorption.

He glanced quickly at the clock on his desk, knowing in the instant that he did so that he had betrayed him self to himself. For in that one quick glance he had said: Perhaps it is exactly eleven o’clock, a time when she would call, knowing that it would be all right because I would be between patients. He had revealed to himself that he still dared to hope she would change her mind and not leave him … that she was not this very minute on a train somewhere between Westport and Grand Central Station, somewhere between home and Reno, Nevada, somewhere between him and Phillip Sebastian.

He glanced at the clock and it was only five minutes to eleven.

The girl on the couch lay tensely silent, twisting the ring on her right hand, waiting for him to answer the phone and dispense with the intruder and come back quickly into her world to help her escape from it.

He took the receiver from its cradle.

“Dr. Trask speaking.”

“Dr. Trask, this is Mrs. Pearson. Donald’s mother.”

“Oh yes.” So this was the voice, the carrier of the germs of belittlement. It was only a little less imperious than he had pictured it, deafening him now for the moment …

“I beg your pardon?” he said.

“I said I have decided that Donald is not to see you any more,” the voice announced. “I don’t like the way he is acting toward me and I don’t like his attitude toward anyone else either. You’ve had him for eight months, Dr. Trask, and I don’t think you’ve done a thing for him except make him disrespectful and ungrateful. He was far better off before he started going to you, and if he had only listened to me in the first place—”

“Donald is twenty-four,” he spoke quietly. “Don’t you think he is old enough to be permitted to decide this for himself?” He glanced at the girl on the couch and thought: Forgive me, dear, broken Elizabeth, for not being able to protect you from hearing even a part of this, but I shall make it up to you some day.“You know very well the decision would not be his.” The voice was harsh. “It would be yours, Dr. Trask. Everything he does and says and thinks is yours. This isn’t my boy. My boy wouldn’t be having such ideas and saying the things to me that he does. It’s you Dr. Trask. You’re the one who is ruining my child.”

He stayed silent, allowing her to storm through many familiar accusations. Then he said, “I think it would be wise to let him come in and discuss the situation with me, Mrs. Pearson.”

“I certainly will not!” she cried. “You know very well you can twist him any way you want.”

He spoke as calmly as he could. “I have no thought other than what is best for his own development as a human being.”

“I know what’s best for him! I don’t need the likes of you to tell me!”

“Are you sure you’re not more concerned about yourself than about Donald?” It was more than he had meant to say.

“See here, Dr. Trask!” Self-blinding anger rushed in to protect her. “If you want to know what I really think of you … the whole damned lot of you—!”

“I’m afraid there isn’t time now, Mrs. Pearson,” he said, without anger, “and I don’t think it fair to Donald to discuss his case with you any further. I shall have to say good-by now.”

“All right!” she cried. “All … right!” Her phone crashed noisily in his ear.

Replacing the receiver in its cradle, he thought for a moment of the eight months of bitter struggle with Donald Pearson and the slow spiral of progress, and somehow—perhaps because everything today was colored by her departure—it all seemed to be tied up with Paula. Behind every Donald wasn’t there always a Mrs. Pearson, ready to heal his anxiety with a Band-Aid and purge him of swallowed resentment with an Ex-Lax. And for every Paula, unsure of her ability to be cherished, wasn’t there always a Phillip Sebastian, ready to drown out the sound of her self-doubts with the noisy ardor of the professional lover?

He became aware, once again, of the girl on the couch. She had turned her head and was looking up at him questioningly.

“I’m terribly sorry, Elizabeth,” he said, speaking gently—far, far too gently. “It couldn’t be helped.”

She flushed at the unexpected kindness in his voice. “Oh, that’s all right,” she said, smiling her quick, bird-like smile to let him know that the anger within her did not exist, to deny the bitterness of this latest proof that she shared him with others. Someday she would learn how to be angry with him, and eventually with others. But now all she could do was lie back and stare up at the ceiling again. “Let me see … I think what I was saying was …”

“We’ve only a minute or two left,” he said, closing the notebook in his lap. “Maybe we’d better let it go until tomorrow. I’ll make up the time to you.”

“Oh, that’s perfectly all right.” She sprang from the couch quickly to show him that she did not want to lie there, safe and secure, for the rest of her life. But she moved to the door slowly, as though waiting for some thing comfortable to happen, something like the sound of his voice using her name or telling her not to worry, that everything would be all right in the end.

He turned his back to her and put her casebook away in the filing cabinet with the others, feeling her standing there behind him, hand on knob, waiting for some meaningless, reassuring word that she could take with her as a token of a friendship which did not exist.

“See you tomorrow,” she offered hopefully.

But he remained with his back to her, without answering, until finally he heard the door close. He had used her first name, that was enough … perhaps too much. It was so difficult not to love the weak, so hard not to hate the arrogant. They never stopped trying to suck him into their tortured patterns where he could do them no good, and it was only his steadfast resolve to stay clear that could save them. They must beat against him over and over again until the patterns were shattered on the hard granite of his detachment.

Paula had given it other labels—not “detachment.”

“You’re too level-headed, Arthur,” she had cried hotly that evening which was memorable now only because it had been the first of many. “Too damned sensible about everything.”

He recalled lighting his pipe slowly and wondering if, instead of giving her time to cool off, he wasn’t really infuriating her even more.

“I never thought there was such a thing as being too sensible, dear,” he said finally. “Most people seem to regard it as a highly desirable character trait, if you can call it that.”

“Yes? Well, in the man you love it’s sometimes not too attractive.” She ran her hand nervously through her hair. “Good God, aren’t you ever going to do or say the wrong thing? Can’t you ever raise your voice in anger, or cry out in sorrow?”

He knew that she was thinking of poor little Kathy’s death. His grief had been brief, but sufficient unto him. It had almost, in fact, undone him. But to Paula his eyes had not been bottomless wells of despair, and that had shaken her. To be weak and helpless was to be human. To be strong was to be frightening. So be it, amen.

He smiled at her. “What’s this all about, honey? Surely you’re not complaining merely because I don’t fly off the handle as easily and as regularly as some of our friends? It isn’t that I don’t beat you that’s bothering you?”

“Oh, Arthur …” She moved to the sofa impulsively and rested her head on his shoulder. “Do you love me?”

He looked at her. “Now what brought that on?”

“Never mind. Just tell me.” She sat up straight, and he saw that her eyes were moist as she gazed at him. “Do you love me?”

He stared back at her for a moment. “Of course I love you,” he said evenly. “I’ve loved you for every moment of the nine years that we’ve been together, and I think everything I’ve ever done should have showed you how much I cared for you. Still, there seems to be that need for you to ask.”

“Well,” she said, “you don’t tell me very often.”

“Are verbal assurances all that mean anything to you?”

She drew away from him. “There you go again, talking to me as though I were one of your patients.”

He looked away without answering, for he knew then that she had brought him artfully to the edge of a useless quarrel, and he did not intend to be drawn over the precipice.

The truth was something that she, like all of them, yes, like Donald and Elizabeth and Justin and all the rest, would have to find for themselves. He could never do more than try to show the way, no matter how frantically they tugged at him. Paula would always find food for the doubts that seemed so necessary to her, until that day when she managed to arrive at her own belief, or disbelief, in their marriage, independently, with out the shove she was trying to extort from him …

The clatter of an ashcan on the street below brought him back sharply to the quiet chamber. It was eleven o’clock now, and as he fumbled in the file drawer for the spiral notebook that imprisoned the inner life of Justin Keppler, he was not sure that he wasn’t stalling for time, waiting for the phone to ring.

