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Part One
Irregular Opening
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Y’s Gambit


He had written:


Dear Walt:


You know who I am.


You do not know that you know.


You shall.


I write this to let you know that I know who you really are. I know the skill of your hands. I know the quality of your obedience. I know where you come from and what you are doing. I know what you think. I know what you want. I know your great destiny.


I like you.


Y


Walt knelt with the sun on his back and the hard sharp bronze letters imprinting his knees, TH on the left knee, RK on the right. He watched his hands, whose skill was known – was known! – to someone else. (Who?)  …  Watched his hands trimming the grass around the bronze plaque.


Three left fingers pressed the shorn blades gently away while the finger and thumb felt out the shallow, narrow channel; and deftly, how deftly, the right hand wielded the turf hook, making a margin clean as a moon. Did anyone know that Walt had made the turf hook himself? – Would anyone admire its right-hand bevel below, its left-hand bevel above? Who would applaud the creation – who but the creator? And wasn’t that enough?


It had been enough. Walt shifted gingerly from the toothed serifs of the memorial plaque and set his knees carefully under IN LIVING MEMORY, with the small oF between them. It had been enough just knowing he was doing his job perfectly. So perfectly, in fact, that in the York matrix of four strange castles and a private park he existed like an invisible mend.


It may be that Walt had numbly wished to be known and noticed; he could not recall such a wish, but he must have wished it. For years he had been contained and content within his own quiet excellence, patient as a pupa. But now  … 


‘ …  I know who you really are. I like you.’


It was troubling.


Had Walt ever read Bernard Shaw (he had not), he might have been pleased with the line, ‘When you have learned something, my dear, it often feels at first as if you had lost something.’ It would have given flesh to this queer unsettled feeling, together with the comfort that he was not alone in feeling it. He had not truly known how desperate his need had been to have someone say to him, I like you.


Only now that it was said, he did not know what to do with it.


*


A shadow crossed his clever hands. Walt did not look up. There was no necessity. To look up would have been to see Robert York – black homburg, suit hard and gray as iron, waistcoat like an old mint coin, blank gray cravat – wearing his morning face below the rimless glasses, a face drum-tight as an empty bed in a barracks.


‘Good morning, Walt,’ said Robert York correctly.


‘Morning, Mr Robert.’ It was (as always if the encounter took place just here) seven minutes before ten o’clock.


York Square must never have had a youth; its little formal tapestry of a private park, its grizzled guardian corners of little castles, each with its watchful tower, surely looked old and out of place and time even when the masons laid down their trowels. And what York Square was in stone, Robert York was in the flesh. Imagine him a child if you could, and still you saw only a dwindled Robert York as he stood, in black homburg and iron-gray, with a gray cravat above an antique waistcoat (and spats before May 15th), the unrimmed glasses making him eyeless in the morning sun on his drum-skin face. Compelling Robert York to live in one of York Square’s four castles was like compelling a man to be a biped; commanding that he uphold the York tradition was like commanding that the grass in the little park grow green. They were all alike – he, the park, the castles, York Square – punctilious, outmoded, predictable. Neatly Walt worked on the grassy borders of the plaque as, neatly and to the dot, Robert York took his morning stroll about the park.


Walt trimmed the grass along the right side of the bronze. Not all the Yorks were like that, of course.


Miss Myra.


Miss Myra was younger than Robert, which made her forty-four. She had a secret, unmentioned by the other Yorks. Easily remarked by anyone who got close enough to see the twitching lip-corner, the gentle unfocused eyes. She had also a secretary-companion, a kind and lovely girl named Ann Drew, who was walking with her now on the far side of the little park. Ann Drew provided an arm under Miss Myra’s, guided at the same time she supported the older woman, taking slow synchronizing strides to Miss Myra’s quick small uncertain ones.


Miss Myra held one of the girl’s hands tightly in both of hers, and every ten steps or so she smiled a sort of ‘I did it!’ smile, and Ann Drew cooed little acknowledgments into her ear. As much as he liked anyone, Walt liked these two, Miss Myra and the girl. The girl was kind in a special way; when you spoke to her, she seemed to stop thinking of whatever she had been thinking and listened to you altogether. No one else ever did that, Walt was sure. And Miss Myra York – she was, oh, harmless, and it didn’t really matter that she was ill.


Walt watched the pair for a moment. He did not wave. He never waved, or passed the time of day, or nodded or did anything of that sort.


He bent to his work again, deftly trimming the turf around the imbedded plaque. When he was finished, and the crumbs of earth were swept and scattered, he stepped back to look.




