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He may not come when you want him, but he’s right on time.


– Gospel hymn
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That morning Clarissa called and invited me to visit. I hadn’t heard from her in some time and I was glad to accept the invitation. She had been my thesis adviser a few years earlier, when I was toying with the idea of continuing in academia. During the long interviews we shared, trying vainly to find something in literature that would yield itself to my limited powers of investigation, we had become good friends. We agreed that I would take the bus up on Friday afternoon, but on Thursday, when I saw Reed, he offered me his car. I set out on Friday evening, looking forward to the respite of a few days in the country. Clarissa lived north of the town itself, in an old farmhouse, surrounded by uncultivated fields and the irreversible decay of rural Louisiana.


The highway between New Orleans and Baton Rouge is a new one, cut through the Bonnet Carre spillway, a wide, modern, uncluttered strip of elevated road surrounded by swamp. There are no billboards, because it would be impractical to put them up in the swamp, where they would sink. That night there was almost no traffic and I allowed myself to sink into a reverie, induced by the swamp, the stifling humidity, and the heat. The entire drive takes about two hours. I had driven for perhaps twenty minutes when I became aware of some difficulty in holding the car to a straight course. I pulled over and got out, thinking that perhaps a tire had gone flat. There were no lights on the highway, save the mysterious circle of my own headlights. As I crossed in front of the car I heard a rushing of air just behind me and turned in time to see a large crane snapping in his long white wings as he settled just beyond the road at the water’s edge. It was so dark I could barely make out the trees, but his white body stood out, iridescent against the black. I forgot about the tire and leaned against the rail. Looking down, I discovered two more cranes only a few yards away from me. There was no sound. Gradually I became aware of a strong wind moving among the trees. My hair was blowing back from my face. Why had I failed to notice it? It was the wind, I thought, that had caused the trouble with the car. I felt foolish for having stopped, but at the same time pleased that I had taken the time to look out across the spillway. I breathed deeply the damp black air and reflected that it wasn’t unpleasant to be alone in the night with a destination secure ahead of me.


As I turned away from the rail, I nearly collided with a black woman who was standing in the glare of the headlights. My heart sent a little shout through my body, my knees went completely weak, so weak that I leaned against the car for support. The woman didn’t move but stood looking at me. ‘God,’ I said, ‘you frightened me.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, stepping out of the light so that I could no longer make out her face. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’


I looked up and down the road. There were no other cars in sight. ‘Where did you come from?’ I asked.


She pointed up the road. ‘Laplace.’


‘But how?’


‘I been walking,’ she replied impatiently.


‘In this dark?’


‘It weren’t dark when I started,’ She backed away from me and leaned against the rail. ‘Where you goin’ to?’


‘Baton Rouge.’


‘I’m going back,’ she continued. ‘You take me back in your car?’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I changed my mind. I’m goin’ back. But I can’t walk ’cause I’m too tired.’


I couldn’t make out her face, but her voice was slow with fatigue. I was overcome by a variety of suspicions. What was she doing out here? Was someone with her, perhaps on the other side of the car, waiting to catch me off guard? Again I looked up and down the road. There were no other cars in sight. ‘Damn,’ I said aloud.


The woman turned her back to me and I looked out over the water. One of the cranes rose up, extinguished to a point of white as it whirled past the trees. The woman pressed her knuckles into her eyes, then pulled at her hair in desperation. ‘You gotta help me now,’ she said without turning toward me. ‘I cain’t go no further.’


I walked away from her, around the car. There was no one on the other side, but this revelation only served to increase my annoyance. Who was this woman? What did she want with me? She turned to face me, clinging to the rail for support. The wind lifted her pale skirt around her knees and she attempted to hold it down with her free hand. I could think of no reason why I should not get in the car and drive off, leaving her as I had found her. I had the sensation that something was about to go dreadfully wrong. Occasionally, when looking at someone who is, perhaps, looking past my own shoulder, the expression on the other’s face has filled me with this fear, that in the next moment something horrible will happen. I remembered hearing of a film about a night when the dead came back to life and set out to destroy everyone within a mile of the cemetery. I was told that what made this film frightening was that it showed people going about their everyday business unaware of danger until it was too late. That is how, I suspect, a great fear comes, always without warning. And that was what I expected to happen when I turned to the woman and said, ‘Get in,’ opening the door on my side and taking my place at the wheel. She didn’t hesitate, but pulled the door open and slipped in beside me.