“Hello, Arthur? Are you alone? Can you talk?” Excited, feminine, lovable.

“Yes, Paula.” Firm, but not unfriendly.

“I didn’t go, darling, I didn’t go! I got as far as the station but I’m home now and I’m never going to leave. You were so right, dear. Everything you did and didn’t do, everything you said and left unsaid was so right. I understand now … being the way you are is you, Arthur. It’s what makes you so strong for those who need your help.”

“I’m terribly happy about all this.” Pleased, but not triumphant.

“Haven’t you noticed something different? I didn’t ask you whether you were glad. I know you are. You didn’t even have to tell me. I know that you love me, just as I know that I love you. Don’t ask me why I’m so sure now, because I don’t know why. It seemed to come upon me all of a sudden.”

“Magic.”

“Try to catch the express tonight, darling, will you, even if you have to stand. I can’t wait to feel your arms around me again and your cheek scratching mine. Will you please tell me how a woman can love a man’s five-o’clock shadow so much? Is there anything in your books that explains that?”

“A common perversion.”

“Back to work, doctor. S.O.S. Save our souls. And oh, Arthur …”

“Yes, dear?”

“You won’t have to be angry with me for all this. I promise that I won’t demand it of you. I’ll never demand anger of you again. Good-by for now, darling. Hurry home.”

But the phone didn’t ring.

What was it Hamilton called daydreams—”the B-pictures of the mind?”

He busied himself straightening the pillow on the couch and patting the cushions.

But the phone didn’t ring.

So he went to the door that led to the secluded waiting-room and opened it.

Justin Keppler, solemn-faced Justin Keppler, looked up at him from the book he had been studying and said gruffly, “Good morning.”

Trask nodded.

He watched Keppler slap the book shut and slide it back into the bookcase among the other medical volumes, and he knew that Keppler had come early again, to continue his hungry, fruitless search through the pages of books for those easy, magical words that would resolve all his torments as if by a miracle.

Stepping into the office, Keppler threw a wary, disdainful glance at the couch and sat down in the leather chair facing Trask’s more spacious one, saying, “How are you today?” in a voice that loudly sought attention.

Trask gazed at Keppler without expression. He settled himself deeply in the clubchair. He opened the notebook and uncapped his fountain pen. He crossed his legs and waited.

The heavy-set features darkened in a scowl. “I said good morning and asked you how you are. Don’t you ever say good morning? Is that too much to expect of you?”

Trask regarded him for a moment, then spoke quietly. “I’m sure you don’t believe that the purpose of your coming here is to observe the amenities and inquire about the state of my health.”

Keppler flushed. “Half of the time I wonder what is my purpose in coming here. You treat me as though you think—”

“You’re not using the couch today?” Trask inquired.

“No,” Keppler said.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t choose to. It’s as simple as that.”

“Are you sure it’s that simple?”

“No, I’m not sure. I’m not sure of anything. You’re the one who’s so sure of everything. According to you I’m just a—”

“Shall we begin?” Trask suggested.

“Don’t change the subject. Every time I start to say something that doesn’t suit your convenience you cut me short.”

“Let’s hear what you did with yourself yesterday,” Trask said.

“I don’t want to talk about what I did yesterday. What’s that going to do for me? I keep telling you what I do and say on the outside, and it’s always wrong. I’m always doing the wrong thing. If you know so much more about everything than I do, why don’t you just tell me what to do and I’ll go out and do it and then I’ll be all right?” His voice rose defiantly. “You wouldn’t like that, though, would you? You wouldn’t have anything to criticize me for. You couldn’t sit there like God Almighty. Go ahead—why don’t you tell me what to do?”

Trask watched him closely as the precious minutes on the desk-clock ticked away, watched him fumble to light a cigarette with shaking hands and waited for him once again, as he had waited for him so many times in so many months, to come to the realization that he would never be able to get Trask to hate him as someone else once had, no matter how desperately he tried.

Tell me what to do!

Somewhere outside, a plane droned across the city. It could be hers … not now, but later … westward bound.

Tell me what to do!

She was standing there in the archway of the breakfast room in the red quilted robe, lovely with her early morning loveliness but bewildered as she watched him bolting down his scrambled eggs and coffee.

“Aren’t you going to say anything, Arthur?”

“Like what?” He glanced hurriedly at his wristwatch.

“Aren’t you even going to tell me … to tell me not to go?” It was as though she could not bring herself to believe that he could be rushing off this morning to catch the train to the city, like any other morning.

“Your bags are packed, aren’t they?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You’ve got your plane ticket, haven’t you? You’ve closed out your account at the bank, haven’t you?”

“You know I have.”

“That would seem to indicate that you want to go, then, wouldn’t it?”

“Can’t you look at me when you talk!” she cried out. “Must you keep on eating—?”

“I’m a little later than usual this morning,” he said.

“You want me to go, don’t you? You’re glad. You’re … you’re …” She came toward him. “Well, say something!”

Tell me what to do! Lead me—whether it is where I want to be led or not—just lead me!

He got up quickly from the table. “Good-by, Paula.” He held her in his arms for a moment and kissed her, so briefly. “Whatever you do, be happy.”

Then he hurried to the door.

“Arthur!”

He dared not look back.

“Arthur!”

The drone of the plane faded, blending into the faint hum of traffic and the sound of Justin Keppler angrily exhaling cigarette smoke a few feet away from him.

“Let’s hear what’s been going on with you?” he said again to Keppler.

“Well …” Keppler stared down at his hands sullenly. “All right … but I still think—”

“Yes. I know,” he said, waiting as Keppler ground his cigarette into the ashtray beside his chair and tugged uneasily at the knot of his tie. He waited, and then finally the words began to flow, cautiously at first, and filled with camouflage. But soon Keppler was losing himself in the dramatic events of the previous day, acting out all the roles as he thought they had been played by others, investing spoken and unspoken words with meanings he was sure they had been meant to convey. And when Trask would interrupt him from time to time to separate the real from the imagined and to examine more closely some of the phantoms he was creating out of his past, Keppler fought back, trying to reduce unanswerable truths to the confusion of a brawl.

The minutes slipped by swiftly, unnoticed in the struggle.

Keppler grew louder. It was as though, if he could not penetrate the granite wall of his opponent with his persistent jabbing, he would at least penetrate the glass-brick wall of the chamber with the clamor of his voice. The ringing telephone sounded twice before it finally brought silence to the room.

“Well, answer the damned thing,” Keppler snapped, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief.

Trask took the phone from the table. “I’m sorry,” he said, knowing that in a way he wasn’t. Sometimes you could be saved by the bell, just when you felt yourself weakening and ready to meet blow with foolish blow. “Dr. Trask speaking.”

“Hello … Dr. Trask?”

“Yes. Where are you?”

“This is Donald. Donald Pearson.” After eight months, still believing himself too insignificant to be recognized by voice or by first name alone.

“Where are you?”

“In … in a drugstore. A phone booth. Fifty-sixth and … and …”

“What’s up?”

Silence. Panic. Trapped in a phone booth by a direct question.

“What is it?” Trask said.

“Well, I … I didn’t know if …”

“I’m sorry. I can’t hear you.”

“… If … that is … you’re not expecting me, are you?”

