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Last Act: The Madhouse





Four other boys in William’s class shared his name. At home he was Will. At school someone else was called Will; two were Bill and one went under a middle name. Only William was given the full, formal version.


His family had money. They owned a large house in town and a summer place at the beach. He was closer to his cousins – until they moved away – than to any of the boys and girls in his class. Everyone liked him, but he had no special companions. He had pets: as a child he’d kept mice, frogs, goldfish, and a dog his parents had bought for him when he was two. The dog lived to be almost thirteen and died of kidney disease. After that, William didn’t want another pet. His energy went into the car he was learning to drive.


When he wasn’t out on the road he’d spend his time playing phonograph records. He had hundreds, most of them highlights from Italian opera, though there were a few albums of Dixieland in his collection, and some blues and early jazz. He got interested in opera by listening to the radio. He liked the tunes. For years he knew nothing about the stories that were meant to accompany the music – in fact, he had no idea that the songs were intended to be played in any definite order. One day he decided to write down the name of a composer as it was announced at the end of a broadcast. He went to the library to find out more. He started to buy the records and to read about music in general.


Every once in a while his parents would take him along to a concert in the capital. They were glad to see that he wasn’t completely brainwashed by the rock and roll everybody his age was dancing to, but they considered opera to be going a little too far. They drew the line at foreign languages, even the kind of French used in restaurants. The waiter could always tell you what things meant.


He began to pick up a few phrases in Italian. At school he was offered French, and Latin if he wanted it; he didn’t want Latin because he thought he’d never need it. He did well in French. He even bought a couple of records of French opera, and some in German, but they failed to hold his attention. Already he was a specialist: it was the Italians or nothing.


He studied the stories from booklets that came with his boxed sets. The text included pictures of the singers in costume. And, on the back covers, photographs showed him how each scene would look to an audience. He read reviews in the papers. He subscribed to an opera magazine. As in many other matters, his acquaintance with opera was theoretical: imagined. He’d heard a lot, but seen nothing first-hand.


He knew the characters’ names; he was familiar with their lives. The young men who sang the hero’s part were soldiers or scholars, dukes and princes. Sometimes they were in disguise: that was the way life was then, apparently. And they loved. That hadn’t changed. They were like real people to him. They were like himself. Of course they were also melodramatic and silly, but however inane the people and the plot, the music always won out. The music persuaded him so far that he even began to like the faults as well as the virtues of opera. He was captivated by the ludicrous misunderstandings, the eccentric motives and contrived emotions, the coincidences that could never happen.


The stories were usually, as anyone could see, ridiculous. That wasn’t important. You had to realize that certain conventions and situations were constant because they set the scene for a particular kind of music. There were arias of anger, forgiveness, longing, supplication; if you wanted to cram them all into one work, the story had to make room for them. Occasionally things got to the point where – because of the need to fit in all the songs – the plot no longer made sense. William didn’t mind too much about that. He preferred an overcrowding of drama to a lack of excitement.


He also understood that sometimes the kind of voice a composer was writing for would determine the style of the music. In quite a few of these operas, for instance, there was a mad scene. When a coloratura soprano was in the cast, you could be fairly sure that before the last act she’d be crazy, although still able to hit a high E. Almost always the reason for her mental collapse was desertion or betrayal by her lover, whose black cloak (dark, anyway, according to the photographs) she would press to her heart as she trilled away at the high bits. The traditions of stage madness demanded that the more crazed a girl became, the higher she sang. Purity of tone would indicate the intensity of her love and pain. Another custom governed the color of her dress: it had to be white, and of a simple, shiftlike design. You were supposed to think it was her nightgown, and that she’d be too distracted to want to change her clothes, or perhaps to remember how to. Occasionally the nightdress resembled some sort of tattered bridal garment she’d put on under the impression that the hero would call for her in just a minute, to take her to church and make her his wife. Her complaint might not have been insanity as the twentieth century knew it, but more a kind of madness peculiar to the dictates of Romanticism.


As his knowledge and appreciation grew, William no longer felt that his greatest wish was to see an opera staged. What he longed for was the world the operas described: the emotions of other people, given to him by the music; the place where grand events took place, usually in the distant past or at the time when the music had been composed. That time too was gone. But all times in opera were equal; fictional and historical past occupied the same world. It was the world where William wanted to live. The time of Romance seemed more real to him than Korea, the Second World War, the Depression, the First World War, the Founding Fathers, and all the rest of it. A century or so made no difference to him, nor did the setting. People still felt the same, no matter where they were; love, hate, jealousy, the urge to kill, to die, to sacrifice, to capture beauty: emotions didn’t change. But a small American town in 1958 wasn’t an ideal stage on which to express emotion. You could get into trouble just trying to park at the side of the road with a girl.


He’d been out in his new car one night with a girl from the class above his, when a policeman had sneaked up and shone a flashlight at them through the window. William came home raving, asking his parents what kind of man would take a job like that – what kind of pervert? His father laughed. William said, ‘Somebody old and ugly and envious; some slob that hates anyone young. He wanted to see my license and know all about the car, and – I bet he wasn’t even on duty. He was probably one of those Peeping Toms. I’m going to report him.’


‘Don’t do that‚’ his father told him. ‘He can say he was checking the car. To see if it was stolen, or if you’d had the brakes tested. Anything like that.’


‘He wasn’t checking the car. He was checking on us, to see if we were making out.’


‘You wouldn’t be able to prove that.’


William’s mother said, ‘It’s part of their job, dear.’ She was a generation younger than her husband. She’d been brought up primly and had always been cautious with younger men.


William shouted, ‘How could that be anybody’s job? It isn’t anybody else’s business what I want to do.’


‘They just have to make sure you’re not doing anything wrong,’ she said.


William thought he was going to choke. He threw out his arms and stamped on the floor. ‘Wrong?’ he said. ‘Jesus Christ!’


‘Will, I don’t want to have to keep asking you to watch your language.’


He marched up to the sideboard, back to the table and out of the room. His father called after him, ‘That’ll teach you to park a little farther out of town.’


He went down to the basement room his parents had let him make into a music studio. He put a record on the turntable. His anger and frustration flooded away on a tide of music. He couldn’t understand how other people could hear the notes and not realize that opera was more beautiful, and better, than the kind of stuff they normally listened to. The music said everything. It told you, without words, everything that was going on, and what it meant: what the people in the story felt. Even the plots, even the silly ones filled with coincidences, were marvelous: the violence, intimacy and commitment of the emotions they dealt with, the exaltation they allowed you; it was all wonderful. Small towns in America didn’t leave any margin for that kind of uplifting experience. They didn’t even let you try it out in your own car.


He was in his third year of highschool when he started going out with Jean. She was two years younger than he was. His mother didn’t approve of that. She didn’t trust Jean’s parents, either, who were ordinary people no one had ever heard of. William’s mother didn’t associate with such families. She had sound instincts about that sort of thing; his father thought so, at any rate. Once William knew what his parents’ attitude was going to be, he spent a lot of time in crowds: playing tennis, going to the movies, going out with seven or nine other people in his class. And he met Jean in secret.


Secrecy speeded up the affair, as did the knowledge that there were hindrances against them. They met and embraced in an isolation as charged with expectancy as any midnight assignation between soprano and tenor. All they needed to heighten their passion was an appreciation of danger. But the dangers were so obvious that they overlooked them.


Their conversation was all of abstract things. First of all they agreed on how wrong most people – especially the older generation – were about everything. Then they talked about love and about art. And poetry. They both wrote poems; they had written poetry long before they had anyone to write it to.