We drove for perhaps five minutes without speaking. She sat with her hands in her lap, absently wringing an old handkerchief, looking straight ahead at the road. From time to time I glanced at her, but she seemed uninterested in me. It was impossible to tell much about her in the dark. She could have been very young, I couldn’t tell. Her stomach bulged out peculiarly beneath the threadbare material of her dress. Perhaps she was pregnant. Finally I could stand the silence between us no longer.


‘You want to go back to Laplace?’ I asked.


She gave no sign of having heard me. She resented me, I thought, resented having to be dependent on me to get back to wherever she had come from.


‘You comin’ from the city?’ she said at last.


‘From New Orleans, yes.’


‘I was goin’ there.’


‘Have you ever been there?’


‘This here is the furthest I ever been.’


‘Do you have family there?’


She regarded me curiously in the darkness. I saw that she was smiling, a slow weary smile, such as a mother might give a child who continually asks why?


‘You want to know about me?’


I didn’t, really, want to know anything about her. I imagined that I could guess what had happened. She had tired of her country life, of the poverty of it, of the futurelessness of it, and longed now to live in the city. If she had family in the city, she was going to them. If she didn’t, she was probably going to the Welfare Department.


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I want to know about you.’


‘Why?’


‘Why not?’ I countered.


‘You going up to that college?’


‘No. I’m going to visit a friend.’


‘I don’t know nobody in that city. Tha’s why I turned back.’


‘You almost made it, you know.’


‘How much further?’


‘You would’ve been in the parish in another hour. And then twelve miles to get downtown.’


‘I almost made it,’ she agreed. ‘You want to take me to the city?’


‘No. I’m not going there now. Not for a few days.’


‘You want me to get out of your car,’ she observed matter-of-factly.


‘I don’t care.’


‘I got nothing to go to that city for and I got nothing to go back for.’ She said this as if the idea had some appeal for her. ‘And tha’s a fact.’


‘You have no family?’


‘Maybe I ought to go on up to that Baton Rouge.’


‘You can, if you want. I’ll take you up there.’


‘I’ll go on up there, then.’


I thought about what she would find there, trying to decide where the best place to leave her would be. Baton Rouge was no place for a black woman alone, but it probably wouldn’t be a lot worse than where she was coming from. If I dropped her off in the black section of town, she might have a good chance of finding someone who could help her. There wasn’t much work in the town, particularly for Negroes. She might get housework, if she was lucky. The white people there would treat her indifferently, even maliciously, but I imagined she was used to that sort of thing.


‘What will you do up there?’ I asked, without much hope of an enlightening reply. It was impossible to get a straight answer out of her.


‘I’ll find my way,’ she responded. I determined to let the silence that now fell between us turn to liquid before I would venture into it again. ‘I found my way this far,’ she added, reassuring herself.


We drove on in silence. The woman continued to wring her ragged handkerchief. She was becoming more agitated. Her hands pressed harder and harder against one another through the ragged cloth. The wind outside made it necessary for me to pay careful attention to my driving. When I glanced at her, I saw a tear trembling on the edge of her cheekbone, glistening in the dark. ‘For Christ’s sake,’ I said. She gave a little shudder and turned her face away from me. ‘Please don’t cry,’ I demanded. Now we were going to have an emotional explosion. I would have to stop the car. I would wind up looking after this poor creature for the rest of my life. It was more than I could stand. ‘Don’t cry,’ I said again.


‘I ain’t cryin’,’ she sniffed.


‘Good,’ I replied.


Ten minutes later we were driving through Laplace. I pulled into a gas station and told the attendant to fill the tank. I asked my passenger if she wanted a Coke, fully expecting the helpless shaking she gave her head, her eyes fastened upon her handkerchief. I thought it best to leave her alone for a few minutes so that she could regain her composure. As I got out of the car I asked her name.


‘Ella,’ she said.


The wind had increased since the last time I had been out of the car. I went into the station and nodded to a young black man who was sitting behind a desk. ‘Is there a Coke machine in here?’


He regarded me suspiciously. ‘A what?’


‘A Coke machine.’