IN LIVING MEMORY


OF


NATHANIEL YORK, JR.


BORN APRIL 20, 1924





And I, thought Walt, and I  … 


‘Walt?’


He was startled, but there was that about him which made it impossible to show what he felt, an instant and utter reflex of stillness to counteract all outward evidence of surprise, fear, anything. Walt turned woodenly. Emily York had come up behind him.


The Yorks were alike only in that no York was like any other York. Emily York was younger than Myra and looked older. She was square and sturdy-backed, with a salt friz of thinning hair, bulby blue eyes, a militant mouth and hard-working hands. Compelled like her cousins to live in a castle, Emily recorded a permanent protest against such trumpery by taking as her own the smallest of the maids’ rooms and decorating it with all the elaboration of a Trappist cell. She insisted upon living on what she earned, which was no more than most social workers on the fourth-floor-walk-up level earned, and a good deal less than some. Where the other Yorks employed help – Robert a secretary-assistant, Myra a companion, Percival a sleep-out housekeeper whom he shared with Robert – Emily took pride in her ability to do for herself. Having to fix things, however, defeated her; she was about as mechanically inclined as a tuberose.


‘Very nice, Walt,’ approved Miss Emily, nodding at the manicured plaque. ‘You do take care of this place as if it were your own.’


Walt nodded back his total agreement to this.


‘My garbage can,’ said Miss Emily. ‘It doesn’t quite close. I have to pile three World Almanacs and a dictionary on the lid to hold it down. So then of course I have to lift them off each time I step on the little you-know thing.’


‘Yes, Miss Emily.’


‘It should close tight, you know. Flies?’


‘Yes, Miss Emily.’


‘And germs.’ Miss Emily paused. ‘If I could fix it myself, Walt, I certainly would.’


Walt put his hand in his trousers pocket and grasped his pass-keys. ‘Yes, Miss Emily.’


‘Well,’ said Emily York. ‘Thank you, Walt.’


Without expression, he watched her walk briskly toward the nearest subway entrance. Then in his delicate way he gathered up his tools and went to fix Miss Emily’s step-on garbage can.


He had written:


Dear Walt:


You have been so much alone, you do not always know the good you do, how good it is. Nor the fine things, how fine they are. I know (do you?) that you have never said ‘Sir’ to any man. I know about you that ‘good enough’ is never good enough, and that you put as much care into fixing a garbage can as another might into setting a jewel.


Are such excellence and care too good for the jobs you must do? No, because you could not do any job another way. Should you be doing some other job? Yes, you should. And you shall.


You have been patient for a long time. You are right to have been so patient. You know (don’t you?), and I know, that your destiny holds great things for you, that you are about to play a role of great importance, to begin at last your larger and more glorious life.


Men do not make their destinies, men fulfill them. The course is set for you, but you must travel it, you must be obedient. (But you already are; it is part of your splendid nature.)


A great trust will shortly be placed in your hands. You will accept it. You will carry it out. For what you are about to do, the world will be a better place. This I assure you.


Since my first letter three days ago I have watched you carefully. Every minute I become more pleased that I chose you for my instrument. I will write again soon, with exact instructions for the first of the great tasks which I have planned for you.


Meanwhile, let no one know that your destiny has come to you, and so be sure to destroy this and all other letters from me. Do this, and you shall please.


Y


Like the other, the letter was written on ordinary school notepaper, with faint blue horizontal lines. It was flawlessly typed, undated and without a return address. It had arrived in a plain envelope, inscribed simply:


WALT


York Square


New York, N.Y.
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Positions 


‘How’s yours?’ young Ann Drew asked.


Young Tom Archer shrugged. He had serious dark eyes and a dark serious voice, and a warm way about him. ‘Happy when he thinks of his Boscawen, sad when he thinks of his phony two-penoe.’ He laughed. ‘And how’s yours?’


‘She doesn’t change,’ said the girl; and ‘Whatever are you talking about? What’s a Boscawen? What’s a penoe?’


‘A Boscawen,’ said Tom Archer loftily, ‘is a provisional postage stamp issued in 1846 by the postmaster of Boscawen, New Hampshire. It’s dull blue, and it says on it “paid five cents,” but it’s worth enough to pay your salary and probably some of mine for the next year. And Sir Robert of York owns one.’


‘And he’s happy about it. He ought to be! What’s the one he’s sad about, the penoe something?’