He’d have liked to listen to his records with her, but she was shy about coming to the house. She knew his parents still thought she wasn’t the kind of girl he should be seeing: they didn’t go out of their way to discourage the friendship – that might persuade their son to commit himself to the girl. They said instead that they felt sorry for her.


As for taking his records to her place: that wouldn’t work, either. Her parents were definitely not the kind of people who listened to opera. If he’d brought it into their house, they’d have thought he was showing off, or worse – that he considered them in need of extra education.


He played the records after seeing Jean, and before. He had Callas, he had Gobbi; he had everybody. He also had a car and good clothes and enough money to take a girl out dancing, to the movies, to restaurants. That should have been in his favor. What it actually meant was that Jean’s parents suspected him of being unreliable: financial freedom leads to other freedoms. And although it might be possible in their town to conceal an aberrant or extravagant mind, any generosity or transgression of the body was found out immediately. Even when it wasn’t true, illicit intercourse could be presumed: by the way people behaved, what they said, how they looked at each other. Hints, supposition, inference, couldn’t harm a man; they hurt women and girls. There were many reasons for the parents of a daughter to feel mistrust. They would want her to refuse all physical advances in any case; but if she didn’t, she’d have no control over what happened to her. Any power she had over her future would pass to the man she was with. A man, married or not, could buy contraceptives at the drugstore, whereas no unmarried woman of any age could legally ask a doctor to fit her with a diaphragm; a young girl who tried such a thing would be reported to her parents, or possibly to the police. That would be considered a question of morality. Jean was fifteen, William seventeen, which would have made it immorality. They thought it was love.


They made love outdoors at night and then in the daytime too. As his father had advised, William parked the car far enough away from the center of town not to attract attention. The fact that neither of them had sisters or brothers made it easy to keep their secret, although later it would mean that they’d have no allies against their parents’ generation. And at school they hadn’t found anyone to take the place of brothers and sisters. It seemed that all their lives they had been waiting for each other. William had his gang of pals, none of them very important to him. Jean was temporarily without anyone she wanted to confide in. She’d had two good friends, but both of them had left school. Her best friend had moved to another town the year before. She’d written letters for the first few months of their separation. After that, the correspondence became sporadic. She never mentioned William to the girl. She felt it would be a betrayal to talk about him behind his back, to share with anyone else the secret understanding they had; and as soon as they were lovers, there was no need for emotional corroboration from a third person: William had taken the place of best friend.


They wrote poems to each other and also letters. Sometimes they’d mail their poems, sometimes one of them would just slip a piece of paper to the other between classes. To exchange a look among a group of people, to brush by each other so that their hands touched, set them alight: to know, when nobody else knew.


They lost interest in schoolwork. When they weren’t falling asleep over their books during the day, they’d want to laugh and joke. They liked sneaking into the back row of movie theaters to watch B-features while they fed each other popcorn and tried to see how much they could do with each other before anyone noticed.


At night he’d stand outside her house while she shinnied down the tree that grew in front of her bedroom window. Later on, he’d take up his post again as she climbed back. They blew kisses to each other. He’d take long walks or drive around for a while before returning to his parents’ house. When he got back, he’d turn the volume down on the phonograph and play his records. He’d sink into the harmony – his breathing, his skin, his whole body aligned to the sound of passion in the voices: the delicious pain of love, the beauty, the intensity. To be able to sing like that, he thought, would be like being able to fly. And now that he was a lover himself, he understood: that was what it was all about – desire and suffering, betrayal and madness, reconciliation, the joy of being united in love.


Long ago opera had taken the place of a friend. Now that he had someone of his own, he hadn’t lost his affection for it, but its use had changed. It supplemented his life, where before it had been a substitute. Jean had become his life. And he was living for the first time, as if he’d just woken up, having slept to his music all the time when he might have taken part in the world.


Eventually, after several months, Jean got pregnant. She didn’t tell anyone. Even though her period had never come late before, she hoped and expected and prayed that it was late just this once, and it would come at any moment. When it was three weeks late she still hoped, doggedly and miserably. She threw up twice – once after she’d been drinking, so that didn’t count. Her breasts began to hurt. But she told herself that if something had gone wrong with her period, she’d probably feel strange symptoms anyway.


Eleven days after she’d missed the second period, she told William she thought she might be pregnant. She might be; in fact, she was sure now: she was. She’d have to have an abortion straight away. How could she get one – what could they do?


William was so amazed that for a while he could only say, ‘It’s all right.’ Then he told her he blamed himself for not trying to be more careful. He wasn’t the one who’d get stuck, so he hadn’t worried. He should have thought about her. Now that it had happened, he said, he wanted her to have the baby. It was his; he was proud of that. And it was natural. To do anything against that, he figured, would be somehow wrong. He was stunned by the idea of a new life that the two of them had made together. ‘Because we loved each other,’ he said. The only reason why she didn’t want to have it was that all the people in town were such hyprocrites: wasn’t it? She was afraid that they’d take it out on her, start talking about morality and do a lot of preaching at her. But everything was going to be all right. He wouldn’t let them.


It wasn’t going to be easy. He could imagine how bad things would be for her. He’d known for a long time how strongly society felt that any kind of love outside marriage, and sometimes within marriage, was bad. The physical expression was bad. In fact, the emotion itself, the idea, was suspect. Platonic love could sometimes be the worst, because it bound two souls together regardless of age, sex, color, belief or marital status. The movies you could see in town were almost as repressed as real life; people were given their just deserts if they stepped out of line by a fraction. You only saw how beautiful love could be – the way everybody their age knew it had to be – if you could get to a foreign movie, where they showed people in their underwear and sometimes even, from far away, naked; at least, the women.


It would be bad for her, but it was going to be bad for him, too. Once people knew, the small town would close against him. It had never had anything in common with people like him, anyway.


As for her, she knew that what had happened to her was the end of a girl, unless she got married. Everybody knew what became of girls who got pregnant: everyone talked about them and the girls went away forever, or they came back later and no one talked about where they’d been. They were like women who had died.


If she got married, then it would be all right. She would escape from her parents, who were wrong about everything anyhow, and she’d be with William. He won her over. She’d do anything for him. He’d tell his parents. They wouldn’t be able to fight it; they’d have to let him marry her in one of those states where the age-limit was lower. And if his father and mother accepted that, the rest of the town would, too.


He talked to her parents. They were impressed by him and by his family. ‘As far as I’m concerned,’ he said, ‘we’re married.’ But Jean’s mother thought, despite everything, it was a terrible shame – the ruin of at least two lives – for a girl to have a baby at such a young age: she’d be only just sixteen when it was born. And Jean’s father got to thinking there should be some legal safeguard for his daughter, so that in three or four years’ time, or even ten, she and the child would be provided for. Young men sometimes changed their minds.


‘I’ll see to all that,’ William said. He was still only seventeen. He wouldn’t be eighteen till the spring. He hadn’t told his own parents anything yet. Knowing them and their views about who was or wasn’t worthwhile, he’d prejudged their reactions and chosen, for the moment, not to speak out. In any case he’d wanted to be with Jean when she had to face her mother and father. The money he’d have when he was eighteen wasn’t much, but it was enough to start out on. If he had to, he could handle everything all by himself, though he’d rather have his parents’ help. He’d rather have them understand, too.


He was still mulling over the wording of the speech that would overwhelm his parents, when he was beaten to the punch by Jean’s father.