He glanced at the clock. Eleven-forty. “You come in at noon on Tuesdays, don’t you? Today is Tuesday, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but … but didn’t you speak to my mother?”

“She called,” Trask said evenly. “Yes.”

“Well she …” He finally got it out. “She doesn’t want me to see you anymore.”

“And how do you feel about it?”

“She doesn’t think I …” The voice trailed to a whisper.

“Can you speak louder?” You’re getting further and further away, Donald. You’re almost gone from me.

“She doesn’t think … I mean, she thinks it’s not doing me any good and I should spend my money on something that might help me.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Well, I … she says a long cruise, maybe to South America. The rest would do me good, she says. A change of scenery. She thinks I should leave right away.”

“All by yourself?”

“Well … no …”

“Who with?”

“Well … she thinks the salt air might be good for her sinus.”

“I see,” he said, staring across the room at Keppler’s left hand twisting the ashtray with rhythmic, compulsive movements, his impatiently jiggling right foot timing the beat like a silent metronome.

“Hello? Hello?”

“Yes. I’m here,” Trask said.

“Well, what do you think? What should I do?”

You know very well you can twist him any way you want. You’re the one who is ruining my child, Dr. Trask …

“That’s up to you,” he said.

“But … but that doesn’t help me!” the voice cried frantically. “Is that all you have to say?”

Was that all? Oh, no. He could say: Please don’t trade me in for a cruise and rob me of eight months of my life’s work. Please stay with me and let me try to save you from spending the rest of your life as a door mat in a world of people with dirty shoes. Please don’t quit now, not today of all days …

“What do you think I should do?” the boy was pleading.

And he heard himself answering, “I’m afraid I feel you’ve reached the point where you’re perfectly capable of making your own decisions.”

“But …”

“Don’t you agree?”

“Well … I suppose so … but …”

“All right, then.” He saw the silent metronome across the room beating ever faster. “I’ll have to hang up now.”

“Oh … I see … well.” The voice clung to his ears desperately. “Can’t you even—?”

“Good-by, Donald.”

It was almost inaudible when it finally came. “Good-by, Dr. Trask. I’m sorry.”

Good-by, Donald. Good-by, Paula …

His palms were damp as he replaced the phone on the table. No time to mourn, not now …

“Forgive me,” he said to Keppler, taking up the notebook and pen. “You were saying …?”

“Listen,” Keppler exploded, “why can’t you conduct your business some other time and give me your undivided attention? If your patients are so damned smart they should know enough not to call and bother you when you’ve got somebody else here. And you could have said: ‘I’ll call you back later.’”

“The call was important,” Trask explained quietly, “and the person was in a public phone booth.”

“Important. I’m just as important. More important—to me, anyway. I know you don’t think so. I know just how—”

“Shall we continue?”

“—just how you feel about me. Anything you do is all right. Anything I do is wrong. I have a right not to be interrupted in here.”

“You have,” Trask agreed. “It was unavoidable. I’m sorry. It doesn’t happen often.”

“Once is enough.”

“Let’s get on.” Trask looked down at the pad in his lap.

“Why don’t you have a secretary to answer your phone?”

Trask glanced at the clock. “I don’t think we’re here to concern ourselves with that right now, are we?”

“I’m concerned with it!” Keppler shouted. “I’m asking a question. I’d like an answer. I don’t see why I can’t get an answer to any legitimate question I ask in here. I’m asking you again: why don’t you have a secretary outside to answer your phone?”

Trask regarded him closely, observing the twitching lips and the hands gripping too hard on the arms of the chair. Then he said quietly, “Because I can’t afford it.”

“Hah!” Keppler snorted. “Please …”

“I’d have to raise my fee still higher and it would be that much more difficult for people to seek help. I don’t think the few interruptions we suffer in here are worth that, do you? Now—shall we continue with yesterday?”

Keppler’s face twisted into a mirthless grin. “You’re angry, aren’t you?” he sneered, nodding. “I know. I can tell.”

Trask watched him silently.

“You’re burning up and there’s nothing you can do about it. Nothing! So you’re just sitting there hating me more than usual, isn’t that right? Isn’t it?”

“Don’t you think we’ve wasted enough time already?”

“You hate me, don’t you?” Keppler shrieked. “Go on, why don’t you say it? Why don’t you hit me?” He sprang from the chair so suddenly that Trask barely had time to throw pen and pad to the carpet and rise to a half-crouching position before the flailing arms were upon him and the first wild swing went past his head. “Hit me! Hit me!”

And then all at once Keppler’s face was there before him, unguarded and shatterable, and Trask straightened up, muscles flexing, and his hands became fists to smash that face and they shot out fiercely in a burst of power, but the fists were opening and grabbing Keppler’s thin, bony wrists and holding them in a viselike grip as they struggled for freedom like dying fish. And he was aware of his own voice hoarsely crying, “No … don’t …”

He clung to the wrists, as though to imprison his own hands too, and held them tightly until he saw the contorted face begin to dissolve in tears and he felt the violence ebb from the captured arms. He released them, and Keppler fell back into the chair, his body shuddering convulsively.

“I didn’t …” Keppler’s voice was a strangled cry in his throat. “I’m … forgive …”

“I understand.” Trask fought for breath.

“I didn’t …”

“I know.” He sank into his chair, feeling the wild pounding of his heart. He looked down at his hands, the ones which had just been fists, and the twisted face rose before him again in all its awful vulnerability. The whole procession of naked, unguarded souls marched swiftly through his mind, courting these hands, this heart … and once again Phillip Sebastian was standing there in the kitchen, mouth smeared with lipstick, arms still around Paula in a tableau of surprised discovery.

Had Sebastian seen his eyes dart to the kitchen knife that lay on the sideboard? Had Sebastian sensed the flash of murderous intent in the never-before-seen expression of face and the swift movement of that hand, escaping its owner and reaching out toward the sideboard, and recaptured just in time to be moved past the knife to a harmless paper napkin? Had that wild instant actually existed, or had it just been a figment of his own fears?

“Perhaps you’d better wipe your lips, Sebastian,” he said, offering him the napkin. “The others inside might not understand.”

And Paula was saying, “I think I’m just a wee little bit tight, Arthur, but not too tight …”

Sebastian took the napkin, swaying slightly. “Thanks, old boy. Wish I could think of something properly dramatic to say under the circumstances, but—”

“Hurry,” Trask said.

“I’m in no hurry.” Sebastian showed his white teeth in a smile. “I’ve nothing to hide. I’m fond of Paula. I’m not ashamed to admit it.”

“You’re both drunk,” Trask said.

“… But not too drunk to speak the truth. Right, Phillip?” Paula laughed giddily. “In vino veritas. Is that Latin, doctor? Vino is wine, and I’ve been drinking champagne. Veritas is truth, like, for example, he makes me feel alive, don’t you, Phillip? He’s full of sharp edges, not all sandpapered down like you, Arthur. And he kisses me in my own kitchen and he even knows three little words, don’t you, Phillip? All I have to do is ask him and he kisses me. Kiss me, Phillip.”

“Better go inside,” he said quietly to Sebastian.

“It’s your house.” Sebastian shrugged and went to the living room.

Paula’s voice became shrill, and he was glad that the others inside had the music turned up. “You weren’t even angry, were you, Dr. Trask? You didn’t raise your voice or your fist. I don’t think you even raised an eyebrow, in defense of your happy home.”

“You’ve had too much again, Paula. I keep warning you.”