He pointed to the garage. I found the machine and stood drinking my Coke, relieved to be out of the wind. When I went back to the car, Ella was not in it. The man at the desk followed me and we stood exchanging money on the little island. I assumed that Ella had gone into the restroom. When the man turned away to wash the windshield, I got back into the car. I waited for perhaps five minutes, then went back into the station to see if the key to the restroom was gone. I found it hanging on the wall over the desk. The man had finished with the window by this time and ambled back into his office.


‘Did you see the woman who was in the car with me?’ I asked. He walked past me and took his place at his desk.


‘What woman?’


How could I describe her? It unnerved me to have to tell a black person that I could think of no better description than that consummate adjective. ‘A black woman,’ I blurted, covering for myself with the rest of the description, ‘about my size, in a light-blue dress.’


The man smiled to himself devilishly. ‘Where you comin’ from?’ he asked.


‘Have you seen her?’


He shook his head. I went to the side of the station and tried the door to the restroom. It was open, but there was no one inside. I walked out to the highway and looked up and down it. There was no one walking in either direction. Perhaps she had gotten into another car, I thought. Or perhaps she had decided to stay in Laplace and had taken some road I didn’t know about. I went back to the car and stood by the door. The man in the station watched me uninterestedly. The other man leaned against the pump and wiped his glasses with a paper towel.


‘Did you see the woman I came in with?’ I asked him.


He adjusted his glasses and threw the paper in the oil can. ‘What woman?’ he said, smiling.


He was in on it, I decided. It was some kind of game they had come up with, the three of them. I got in the car without looking at either of the men again, and drove off down the highway.


Forty minutes later I was in Baton Rouge. Clarissa lived a mile north of the town and I drove this distance without stopping. There was almost no traffic, the population being of the most unimaginative inclinations, particularly about the night. When I pulled into Clarissa’s drive I was startled to see the house dark. I left the car and walked to the back door. I felt oppressed, both by the experience with the woman on the highway and by my growing certainty that the house was empty. I knocked on the door and stood waiting for an answer. Nothing disturbed the humid darkness around me. I put my ear to the door. There was no sound inside. As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark, I made out a sinewy motion in the grass just beyond the step. Soundlessly, the shining black back of a large snake drifted into my focus. I turned again to the door, twisting the knob and beating on the wood. Perhaps something was wrong inside. Perhaps something had happened to Clarissa. Again I stood still in the darkness, watching the snake slither away under the house. I found a broom on the porch, and rustling the grass before me with the long stick, I made my way back to the car. I couldn’t think what to do next. Why should she have called me if she wasn’t going to be there? Surely something unexpected had happened to her.


I sat in the car for a few moments. It was possible that she had been delayed at the university, that she hadn’t had time to get in touch with me. It was 9 p.m. Ordinarily such a situation would be unlikely, but I remembered that Clarissa had told me of a young professor who stayed in his office until ten every night, working on a book about Dreiser. ‘In an empty building,’ she had added. Her pleasure in this idea suggested to me the possibility that she was attracted to the man. Perhaps he would be there. Perhaps he would know where she was.


I drove to the university. There were a few people about, coming out of evening classes. I went into the building where Clarissa’s office was. The first-floor corridor was lit. An old black man pushing a rolling pail of water passed me. I ran up the stairs and stopped on the landing. The hall was dark before me. At the far end, a door stood open, flooding a small square of inviting light across the floor and walls. I walked quickly toward it, the sound of my shoes against the marble floor announcing my approach. When I stood full in the light, I looked into the open door, right into the most surprising eyes I have ever encountered.


The light seemed to be coming from him. His hair was light, long, surrounding his face in a full beard, so that he looked out from a circle of gold. His eyes were startlingly blue, light, wide, looking as if they could not believe what they saw. Reed would have called them ‘cocaine eyes,’ and this thought made me smile.


‘Can I help you?’ he inquired.


‘I’m looking for Clarissa Pendleton.’


‘Really?’


‘What do you mean, really?’


He stood up. ‘You’d better come in here and sit down.’


I stepped back.


‘You look very upset,’ he continued.


I laughed, ‘Christ,’ I said. ‘I’ve been having the most horrible time.’


He indicated a chair, motioning me into it with a gesture of his hand. I sat down. ‘Do you know where she is?’


He smiled. ‘Clarissa?’


‘Yes, Clarissa.’


‘No.’ He smiled again. ‘I don’t know where she is.’