Her father had first of all let his daughter know what he thought of her. ‘This is all the thanks we get,’ he’d said. His wife backed him up. Jean ran upstairs, crying, and slammed her door, leaving her parents to talk about what should be done.


Her father decided there ought to be a discussion between all four parents on the matter of financial arrangements. He telephoned William’s father. He assumed that the man knew what was going on.


Jean’s father talked to William’s father for twelve minutes. He brought up the subjects of rent, food, clothes, the price of baby carriages, hospitals, and so on.


William’s father didn’t say much, except that he’d remember all the points raised: he’d have to go over them with his wife before he could say anything definite. He left the office immediately. He went into conference at home with his wife. Together they greeted William on his return from school.


He opened his heart to them. They closed theirs to him. They told him that he had no idea how difficult it could be for a young couple with a baby – especially hard for a girl, who would have to become a mother before learning how to be a wife.


‘We know that already‚’ William said. ‘What it means to be man and wife. We don’t need a piece of paper.’


‘Without the piece of paper, and without being the right age, the child may not be legally yours,’ his father told him. ‘Or hers.’


‘That can’t be true.’


‘You can prove you’re not the father of a child, but it’s impossible to prove that you are. You didn’t know that, did you?’


‘I guess so,’ William said. ‘Why does it matter?’


‘She’s still considered to be under the care of her parents. And now her father’s trying to get money out of us. He called me up at the office, started talking about hospital bills and the price of maternity clothes and everything. He seemed to think I knew all about it.’


William was sorry about that, he said; he’d been racking his brains, wondering how to tell them: he’d known from the beginning that they didn’t like Jean.


His parents denied it; they had nothing against the girl. Of course not. But as things stood now … Well, there were so many difficulties.


If they wanted to, his father told him, her parents could get really nasty. She was still a minor. If William were one year older, they could charge him with rape on the mere fact of her age, and send him to jail. Even as it was, they could put her into some kind of reform school until she was eighteen. For immorality.


‘That’s crazy,’ William said. ‘And disgusting.’


‘It’s the law.’


‘Then the law is crazy. It ought to be changed.’


‘Maybe so. But it isn’t changed yet.’


William wanted to know what people were doing, passing laws like that: were they all religious bigots? Even bigots went to bed with each other; or did they just want to stop everybody else from doing it?


Laws, his father said, usually had some sense to them. This particular one was meant to protect people who had no defences: to prevent men from fooling around with young girls who didn’t know how to take care of themselves and who wouldn’t be able to raise a child on their own.


‘But this isn’t like that‚’ William said.


‘Nothing is ever like the textbook case till somebody takes it to court, and then it’s got to be argued like the book, because that’s the only way you can figure out how to deal with it.’


‘It doesn’t have anything to do with other people.’


‘Could you support a wife and child right now?’


‘Yes,’ William said, wanting to win the argument.


His father didn’t tell him he was wrong. He simply pointed out how hard it would be, and added that the kind of salary and career available to a college graduate was a lot better than what a man could hope to work up to after five years of living from hand to mouth. William thought that over. He saw that he’d have to have his parents’ help. He knew he’d be able to count on them as long as he fell in with most of their advice.


He began to believe he might have been wrong about the way he’d handled the talk with Jean’s parents. If that was the line they were going to take, they weren’t worth considering, but naturally Jean would want to think there was an excuse for them. He also felt ashamed of not having trusted his own parents, who both appeared so reasonable, and so worried; they weren’t angry at all.


His parents worked on him, in perfect counterpoint, until he agreed that he wouldn’t see Jean for two weeks. It was an unsettling time for everybody, they said. Two weeks would be enough of a breathing-space to get everything straightened out. They asked him not to telephone Jean during that period; they wanted a free hand. They didn’t put a ban on letters, since his mother had long ago searched his room and found the letters Jean had written to him. Nowhere in them had there been a hint of the pregnancy, but in one letter Jean had written something about the ornamental stone jar in which the two of them had started to hide their more fervent correspondence: the jar stood at a corner of the crumbling terrace wall that bounded three sides of the old Sumner house. The house had been shut up for years. Weeks before she could have known that the letters would make any difference to her life, William’s mother knew the look of Jean’s handwriting. She knew it nearly as well as she knew her son’s.


William wrote a letter to Jean. In it he told her about the talk he’d had with his parents. Things would turn out all right – there was nothing any parent could do to keep them apart for long, but he didn’t want her to imagine he’d stop thinking about her if they just didn’t see each other for a few days. They were always going to be together in their thoughts. And he hoped she’d stay certain; even though they were close in spirit, he was a little afraid of her parents’ influence. He was especially worried that she might be persuaded to think everything he and she had done together was bad.


He put the letter inside the terrace urn. His mother retrieved it. She then made a surprisingly good forgery of Jean’s handwriting on paper she had bought that day. Each pale pink sheet was printed at the upper left-hand corner with a picture of forget-me-nots tied up in blue ribbon. The paper had been a lucky find: she’d bought a whole box; it was the same kind Jean wrote her letters on. William would never suspect his mother of using such paper.


The forged letter asked why his parents couldn’t help out with the money, because her father was getting really mad about it and, actually, she was beginning to wonder, too; after all, he wasn’t the one who was going to have the baby. Anyway, her father had told her that William’s father had said something about her, something kind of insulting, so she realized that William had been discussing her with his parents. She thought that was a pretty cheap thing to do; in fact, it was measly.


William’s mother was proud of her letter. She thought she’d hit the tone, the phrasing and the slang just right. Her pleasure was malicious, but her purpose wasn’t. She believed that William had been maneuvered into fatherhood by a girl from a family of no background; and that if events were allowed to take their course, he’d hate the girl in a few years. It would be better to break up the affair now.


His father too was ready to protect William. He’d run across men like Jean’s father before. He telephoned back and laid it on the line: he and his wife had no responsibility towards a girl who said she was pregnant by their son. Attempts to extort money out of their family – phoning him at his office, yes – could end in criminal prosecution. Naturally Jean’s father was free to try to prove that some compensation was owed. But if there were to be a legal battle, money would win it in the end.


Jean’s father felt a deep sense of unfairness and injury after the phone call; he felt it more and more as he continued to brood about it. Every time you tried to make excuses for people like that, he thought, they turned around and ran true to type. They had no respect for other families. They considered themselves better than other people. He couldn’t quite bring himself to face the fact that it had been a disastrous move to raise the question of money, and that by doing so he had probably wrecked his daughter’s hopes of marriage. He’d never really had anything against William, only against the double sin of sexual trespass and pregnancy. But he’d been intimidated. He didn’t like the idea that somebody in his family could end up in a law court. They’d always been law-abiding – all of them.


He told his wife that it wasn’t going to be the way they’d hoped; they couldn’t expect any help from the boy’s parents. They’d have to start thinking about those doctor and hospital bills, not to mention the embarrassment of having to go on living in the town afterwards. Jean’s mother got scared. She had never done anything underhand or shameful; she’d worked hard and made a good home for her family. And if Jean didn’t get married now, it would be her parents’ lives that would be destroyed, not hers.


She had a little talk with her daughter. She told her that no matter how things went, Jean wasn’t to worry: it still wasn’t too late to do something about it.


Jean pretended to be reassured. She wrote a long letter to William, asking him what was going on at his house, and telling him that her mother had changed, and wanted her to get rid of the baby. She had to talk to him, she said.