Archer laughed. He had good teeth to laugh by; in this last-of-spring twilight they glowed like the loom of foggy lights. ‘The so-called “penoe” is a blue 1848 stamp from the island of Mauritius, of two-pence denomination, showing the head of Queen Victoria. An error was not caught in one of the engraver’s plates, and the word “pence” was spelled with an o instead of a c. A number of printings of the error were made that year, in slightly differing shades of blue and on different thicknesses and shades of paper. They’re all valuable – especially good copies – but the most valuable is the earliest impression, which is a sort of indigo-blue on thick yellowish paper. Worth more than the Boscawen.’


‘Do go on,’ said young Ann, successfully sounding fascinated.


‘I had no intention of stopping,’ said young Archer. ‘Well, a couple of years ago Robert of York was hot on the trail of one of the earliest penoes, and sure enough he caught up with it. It was an especially fine copy, it was authenticated six ways from sundown and he paid through the nose for it. And then – it’s much too long a story – it developed that he’d been sold a beautiful forgery. He wasn’t the only one fooled – a lot of reputable people were embarrassed. Of course he got his money back, but he didn’t want his money back – he wanted a genuine, fine-to-superb earliest-impression penoe. He still does.’


‘Why?’


‘Why?’ Archer repeated severely. ‘Because everybody has an impossible dream, even people with umpty-eleven million dollars hanging over them ready to drop. What Sir Robert wants is one each of the world’s ten most valuable postage stamps. He has six. Of course, he’ll never get them all.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because one of them is the rarest stamp in the world, the famous British Guiana Number 13, and Mr York isn’t likely to get his hot little paws on that baby – there’s only one copy extant.’


‘My, you know so much,’ Miss Drew breathed.


‘No, I don’t,’ said Mr Archer with extreme candor, although his teeth glowed again. ‘Mr York, now: say what you like about that funny little guy, he knows. He really does. All I have is a sticky mind, and after hanging around the likes of him for nearly two years some of what he knows has stuck.’


‘Is that what you always wanted to be,’ Miss Drew asked innocently, ‘a sticky-minded hang-arounder of an expert philatelist?’


‘Aha,’ said Archer. ‘Looking for the keystone of Archer, eh?’


‘Oh, dear. I didn’t mean –’


‘You did mean, and don’t deny it. And don’t apologize, either. It’s honest, normal curiosity, and if there’s anything York Square can use more of it’s something normal. Two years ago I was only too eager to be paid to hang around anybody who knew anything. I was one of those perennial school kids. Went from college to postgrad work, got my master’s, then started on a doctorate.’


‘I didn’t know that,’ the girl said.


‘I don’t advertise it because I didn’t get it, and I probably never will. As I was girding myself for the Ph.D., the Army – bless it – reached out and nabbed me.’


‘Bless the Army?’ she asked, for he had said it without rancor or irony.


‘On two counts,’ Tom Archer responded. ‘One: those old jokes about brain surgeons being assigned to drive tanks are rapidly becoming just that – old jokes. The Army really does make an effort nowadays to find out what you’re good for and at. When they came to screen me, I just wouldn’t go through the meshes. Classification: Useless.’ He laughed. ‘Really. Pure academic background, philosophy major of a kind they couldn’t even use in Public Relations or Intelligence. If not for the Army I might never have found that out. I might have gone on and on taking p.g. and extension courses for the rest of my pedantic life.’


‘And blessing number two?’


‘The Army taught me how Classification Useless can get along. Do what you’re told, no more and no less, never volunteer, and the Army takes care of you in every possible way, without letting reality come in contact with you.


‘And as with the Army,’ Philosopher Archer went on, ‘so with capital L-i-f-e. The perennial schoolboy who pursues degree after degree as ends in themselves is living in the same dream-world.’


‘But he hasn’t the Army to feed him,’ Ann Drew pointed out.


‘I had an uncle who left me an income. It wasn’t enough to eat well on, but it kept me from rooting in garbage cans, and as for the rest – well, I just kept getting those fellowships.’


‘Well,’ she said.


‘So there you are. I mean, there I am. Learned I was useless, learned that a school is an army, and that they’re both unbroken eggs. And the yolk is on me.’


‘Oh, dear,’ said the girl.


‘And now you’ll be saying to yourself that becoming secretary, assistant and philatelic clerk to a Robert York isn’t functioning in the real world, either.’


‘I suppose I will. Yes, I will.’


‘The difference,’ said Tom Archer, ‘is that now I know it. B.A. – Before the Army – I didn’t.’


‘But if now you know it,’ murmured Ann Drew, ‘– I shouldn’t ask this, but you brought it up – why don’t you go out and function in the world?’