“You love me so much that you struck Phillip down, didn’t you?” She began to weep. “With that calm, cool and collected voice of yours you punched him right in the nose. Some day, Dr. Trask … some day you’ll let yourself go. Some day you’ll get so damned mad or so damned happy that you’ll lose that precious control of yours. But you want to know something? I won’t be there, Dr. Trask. I don’t think I can wait that long!”

And after she had stumbled to the bedroom, he had stood there in the kitchen with the music and laughter from the next room beating at his ears, staring down at the kitchen knife and wondering how long he could go on escaping the unguarded moment, wondering what form it would take when it finally caught up with him …

An impatient cab-horn sounded. A train rumbled distantly below Park Avenue, perhaps on its way to Grand Central Station, and in this room there was only Justin Keppler’s muffled sobbing and the pounding of his own heart, becalming now that another test had been met and won.

He watched the twisted figure before him clutching at his face as though with his hands he could press the tears back into his eyes and deny the whole sorrow of his life. He waited patiently for the anguish to spend itself. The minutes fled, and finally he could wait no more.

He spoke gently. “In a way, it was good,” he said. “Some of it is out now, where it won’t bother you as much.”

Keppler nodded, weeping behind the screen of his hands. “There was good in it,” Trask said again. For me too, he thought, in a way that you will never know.

Keppler choked back a sob.

“Do you feel you can talk?” Trask inquired.

Keppler shook his head wordlessly.

“That’s all right,” Trask said. “We can go into the whys and wherefores another day. Time’s about up now, anyway.”

Keppler arose, face averted to the wall, and hurried to the door.

Trask said, “See you tomorrow, Justin.”

The fleeing figure paused for a moment at the door, as though striving to say something. But all he could do was nod his head and then he was gone, and Trask was alone.

He sat in the soft, deep chair, allowing thoughts which had been pushed aside to crowd in upon him now. His gaze wandered to the other door, the one that led to the waiting-room, and he had to look away. It was twelve o’clock now, and the day was Tuesday. As long as he sat in this chair and did not open that door, the fact was not yet a fact, the eight months of heartache and hope had not yet been rendered futile, and a weak, struggling boy with wide, apprehensive eyes had not yet gone down for the third time, crying, “What shall I do?”

He sat there thinking, too, of the nine years with Paula, not of the recent days of her doubt, but of the years filled with wonder and happiness and sorrow, all of it meaningful because they had shared it together. And suddenly sitting there became more than he could bear. He forced himself from the chair and went reluctantly to the door to open it and meet head-on the silent emptiness on the other side, a magazine-strewn table and the blankly staring cushions of an unoccupied sofa.

He opened the door, and his heart leaped.

The boy was there, looking up at him and smiling shyly, and in his soft voice saying, “I … I’ve decided to continue.”

Trask gazed down at him and did not know how he would ever be able to hide the joy that was within him. He wanted to put an arm around those shoulders and grasp them tightly. He wanted to cry out, to say something like “Thank you! Thank you!” But instead he heard himself saying, “I’ll be with you in a moment,” and he was backing into his chamber and closing the door, because the telephone had just begun to ring.

Even as the boats on the distant river were whistling the exact hour of noon, the telephone had begun to ring.

He walked toward the table slowly, trying to get control of his voice, trying to choke down the lump that was rising in his throat. But the tears were welling up in his eyes now, and the tightness was growing in his chest, and suddenly the whole day was too much for him, and as a wave of emotion rose to engulf him, he knew all at once that this was to be the moment, and it was going to be a fine moment, not like anything he had feared, and he would give himself up to it wholeheartedly. And he was glad that no sound could escape the room because he had an idea he’d be saying some strange and wonderful things, and it was not yet time for Donald to discover that he was so much more like everyone else than otherwise.

He picked up the phone and took her in his arms.

Clear Havana Filler

HARRY CRAMER WAS SMILING expansively as they rose from the table after lunch. “Really a stroke of luck, running into you this way, Arnold. New York is almost too damned big for friendships. Have a cigar?”

He had stuck a large Havana filler between his thick lips and was holding one out to Gregor.

“No, thanks.” Gregor’s delicate features wrinkled with distaste. “I don’t smoke.”

Harry eyed him quizzically as he put the cigar back in his vest pocket. “That’s right, you never did smoke, did you? I almost lost Louisa because of it. She hated my cigars … still does. Very fastidious girl, you know. I always said you would have been better suited to her.” He managed a laugh that would pass as hearty.

“Don’t be silly, Harry.” The other man looked away uncomfortably.

“I don’t dare smoke the damned things around the house. Not worth the hell to pay. Well …” They were out on the sidewalk now. “It’s been nice, Arnold, after twelve long years. You won’t forget now, Friday night at seven?”

Gregor hesitated. “Are you sure …?”

“Of course I’m sure. She’ll be delighted. I insist.”

“Friday it is, then.”

In the cab back to the office, Harry sucked on the big cigar with audible satisfaction. It had taken him only eight days to find Gregor. …

He waited until she had finished picking at her shrimp cocktail with finicky distaste and then he said: “Who do you think I ran into today, Louisa?”

“Must you talk with food in your mouth?” Her forehead split into well-grooved frown lines. “And you know I’m not good at guessing-games.”

And that’s not all, he thought.

“Arnold,” he said casually.

Her face didn’t register.

“Gregor,” he said. “Arnold Gregor.”

“Oh?” But there was too little interest in her voice. After all, she had almost married him.

“Bumped into him on the street. He insisted I have lunch with him. I hate to admit it but he’s handsomer than ever, and still a bachelor. Of course, all he wanted to know about was you.”

“Don’t drip on the tablecloth, Harry.”

“You’d think the guy had never gotten you out of his mind. Twelve years is an awfully long time to carry a torch.”

Her colorless cheeks flushed faintly. “What nonsense.”

He paused for a moment, rehearsing the sentence in his mind carefully before coming out with it. “Maybe so, but he did practically invite himself over for dinner Friday night.”

“Arnold is coming here for … for dinner?” Her lips seemed to tremble.

“I couldn’t very well say no.” He shrugged. “He’d only think I was being petty and ungracious.”

“Ridiculous,” she snorted.

But she didn’t tell him to cancel it. …

He listened to them trading reminiscences while he mixed cocktails at the portable bar, Louisa’s flat voice rising with a strange new eagerness, Gregor’s tone properly restrained. And at the dinner table he continued to scrutinize them from behind his curtain of hearty affability, watching Louisa’s appraising glance taking in with obvious approval Gregor’s well-cut clothes, and the lean, smoothly shaven face with its crown of blond hair still thick and unmarred by time.

Gregor’s pale blue eyes followed every move of Louisa’s as she prodded the maid through her paces, and his face was as inscrutable as it had always been. You had to guess what was going on in his mind. Probably that was what had excited Louisa in the old days—and worried her just enough to leave her wide open for his own bulldozing proposal.

The telephone rang in the foyer and Harry glanced quickly at his watch as Louisa got up to answer it. She returned with an annoyed expression. “It’s for you. The office. Don’t they ever go home?”

He went to the phone. “Yes?”

“Mr. Cramer, you asked me to call you at eight-thirty.” It was his secretary, probably at home by now.

“Yes,” Harry said flatly. “Thank you.”

“But … was there anything … I mean, is that all?”

“Yes.” He waited, until finally she hung up, and then he raised his voice at the dead phone: “Roy, this is a damned outrage. We have a guest for dinner and … Yes, but … All right, Roy, all right. … Yes … in a half hour.”