She ran to the Sumner house, to the urn on the terrace. She left her note and hurried away with the letter she’d found addressed to her in an excellent facsimile of William’s handwriting.


His mother saw her come and go. And she picked up the letter meant for William. If she or her husband had stopped to think, they might have said to themselves that many boys and young men will sleep with the wrong kind of girl because there’s nobody else around, but that this affair wasn’t like that: the two were in love. Traditionally, that was supposed to make all irregularities acceptable. Therefore, if the parents disapproved so violently, it might be because they actually wished to discourage the young from loving.


William’s mother realized that she could keep up the letter game for only so long. It would be stupid to assume that one of them wouldn’t catch her at her substitution; or, they might come across her while trying – in spite of their promises, and against their parents’ wishes – to meet each other. Nor did she look forward to having her husband discover the exact extent of her interference. She could justify her actions if she had to: a mother has excuses not available to other people. But she’d rather not have to. All she had said in the beginning was that she was going to read the letters, in order to figure out the right way to approach William: as long as she was free to act on her own, everything would be fine. Of course, if her husband wanted to read their letters himself … No, he’d said; he didn’t think it was necessary to read anyone’s letters, but he’d leave the matter to her.


She was excited, frightened, and should have been worried about her rapid heartbeat. The thrill of participating in William’s drama, of saving her son from making a mess of his life, kept her at fever-pitch. She was happy. She’d never had a real romance herself: the secret, stealthy, illicit going back and back again to temptation. She was having her romance now, fired by the heroic part she was playing – a woman rescuing her innocent son from ruin. She didn’t blame the girl especially; it was just that a girl like Jean wasn’t good enough. Girls like that wanted to get married. It didn’t usually matter who was picked out to marry them. Jean would have to release her hold on William and find someone else.


Jean took her letter home and read it. She cried over it. Everything was going wrong: he was changing. If she could see him and try to talk to him, she wouldn’t know what to say. His letter almost sounded as if he didn’t love her any more. But that couldn’t be true.


Her mother made an excuse to the school, to keep Jean at home for a while. She thought her daughter needed time to think. Besides, Jean was looking so unhappy that her classmates might start to ask her questions; or, she might just decide, out of a need to feel comforted, to talk to someone herself. Then, later, if she had to be sent away, everyone would know why. That wouldn’t do. And William was there at school, too. Although he wouldn’t be able to see Jean without cutting classes, he was there. He might wait around for her in the morning, or later in the afternoon.


At the same time, William’s mother asked her husband to arrange for their son to take a break from school. She wanted to make sure that William and Jean didn’t get a chance to plan anything on their own. She made the first suggestion herself: that William might like a change of scene for a short while, to get things clear in his mind; how about a trip somewhere nice for a couple of weeks? Nassau, perhaps; with his Uncle Bertram. William said no. He couldn’t leave now. As soon as the time-limit was up, he’d get together with Jean. He already wished he hadn’t given his word.


He couldn’t bear the thought that Jean had lost faith in him. He broke his promise to his parents and went over to her house at night. He stood under her window, where the light was out. He threw small stones up at the panes. If he’d had a long, black cloak, he’d have felt safely disguised: covered by darkness, the lover’s friend. On the other hand, it would have made throwing the stones even more difficult. It was impossible to hit anything in the dark. He might break the glass if he wasn’t careful. He began to get mad enough to risk it. Her light went on. Then other lights came on too, one near her window and another downstairs; her parents had heard. He retreated. Maybe she hadn’t even realized he’d been there.


He looked for her at school. He asked one of the girls in her class: where was she? ‘She’s sick,’ the girl told him. But it wasn’t anything serious, she said. Just a bad cold.


He stopped playing his records so often. He couldn’t concentrate on them. The most beautiful parts upset him; and everything in between made him impatient. He wrote a letter to Jean, though he knew she wouldn’t be able to go get it till she was better. He worried about her. She shouldn’t be sick if she was carrying a child. He put his letter in the urn and took out the one that was waiting there for him.


His father had a long talk with him about money and compensation, college and law school. William was so distracted he could barely understand what was being said to him. The letter he had just read, and which he believed to be from Jean, told him in plain terms how little she thought of his conduct, said there were others who wouldn’t have treated her so badly, talked about his petty-mindedness on the subject of money, sneered at his mother’s fur coat, claimed she could sue him, and complained that he’d talked her into keeping the baby: now she was stuck with it while he was as free as a bird.


His mother was just in time to intercept his desperate answer. In its place she put a letter containing a key to a box at the post office. The letter said that William was afraid he might be followed or sent away, so it was safer to use the post office.


From then on, it was easy to deceive the young couple without danger. William protested when he was sent to the Caribbean, but he gave in; the fight was going out of him. He too had been given a key, to a post office box with a different number. His mother was therefore able to make her exchanges without fear that a letter would slip through. She could also use William’s stamped and cancelled envelopes sent genuinely from the West Indies; a single numeral altered the box number. And she brought the affair to an end quickly. She sent Jean a letter that described William going to a party given by friends of his parents. These friends had a daughter he’d met years ago when they were children. He couldn’t believe now, the letter said, how much they had in common. Although he’d always be fond of Jean, he thought they’d better both admit everything between them had been a big mistake. He felt pretty upset, but he had to be honest and say he wanted to do lots of things in life – starting with college and law school – that wouldn’t be possible with a wife and child. He’d come to believe, from hearing some interesting theories on the subject recently, that it was better in every way not to start having children till you were about twenty-eight. He did realize, naturally, that in a certain sense he was to blame. But she couldn’t deny that she’d said yes in the first place, and nice girls didn’t – he knew that now: they just had strong principles about the right way to behave in life. You had to have those high standards in order to become a mature human being. Of course he still liked her, but he thought she’d better take her parents’ advice, except not about trying to get money out of his father, because that could land them in a lot of trouble, she’d better believe that.


The letter ended, So I guess this is goodbye.


Jean wrote back. She pleaded with him. She thought that he couldn’t have meant to send her a letter like that. She asked him to read it over, and to think about what he felt, and to try to remember the way he’d known her. She enclosed his letter. She said she loved him; she’d wait for an answer.


He didn’t answer. He hadn’t seen her letter. She wrote again, almost immediately, telling him that her parents were taking her out of school for the rest of the year and sending her to live with her maiden aunt in the next state. She was going to have the baby there. She gave him the address and begged him to help her: if he didn’t help, they could take the baby away from her as soon as it was born. That was what they wanted – for the baby to be adopted by somebody, so then nobody would know she’d had an illegitimate child.


William still knew nothing. His mother had written him a masterpiece of a letter, filled with accusation, silliness and platitudes. It also compared parents, saying that her father had worked all his life, which was more than you could say for his father, who spent all his time swindling people and called it big business: she didn’t know why he was so stingy, either: William was going to be just the same when he grew up, which would probably be never. And she was taking her parents’ advice, by the way, and having an operation because she didn’t want to have anything more to do with him: she was hoping to get a steady job some day and meet a real man: and she was staying away from home for good, so he didn’t need to write any more dumb letters to her.


A key was enclosed. His mother had had duplicates made. She hadn’t worked out the details of her scheme at the beginning, but everything had seemed to go very well. She stopped writing any letters herself. She merely collected and read theirs. At any moment she expected to find that William had written to Jean’s parents – that would have spoiled everything: but he’d lost his trust in them. He stopped sending letters. He’d come to the conclusion, suddenly, that it was over between him and Jean. He hadn’t done anything, or been able to do anything, to make a difference. She had changed; she was sorry about what had happened. She hadn’t loved him, after all.