‘I probably will, and sooner than I think. I could teach – I don’t want to, but I could. There’s a school out West where you learn to run power shovels – I might do that. I don’t know. The right thing will come along. This has been fascinating,’ the young man said suddenly. ‘I talk too much. Now let’s talk about you.’


‘No.’


‘No?’


‘It  …  wouldn’t be fascinating,’ Ann Drew said.


‘Let’s try. You’ve been here about five months taking care of poor old Myra York –’


‘Who’s pretty happy in spite of your adjectives.’


He tilted his head. ‘I thought we’d agreed it’s best to live in the real world?’


‘Not for Myra York it isn’t,’ said Ann Drew.


‘Clever,’ said Tom Archer. ‘Oh, clever. I want to talk about you and you deftly switch the conversation to someone else. All right, I’ll talk about you all by myself. You’re stacked. You’re intelligent. You’re very pretty. You were discovered somewhere, somehow, by our social-conscious, welfare-type York, Miss Emily. Which makes you some sort of waif.’


‘I don’t like this,’ the girl said with an uncertain smile.


‘Some of my best friends are waifs. Waives.’


‘I don’t know that I like you, either.’


‘Oh, look,’ Archer said, swiftly and warmly. ‘Please don’t not like me. Please don’t even try to not like me –’ He stopped, cocking his head in his quick, odd way. ‘You don’t understand me at all, do you?’


She looked at him. ‘I do,’ she said reluctantly. ‘I had a father very like you once.’


‘That bodes well,’ he grinned. ‘Dr Freud says –’ But he was able to see, even in the dim light, that this was no time for a witticism. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘What happened?’


‘He died,’ said the girl.


There was a long pause, as if she had an invisible book to leaf through. Finally she murmured, ‘Daddy was brilliant and  …  unworldly and impractical and  …  well, he just couldn’t cope. I did everything to – I mean, I took care of him as best I could. After he died and there wasn’t anyone but myself to take care of’ – her pause this time seemed full of silent syllables, because it ended just as if she had not stopped speaking at all – ‘Miss Emily found me and brought me here.’


‘You like it here,’ Archer said.


She looked over at Percival York’s house, then quickly around at the identical others. ‘I like the money I’m near. I mean, handed-down money. I like the feeling that nothing here ever has to change, nothing that starts from any  …  under-the-skin need.’ She shook herself, or shuddered. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say any of that. It sounds envious.’


‘I’m glad,’ he said seriously, so seriously that she could know for the first time that he really was serious. ‘These people – poor Miss Myra, do-gooding Miss Emily – and she does do good, I’m not denying it – Sir Robert and his little bits of expensive paper, and that Percival’ – he said the name as its own cuss-word, without adjectives – ‘they’re all laboratory specimens of the genus “have.” The tendency of the like of us have-nots is to envy them, and why shouldn’t we? It’s hard to feel that they deserve what they’ve got, when you know and I know that they don’t and we do.’


She laughed as she had not been able to do when he was being not-serious. ‘That almost makes sense. Oh, dear!’


The last two words were evoked by the taxicab that pulled up before Percival York’s little castle. From it alighted Percival, who after paying the driver assisted a blonde concoction to the sidewalk. The cab moved off and they had a wonderful glimpse, in the darkling light, of female calves taxing the tensile strength of the suffering nylon, of heels too high for the furtive speed urged on their wearer by Percival, of a black synthetic coat too glossily superb to be the Persian lamb to which it pretended – all surmounted by a piled-up confection of hair that looked as if it had been spun out of a cotton-candy machine.


‘He has,’ murmured Ann Drew with a surprising touch of tartness, ‘and you have not, although you deserve it. Do you feel deserving of everything he has?’


‘My modesty,’ replied Tom Archer, gazing with a slight shudder after the platinum blonde who was just being shooed into Percival’s castle by its chatelain, ‘my modesty prevents me from being sure I deserve that part of it. Ann Drew, you’re being catty.’


‘Yes,’ Ann Drew said. ‘Refreshing, isn’t it? – Eeeeeeee!’


Her fingers all but met through his sleeve and the flesh of his forearm.


‘God,’ Archer whispered. ‘How long has he been there?’


‘Who? Where?’ Her soft, shocked tone commanded the exact softness and shock from him. ‘Why, it’s …’ And Archer barked: ‘Walt! What the devil are you doing here?’


‘Mr Robert sent me looking for you,’ said Walt in his pale voice.


‘Did you have to come creeping up like that?’