I tried to gauge the degree of my frustration. It was remarkably intense.


‘Where are you coming from?’ he asked.


‘New Orleans.’


‘And you came to see Clarissa.’


‘She called me,’ I explained. ‘She told me to come up tonight. I went to her house, there’s no one there.’


He considered this. ‘What will you do now?’ he asked after a pause.


I looked at my hands. ‘I don’t know.’


‘It seems a shame to come all the way up here, then turn around and go back.’


‘I guess I may as well,’ I replied, standing up.


‘Sit down,’ he said authoritatively. I obeyed. ‘I’ll be through here in a few minutes. Then I’ll take you to get some coffee, if you like. By that time she may be home. You can call her.’


‘All right.’


He nodded, then returned his attention to the page in front of him. He picked up his pen and wrote a few words. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked, without looking up.


‘Helene.’


‘Helene,’ he repeated, testing the sound of it. ‘A friend of Clarissa’s?’


‘Does that seem strange?’


He looked up at me, meeting my gaze so directly that I looked away. ‘Just a few minutes,’ he said. ‘And I’ll be through here. Then we’ll talk.’


I looked around the room. The wall behind his desk was almost entirely covered with a rubbing of some monument. It showed a tall figure, draped in a black hooded cloak opened at the front to reveal a grinning skull. The hands were long bones, closed around one another. Another skull regarded me from the desk, the mouth slightly ajar, two of the lower teeth carefully removed to create a rest for the cigarette which smoldered inside the mouth. One wall was lined with books. On another wall a small bulletin board displayed two photographs of a motorcycle, front and side, and a few letters pinned to the cork with white tacks. I returned my gaze to the rubbing, staring into its black sockets, until he became aware of me again. ‘A friend of mine,’ he said, inclining his head toward the picture.


I turned my attention to him. ‘Should I know your name?’


‘Michael.’ He looked as if this question annoyed him.


‘Perhaps I should go,’ I concluded.


‘No. I’m finished now. We can talk.’


We walked across the campus to the student center. After the dark, quiet walkways, the lights in the cafeteria were unnerving. Michael went into the line to get coffee while I stopped to call Clarissa. When I joined him at the table, he was stirring sugar into a cup of unnaturally black coffee.


‘Was there any answer?’ he asked.


‘No.’


‘You can call again in a while.’


I opened my cream packet and poured it into my coffee. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I should go back now.’


‘Now?’


‘I don’t know anyone else here. Even if I leave now it’ll be late when I get back. I hate to drive when I’m sleepy.’


‘And you’ll be depressed when you get back. Making this long trip for nothing.’


‘I guess so.’


‘Don’t go back,’ he said, after a pause.


‘I’ll have to.’


‘Stay with me. You can stay with me tonight.’


‘But I don’t know you.’


He gulped the last of his coffee. ‘Take a chance,’ he said, pulling his coat over his shoulders. ‘Maybe Clarissa will come back. You can keep trying, anyway. And if she doesn’t, it doesn’t matter.’


‘What’s your last name.’


‘Will it make a difference?’


I shrugged.


‘Let’s go then. We can get something to eat on the way.’


‘On the way where?’


‘To my house.’


His house was a pristine affair, with white walls, glass and metal furniture, orderly cases of books. ‘Call Clarissa,’ he said, pointing to the phone before he disappeared into the kitchen. I listened to the phone ring six times, then hung up. Michael came in carrying two glasses. ‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Ginger ale,’ he said. ‘Is that OK?’


I followed him to the living room and sat across a table from him. He opened a canister and took out a small pipe. ‘Smoke?’ he inquired.


I nodded. I didn’t try to call Clarissa again. He played records, string quartets and madrigals. Something about him bothered me. He invited me to relax, but refused to allow it. I felt disappointed. We sat in relative quiet for perhaps an hour. Occasionally he interjected a question, usually one I could answer with a simple yes or no. Then he stood up and gestured toward the back of the house. ‘Shall we go to bed?’ he suggested. I followed him to the bedroom. When he flicked on the light I found myself relieved. Here was a room one could relax in. The others must have been for show. The large brass bed was unmade, two books lay open on the sheets. There were rugs on the floor, strewn with ashtrays, a glass, and a coffee cup. The books were simply piled into the corners. He crossed ahead of me and sat on the bed, surveying the room. ‘It’s a mess in here,’ he said. I stood in the doorway, looking around me, trying to get some kind of bearing. What was I expecting?