His Uncle Bertram said over the phone that William was desolate: he swam, and he went out in the boat with the rest of the gang, but he was so unhappy it was pitiful to see. And he’d gotten drunk one night and passed out cold. ‘He’s getting over it,’ his father said.


When William returned to town and to school, Jean had gone. He finished his school year. His mother continued to collect the letters Jean was sending to the post office. At last a letter arrived that was much shorter than the others: it said simply that she loved him but she couldn’t go on – she knew they were going to take the baby away, and she was tired of everything anyway. She’d decided to kill herself.


His mother didn’t believe it. Girls tried that kind of threat all the time. She put the letter with the rest of them. She kept a regular check on the mailbox. Week after week there was nothing. Nothing for months. If Jean had killed herself, if she’d died – what could anyone do? It would be too late to go back. Long ago it was too late. But there was no question of suicide; that couldn’t be. Obviously the girl had just given up, finally. There was no reason to wait for more letters. The keys could be turned in at the post office.


William did well at school. He drank at parties, but he stayed away from drugs like Benzedrine and Dexedrine, which had begun to make an impression on the college campuses of nearby states. He started to go around with a girl from his own graduating class, and then went out with her friend. He slept with both of them. He had fun. He didn’t intend to get serious again. He began to feel better and to think of Jean with a sense of disappointment and revulsion. She had let him down. It seemed to him that all women would act the same way in the end. They didn’t want love. Their sights were fixed on other things: safety, pride, interior decorating. He saw Jean’s mother in town one day. They both turned away at the same time, instantly, as soon as they recognized each other.


He went away to college, where he also did well. And to law school. He came back briefly for his father’s funeral and then, after he’d started work with a law firm, to visit his mother. She’d had a heart attack. She was only fifty-seven. William was horrified by the injustice of her illness. Because his father had been so much older, that death had seemed to come at a reasonable age. She was too young. He knew she still had hopes that he’d marry one of the girls she’d introduced him to. He hadn’t come home so often as she’d have liked, either. He had been thoughtless. He’d neglected her.


She had a series of slight attacks and then the massive failure that carried her off. William phoned every relative he could think of. He asked them all to come to the funeral: stay at the house, be with him. He had nobody now. When the funeral was over, he sat downstairs with Uncle Bertram and his cousins from Kentucky. He told them he felt like the last of the dodos; for the first time in his life he thought it might be nice to have some brothers and sisters. ‘Even though all of you turned up trumps,’ he said. He thanked them for coming. They spent a long and raucous night reminiscing, but they were gone the next day.


Later there were the clothes to give away, the accounts to put in order, the question of what to do with the house when he was away – whether to sell it, or rent it, or leave it standing empty. There was a lot of junk to sort through. And his mother hadn’t thrown out any of his father’s clothes; she’d just left everything of his the way it had been.


William took a bottle of whiskey upstairs with him. He plugged in his father’s portable phonograph and turned it on in the empty house. He put the volume way up. He played Verdi. He started with his father’s study, moved to the attic and then to his mother’s room. He was glad he was alone. He could cry without restraint.


He stuffed his parents’ clothes into suitcases, laundry bags and cardboard boxes. He threw combs and brushes and shoes after them. He opened drawers containing half-used lipsticks and unopened perfume bottles. He discovered all his old school reports back to when he was six years old. And he found the box that held the pink, flowered notepaper, the sheets covered with repeated phrases scribbled as practice for the final draft. He saw the originals in his mother’s handwriting, the bundle of letters he’d written himself, and the ones from Jean: all of them. He went out of his mind.


He smashed the empty whiskey bottle, the mirrors, the windows, the phonograph. His hands were cut and bleeding. He threw the unbreakable records out of the windows and snapped the others over his knee: all his precious collection of 78s. He picked up chairs and banged them down on the tables, threw vases against the walls. He screamed unceasingly, like a monkey in the forest. He slashed all the paintings in the house, even the ones he had known from his childhood and had loved most – the portrait of his grandparents as children, the view of the summer-house from the bay. He tore up all the photographs of himself and his parents, set fire to the Anatolian rug and walked out of the room while it was still smouldering. He took his father’s bird guns from their cases, loaded them up and began to shoot into the walls, sideboards, ceilings, stairs. After a while people out in the street called the police, who came and broke down the back door. They got a doctor to give William an injection. He spent a couple of days asleep.


When he woke up, he didn’t realize where he was. A private nurse had been left with him. She fed him some soup and said, ‘You feeling better now?’ She made it plain that she expected him to answer yes.


‘It was the shock,’ he said.


‘That’s right. You take it easy,’ she told him.


He took it easy. He began to think. He thought for the first time in years about Jean; about how he and she had been tricked, treated with contempt; and how his parents’ hatred – especially his mother’s – had not been satisfied by merely frustrating his hopes and plans: they had had to destroy his chance of any kind of love for the rest of his life. Jean’s chance, too. What had happened to Jean?


As soon as he was on his feet, he went to her parents’ house. They were there but they wouldn’t let him in. To begin with, they wouldn’t even answer the door. His shouts and sobs convinced them that it would be better to talk him into being quiet than to have the neighbors hearing that old story dragged up again.


Her father opened the door a crack. The safety chain – a recent instalment – prevented entry. ‘We don’t want you here,’ he said. ‘Go away.’


William started to explain – fast, gasping, and doing his best not to yell – that his mother had written forgeries to Jean and to him too: she’d lied to both of them and now he had to find Jean, to ask her to forgive him and to make it up to her.


Her father said, ‘We don’t know where she is. That’s the truth. And it’s on account of you. She was staying with her aunt and she was five, almost six months to – you know. She couldn’t stand the shame. She took some kind of poison.’


William stopped breathing for a moment.


‘She nearly died,’ her father said.


‘But she didn’t?’


‘They had three doctors working on her for twenty-four hours. They couldn’t save the baby: nobody in the family wasted any tears over that. They only just pulled her through. Soon as she was getting better, she ran off. Her aunt says she told Jeannie she’d better behave herself from now on, seeing as how what she did is a crime you can get put in jail for; and she would be, if anybody wanted to arrest her for it. It would be murder. I guess she took it the wrong way, got scared the police were going to come after her. That woman never treated her too kindly, from what I can make out.’


‘Where is she?’ William asked.


‘Like I told you, we don’t know. We haven’t heard from her since that day. We haven’t heard anything about her at all. All we know is, her aunt said her mind was a little unhinged from the time she took that poison. I reckon you’d better forget about her. That’s what we had to do. It’s like she was dead.’


William was about to ask some more questions when Jean’s mother called out from the hallway, ‘What are you telling him? Don’t you say anything to him.’ She sounded drunk. She raised her voice and screeched, ‘You get away from us. Haven’t you caused enough trouble? Go on, go away!’ William turned and ran down the street.


He believed what her father had told him. He went back to his parents’ house. All night long he howled and wept. He cursed his mother, he called on Jean, talking to her, explaining. He beat his head against the walls. He slept.


When he woke, his madness had developed into quiet conviction. He was no longer violent; the thought just kept repeating itself in his mind: that Jean was somewhere waiting for him, and that he had to find her. He’d find her if he had to search the world over. He had plenty of money: he could spend his life on it.


He got into his car and drove to the capital, where he hired a firm of private detectives. There were several clues, he told them: the hospital she’d been admitted to would have her name and address in its files. It would be in the same state where the aunt lived. He could let them have the aunt’s address, but he didn’t want them to go near her. They should concentrate on the medical register; there might even be a record of fingerprints.