Walt stood in a pool of shadow close by the memorial plaque. ‘I wasn’t creeping, Mr Archer.’


‘Did Mr York say what he wanted?’


‘He only said to find you – he’s got a Seebeck.’


‘He’s got a Seebeck,’ groaned Archer. ‘Go tell him I’ll be right there.’


Only then did the girl release his arm; she fumbled in her handbag. ‘Walt. Wait.’


Walt waited.


‘I was at the post office just as it closed and they gave me this for you.’ She handed him a letter.


Walt took it silently in both hands and, holding it so, walked away from them, across the street toward Robert York’s castle. He had an odd walk – not exactly a shuffle, for it was silent, nor a shamble, for it was very contained, but a sort of sliding along, as if the lower part of his body were on tracks.


‘Creep,’ muttered Archer.


‘How long was he there?’


‘No telling.’


‘Probably not long at all.’ She was breathing as if breathing were something she had overlooked for a time. ‘And he isn’t a creep.’


‘He looks like one.’


‘Don’t you know why?’


‘He just looks it,’ said Archer defensively.


‘It’s his eyes,’ said the girl. ‘They’re almost perfectly round, didn’t you ever notice? That’s what creates the illusion of stupidity.’


‘It’s no illusion. His brains are all in his wrists, and his nerves all run to his hands. I never yet saw that zombie angry or scared or worried or anything at all.’ Tom Archer said rather tenderly, ‘Do we have to talk about Walt?’


‘All right,’ Ann Drew said. ‘What’s a Seebeck?’


‘Oh, Lord, the Seebeck! I haven’t time now to tell you the whole dismal story – Sir Robert awaits. Take note of this, by the way, my girl – this is an historic occasion. You know, don’t you, that the Naval Observatory calls him up to find out what time it is? And that the stars in their courses check with him before they shift their Dopplers?’


‘I know he has very regular habits,’ she said cautiously.


‘Agreed – when working time comes, we work, when quitting time comes, we quit. Now hear this: This is the very first, the number-one original time, Robert York has ever yelled for me after hours! It really must be a Seebeck.’ And Tom Archer waved his hand cheerfully, and he too set off across the street to Robert York’s castle.


Ann Drew stood watching him. Then, very slowly, she shook her head. Perhaps it was wonderment.
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Exchanges 


Oh, another, oh, a new one.


Clutching the letter close (oh, there’s something in it this time, extra pages and … and a card ) he hurried to Robert York’s house to deliver Tom Archer’s message. It was with great reluctance that he removed one caressing hand from the envelope to get his keys out (Mr Robert’s door was always locked, as was Miss Emily’s; Mr Percival’s and Miss Myra’s, never). He let himself in, slid along to the library door and knocked.


‘Archer? Come in, damn it!’ At the incredible words from the unbelievable voice (for Robert York, though capable of waspishness, never swore and never shouted) Walt swung the door open.


‘No, Mr Robert, it’s me. Mr Archer says he’ll be right here.’


‘Well, I should hope so,’ snapped York.


Silently Walt padded through the house, through the second of the kitchen’s two rear doors, through the breezeway to the garage, then between the superannuated Buick and Percival York’s rakish, ruined Ryan (by special arrangement; Percival’s garage had gone up in smoke as the result of an innocent neighborhood delinquency and Percival had never found the loose capital to rebuild it), up the back stairs and, after unlocking it, through the door of his own quarters. He locked the door behind him, turned on the light … and was greeted by the dry rattlesnake buzz of the annunciator.


Walt turned his round eyes on it, his face giving no expression to the indignation he felt. All Walt wanted was to read his precious new letter, and here was Percival York summoning him from all the way diagonally across the Square. If he toyed with the idea of ignoring the buzzer, it was for a microsecond; he murmured, surprisingly, something about ‘I know the quality of your obedience’ and went to the writing table, took out his keys, unlocked the middle drawer, deposited the letter far back in the drawer, carefully locked it, went to the door, canceled the annunciator, unlocked the door, passed through it and locked it behind him, went down the stairs and out through the garage’s rear door (which he also locked behind him) and, taking the driveway rounded Robert York’s castle and cut across the little private park to Percival York’s castle.


He went around to the rear and entered through the kitchen. The refrigerator door was open and an empty ice-cube tray lay on the floor in a grayish puddle, its crippled separator lying over by the door where it had been thrown or kicked. Walt picked up tray and separator, set them on the table and went down the hall to what was, in this castle of the four, a living room, though in Robert’s it was a library, in Emily’s a deserted cavern, and in Myra’s something like an old curiosity shop.


