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Acclaim for the Work

of DONALD E. WESTLAKE!

“Brilliant.”

—GQ

“A wonderful read.”

—Playboy

“Marvelous.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Dark and delicious.”

—New York Times

“Westlake is a national literary treasure.”

—Booklist

“Westlake knows precisely how to grab a reader, draw him or her into the story, and then slowly tighten his grip until escape is impossible.”

—Washington Post Book World

“Tantalizing.”

—Wall Street Journal

“A brilliant invention.”

—New York Review of Books

“A tremendously skillful, smart writer.”

—Time Out New York

“The wildest, screwiest, fastest-paced yet…It is also insanely funny.”

—Des Moines Register

“Donald Westlake must be one of the best craftsmen now crafting stories.”

—George F. Will

“Suspenseful…As always, [Westlake] writes like the consummate pro he is.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Westlake remains in perfect command; there’s not a word…out of place.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“Donald E. Westlake is probably the funniest crime writer going.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“Westlake is one of the best.”

—Los Angeles Times


I switched on the TV, settling down to watch the local news. You don’t really get local news in New York, because New York is too big. For an automobile accident, say, to make it on New York’s local news, it has to have taken place on the George Washington Bridge at rush hour, between a truckload of dynamite and a car driven by fleeing terrorists who’ve just kidnapped the Israeli ambassador. And sunk the bridge. In the sticks, for an automobile to make the TV news, all it has to do is hit something. Anything. A fire hydrant will do.

There came a knock at the door. It was Katharine. She looked slightly worried, but trying to hide it, and she said, “Barry would like to talk to you.”

I followed her across the hall. I picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Is that the driver?” He sounded less pleasant than when I’d overheard him before.

“That’s right,” I said.

“I’ve been following your route here, Fletcher,” he said, “and it doesn’t seem to me you’re coming out the quickest way.”

“Oh, no?”

“I don’t get it,” he said. “I don’t understand what you’re doing on Route 70. You taking her for a ride, Fletcher? You want to see Vegas at somebody else’s expense?”

“You work out the mileage, Mac,” I told him. “And then I tell you what you do. You don’t do any cab driving, and I don’t do any face changing. Here’s your intended.” And I handed the phone to Katharine, saying, “If I was on my way to marry that guy, I’d go by tricycle…”
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For Abby—fellow traveler 


To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive.

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON
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She hailed me on East 62nd Street, not far from Bloomingdale’s. She was an attractive girl, wearing big-lensed sunglasses against the June glare, and carrying two plaid suitcases, one of which she waggled at me as I rolled down the street. “Say ‘Kennedy,’ ” I whispered, and eased the cab to a stop.

Opening the rear door, she shoved the suitcases in first, then followed, slammed the door, shoved the sunglasses up on top of her head, and said, “Kennedy.”

“You got it,” I said, and started the meter with a smile. Not only is the long expensive run from Manhattan out to John F. Kennedy International Airport in Queens one of the joys of a cabby’s life, but there’s no pleasanter way to drive anywhere than with a good-looking woman in the rearview mirror.

Unless, of course, she’s crazy. And in this instance the early signs were not good. This girl did not sit back in the seat as I started off, nor did she cross her legs and look out at the passing world, nor did she take a compact from her shoulder bag so she could study the present condition of her face; all the normal things a good-looking young woman does when settling down alone for a long cab ride. What she did do was talk to herself, muttering phrases I couldn’t quite hear. And she kept putting her hands up to both sides of her face like the blinkers on a horse, running her fingers through her long brown hair and then tossing the hair backward in a heavy double wave. And she frowned a lot, and made strange unpleasant faces, and stared at the floor or at the back of my neck. And sat forward on the seat, very tense and upset.

Part of the reason this behavior discomfited me was the lack of a safety partition between the back of my head and the passenger space. In New York City, all the major-company cabs are required to install that safety partition, but the law says private cab owners can decide for themselves, and the private owner of this particular Checker (who just happened to be my own father) had decided not to go the expense. Normally I like it that way, preferring the increased opportunity for friendly conversation and other human contact, but human contact with a crazy person is where I draw the line.