He gave the agency approximate dates. Nothing could be learned from her parents, he said. It would be better not to disturb them: they might decide to get in touch with the aunt or somebody, and everyone would clam up. And maybe if the detectives got close to Jean or anyone who knew where she was, they ought to say they were looking for her because of a case that concerned distant relatives. They could pretend it was something to do with a legacy.


He couldn’t understand why her mother and father hadn’t tried to find her. Even though they wouldn’t have had the money for detectives, they could have tried the police. It seemed to him that if you looked at the whole story, right through to where it stood at the moment, her parents hadn’t behaved any better than his – maybe even worse, because Jean was their own child, whereas to his mother she’d been an outsider.


His detectives also had the clue of Jean’s illness – her reported illness, anyway, which meant that she could have been in hospitals afterwards. Her father had specifically cited mental instability, so the investigation could start there, with a check on all the public asylums and private clinics in the general area. She might have changed her name; the detectives should concentrate on anyone who was the right age. He had photographs but he knew, as the agency men undoubtedly did too, that people sometimes changed radically in a short space of time, especially if they’d been sick. The expression of the face, the look in the eyes, could become like those of another person. A gain or loss in weight could also make someone unrecognizable. Thirty-five pounds either way was a better disguise than a wig and glasses.


William said, ‘I guess maybe the thing for you to do is to go through all those places, get the possible names and then, if you think you’re on the right track, I should go see for myself.’


One of the partners in the firm, a Mr McAndrew, presented William with a businesslike sheet of facts and figures, plus an estimate of costs. ‘Those are the short-term calculations,’ he explained. ‘This could take a long time. But if it does, our charges would drop significantly. We believe in keeping our customers happy.’


William said that all sounded fine. He hoped they’d phone soon, because he was eager for news. He got up from his chair jerkily and lurched towards the door. Ever since finding the letters, his movements had become slightly uncoordinated. And he’d fallen into the habit of looking off into space, as if searching or remembering. Mr McAndrew might have considered William a fit subject for the clinics himself, if the princely retainer he’d pushed across the desktop hadn’t proclaimed his sanity.


Weeks went by. William kept himself busy with the house. He couldn’t decide whether or not to sell it. He took a leave of absence from the office. His hands healed. He hired painters to clean up the house, inside and out. And he got other workmen in to repair the damage he’d done.


Mr McAndrew found four patients in public wards whom he described as ‘possible suspects’. Two of them were in the same hospital. If William wanted to go look for himself, one of their operatives could take him along. William said yes, he’d like that.


The detective called early. He was driving a company car. He was young, about thirty – only a couple of years older than William. He looked tough enough to deal with the rougher side of detective work, if he had to. He introduced himself as Harvey Corelli.


‘Like the tenor?’ William asked. ‘Franco Corelli?’


‘Don’t know him. Call me Harvey, okay?’


‘Sure. I’m Bill.’


‘Yeah, but you’re the client. You’re supposed to be Mister.’


‘If I call you Harvey, you call me Bill,’ William said. People had started to call him Bill as soon as he got to college.


‘Right,’ Harvey said. ‘That suits me fine.’ He’d noticed the sudden far-off look his boss had mentioned. He got behind the wheel.


On that first trip they spent a week going from one hospital to another. Harvey handled the receptionists and doctors; William took a quick look at the patient and shook his head. Sometimes it was enough just to have her pointed out in the distance.


Two weeks later they started out on a second trip. They visited three institutions, all no good. While they were still travelling, McAndrew came up with some more names. Harvey passed on the information after he’d made his routine call to check in. ‘You want to leave them till another time?’ he asked.


William said no – he’d rather keep going, and follow up as many leads as possible. They could stay in motels and go down the whole list in a few days, unless Harvey had another case he was working on.


‘Only this one at the moment,’ Harvey said. One, to his mind, was usually one too many. He had always found it less easy to sympathize with his clients than with the people who had run out on them, cheated them, or otherwise let them have what they deserved. William was no exception to that rule, but he seemed like such an idiot that he actually had possibilities. Harvey knew the area. He could speed up the chase or slow it down. He figured that he could spin it out for a long time; he could be collecting a salary practically forever, if he played his hand right. He didn’t like taking orders from McAndrew. He’d been bawled out in front of other people once: he hadn’t appreciated that. He wasn’t going to forget it. William, he thought, could turn out to be a pretty good meal ticket; he wasn’t up to much in the way of fun, but Harvey knew the ropes: he’d get William interested somehow. It might be a good idea for all concerned to give old William something to think about besides his quest for the holy bride. There were a lot of moneybags in the family vault; Harvey could think of several uses for them.


William was lonely, so it wasn’t hard, despite his mania, or obsession, or – as he preferred to think of it – love. One evening Harvey suggested that they call up a couple of girls: he knew one or two in the neighborhood. William said no, he didn’t feel like it.


‘Do you carry on like this all the time?’ Harvey asked.


‘Carry on?’


‘No thanks, I don’t feel like it?’


‘Well, I don’t.’


‘Never?’


‘I’ve got other things on my mind.’


‘Mind isn’t what I’m talking about, Bill. Come on.’ He called up a woman he knew. He poured William a few drinks. When the woman arrived, she dropped her coat on the bed and said, ‘Hey Harve, just like old times.’ She then whipped off her dress and underclothes. William jumped to his feet. He intended to go to his own room, but he was too drunk. He fell over the corner of the bed. Harvey picked him up and slung him on top of the bedspread. The woman threw her arm over him. His buttons were being undone, his belt was being unbuckled. He heard Harvey going out of the room.


In the morning the woman was gone. Harvey knocked on the door. He dragged William into the bathroom and gave him two Alka-Seltzers. He said, ‘Now you’ve got the hang of it, you won’t have to get so plastered. Next time, we’ll have a party.’


‘I feel god-awful,’ William muttered. He had such a headache that he had to wear a pair of sunglasses all day, except for the moments when he looked at the hospital patients who might have been Jean, but weren’t.


They kept traveling for another week. William talked to Harvey about his story. He explained why it was so important to find Jean. Harvey didn’t seem to think the story was anything special. He said it was a tough break, but it happened all the time. ‘You got to move on in life,’ he told William. ‘You got to move forward.’


William was sorry he’d said anything. That was another thing loneliness did to people – they’d spill out all the most secret, private details of their lives to complete strangers: they’d get drunk and try to obliterate themselves for a time, to get rid of the past and of themselves too, by transforming everything into talk. You could always change events by describing the truth another way, remembering it differently. It was a method of controlling your life, of understanding it.


Harvey, in his turn, talked. He had dozens of schemes for becoming famous, making money, cornering the market on something nobody else had thought of. He had ideas about travel, international finance, import–export. He wanted to buy a boat some day and trade between Florida and the islands, like everybody else: that was where the big money was.


William nodded and said, ‘Yes, I see,’ and, ‘That’s interesting.’ He was looking into the distance again. Harvey phoned two girls. He wanted an evening where he’d trade girls with William; after they’d tried out their own, they’d swap. William said all right: he didn’t mind.


‘Picking up some tips, kid?’ Harvey asked.


‘I hope that’s all I’m picking up,’ William told him.


Harvey began to wonder how far he could push William. He’d gotten him in with the girls; the next step could be a couple of other, more expensive habits. He didn’t want to take things too fast. William looked nearly ready to crack. Harvey thought hard about how to get him lined up just right.