He returned to the table with an apologetic shrug.

“What can I do?” he said. “I’ve got to go down there or the whole case will fall apart. Will you ever forgive me, Arnold?”

Gregor eyed him steadily. “Well, if you really must …”

“Aren’t you even going to wait for dessert?” Louisa sounded unsure of her reaction.

“Can’t. Got to run. Be back as soon as I can. See you later, fellow.”

He could feel Gregor’s eyes following him as he hurried from the room. …

He kept the lights off and sat there with his feet up on the desk, the tip of the clear Havana filler glowing brightly in the dark. He wanted to do nothing now but relax and think, to plan ahead and enjoy in fantasy the wonderful freedom that was going to be his. It was no longer just an idea in the back of his mind. At last the gears were meshing, oiled by years of subconscious thought. And tonight was only the beginning.

There’d be the occasional extra ticket to the theater (“You two sit together. I’ll take the odd seat.”)… the bar meetings for the three of them to which he’d come late (“That damned Stillwell case.”)… the nights when Gregor would have to take her home alone because he’d have passed out … and there’d be the times when he’d have to bow out of the evening completely and Gregor would fill in. It would take a lot of doing, but he was ready.

After the divorce there would be so many things he’d want to do. But first he would just sit around all by himself in a nice quiet room, free at last of the carping voice and the critical eyes and the confining straitjacket of her eternal fussiness. There would be plenty of time later for the other things—for travel, the races, and of course, for women, new and exciting and as unlike Louisa as possible. No more mistakes like Louisa. Let Gregor make that mistake now. …

It was past midnight, and the apartment was silent as he let himself in. For a moment he thought they might have gone out. But then he saw the light in the living room, and Louisa sitting there in the green club chair glaring at him.

“Don’t tell me you’re home.” Her voice rose testily.

His eyes searched the room. She was alone all right. But there was something strange about the apartment, something he could not quite define.

“Did Arnold just leave?”

“No.” She got up abruptly from the chair and started to fuss with the glass figurines on the coffee table.

He said: “Next time, I’ll tell Roy to go to the devil if he calls here when—”

She wheeled around. “There won’t be any next time.”

He dared not breathe. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said.” Red spots flamed in her pale cheeks. “Once is enough. I can’t stand him. How could I ever have thought he was—?”

“Now, Louisa!” His mouth went dry and as he sucked in his breath he was aware of the odor, and all at once he knew what was strange in the room.

“Vile odor … vile man,” she blurted out harshly. “He insisted on smoking one right after dinner.”

Harry went to her. “But he doesn’t—”

“He said he never enjoys a meal if it isn’t topped with a cigar— couldn’t live without them. …”

“But—”

“And the minute he saw your humidor he was at it. Not one, but two. One for after dinner and one to nauseate me in the living room …

Harry’s eyes wandered dazedly to the copper humidor on the mahogany table and then he looked at Louisa again, half-listening to the bitter rasp of her voice as she straightened the ashtrays and set each little piece on the end tables in its proper place, and he knew as he stared at her that he was seeing her as the inscrutable eyes of Arnold Gregor had seen her tonight and perhaps before, and as he, Harry Cramer, had seen her for twelve long years and would go on seeing her now for the rest of his life. …

“Harry, what are you doing?”

He didn’t answer. He just bit off the dry tip of the dark Havana filler, spat it from his tongue and brought the flaming match to the other end.

“Harry!”

Then he took off his jacket and threw it on the sofa. Dark stains of perspiration showed on his shirt.

She moved toward him. “You stop that—at once!”

He didn’t even look at her. “Shut up,” he said quietly.

“Harry!” she screamed.

He sank down in the soft green club chair and began to suck on the big cigar, filling the room with rich white clouds of heavy, acrid smoke. …

It’s the Little Things That Count

I FOUGHT THE DYING SECONAL, sinking under again and again but always struggling back, like a drowning man who would not drown, until finally I was sure I was awake, because the tooting cab horns on Lexington Avenue and the distant rumble of a subway train and the wild jangling of the telephone next to my bed were no longer part of a dream.

I brought the telephone into bed and sank back on the pillow, letting my heavy eyelids have their way against the bright morning sunshine that was slipping through the cracks of the venetian blinds. The seconal tried to creep back into my brain but I killed it off with a deep breath and finally managed to say, “Hello.”

“Sidney? Gloria.”

Oh, God, that voice.

“What time is it?” I groaned.

“You wanted me to wake you at eleven but—”

“What time is it?”

“Twenty after eleven. I’ve been—”

“Any mail?”

“Yes. Shall I read some of—?”

“Only the important ones.” I meant only the least unimportant, but Gloria would know that, because what were secretaries for if not to understand what it was you meant when you said something else? “… ‘to see that Mr. Wildbeck has a very big week—’”

“Start over.”

“It’s a wire from the Coast, from Henry Cott. ‘Sidney baby: I know I don’t have to tell you how important it is to see that Mr. Wildbeck has a very big week in New York. It’s the little things that count, tootsie, and you always were a specialist in the little things. That’s why we all love you so.’”

“Straight wire,” I said. “‘Don’t fret, my pet’ … No. Make that: ‘Relax, sweetheart. I have all kinds of goodies prepared. Best to you and Ruth and the little Cott tots.’”

“All rightie,” Gloria said. “A note from Thelma Lance. ‘Sidney: Don’t be such a damned puritan. Call me.’”

“No answer.”

I’d have to go into training first.

“Morgan Wright sent back all the Friday copy … the Wilson Mizner anecdotes, the Truman gag and the—”

“What about the plug for Wildbeck?” Fear suddenly twinged in my stomach.

“That came back, too. There’s a note attached: ‘Sorry, kiddie, but you know I don’t go for mildew.’”

I swore into the pillow.

“Switch the Mizner stuff to the present tense, make it the other night at Twenty-One and credit Gene Fowler. And on the other, take out Truman and have George S. Kaufman say it about Russell Crouse. Send them to Elwell. ‘Dear Otis: You once told me you were going to do a column on the humor of insult. These may help. Love.’ And to Morgan Wright, on the memo paper … ‘For your information, pappy, the Mizner and Truman anecdotes couldn’t have been old, because I dreamed them up myself.’”

“Now, Sidney …”

“Oh, all right. Just say: ‘Oops, sorry.’”

But some day I’d tell them. Some day when I was nearing eighty and had only a few hours to live.

“Put Milton on,” I said.

“He’s downstairs getting the afternoon papers.”

“Have him call me back.”

I put the phone back on the night-table and fumbled for a cigarette. This day was going to be no different than the others. I could tell that already, and I had practically nothing to go on—only Gloria’s rasping voice and a columnist sending back some stuff, and Milton not being in the office when I wanted him. But today the sameness would have an added meaning, because tomorrow Finn Wildbeck would be swaggering into town, with a gigantic vanity and an elaborate set of appetites to be satisfied, and I was the specialist in the little things.

I lay back on the pillow, blew smoke rings at the ceiling and began to plan my day, and I didn’t even bother to think up new lies.

First I would shock my nervous system into a state of relaxation with an ice cold shower, not changing my mind about this at the last minute. I would shave myself closely, looking myself in the eye without flinching, and then Milton would call to read me the breaks in the papers. Finn Wildbeck would be favorably mentioned in every Broadway column. So would all my lesser clients. I would put on the tan gabardine suit and it would fit me the way Arnold always claimed it did when he flattered me through the pins in his teeth. I would not go to Babe Scanlon’s restaurant for lunch.