I endured it all the way down Second Avenue and through the Midtown Tunnel, but after I’d paid the toll and accelerated up to speed on the Expressway and she still hadn’t settled down I felt I had to do or say something to alter the situation. Frankly, she was making me nervous. So I looked in the mirror and I called, “Excuse me!”

She flashed a quick, irritable, distracted look. “What?”

I said, “You a jumper?”

At least I had her attention. “What?”

“Friend of mine had one in his cab,” I explained. “A suicide, you know? She wanted to jump off a building, but she was afraid of heights.”

She was staring now like Medusa. “A suicide?”

That was the wrong subject. “Afraid of heights,” I corrected her. “Try to keep up, will you? This girl’s idea was, she could get the same effect if she jumped out of a cab doing sixty.”

“I’m not a suicide,” she said. And it was true she now looked more outraged than despondent.

“That’s good,” I said, “because it won’t work. There’s too much air pressure against the door at this speed, you couldn’t get it open.”

She glanced at the door, then rather angrily at me. “I’m not a suicide,” she repeated.

“Fine.”

After that she settled back in the seat at last, obviously thinking things over, and I concentrated on the traffic until she herself picked up the conversation, out past the cemeteries, telling me, “I just have a decision to make, that’s all.”

So I gave her my philosophy, in a nutshell. “Don’t do it.”

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t make decisions. They can only cause trouble.”

“But I promised,” she said. “And I always keep my promises. Always.”

“Then don’t make promises.”

She smiled, a bit ruefully; meaning, it’s too late not to make this particular promise. Well, it wasn’t too late to break it, but who am I to lead another person out of confusion and into the light? I kept my advice to myself, and once again the conversation lapsed.

And once again she was the one to pick it up, just as I made the transfer from the Expressway to the Van Wyck, saying as though there hadn’t been any pause at all, “It’s about getting married.”

“Married?” I don’t believe in marriage. “Good luck,” I said, and some irony may have crept into my voice.

“It isn’t right,” she said. “I just keep turning the poor guy down.”

“Maybe he’s the wrong guy.”

“He’s the right guy,” she insisted. “He’s sweet and understanding, he’s handsome and rich, he loves me and I love him— what more could I possibly want?”

“Thursdays off?”

“I don’t know what I want,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s just such a big decision, that’s all.”

“Mm hm.” I’d already given my advice on decisions.

“For two years I’ve been trying to marry him,” she said. “That poor guy, I’ve left him waiting at the marriage license bureau, at the church, and on the JP’s front porch.”

“He puts up with a lot.”

“He’s very understanding. That’s why I love him so much. But now he says he can’t wait anymore.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“He says he wants to marry me, but he says he also just wants to get married.”

“Determined fella.”

“So I promised him, faithfully, just now on the phone, I’m coming out to Los Angeles—”

“That’s where he is, huh?”

“And when I get off the plane, I’ll either say yes or no. If it’s yes, we’ll get right in his car and drive straight to Nevada and be married today.”

“Wow,” I said.

“If it’s no,” she said, “he says we’ll shake hands and part, and I can take the next plane back to New York.”

“So it’s do or die. The crunch. Down to the bottom line. This is the nitty gritty.”

“That’s right,” she said. “Five hours from now I’ll be in Los Angeles, and I have to be sure by then.” She shook her head fiercely, agitating her heavy hair. “How can a person make a decision for their whole life in five hours?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “With me the question has never come up.”

And once more the conversation waned, as she settled back in the seat, biting on the knuckle of her right thumb and brooding about this crisis point in her life. I continued to drive, she continued to brood, and then I became aware that she was staring at the back of my neck; fixedly, the way I imagine a vampire would. I was beginning to get nervous again when she called out: “Say.”

“Yeah?”

“This sign here,” she said. “Ask Driver For Out Of Town Rates.”

Ah; that was the notice glued to the back of my headrest, so it wasn’t my throat she’d been studying after all. I said, “Yeah?”

And she said, “How much to Los Angeles?”

“A hundred million dollars,” I said.

“No, I mean it,” she said.

She couldn’t possibly mean it. A little annoyed, I said, “Come on, Miss.”

“Listen, umm—” she said, and leaned forward to look at the license mounted in front of the glove compartment. She wanted my name. “Thomas,” she said. “Listen, Thomas, I’m serious. I told Barry I’d make up my mind by the time I got to Los Angeles, and I promised him I’d leave today, but I just can’t do it in five hours. How long would it take to drive there? Five or six days?”