I wasn’t expecting what I found when I met his gaze. His look was so cold, so impassive, that I stepped back. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.


I laughed weakly. ‘I don’t know.’


He crossed the room quickly and stood just in front of me. ‘Does it seem a little abrupt to you?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘And yet, when you came to my office, you acted as if you were looking for me.’


‘I was, in a way. To find out about Clarissa. She told me you would be there. That you always work late.’


‘And what else?’


‘And nothing else.’


‘Oh.’ He smiled. ‘Then she didn’t tell you about me?’


‘Does she know something I should know?’


‘At this point? No. I don’t think so.’


‘You make me feel very foolish.’


He touched my shoulder tentatively. To avoid becoming as confused as I suspected I might, I put my hands on his shoulders and kissed him. I felt something in that embrace that surprised me. It was as if I had struck him. He weakened, in the way women are supposed to weaken at the touch of their beloved. At the same time I was sure that he wasn’t experiencing any intense pleasure, or even surprise. It was the touch, what he had waited for. I sensed that it always affected him in this way, weakened him, and that he resented it. When he released me I leaned against the wall and looked at a spot just past his shoulder. He pressed his palm against the small of my back and propelled me through the doorway. I felt a wave of confidence rushing through me. I would be able to handle it. Nothing unexpected would happen. I turned around to look at him, smiling, confident, expecting to be folded into another exploratory embrace. He stood still in the doorway, with the same cold regard that had unnerved me before. ‘Take off your clothes,’ he said, then came toward me, casually unbuttoning his shirt. I undressed quickly and slipped beneath the blankets while he was still untying his shoes. He sat on the edge of the bed and I wrapped myself around him, rubbing my cheek against his back. He pulled off his socks, then, raising himself slightly from the bed, pulled off his pants in one long motion. I put my hand in his lap, fingers closing tremulously around a rigid erection. So there would be no trouble with that, I told myself. I would rather almost anything than trouble with that. He turned toward me abruptly and pulled the sheet away. I smiled, stretching beneath his hands, and closed my eyes, dizzy with anticipation. ‘I’m cold,’ I said after a few moments. I opened my eyes. He was watching his hand as he moved it over my breasts, down to my waist, then quickly around to the back of my thigh. ‘Very nice,’ he said, appraising me. With both hands wedged behind my thighs, he began to press the muscles along the backs of my legs. I looked away, perhaps for a second, at the title of the book lying on the table next to the bed, Ada, Nabokov, and in the corner of that glance I saw him smile, a cruel, brutal little smile. Involuntarily my hands grasped for the brass posts above my head. In one deft and devastating motion he pulled my legs apart and rammed himself into me, deeply, suddenly, so that my arms stiffened to keep my head from being pushed through the brass bars. ‘Jesus,’ I whimpered.


I was so shocked by this rude force that, finding my mouth against his shoulder, I sank my teeth into the flesh as hard as I could. But he didn’t pull back. Instead, catching my hair with one hand so that I couldn’t turn away, he forced his shoulder farther into my mouth, with such insistence that, in fear for my teeth, I was forced to relax my grip. Then he drew back and looked down at me with an expression of aloof curiosity. I ran my tongue over my teeth and glanced at his shoulder, where the impression I had made was turning scarlet. He looked at this mark too, without surprise, then back at me. We smiled at each other. All this happened in a moment, but our smiles communicated that it had been a moment appreciated by both.


I wrapped my legs tightly around his back and put my arm across his shoulder. He hid his face in the pillow beside my head. In this position, for a full fifteen minutes, I encouraged his assault. I concentrated on relaxing, and on following the rapid plunging of his hips with my own. Gradually the pain lessened, dispersed, turned into a liquid pleasure. By the time he was done, my physical responses had resolved themselves into an unconscious accuracy. When he rose to his knees, pulling me with him for a final convulsive drive, I laughed out loud, such was my excitement. I saw his face then, his lips drawn back over his teeth, his eyes wide and startled, before he fell down again across me, breathing heavily.