Afterwards, I would stroll to the office leisurely, and I would be completely unaware of my digestive system. I would gaze upon the faces of my fellowmen without bitterness, and upon the legs of their women without desire. I would walk into my office with a smile on my face, and Milton would look me in the eye, and Gloria’s make-up would be on straight, and there would be nobody waiting in the anteroom to see me. There would be no calls to return, no bills lying on my desk, no more wires from Hollywood, no afternoon mail, and no messages from columnists’ secretaries wanting to know why I wasn’t contributing more items.

I let the phone ring for thirty seconds before I dared to answer it.

“Sidney?” It was Milton.

My stomach tightened. “What’s new, kid?”

“Oh, nothing much.” There was sweat on his voice. “You have a good weekend?”

“What’s in the papers?”

“I made the rounds Saturday night. Thought maybe I’d pick up some news. Caught the show at the Copa. Lewis was great. He’s got a new routine—”

“Are we in or not?” I couldn’t take it any longer.

Milton made the little sound he always made when he swallowed his Adam’s apple. It was a small gulp of terror. “Hold on,” he said. I could hear him rustling the papers, and in the background the clatter of Gloria’s typewriter. “Let’s see now. … Wright has one of those Broadway Legend columns.”

“Who wrote it?”

“It’s pretty hard to say, but Hudson Swade and his band are mentioned three times so I guess Jack Sistrom wrote it.”

“Are we in there?”

“Ummm.”

“I can’t hear you.”

“I said no.”

“Why not?”

“Gee, Sidney, you know how tough Wright is.”

“Go ahead. What else?” I could hear his voice beginning to break, and it was too early in the day to start that routine.

“Penny Wallingford has a Monday’s Wash column. Three-dot stuff.”

“Who’s in?”

“Hildegarde, Julius Caesar, Petrillo, Bette Davis, Truman, Mickey Cohen, John Foster Dulles, Jayne Mansfield, Hudson Swade—”

“But not us.”

“Gee, Sidney—”

“What else?”

“Leo Bartha has an open letter to Ibn Saud, and a couple of Tattle Tales without credit. Bernie Wiswell wrote the open letter to Ibn Saud for him. I happen to know because I ran into Bernie last night. But I don’t see him getting any payoff here. He’ll whistle for it. Bartha never pays off, Sidney. You know how he—”

“I take it then we’re not in any place. Right?”

“You can’t trust those guys,” he whined. “They use your stuff and the payoffs are always in the overset or it’s always tomorrow. It’s getting so—”

“Let me speak to Gloria,” I said.

“But, Sidney—”

“Put Gloria on.” I ground my cigarette into the ashtray.

She rasped: “Are you coming in now, Sidney?”

“I want you to see that he’s in the office around three,” I said.

“All rightie. Are you—?”

“I’ll call in.” I flung the phone back on the table.

I don’t know why I had the kid around. Probably just for the tears. He was pale and thin and forever damp with anxiety, and he lived in a state of suspended aggravation. I had picked him up cheap when the market on college boys was low and kids who were bright enough to earn a sheepskin were stupid enough to smell glamour in the Broadway rat-race. In two years I had tried to show him every trick I knew, and I still kept making the mistake of thinking I had succeeded. But if it hadn’t been him it would have been someone else, someone who would have looked like him, grown prematurely bald at approximately the same rate and given me the same kind of headaches. And they weren’t headaches that could be solved with aspirin … or by lying there staring up at the ceiling, either.

I got out of bed, dropped my pajamas on the floor and walked to the bathroom. I took a shower. A warm shower. …

At ten after one I sailed through the revolving door of Babe Scanlon’s, where all good success stories go before they die of ulcers. Bunny was on at the hat-check stand, wearing the tight black crepe dress and the insolent face.

“Love of my life,” I said, taking both her hands in mine.

She pouted a mouthful of lipstick at me. “If you loved me, you’d wear a hat.”

“It’s not polite to love a girl with your hat on,” I said.

“Grandma, what big talk you have.”

I put an arm around her waist. “Got any news?”

“Not now. I’m busy.” She pulled away. “Besides, I don’t know a thing.”

She left me for a moment to sell a man his hat. When she returned I said casually, “Finn Wildbeck is coming to town tomorrow.”

“So what?”

“He’ll be looking for new talent,” I said. “Maybe I could arrange a screen test for you.”

Her eyes became fevered. “Sidney! Could you?”

“I said ‘maybe.’”

She’d be great in pictures, playing a hat-check girl.

“Golly, Sidney.”

I took out the memo pad. “Come on. What’s been going on?”

“Well …” She wet her lips with the tip of her tongue.

“I’m Clark Gable, baby. All ears.”

“Well … Cootie Klein was walking out with some man, don’t know who it was, and I heard Cootie saying to him, ‘She’s not going to hold me up for alimony,’ so I guess that means—”

“Natch,” I said, scribbling down “Klein tooting Re notes.”

“What else?”

“Let’s see … Eddie Lake is breaking up his band.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m Clark Gable, too.”

I threw a glance at her shape. “Yeah,” I said, writing down “Lake dried up.” Then I said, “More.”

“That’s all,” she said quickly, and there was something about her voice that made me look up.

“Now, Bunny baby—”

“No, really, Sidney.” She left me to extort twenty-five cents from a customer and I followed her.

“What’s up?” I grabbed her arm.

She glanced around furtively. “You won’t say who told you, will you?”

I gave her a hurt look. “Baby … this is Sidney.”

“I know but …” She bit her lip. “All right. But you didn’t hear it from me. You know Rita? The blonde, works here nights, looks like Marilyn Monroe?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, she’s … she’s in trouble.”

“Aren’t we all?”

“But you don’t understand.”

The hell I didn’t. I knew Rita.

Bunny said, “Last week Leo Bartha came in and told her he wanted to do a column on hat-check girls and would she mind being interviewed …”

My pencil suddenly went on the alert.

“… and of course she was thrilled. He asked her what time would be convenient for her to come up to his apartment and when she told me about that, I told her to say eleven o’clock in the morning. So she went up at eleven o’clock in the morning and it turns out that Mrs. Bartha was in Connecticut that day and, I mean, after all—eleven o’clock in the morning. She never dreamed, because Mr. Bartha writes such a lovely column and he’s such a quiet sort of man and he’s not very young … and eleven o’clock in the morning. She didn’t expect, that is, she always thought Mr. Bartha was such a perfect gentleman and she was so taken aback she said some terrible things to him, and Mr. Bartha got furious and ordered her out of the apartment and told her he was going to tell the boss to fire her, and now she’s so worried she can hardly think straight.”

“I see,” I said, jotting down “Call Bartha.”

“You think he’ll tell? You think he’d do a thing like that and have her fired?”

“Don’t worry about it, sweetie. Let me.” I put the little black book back in my pocket. I was through with Bunny now. I was miles beyond her. But I lingered long enough to pat her cheek and warn her that if she didn’t watch out she’d wind up in Hollywood. Then I went to the phone booth and called the office to tell Gloria where she could reach me.

“Thelma Lance called twice,” she reported. “I told her you got her note.”

“If she calls again, tell her I’ve just left town.”

“All rightie.”

“And when Milton gets back from lunch, tell him to start working on a column about Wildbeck—for Leo Bartha.”