I was reluctant to be in this conversation at all. “Probably,” I said.

Her expression became almost dreamy. “Away from all distractions,” she said. “Away from the office, just driving, plenty of time to think. By the time we got there I’d know, I’d be sure of myself.”

It was time to bring her down from the clouds, so she could catch her plane. “It’d be goddam expensive,” I said.

“How much?”

“You want me to find out?”

“Yes, please.”

So I switched on the two-way radio. We belong to one of the radio-dispatch outfits—Speediphone Cabs—but unless a fare leaves me in some outlandish backwater I prefer to cruise and find my customers on the street. The kind of people who phone for a cab instead of going outside and hailing one usually live in outlandish backwaters themselves, where there aren’t any cabs to hail. In any event, the radio had been off, but now I switched it on, and immediately the cab filled with the harsh voice of Hilda The Dispatcher: “…to Madison and 35th. One-eight.”

Pressing the button on its side, I spoke into my mike, giving my call number: “Two-seven.”

“One-eight,” Hilda insisted, that being the guy she’d decided to talk to next.

Phooey. “Two-seven!” I said, more forcefully.

“One-eight!” she said, much more forcefully.

So I tried tact. “I’ll be one-eight if you want me to be one-eight, Hilda,” I said, “but I’m really two-seven.”

“Tom? Get off, I’m trying to talk to one-eight.”

“But I’m ready to talk now.”

Hilda’s sigh came across the airwaves like static. “All right, Tom,” she said. “What is it?”

“I got an out of town, she wants a price.”

“Where to?”

“Los Angeles,” I said.

There was a little silence, and then Hilda said, “One-eight!”

“Listen, Hilda,” I said, “this is on the level.”

“A cab to Los Angeles?” She remained dubious, for which I could hardly blame her.

“That’s right,” I said. “The customer’s in the cab, she wants a price.”

“Jesus,” Hilda said. “Shut up, one-eight, I got a problem. Tom? I’ll get back to you.”

“Right,” I said, cradled the microphone, and turned the receiver volume down to where I could barely hear it.

The passenger said, “Shouldn’t we head the other way now?”

Were we really going to Los Angeles? So far everything was still on the meter, so it didn’t matter where we went. “Sure,” I said.

We were at that moment arriving at the junction of the Van Wyck and the Belt Parkway, just before the airport, and we did a sweep-around of rare and singular beauty, hardly slowing down at all. I took the second Parkway exit (northbound), looping down and to the right away from the Van Wyck like a fighter plane peeling off in a World War Two movie, then swept around onto the Belt, ran under the Van Wyck, took the next exit curving up and to the right, came out onto the Van Wyck in the opposite direction, and laid out toward Manhattan.

The passenger was very excited. She kept looking out the rear window, as though to see the plane she wasn’t catching, and she kept saying things like, “It’s the only way. It’s the only thing that makes sense. I can be sure of myself. Barry will understand.” That last part was said with a little less excitement and conviction, but she quickly rallied and repeated some of the other sentences some more.

It was perhaps eight minutes before the intermittent tiny squawking of the radio squawked my call number, and then I turned up the receiver volume, grabbed the mike, and said, “Right here.”

“Four thousand dollars,” Hilda said. “Plus your expenses.” Her tone of voice said, There. Now leave me alone with all this nonsense.

I looked in the rearview mirror. “Did you hear it?”

“Four thousand dollars.” She’d heard it, all right; she was pale and worried. “I have that much,” she said, more to herself than me. “In my savings account, for income tax. I could stall, just pay the interest—” She frowned and chewed her lower lip, working it out, while I drove not too rapidly westward. Then all at once she sat up straighter, her expression full of determination, and said, “Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“It’s worth it,” she said. “For peace of mind, the rest of my life? It’s cheap. The IRS can wait.”

“Okay.” Into the mike I said, “She says it’s a go. Tell my father, will you?”

“Cash, or certified check,” Hilda said.

“That’s fine,” the passenger said. “We’ll just stop by my bank, and we’ll be on our way.”
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Well, of course, it wasn’t quite that easy. Back in Manhattan we stopped at her bank for the certified check made out to Harry Fletcher (my father), which I mailed to my parents’ house in Queens, and then we drove downtown to my apartment on East 17th Street. The passenger waited in the cab while I threw some clothing and a toothbrush into my old canvas bag with all the zippers—given me by my parents when I went away to college—and then I sat down at the dinette table to compose a note to Rita.