As Walt touched the doorknob, there was an undignified scuttling inside. The door swung open on a tableau consisting centrally of a love seat, with Percival York at the instant of rebounding from the curved back at one end and, at the other end, an overfleshed blonde girl with one too many buttons undone, and a face like a molded-by-the-thousands kissing-crying-wetting doll crowned with cotton-candy hair.


‘Walt, God,’ spat Percival. To the girl he said, ‘It’s only the handyman.’ To Walt again, ‘Mrs Schultzer, or Scheisser, or whatever her disgusting name is, defrosted the refrigerator and there’s no blasted ice.’


‘Mrs Schriver,’ Walt said.


‘About that I don’t give a damn. Just get some ice.’


‘Mr Robert has ice.’


‘Tell him,’ said Percival York, wrinkling a gray nose on which the first red ruts and runnels of its ultimate condition were beginning to show, ‘tell him,’ Percival said, with rummily underlined irony, ‘tell him I’ll return it, every cube, plus six per-bloody-cent.’ Percival York’s eyes, like salamanders looking out of sacks, sought and found the girl and demanded tribute, which she delivered in a hoarse immediate cackle.


Walt returned to the kitchen. He checked the refrigerator setting, picked up the ice-cube separator, effortlessly straightened it, sighted down its length, straightened it a tiny bit more, then rinsed separator and tray. From a closet beside the refrigerator he took a string mop and blotted up the puddle on the floor. He opened the back door, hung the damp mop on the railing outside, returned to the kitchen, washed his hands and dried them on a paper towel (with which he whisked up the few spatters on the sink edges before he threw it away), took the ice tray he had repaired and another from the refrigerator, canted the latter’s contents carefully into the drain (so it would not splash) and went out, shutting the door quietly behind him.


He recrossed the park and went around to the kitchen door of Robert York’s house, which now he had to unlock. He rinsed the ice-cube trays he was carrying and filled them at the cold-water tap and set them on the table. He removed two trays from Robert York’s refrigerator and replaced them with the two from Percival’s. Then, just as he eased the refrigerator door shut, he was arrested by the sound of angry voices from the front of the house.


‘I didn’t hire you to make childish mistakes!’ (Mr Robert, more angry than Walt had ever known him before.)


‘I don’t concede that it is a mistake, and if it is I wouldn’t call it childish!’ (Mr Archer, who had never talked back to Mr Robert before.)


‘Any fool could see that gum fluoresce! You’ve gone and saddled me with a lot of damned Seebeck reprints!’


‘Those are not Seebecks! I have Borjian’s word on it!’


‘Borjian! Borjian! Don’t stand there and give me Borjian! Borjian once sold me a forged –’


‘– a forged penoe,’ and Tom Archer’s voice cut in by shouting as loudly as he could. ‘I know the whole miserable story by heart, including the fact that Borjian returned your money and that plenty of other stamp-wise people were fooled, too!’


‘Now you listen to me –’


‘You listen to me! I won’t have you bawling me out like a naughty kid over a measly forty bucks’ worth of stamps!’


‘It isn’t the forty dollars!’ (Mr Robert was shouting as loudly as he could now.) ‘It’s the idea of a mistake! If you can make a little mistake you can make a big mistake, and I will not tolerate any mistakes!’


‘And I will not tolerate’ (now Mr Archer was mimicking Mr Robert to his face, and he was doing it rather well) ‘being spoken to in this fashion! Tomorrow morning I will take those goddamn Salvadors down to Jenks & Donahue, and I will have those goddamn Salvadors put under the parallel-beam microscope, and I will pay for the inspection out of my own pocket, and I will come back here and accept your apology when you find out they’re really genuine!’


‘You come back with proof that they are Seebeck reprints and I will accept your resignation!’


‘Give me those stamps. We’ll damn well see. Good night!’


The library door slammed thunderously. Someone hard-heeled up the stairs, obviously Mr Archer. Mr Archer’s door overhead, though it was much farther away, slammed even louder.


Walt did not quite shrug or raise his brows; there was a flicker of tension in the controlling muscles and that was all. He picked up the two trays of ice cubes, took them out on the back porch, set them on the railing, softly closed and locked the door, picked up the trays again, retraced his steps to Mr Percival’s kitchen, found a double-walled pewter bowl on a shelf, released the ice cubes at the sink, placed them in a bowl and carried the bowl up the hall.