I kept still beneath him, waiting. What was he thinking? He was marveling, I thought, left speechless. I imagined that he would say something, give me some compliment. I ran my tongue along his shoulder, enjoying the salt, then moved my legs a little. He followed my motion. Perhaps he would want to start all over again. My limbs were trembling with exhaustion, but, yes, I thought, I would be willing.


Another minute passed. I sensed that he had some reason for keeping his face averted from mine. What was his expression? I imagined a frightening grimace, and this picture made me laugh.


He rolled off me, turning his back to me. ‘What’s so funny?’ he asked, and the contempt in his voice filled me with anxiety. What had it been for him? A performance? An obligation? An act of mercy? I turned away without answering, curling my knees up to my stomach. I hoped I wouldn’t start rocking. When I started rocking I knew I was really scared. And I didn’t want him to know how badly he had hurt me. I lay still; I had to make an effort to do so, and the effort kept me awake. I waited until I was certain that he was asleep. Then I got out of bed, gathered my clothes, and crept into the hall. I put my pants on and pulled my dress over my head, transferring my sandals from one hand to the other as I pushed my arms through the sleeves. In the living room I buttoned the front of my dress and sat down by the phone. I dialed Clarissa’s number.


Her phone had rung three times when I saw him in the doorway.


‘What are you doing?’ he asked.


I stood up. ‘Calling Clarissa.’


‘Clarissa’s in Mobile, visiting her parents.’


I hung up the phone and looked at him blankly. He was naked, one hand resting against the frame of the doorway. ‘Didn’t you know?’ he asked.


I sat down and pulled on my sandals. My purse was lying on the floor next to the chair. I opened it, pulled out a brush, and ran it through my hair. Michael didn’t move.


‘Go back to bed,’ I said. ‘You’re asleep on your feet.’


He turned away. ‘Come back with me,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


I waited until he had reached the end of the hall. Then I grabbed my purse, crossed the room, and opened the front door, pulling it closed quietly behind me.


I ran. Reed’s car was parked in the street and I ran to it. When I pulled the door open I glanced in the back seat to make sure no one was lying there, waiting for me. I locked myself in and started the car. I saw the light go on in Michael’s room as I pulled away from the curb. The streets were dark, the town was quiet. I concentrated on driving through it as quickly as possible. When I turned into the last approach to the highway, I saw a man walking toward a parked car on the side of the road, holding an electric lantern out in front of him. As I passed him he turned and waved at me with his free hand. I didn’t remember that I had seen his face then, clearly, suddenly, until I crossed the Orleans parish line, two hours later.





2



I went straight home. I had never run so long, so intently, from an inarticulated fear before. It was nearly three when I turned out the lights in my apartment. When I closed my eyes I had already half settled into the dream I would conjure for the rest of the night.


Clarissa called from Mobile the next morning. Her mother was very ill, she explained; the doctor had called her Friday evening and told her to come at once. ‘I tried to call you but I guess you’d already left,’ she said. ‘Did you find my note?’


I said that I hadn’t seen it, perhaps it had been blown away.


‘I stuck it to the back door,’ she said.


‘I guess I didn’t see it,’ I said.


‘You must be put out with me.’


‘No. I don’t know why I didn’t see it. It’s my own fault.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I turned around and went home,’ I said.


‘Helene, I’m really sorry.’


‘It doesn’t matter. I enjoyed the drive. How’s your mother?’


‘She’s much better. By the time I got there she felt good enough to scold me for coming. I’m going back this afternoon.’


‘I’m glad,’ I said.


We talked a little more. I agreed to visit her sometime in the next month.


‘Is everything all right?’ she asked when we had settled this.


‘Of course,’ I protested. ‘Of course I’m all right.’


After this conversation I drove downtown to return Reed’s car to him. I had difficulty finding a space and had to park on Esplanade. As I got out of the car, I saw Maggie’s husband, Richard, walking toward me. I suspected that he would pretend he didn’t know me, though we had seen each other often enough, at work, when he came to pick up Maggie. They had even driven me to my apartment on two occasions. I didn’t like him and suspected that he returned this sentiment. As he drew near he began to smile. I nodded, expecting him to go by with no more greeting than this. I was surprised when he stopped and, with another slow, rather shy smile, inquired, ‘How are you?’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘And you?’


‘Hot.’ He shaded his eyes with his hands and winced at the sun. ‘I’ll walk down with you,’ he said, pointing toward the Quarter. ‘If you don’t mind.’
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