“Leo Bartha! But he won’t give us—”

“I’ll call in later,” I said.

I phoned the hotel where Rita lived and the guy at the switchboard said she was still asleep and not to be disturbed.

“Ring her,” I said. “This is urgent.”

“I’m sorry, mister, but she left word—”

“You said that before. She’ll lose her job if you don’t ring her.”

He thought about it for a moment and then finally he plugged her in.

“And don’t listen in,” I said.

He grunted and clicked out of the circuit. I heard Rita painfully working the phone into her bed.

“Hello, Rita?”

“Mmmm.”

“This is Sidney Falco.”

“Mmmm.”

“I’m sorry to wake you, honey. I’ll let you go right back to sleep. You don’t have to talk. Just listen. Can you hear me?”

“Mm hmm.”

“I heard about the trouble with Leo Bartha …”

She made a small sound of pain.

“… and I just wanted to tell you I’m going to fix things up for you.”

“Mmmm. How?”

“It’s simple. Look: Finn Wildbeck arrives in New York tomorrow and he wants very much to meet you. He carries a lot of weight with your boss, and any friend of Wildbeck’s will be in so solid with your boss that nothing Leo Bartha says can make any difference. Do you get what I mean, honey? Only for a week.”

“Mmm. No, thanks.”

“Don’t be silly, baby, you want to lose your job?”

There was a long silence at the other end.

“Hello, Rita?”

“Mmmm.”

“What do you say?”

She moaned despairingly.

“You’ll like Wildbeck, really. He’s got a great sense of humor and he acts just like a young man and … and he’s very generous.”

More silence. It ended finally in a weary sigh. “Okay,” she mumbled.

“Good girl,” I said. “You won’t have a thing to worry about now.”

She strangled a laugh. “You kiddin’?”

“Go on back to sleep now. I’ll check you tomorrow.”

“Mmmm.” Her phone clattered back on the hook. She’d be perfect for Wildbeck. He always said conversation was a waste of time.

I walked past the door labeled “DOLLS” and through the door marked “GUYS.” Wilbur, the white-coated Negro attendant, was whisk-brooming a customer’s trousers.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Falco. Yes, sir.”

“How’s business, Wilbur?”

“Very fine. Very fine indeed.” He waited until we were alone and then he went to the enameled towel cabinet and came back with a sheet of yellow paper. I unfolded it and glanced hurriedly at Wilbur’s fine handwriting. Man talk, the litany of the lavatory … verbal indiscretions which in a few days would go through the alchemy of press agentry and journalism and appear, scrubbed, polished and refurbished, on breakfast tables from one end of the nation to the other, as little syndicated pearls of wisdom from the oyster that was Broadway.

“Wilbur,” I said, “your white walls have remarkable ears.”

“Thank you, Mr. Falco. Thank you, sir.” He grinned proudly as he whisked my lapels with his brush.

I tucked the sheet of paper away in my pocket and folded a ten-dollar bill into his hand. “There’s more where this came from when there’s more where that came from.”

“Thank you. Thank you.”

“Never mind the shoelaces. They’re tight enough.”

“Yes, sir. And how is Mr. Hunsecker?”

“Asleep. Which means that he’s fine.”

I straightened my tie and headed for the main dining room, feeling my body tense up with each step.

It was Morgan Wright who called lunch-hour at Babe Scanlon’s “Ham and Egos with buttered up toast,” and it was I who had thought up the line for him. It was not just the ordinary restaurant din of dishes and silverware and sound-proofed conversation that hit your ears as you entered. There was a quality to the sound as unique to Babe Scanlon’s as the song of the mockingbird is to the mockingbird. I stood in the archway for a moment, surveying the scene and mapping out the itinerary of my table hopping. Then I took a deep breath and plunged in, head waiter first. …

The cheesecake and conversation were sitting on my stomach surprisingly well. I got all the way to Fifth Avenue before the first belch. I walked down the avenue swiftly, trying not to look at the beautiful untouchables parading in the warm sunshine. But after a while I gave up and let my eyes have it, until I reached Brannerman’s Bookshop.

Downstairs in the magazine department, Mrs. Kelland sprang into action when she saw me coming. “Oh, Mr. Falco,” she beamed, waddling over to me, “you couldn’t have picked a better day. We just got a lovely shipment all the way from New Zealand.”

“Let’s see what they’re like,” I said. You never could tell. I had once found some usable column material in a Bombay movie magazine.

She led me to a table on which were stacked some bruised copies of The New Zealander. I skimmed through a few issues and shook my head. They were strictly from down under.

“Oh, I was so sure,” Mrs. Kelland sighed with disappointment. “The minute they came in I said to myself—”

“How about Tid-bits?” I said. “Any new ones in?”

Her face lit up again. “Look … dozens of them.”

“Good, good, good.” For a London weekly, Tid-bits was surprisingly hep. Some of the fillers were so Americanized that all I had to do to streamline an anecdote for one of the columnists was substitute Abe Burrows’ name for G. B. Shaw’s, Marlon Brando’s for Winston Churchill’s, or Finn Wildbeck’s for Disraeli’s. I tucked a bundle of them under my arm.

“The boys are going to just love them,” Mrs. Kelland chortled.

“They sure will,” I said. Somehow she had gotten the notion that I bought these back issues of foreign magazines to distribute to veterans in hospitals, and somehow I had never found a good reason to correct her. I added copies of the Irish Digest, The Echo, Tatler’s, Everyman’s, The Dubliner, 1000 Best Jokes & Gags, and The London Chronicle to the bundle, and Mrs. Kelland was delirious.

“Now before I pack these, one last chance. Are you sure you don’t want The New Zealander? I’m certain the boys would find it so interesting.”

“All right.” I waved a hand magnanimously. “Throw in a New Zealander. Throw in two New Zealanders.” Any thing to make the boys happy. Anything to get out of there and transport the raw material to the refinery. …

I got out of the elevator on the fifth floor and moved down the hall toward the sound of Gloria’s typewriter. She was hunched over her machine, and Milton was moving his lips noiselessly at the telephone, as I walked in.

“Bring your pad in,” I said to Gloria, striding past her into my inner sanctum. The office of a “public relations man” is always thickly carpeted, lavishly decorated and orderly. The office of a “press agent” always looks as though it has been worried in. Some day someone was going to look beneath the papers and clippings covering my desk and find Judge Crater.

I dumped the bundle of magazines on top of the mess, flopped into the swivel chair and put my feet up on the desk, like Bogart used to, or Bob Mitchum. Then Gloria walked in—like Gloria.

She said: “I’ve reserved the limousine to meet the train tomorrow.”

“Good,” I said. I ripped seven pages from my little black memo pad, and I took Wilbur’s folded sheet of yellow paper from my pocket. “Clean these items up and distribute them among Wright, Walling - ford and Elwell. Attach a note to each. ‘Dear So-and-so: Only the best, to the best of them all. I never forget you, and I know you won’t forget Finn Wildbeck. Love.’”

I unwrapped the package of foreign magazines and rifled through them for the next ten minutes, tearing out the pages that bore fruit and marking the paragraphs for Gloria. “These are for a Leo Bartha column.”

“I don’t think he’ll—”

“Change the wording a little, credit the stories to Wildbeck, and tie them all together with a typical Bartha lead … something like: ‘Finn Wildbeck, the titan of the tintypes, tells good stories not only on the screen but over a cocktail, too.’ You know the rest. And don’t send it out until I tell you.”