Before he could do anything, they came to a sanatorium called Green Mansions. It wasn’t green and it didn’t look like a mansion: a three-story brick and concrete building that lacked the architectural charm of some of the older asylums. It was privately run.


There were three candidates for inspection – young women of the right age. Harvey saw at a glance that none of the three would fit the photographs. The women were seated around a table at the far end of a large hall that – on the evidence of the drawings, announcements and other pieces of paper tacked to the walls – was the patients’ recreation room. It was the room where they’d be taught gymnastic exercises and would take part in dances. Scuffed linoleum covered the floor. There was a piano in one of the corners. The lid was down over the keyboard. In a place like that, it would have to be locked, too.


Right at the back, a line of folding chairs ran around three sides of the room. Patients and possibly nurses sat together in groups. There were no white uniforms. Many people were sitting quietly on their own, or standing. One man who tried to sit on the floor was immediately pulled to his feet by two other men: he didn’t appear to be pleading for attention – it was as if he’d temporarily forgotten that people were supposed to sit on chairs instead.


A doctor led the way across the room. William followed, keeping pace with Harvey. When they were still several yards away from the three women, William said, ‘No,’ in a low voice. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Well, why don’t we sit down?’ the doctor suggested. ‘I can tell you something about the work we do here.’


Harvey made a face at William. He saw the propaganda coming: Our worthy cause, insufficient funds, these unfortunate people. William ignored him. He told the doctor he’d be interested to hear what he had to say. Even if Jean wasn’t at Green Mansions, she might be in a similar institution; he wanted to know about anything that could have a bearing on her life.


They sat. Harvey longed for a cigarette. Signs on the walls told him he couldn’t have one. More than any of the hospitals and rest homes they’d seen, Green Mansions reminded him of a school he’d been sent to once. He’d stayed there for a year, and he’d hated every minute. It was one of those schools where they were supposed to straighten you out.


The doctor talked about state funds, federal grants and private subsidies. William nodded and looked out into the center of the floor. It was surprising how many people were just standing there, not talking to anyone – just standing alone, looking like machines that had been switched off: nothing registered on their faces. ‘Do you use drugs?’ he asked.


‘In the case of a violent patient it’s sometimes advisable,’ the doctor answered.


‘But not regular doses as a matter of policy?’


‘No, of course not.’


Harvey turned his head to look at the doctor. Naturally they’d give drugs as a routine. It would make all the supervisory work easier. He was pretty certain that all those places did. If you weren’t loony when you went in, they’d soon mess you up enough to pass for crazy.


William wasn’t looking at the doctor. He was staring at one of the patients standing alone in the middle of the floor: a girl with straight, orange-blonde hair and a pale face that had a sweet, absent-minded look. ‘Jean,’ he whispered suddenly. He grabbed Harvey’s arm. ‘There‚’ he said. ‘It’s her.’


‘It doesn’t look like her,’ Harvey said.


‘It’s Jean.’


‘Doctor, who’s the thin girl with the long hair?’ Harvey asked.


‘That’s Coralee. She’s been here eighteen months now. She’d be about five years younger than the girl you’re looking for.’


‘That’s my girl,’ William said.


‘Her parents –’


Harvey said, ‘She doesn’t look like the photographs, Bill.’


‘Well, she’s changed. It’s been years since those pictures were taken. And as for her name being different, I’d expected that.’


‘Oh?’ the doctor said.


Harvey put his hand on William’s shoulder and told him they’d better talk things over. William agreed. He’d found Jean. Nothing else mattered.


He’d known that when, at last, they found each other, the healing power of love ought to cure her, although in an opera the heroine usually died at the moment of reuniting, having undergone too much. This was real life. Jean might never recover her reason, but they could live together as man and wife and be happy. He accepted the fact that she’d been committed under a different name and by people who claimed to be her relatives: naturally, if she were afraid of being sent to jail, she’d have made up a new name for herself. She might even have found a new home for a while. He was willing to marry her under any name at all.


While Harvey wrote down notes about the circumstances of her admission, William put questions about getting her out. He wanted to know what objections there might be from the authorities as well as from her family. He was hoping that both could be bought off: the clinic with money and proof of good intentions, the family with belief in his love.


Her parents – the doctor said – seeing that she seldom recognized them, had quickly found it too painful to continue their visits. They got into financial difficulties, stopped paying for her upkeep and moved away. Coralee was due to go into a state asylum at the end of the month.


‘I know this story may sound unbelievable,’ William said, ‘but to me everything makes sense now that we’re together again. I’d be glad to pay whatever Coralee owes the clinic.’ He spoke for a long time. He was persuasive, partly because the doctor and his staff wanted to be persuaded, but also because his need inspired him. As he dug deeper into his fantasy, until he finally merged with it, his outer actions began to appear more normal and relaxed.


‘I knew her before,’ he said, ‘and lost her. But I’ve been looking for her. And now I’ve found her, I want to take care of her.’


The doctor was favorably impressed by William’s story, his future plans, his wealth and his ability to treat a madwoman with kindness for the rest of his life. He didn’t consider the possibility that William himself was crazed. He promised to do what he could; and to meet again the next day. He introduced William to Coralee before escorting him and Harvey out of the sanatorium.


William took her hand in his. Her eyes moved back to the world where she was standing and where he stood, his hand touching hers. Her smile reflected the one he showed her. He told her his name, and said that he was going to see her the next day: she might not remember, but he had known her a long time ago. He’d loved her. He’d been looking for her, to rescue her, and he wanted to make her happy.


He talked to her slowly and clearly. For the first time in days she spoke. Her voice was feeble from lack of use. Later it would turn out that part of her disability was caused by deafness, for which she’d never been tested.


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I don’t remember.’


‘That’s all right,’ he told her. ‘We’ll get to know each other again from the beginning. We’ll have a nice time.’


She smiled again. He let go of her hand. She looked after him as he walked to the door. He turned and waved. She came forward.


She walked up to him and put her hands on his jacket. ‘What did you say your name was?’ she asked.


‘William,’ he told her again. ‘Will.’


The doctor was astounded. She’d never acted that way before.


She said, ‘You come back soon, Will.’


‘Tomorrow,’ he promised.


As soon as they were in the car again Harvey said, ‘Listen, Bill, it isn’t the same one.’


‘This is the happiest day of my life, Harvey. There’s only going to be one happier one, and that’s when Jean and I get married.’


‘She doesn’t look anything like the pictures.’


William smiled. He’d stopped staring strangely or seeming to go off into another dimension. Still smiling, he said, ‘Her sufferings have changed her.’


‘I just – you ought to think it over. You could be making a big mistake.’


‘The mistake I made was to let you talk me into going with whores.’


‘You liked it fine at the time.’


‘I was so lonely, I couldn’t stand it. Now I’ve found her, I’m never going to be lonely again.’


‘Are you sure she’s the same one?’


‘I’m positive. She couldn’t be anyone else.’


‘But she is somebody else. Even if she wasn’t goofy, she just isn’t the right girl. Different age, different name – she’s got a whole different face, man.’


‘Unhappiness can practically destroy people. You don’t know.’


‘It can also prevent them from seeing what’s right in front of them. I can’t let you do it. Just think – maybe the real girl is still somewhere waiting for you. She’d have to wait forever, if you tie yourself up with this one.’


‘I know you’re worried,’ William told him. ‘I don’t believe you’re just thinking about the money and the case coming to an end.’


‘What’s that?’