About Rita. She was the closest thing I had to an actual girlfriend at that time. She worked for a magazine company on the West Side, and sometimes she’d come downtown and stay with me for a couple of days. She had her own key, some of her clothing and cosmetics lived here, and if she made a long-distance call she always paid up when I got my next bill. “You only want me for my body,” I told her once, when she dropped in unannounced and I woke up to find her crawling to bed with me. “Bragging or complaining?” she asked, and I said, “What if I had somebody else here?” She said, “Then I’d tiptoe out again.” It wasn’t what you could call an intense relationship.

As demonstrated by the note: “Am taking a fare out of town, will be gone a couple weeks, phone you when I get back. Better smell the yogurt before you eat it.”

Outside, I put my bag on the front seat and said, “Well, Ms. Scott—” (I knew her name now, Katharine Scott, from the check) “—you still game?”

“Definitely,” she said.

“Fine,” I said, and took the FDR Drive and the Harlem River Drive up to the George Washington Bridge. All the way up, Ms. Scott sat in the back seat with that alert, scrubbed, determined, brave, optimistic look of someone who’s just made an absolutely right resolution, and hasn’t broken it yet.

Across the bridge into New Jersey, and I followed the signs for Interstate 80, lining out due west into what would have been the setting sun if it wasn’t still morning. Switching on my radio one last time, I said, “Two-seven. Two-seven. Two-seven.”

“Tom? Is that you?” There was a lot of static in the air. “I can barely hear you.”

“We’re on our way, Hilda,” I said, speaking loud and clear. “The certified check is in the mail, and we just crossed the George Washington Bridge.”

“Good luck,” she said, through the buzz of static.

“Thanks. See you in a couple weeks.”

She said something I couldn’t make out, with all the static. I yelled, “What?”

“Your father says don’t wreck his cab!”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “Tell him don’t worry.”

“What?”

“I said okay!”

“Okay! Drop us a postcard!”

“I will!” I yelled, and listened to nothing but static for a few seconds, and switched off.
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Pennsylvania. Two P.M., two hundred miles from New York. Route 80, speed 80. Dark green forested mountains massed in brilliant sunshine under a deep blue sky. Weather clear, track fast, passenger asleep.

She’d corked off about five minutes out of New York. She’d been looking around as we’d crossed the bridge, bright and happy, smiling at everything, very up and positive, and all of a sudden she was asleep. Still smiling, but totally unconscious, curled up on the seat with her black cardigan unwrapped from her throat and spread out over her legs.

I knew what that meant; the end of tension. You worry about a problem, and worry and worry, until finally you do something, it doesn’t matter what, right or wrong, sensible or stupid, and the relief that comes from action is so great you just relax right down into sleep.

On the other hand, sooner or later you have to wake up, and I was prepared to bet even money that when Ms. Scott reopened her eyes the first thing she’d say would be, “Take me back to New York!” This cab-to-California idea had been a lunge at decision-making, that’s all, just a temporary way to ease the pressure.

Which from my point of view would be a pity; driving to California was okay with me. Although I’d been to Los Angeles twice, I’d never seen the country in between. And the driving, while there’d be more of it, would be a lot easier than my usual fifteen hundred city miles per four-day week. Driving the Interstates, in my opinion, is mostly like sitting in the front row at a movie theater during a travelogue. Also, I was comfortable in this cab, it had been my office, my den, my studio apartment for nearly three years. Around the driver’s seat, among my father’s knickknacks—the cream-colored ex-Saint Christopher statue glued to the dash, for instance, or his World War Two Purple Heart pinned to the top fabric above the visor—were some knickknacks of my own; a laminated picture of me from my high school paper showing me shooting a basket (actually I missed), a counterfeit ten-dollar bill I’d been stuck with about three years ago, other things like that. It was a congenial environment.

On the other hand, starvation was setting in. This might be a wonderful escapade, but I wanted something to eat. Ever since I was five years old I’ve understood that adventures stop for lunch.