Mr Percival, having heard the musical decanting of the ice cubes, stepped out of his living room into the hall, pulling the door to modestly. Mr Percival was in his stockinged feet and he was holding his unbuttoned shirt together with one hand. ‘Where did you go for that ice,’ he rasped, taking the bowl, ‘Little America?’


‘No, Mr Percival. I got them out of Mr Robert’s refrigerator.’


‘Arrgh,’ said Mr Percival. He slithered back into his living room, kicking the door shut with his heel.


Walt about-faced and passed through Mr Percival’s kitchen and out. The hot eagerness deep within him, to sprint across the park and up to his room, he contained. He wanted more than anything to tear open this new letter, plunge himself into its promised ‘… exact instructions for the first of the great tasks which I have planned for you.’ But he had been chosen because of what he was; and what he was was deliberate, meticulous, careful and obedient – above all, obedient. He bore the pain of the waiting proudly, like a Christian martyr, as he paced off the way back to his room. For ‘Let no one know that your destiny has come to you.’


The short heavy man had a cigar. The short thin one had acne. They were in the office too early for the phones to start ringing, but the short heavy man liked it that way, so that was the way it was. He lay back in the swivel chair, with his feet on the desk and his cigar aimed at the ceiling, and he dozed.


The short thin man made a happy sound, a short thin hum.


The man with the cigar moved only his eyeballs, which somehow managed to be both deep-set and protruding. ‘What you got?’


‘Well, it don’t pay off at Hialeah,’ said the thin one detachedly. He dropped his pencil, gathered up some yellow sheets, stacked them, then spread them again and picked up the pencil. ‘Or at no other regular track. But it sure whips a harness meet if you go all the way through.’


‘A system? You?’


‘On’y on paper. I don’t put down a deuce myself, not me.’


‘You’re like a bartender. Don’t make like a customer.’


‘Only on paper, I told you.’


‘It’s the same thing, you’re tasting. Quit before you get hooked.’


‘Yeah, but listen,’ the thin man said eagerly. ‘You bet any favorite, see, but on’y if his position is number one or two, and on’y if the odds is three to two or less. Otherwise you bet the favorite to place and the challenger to win. And then every race you get your longest long shot and lay on a couple of deuces, and that’s it. They won’t hit all the time, but they’ll pay the freight and maybe the rent.’


‘System,’ said the man through his cigar; it sounded like spitting.


‘All right, system! But I done this sixty-six times in a row and from $6.50 I’m up to $208.70.’


‘On paper.’


‘On’y thing is, you got to work from late odds and wear your spike shoes, get to that window last man in the place. You got to be there. You got to watch that tote board like it’s a dirty movie.’


‘Now you listen to me,’ the cigar-smoker began, and then alarm replaced his severe amusement. ‘What’s all that?’


All that was a sudden commotion in the outer office. It burst in on them in the forms of a grim, straight-backed maiden lady with a salty frizzle of hair showing from her bonnet and a black-jowled giant whose high tenor voice grew progressively higher as he tried to expostulate with the lady and explain to the cigar-smoker at the same time.


The cigar-smoker held up one hand. The giant stopped, and the lady began.


‘My name is Emily York and you’ve been taking bets from my cousin Percival.’


The man at the desk slowly took down his feet and rolled the cigar to the side of his mouth. ‘Percival what?’


‘Percival York, as you know very well.’


‘We don’t know any Percival York around here.’


The acne with the system put in a word: ‘The sign on the door says Investment Counselors. You got the wrong place lady.’


‘Percival York receives his income quarterly – January, April, July and October,’ continued Miss Emily York. ‘His bills to date are already greater than his income for the entire year. The Raceway opens tomorrow, I believe, so that any bet he loses he will not be able to pay. And, of course, any bet he wins you lose.’


‘We ain’t making book and we don’t know no Percival York,’ said the acne.


‘Shut up,’ said the cigar. ‘Lady, what do you want?’


‘Don’t take any bets from Percival York. And you’d better get in touch with every other horse parlor you know and pass the word along.’


‘Say,’ the acne said suddenly, ‘I think this dame –’


‘Shut up,’ said the cigar. ‘You his wife, lady?’


‘Good heavens, no,’ snapped Emily York. ‘I’m his cousin.’


‘You know what can happen to nosy cousins, lady?’


‘Psst,’ the acne said hurriedly.


An interested glint came into Miss Emily’s eye. ‘Are you threatening me?’


‘Psst!’ repeated the acne.


The black-jowled giant squeaked, ‘Boss, you want I should –?’