“All rightie.”

“Now send Milton in.”

I would have felt something was missing if two inches of her slip hadn’t been showing as she walked out. “He’s still on the phone,” she called back.

“Milton!” I shouted.

He came running in. “Sorry, Sidney.”

“Don’t you ever get off that phone?”

He swallowed. “Gee, you can’t get anything unless you phone around. I don’t know what it is: I call people and they talk, but they never say anything. No news.”

“There’s no such thing as no news. You can always invent it.” My voice was edgy. “Sit down.”

He collapsed into the chair next to my desk with a sigh. He was wearing the blue bow-tie with the yellow polka dots and his brown hair looked as though rats had been gnawing at it.

“Now,” I said, “what about the column you were supposed to do for Bartha?”

“Bartha?” He started chewing his lower lip.

“Yes, Bartha.”

I waited. His right leg began to move up and down. He had worry on the knee. “Gee, Sidney “ his voice rose to a whine, “Bartha was at the screening of The Flame in the Heart and I told you what he said to me going down in the elevator. ‘Only a vulgar barbarian like Wildbeck would think of wrapping such trash in exquisite Technicolor.’ He won’t touch Wildbeck in the column. He won’t go near him. What’s the use of—?”

“You don’t think so?” I asked quietly.

“Of course not.”

“You’re sure.”

“Of course I’m sure.”

I stared at him for a moment. “Gloria,” I called out, “get me Leo Bartha. And I don’t want Miss King. I want Bartha.” Milton’s face was pasty white. “I don’t know why I still have to be doing these things myself,” I said to him evenly. “I’ve gone over this with you again and again.”

“I know you have, but—”

“Bartha on One,” Gloria called out.

I picked up the phone and gave it everything I had. “Leo! How are you, tootsie?”

“Rather busy at the moment.” The mailed fist in the velvet voice. “What is it, Falco?”

“Nothing, nothing. Just wanted to say hello. How’s Loretta, baby?”

“Very well, thank you. Look, I’m awfully—”

“Good, good. I guess Connecticut agrees with her.”

“Connecticut?”

“Who was it told me Loretta spent the day in Connecticut last week? Don’t blame her a bit for lamming out of town. It isn’t the heat, it’s the futility. Oh, I know who it was … Bunny, over at Scanlon’s. She’s a close friend of Rita, the little blonde thing, the one with the shape. You know Rita, don’t you, Leo?”

“Look, Falco,” he said quickly, “I’d love to chitchat but I’m very busy right now and—”

“There’s only one thing wrong with a girl like Rita. She talks too much and she doesn’t care about whom or to whom, particularly if she thinks it might wind up in Hunsecker’s column. What a pity to see a mouth like that wasted on talking.”

I laughed noisily to cover up the choked silence at the other end.

“That pig.” His voice trembled with fear. “He’d print anything, wouldn’t he? Anything!”

“Only what he knows, Leo.” I threw it away. “Well, all right, baby, if you’re busy—”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute.”

“Give my fondest to Loretta, will you? She’s still my favorite columnist’s wife … that is, I should say: favorite wife of a columnist … unless, of course,” I fed it to him slowly, “you want to be my favorite columnist and say you’ll use this great column on Finn Wildbeck I’m preparing. How about it, tootsie?”

For Bartha, you don’t have to draw diagrams.

“Well …”

So I drew one. “I wouldn’t have suggested it unless I was sure that you want to show me how much you love me. Right, baby?”

“Well, I suppose it really wouldn’t hurt anybody if I did a column about Wildbeck,” he mused, trying to save what was left of his face. “After all, he will be in town. It would be timely.”

“Leo, if you use the column, you can rest assured that nobody will get hurt.”

“What sort of angle do you intend to use in the piece?” He made it sound as though that could possibly make a difference.

“No, I’m not going to spoil it.” I could play, too. “I want it to be as fresh for you as it will be for your readers. Thursday’s readers, Leo?” I put the question mark in my voice just to be polite.

He grunted assent.

“And you won’t forget to give my warmest to Loretta, will you?”

“Look—”

“Remember, Leo,” I said, “don’t worry about a thing.”

“Can I go now?” he muttered.

“Thank you, baby.” I hung up and turned to Milton. “You see?” I said. “All you have to do is ask him, in a nice way.”

There were red marks below his lip where his teeth had been working frantically. His mouth quivered as he fumbled for words. “I’ll … I’ll … start getting a column ready for him.”

“Never mind now. I’ll do it myself.”

“But, Sidney—”

“Tell Gloria to come in.”

I took a newspaper from the desk and stared at it blankly while he stood there uncertainly, waiting. Finally he gave up and shuffled out.

Gloria said, “You wanted me?”

I put the paper down and beckoned for her to come closer. “That column material I gave you for Bartha … shoot it over to him as soon as you get it typed up.”

She started to say something.

I said, “He’s expecting it.”

“All rightie.”

“And close my door on the way out.”

Suddenly I was unbearably tired … tired of the week that lay ahead and tired of all the weeks like it that lay in the unforgettable past. I sat there wanting sleep the way an alcoholic craves the whisky he cannot have. But then my eyes fell on the telegram that was still on the desk, the one that said: “It’s the little things that count, tootsie,” and I rubbed the weariness from my face with practiced skill. I picked up the private telephone at my elbow and dialed Thelma Lance.

The idea must have been at the back of my mind all day, waiting to make itself known to me.

“Hello?”

“Thelma sweetheart!”

“Sidney darling! Oh, honey,” she broke into panicky laughter, “don’t ever do that again. It’s been five long horrible weeks. Didn’t you get my—?”

“Sure, sure, sure. Busy, busy, busy. Hey, guess what.”

“What, darling?”

“Guess who you’re going to meet.”

Her voice froze. “Who?”

“Finn Wildbeck. Isn’t that nice?”

“Oh, please, Sidney,” she said quietly, “please, darling, you said no more of that. Don’t you remember? You said—”

“He’ll only be here a week.”

“But you promised,” she cried. “Don’t you remember? You promised!”

“One little week.”

“Please, Sidney, please!”

“What’s the matter, baby? Don’t you love me any more?”

“Oh, but, darling—” She was silent for a long time.

“Don’t you?” I said.

After a while, she spoke. “Darling?” She sounded weak.

“What?”

“Will you come over?”

“What for?”

“Maybe you can persuade me.”

I didn’t say anything. I glanced at the shine on my shoes. I stared at the buildings across the street. I looked at the telegram on my desk. Finally I had to say some thing. I said, “When?”

“Now.”

I looked at my watch. I stared at it. But it wouldn’t stop. I said, “In a half hour.”

She said, “Tell me that you love me.”

“In a half hour.” I hung up.

I took the telegram from the desk and I crumpled it into a ball and hurled it at the wastebasket as hard as I could. It bounced off and fell to the floor. I didn’t bother to pick it up. I went to the door.

“I may call in later,” I said to Gloria on the way out.

“All rightie,” she said.

Milton was hunched tensely over his typewriter, trying to look busy. His face was damp, and he avoided my glance as I passed. I walked down the hall thinking about him. In two years I had tried to show him everything I knew, and he still hadn’t learned. He was young. It would take more time. Perhaps it would be another two years before he learned all the tricks and could do things the way I did. Halfway to the elevator I turned and went back to the office. Then I did the only nice thing I had ever done for Milton, something no one had ever been nice enough to do for me. I fired him.
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