I’d been waiting for my passenger to awaken, but now my stomach had begun to make low growling sounds; any minute it might attack. And up ahead, just beyond that next exit, looking high in the sky on long poles, between similarly tall Exxon and Shell signs, was the familiar giant yellow M of a McDonald’s. Fine. I could pop in there, leaving Ms. Scott asleep in the cab, and grab myself some lunch to go.

No sooner said than done. The exit ramp curved around a shaggy green hill to a two-lane blacktop country road. The giant yellow M was off to my left; heading that way, I found at its base a tiny stand that was very anticlimactic. After that huge sign, you’d expect at least the Taj Mahal.

I parked the cab with the three or four other cars in the lot, climbed out, stretched, and realized the men’s room took priority ever over lunch. The toilets were around to the side; I went there, came back to the front, and entered the stand. Inside was cool and dim after the bright sunlight. I ordered a Big Mac, onion rings on the side, a Coke and another Big Mac (I’d decided I was more than usually hungry), and when I carried it all back to the cab the passenger was gone.

What now? I looked around in the bright sunshine, and failed to see her. The Shell station was to the left, the Exxon across the road; other than that, the countryside was unpopulated hilly green forest. A station wagon driven by a woman in curlers and filled with children and food drove by, heading out; my passenger wasn’t in it. Nor was she in the other cars parked nearby.

I was turning in my third bewildered circle, my hands still encumbered with little white paper bags full of lunch, when the lady herself came around the corner of the building. Of course; rest stop for everybody. I smiled and gestured with my paper bags, and she smiled back, nodding and pointing at the front entrance to the stand. “Right,” I called, and she went inside while I got back behind the wheel.

I could see her through the tinted windows, talking to the high school boy behind the counter. Hmmm. Should I go ahead and eat my lunch, or should I wait for the passenger to come back? What was the etiquette in such a situation?

I decided to wait, and soon enough here she came, with her own collection of white paper bags. I got out and opened the rear door for her, she thanked me, I placed myself behind the wheel again, and she said, “Where are we?”

“Somewhere in wildest Pennsylvania.” While talking I was opening my first Big Mac. “According to the speedometer, a little more than two hundred miles from the bridge.”

“What bridge?”

“George Washington. When we left New York.”

“Oh, of course, I’m sorry. I guess I’m not really awake yet.”

I didn’t answer until I’d finished chewing and swallowing a great big bite of Big Mac, washing it down with Coke. Then I said, “You had a good sleep, huh?”

“Wonderful. Best I’ve had in weeks.”

I had to know the answer to the main question, so I asked it: “You still want to go forward?”

“Of course,” she said. “Don’t you?”

“We are here to serve.”

“Besides,” she said, “I paid the money.”

“Oh, we could work something out on that. You pay my time and gas, and we give you back the rest.”

She frowned, thinking it over—I was sitting sideways in the seat, looking at her directly instead of through the mirror—but then she shook her head, made a determined face, and said, “No. It’s the right way to do it. I couldn’t go back now, catch another plane, call Barry again, I just couldn’t go through all that. I’ve made this decision, I’ll stick by it.”

“Fine,” I said.

“So that’s settled. What do I owe you for lunch?”

“Lunch?” I stared at my white paper bags.

“Expenses, remember?” She was being very brisk and businesslike, shoulder bag open in her lap.

“I eat lunch in New York,” I pointed out. “Every day.”

She seemed doubtful. “Food is an expense.”

“Then it’s my treat.”

“I tell you what,” she said. “You can buy your own lunch, but I’ll buy you dinner. That’s more expensive when you eat out.”

“It’s a deal,” I said, and popped an onion ring in my mouth.

“Oh! You’ve got onion rings!”

“I bought em in the McDonald’s there.”

“I love onion rings. It didn’t even occur to me. I tell you what,” she said. “I’ll trade you, a couple onion rings for a couple french fries.”

“I’ll go get you some onion rings,” I offered.

“No, no, don’t do that. We’ll just trade a couple, okay?”

Then I understood that this was an important moment. If I was standoffish and strict, if I insisted on going back into the stand and buying another package of onion rings, we would be formal with one another the whole trip, whereas what she really wanted was company.

Well, so did I. “Fine,” I said, and put my little cardboard barge of onion rings on top of the seat back.