‘Because if you are, I think you ought to know that I’m a well-known social worker and that from time to time I call the station in the precinct in which I happen to be working and tell the desk sergeant where I’m going and that if I don’t phone back in twenty minutes he’s going to send two large detectives for me.’


‘You can get out,’ said the man at the desk. But he said it to the black-jowled giant, who precipitately obeyed. ‘Lady, you mean before you came up here you called the cops?’


‘Indeed I did,’ said Miss Emily York.


‘Jesus,’ said the man at the desk respectfully.


‘That’s what I been trying to tell you,’ the acne said, waving his arms. ‘She’s the one closed up Rosalie’s place. Single-handed!’


‘Well,’ said the other man. ‘It’s a good thing we’re not in that kind of business. What’s the harm, lady? A few bets now and then –’


‘I’m not intending to close you up, if that’s what you’re worried about,’ said Emily York.


‘Oh?’ he said.


‘At least, not just now.’


‘Oh,’ he said.


‘Because at the moment I have a use for you. You can reach more horse parlors than I can.’


‘You really want this Percy oddballed – I mean blackballed?’ asked the short heavy man at the desk. He was now smoking in quick short puffs.


‘Percival. Don’t you?’


‘Me?’


‘He already owes you nearly twenty-eight hundred dollars. If he can’t bet he can’t lose, and if he doesn’t lose he might scrape up enough to pay you what he owes. Come, now! You’re not a gambling man. The people who call you up on those telephones are gambling men, but you’re not.’


‘That’s what I been saying,’ the man said feebly.


She glanced at her wrist. ‘I must make my telephone call.’


He rose in a hurry. ‘Well, thank you for coming in, Miss York. Not that I know anyone by that name myself, but I don’t mind passing the word along to oblige a lady. In case I find somebody to pass it to –’


But Emily York was already on her way out. The black-jowled one put in his head and cooed anxiously, ‘Boss, you want I should –?’


‘Get out!’ said the short heavy man with venom.


The door slammed shut.


Slowly the acne said, ‘That fishy-eyed son of a bitch York.’


‘Get on the phone! That old bag’s got a slice of the same income Percy’s got. Any time he can’t settle his bills the lien goes on the principal. This is the Yorks of York Square, stupid.’


‘Heavy sugar,’ mourned the short thin man.


‘You’ll find out how heavy if they hit you with it! Start phoning, will you?’


Meanwhile, Emily York was turning briskly into a cathedral-like establishment not far away, the famous name of which was lettered in heavy bronze castings prominently small in the windows; the floor of which was pelted in cilia like the interior of a royal digestive tract; and whose price tags more often than not included the word ‘The’: Forty Dollars The Pair and Four Hundred Dollars The Set.


The place smelled male, not the metal-and-soap maleness of a locker room nor the malt-and-sawdust maleness of an old-time corner saloon, but the leather-and-oiled-wood maleness of a city club, as finished and self-consistent as the ash of a fine cigar. At sight of the skirted figure stalking him, the sole visible attendant took refuge behind a showcase; surely a giraffe, were it a male one, would have startled him less.


Emily York marched up to him, demanded and got the manager and without preamble stated, ‘Mr Percival York buys his clothes here. He charges them. If he continues to charge, his income will fall short of his obligations. If he ceases to charge, he may be able to cover his current account. It is easy to see how both your store and Mr York can benefit.’ After that she fully identified herself, explained the matter all over again and departed, leaving the costly cavern in hushed consternation and the very carpet-pile puzzled as to the disposal of her spoor.


Next on her list (she had a list) was a quite different kind and manner of establishment – a liquor store every bit as discriminating as the second car of a subway local. She identified the manager only because he had, on his wrinkled gray cotton jacket, the word in scarlet script over the pocket. He was a sparse-haired man with one frank cataract and wet lips displaying dark brown teeth.


Miss York asked to open an account, and when she was bluntly told that state law forbade it she demanded to know why Percival York was so honored. She quoted to the brown-toothed manager the exact balance due, pointed publicly at his framed license and promised him faithfully that the delivery to Percival York, for anything other than cash, of anything in stock down to and including cooking sherry would mean that both his store and he would learn something about locks. As a parting shot she suggested a revision, in his invoices to her drinking cousin, of special prices he had been charging. (It was a shot in the dark that cut nearly forty per cent off Percival’s next bill, a fact Percival himself was never to appreciate.)


Having thus obeyed, with all her heart and to the best of her belief, the ancient edict that charity should begin at home, Miss Emily York boarded a crosstown bus and went to her regular work at the settlement house.
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