She moved forward then to the bucket seat, put her french fries next to my onion rings, ate an onion ring, said it was super, and we ate companionably for a while. Then she said, “Do you mind if I talk to you about Barry?”

“That’s the guy in Los Angeles?”

“It might clear my mind,” she said.

“All I know about him so far,” I said, “is that he’s got a hell of a lot of patience.”

“And that it’s running out.”

“That, too. What’s he do for a living?”

“He’s, well…” She seemed oddly hesitant, as though she didn’t want me to know, or was afraid I might laugh. “He’s a surgeon,” she said.

“Oh, yeah? That’s terrific.”

“A plastic surgeon.”

“Oh,” I said. A vision rose up in my mind: A phony, in a paisley ascot. Deep chahming baritone, overly manly handshake, a little too ruggedly handsome to be true.

The smile she gave me was rueful. “I know,” she said. “People always think it’s some sort of joke.”

So apparently the vision in my mind had showed on my face. “Not at all,” I said. “There are plastic surgeons and plastic surgeons. Some of them do wonderful humanitarian work, rebuilding people after terrible accidents and so on.”

“And some of them,” she said, “do unnecessary cosmetic surgery on idle rich people, making them pretty and charging them a lot of money.”

The irony in her voice led me to suspect the worst. I said, “That’s your guy, huh?”

“Barry is a cosmetic plastic surgeon,” she said, the same way a mother might announce her oldest boy is a hopeless alcoholic; and then she went on just the way the mother would, looking on the bright side: “But he’s very sweet, and very honest. He’s very very talented, he’s done amazing things with big noses and low foreheads and baggy eyes and—”

“Not while I’m eating.”

“The point is,” she said, “Barry is a truly wonderful, gentle human being, which is why I love him.”

There was a question I wanted to ask, but I didn’t know how. Also, I was afraid of the answer. Holding an onion ring, I sort of gestured vaguely toward her face, saying, “Did he, uhhh…?”

She didn’t get it. “Did he what?”

“You, um…”

“Oh! My face? No, he always says my face is one of the few times God did better work than he could.”

“A very fancy man with a compliment.” It was amazing how much I didn’t like Barry.

“Let me show you his picture,” she said, and opened the locket dangling on her chest. It turned out to be not exactly a locket after all, but a watch, with a photograph inside the lid. She leaned forward, extending the photo over the seatback, and dumped the onion rings and french fries in my lap. “Oh! I’m terribly sorry.”

“No problem.” There were fewer onion rings left than french fries, I noticed. I quick ate an onion ring, put everything else back in the barges and the barges back on top of the seat, then leaned forward to look at this paragon among men.

Well. It’s very annoying when your prejudices aren’t confirmed. The guy smiling in the picture—it was just his head, and a blurred section of what might have been bookcase behind him—looked to be my age (31) or a couple of years older, and seemed a very decent sort of chap indeed. She’d used the word ‘gentle’ and that was exactly what he looked like. Mild-mannered, easygoing, certainly trustworthy; a solid, likable, everyday nice guy. I’d known a whole lot of them in college. I’d even tried to be one myself for a while. “This guy shouldn’t be a plastic surgeon,” I said. “He should be a vet.”

She understood my meaning at once. “He’s very tender,” she agreed. “He’s very sympathetic to the humiliation people feel when they think they have a blemish.”

“Okay,” I said. I understood that at a level below consciousness I’d been in competition with Barry—an attractive woman creates male competition simply by existing—and now I saw that in any competition at any level Barry would have to come in first. He’d probably even spell better than me. Worst of all, if I ever met him, as I most likely would at the other end of this trip, I’d undoubtedly like him.

“You see what I mean,” she said, and turned the picture around to look at it herself. Smiling fondly at the picture, she said, “He’s such a wonderful guy. Why do I keep backing away from him?”

“He’s got a flaw somewhere.”

“He really doesn’t. He’s Mister Right.”

“Then take the plane.”

She sighed, shook her head, and closed the locket. Popping an onion ring into her mouth—when was she going to eat some of her french fries?—she said, “We met four years ago, in Houston. I was doing a shopping mall, and he—”

“A what?”

“A shopping mall. I’m a landscape architect.”

“Ah,” I said.

“You know what that is, don’t you?”

“You decide where the trees go.”

She gave me the condescending smile of the professional toward the layman. “Something like that. Anyway, I’m attached to a New York firm, but my work is all around the country.”

“What’s Barry doing in Los Angeles?”

“That’s where he lives.”

“And after you’re married?”

“I’ll switch to a West Coast firm.” Was there something slightly defiant about the way she said that?

I nodded. “You’re the one has to move, huh? Because you’re the woman? Whither thou goest, all that?”

“Not at all. Barry is the least sexist of men.”

I’d always thought I was. “Uh huh,” I said.

“It’s better for both our careers, that’s all,” she explained. “There’s at least as much work for a landscape architect on the West Coast as the East, and I’ve always traveled and worked all over the country anyway, so I can just as easily be based in Los Angeles as anywhere else. And that’s where most of Barry’s patients are, so it’s better for him. He says New Yorkers don’t care what they look like.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Are we out of onion rings?”

“There’s still french fries,” I suggested. “Or I could go get another order.”

“No, I suppose we ought to push on.” She sounded reluctant, though there really wasn’t much in this McDonald’s lot to hold us. Then she said, “How far do you want to drive at a time? How should we work that?”

“I’ll give you a ten-hour day,” I said, “same as I work in the city, which includes lunchtime. I started at ten this morning, so I’ll drive till eight tonight, and then we’ll stop.”

“A ten-hour day—isn’t that a lot?”

“It’s what I’m used to. Ready?”

“Just a second,” she said. “Let me just go get one more order of onion rings. For the road.” And she hopped out of the cab and loped away. I watched her go, then spent a minute cleaning up all the paper bags and cardboard barges from the seat beside me.

I liked her.


4

Six-thirty P.M. Pennsylvania mountains replaced by Ohio industrial parks. Interstate 80 abandoned for Interstate 76, to get a bit further south. The sun, descending dead ahead toward eye level, gradually becoming a nuisance. The passenger brooding in the back.

After lunch, I’d gassed up at the neighboring Exxon station, then climbed back up onto Route 80 and sailed on into the west. Ms. Scott, after sharing with me the additional order of onion rings, had returned to her previous seat, where she’d opened one of her suitcases and brought out from it a slender vinyl attaché case; the kind carried by State Department clerks, computer salesmen, and executive trainees. This, which she opened on her lap, had proved to contain such serious businesslike material as yellow-lined legal pads, ballpoint pens, graph paper, loose-leaf filler books, a cassette recorder, sharpened yellow pencils, and a slide rule.

(I have always envied people who know what a slide rule is for. It’s not even the question of how you use it, it’s more basic than that; I am convinced there have been moments in my life which would have been made easier if I had been equipped with a handy slide rule and the mastery of its operation, but I’m so ignorant I don’t even know which moments those were. Never have I said, “Oh, if only I had a slide rule!” though surely there have been times when it was the appropriate thing to say.)

But not at the moment for Ms. Scott. She’d taken from the attaché case only one legal pad and one ballpoint pen, then closed the case on her lap, used it as a desktop, and proceeded to write…think…chew the pen…brood at the passing scenery …write some more…cross out part of what she’d written… start a new sheet…sometimes crumple a sheet and throw it to the floor…sometimes brood a long long time without writing… sometimes write very rapidly for ten or fifteen minutes at a stretch—and thus the time flew by.

For myself, in addition to the driving and the scenery, I too had Ms. Scott’s problem to ponder. Granted it was none of my business, I could hardly avoid thinking about it. And something about this fellow Barry was bothering her, that much was plain enough. Was it some flaw not yet mentioned—possibly not even consciously understood or recognized by the lady herself—but which subliminally warned her away? Or was she possibly merely skittish? I’d thought that was supposed to be a male problem, that fidgetiness at the brink of marriage, but could that be the crux of it, after all?

Well, I simply didn’t have enough information. She herself knew the whole story, yet couldn’t resolve the problem. Still, it gave me something to chew on while driving.

Until six-thirty, that is, when all at once she started, nearly dropped the attaché case off her lap, and cried out, “My God! What time is it?”

I keep a watch with an expansion band on the sun visor. Unfortunately, at the moment the visor was down to protect me from the subsiding sun, so I had to flip it up, squint against that yellow glare in my eyes, and finally make out which little hand was where. “Six twenty-five.”
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