‘No. I know what worries you. It’s love. It makes you uncomfortable. It isn’t what you’re used to. You see it, and you get scared.’


‘Don’t give me that horseshit.’


‘Harvey, one day it’s going to happen to you. Listen – one day you’re going to find the right one: the only one for you. And then you’ll be happy. Like me.’


‘Christ,’ Harvey muttered. He didn’t trust himself to say anything more without losing his temper. He couldn’t believe that William had ducked out from under so neatly, taken the first opportunity he saw, to escape: in the company of some jerk girl with a dopey smile, who wasn’t even the one he’d been looking for.


William got on the telephone at the motel. He arranged through his lawyers to have people waiting for him at the house. He said that calls would be coming in soon, asking questions about him, but that everything would be all right.


And it was all right. Good credentials, his family’s name, the record of their holdings, their history in the town they’d lived in for four generations, guaranteed William’s fitness to remove a patient from Green Mansions. His money ensured speed.


The girl didn’t mind. She’d taken a liking to William. When he spoke, she leaned into his face. He held her lightly by the hand and – once they were away from the clinic – by the arm. The drive home was made in almost total silence. At the house William helped her out of the car. He said, ‘This is where I live, Coralee. I hope you’ll be happy here.’


She looked pleased. She seemed to be taking in what was happening. ‘Big house,’ she said. William handed her over to the maid, housekeeper and cook he’d hired. That evening he asked her if she’d marry him. She said yes. In the morning he made plans for the wedding. He also asked a doctor to come on a house call to have a look at Coralee.


He phoned the detective agency and he went there, arriving just as Harvey was coming off work for his lunch hour. Harvey had registered a formal, written protest against the ending of the case. If anything were to go wrong with William’s choice, Harvey wasn’t going to be held responsible. Mr McAndrew had taken the matter calmly; he’d been content with a quick result, a large fee and a satisfied client who admitted to over-riding the objections of the agency.


‘You’re really going through with it?’ Harvey asked.


William beamed. ‘She’s accepted me,’ he said. ‘She likes it here.’


‘I bet she does. It’s better than that place she was in.’


‘I’m giving you a bonus. That’s what I’d do anyway. But I also just wanted to say I appreciate the hard work you put in on the case, even when you didn’t believe we were going to get anywhere. Well, you know what it’s meant to me. It’s saved my life. I want to thank you.’ He handed over two checks, one for the firm and one made out to Harvey by name. They shook hands. William walked to the door, went down the steps and got back into his car.


Harvey looked at the amount on his check. He started to think about William and his search, the girl he’d discovered and the life they’d have together. They were both crazy, so what did it matter? And why should he be thinking about them? They might make out fine. There was no reason to feel that what had happened was such a terrible thing. And the check was for a lot, so what the hell?


Plans for the wedding went forward. Coralee had doctors’ appointments to go to. William was told that she could live a normal life, but her mind would probably never develop. Everything had been left for too long. She didn’t appear to have any mental illnesses – she was, as far as they could tell, just stupid, or – as they phrased it in that part of the world – slow. Of course she’d been sick, but that would leave her as she became accustomed to her new home. Some of her debility had undoubtedly been induced by her surroundings: first her family, then the institutions they’d put her in. With kindness and patience there would be some improvement; there always was. She might not become completely well, only enough recovered to believe everything William told her: to adopt his madness in place of her own.


She liked William. She was aquiescent, dreamy, vague. She was like someone asleep. He didn’t mind. He liked her quietness. There was nothing to disturb his idea that deep down, under the different face and body, she was Jean.


He told her many times, simply and clearly, how they’d loved each other and been parted. Now that they were together again, their lives were going to be full of joy. He handed her the packet of letters his mother had kept tied with a ribbon. She held the letters to her face and smiled gently. Then she dropped them on the floor. He took her action to mean that as far as she was concerned, the past was over: they would get married and be happy.


The wedding was announced. Coralee was fitted for a wedding dress. The dressmaker called at the house to measure and alter. Coralee delighted in the fitting sessions; she played with the veil, she danced around, holding the partly completed skirt, she tried to sniff the artificial flowers. The dress was made with plenty of tucks that could be let out easily for extra width; Coralee had gained sixteen pounds since leaving Green Mansions and was still putting on weight. Apparently the inmates had been kept on a meagre diet.


He didn’t try to reunite her with her parents, nor with the people who had had her committed under her new name. He didn’t think they deserved a reconciliation of any kind – in fact, he didn’t even send them an invitation.


The wedding was to be a small affair. Hardly anyone from his old days in the town went on the list of guests. He could have asked men and women he’d been to school with, but he hadn’t kept up with them. He still said hello to people on the street when he ran into them – that was all: he’d made no effort to pick up old friendships again, and when pursued, he declined invitations. He didn’t need anyone except Coralee.


He invited his lawyers, the local doctor, the dressmaker and her family, the women he’d hired to work in the house. He didn’t bother to notify any of his aunts, uncles or cousins; he thought he’d write to them afterwards. As soon as Coralee got used to married life, they might take some trips, meet people; there would be time for everything. And then he’d get back to his job with the law firm. As an afterthought he picked up the phone and issued an informal invitation to Harvey.


Harvey said he’d really like to attend, but he just couldn’t: he had too much work to do. It was nice of William to ask him, he said. His voice sounded right, but the truth was that after he’d banked his check, Harvey had begun to detest William and his love and the misery of it. He hated fools. He thought of them as people who had the sanction of the law to cause more damage than criminals. He didn’t consider them funny or lovable.


William wouldn’t have minded if nobody turned up but the preacher and a witness. He’d have had the whole business done in a registry office if he hadn’t believed it would be more fun for Coralee, and more like a party, to have a church ceremony. When he saw the way she took to the white dress, with its train and veil and little crown of flowers, he knew he’d been right. She glowed with pleasure.


The dressmaker’s two small nieces had been chosen to hold up the train. During the rehearsal Coralee kept turning around to peek at the children and then all three would laugh wildly. The cook’s family arrived and sat proudly near the front, as William had told them to. Other people from around town were scattered among the pews. A bass and soprano sang to piano accompaniment. The pianist was a relic from William’s schooldays; she was blind now and had almost cried with gratitude when William telephoned her. On the day of the wedding she did a good job; the singers too suddenly came into their own, delivering without affectation the simple old hymns about belief in the Savior, love of the Lord. I believe, they sang. I believe. William could feel that beside him Coralee had realized all at once where she was. He held his arm around her lightly, protectively. The singers’ last words rang in the air, stopped, and echoed and left. The minister said afterwards that it was one of the most moving betrothals he could remember: sometimes it was like that – the spirit would seem to be fully present. The importance or grandeur of the family made no difference, nor the size of the congregation. Sometimes it was especially touching to have just a few witnesses there, when those few had love in their hearts.


To the people in the first three pews the church didn’t seem empty; they sensed only good feeling and friendliness. There were even a few strangers who had wandered in and – seeing that there was a marriage ceremony in progress – had sat down to watch. The minister felt that their presence conferred additional blessings upon the happy pair: it was as if the extra observers stood for the rest of the world, who didn’t know the couple being joined together, but wished them well.


Among the uninvited audience, almost on the aisle at about the midway point, was Jean. She’d seen the announcement in the papers.


She had changed: the shape of her body, the way she sat, her hair, the expression on her face where the action of the poison she’d taken had caused scarring. The damage to the skin was mild, but it was there; it made a slight difference to the overall facial look. If her parents had been at the wedding they would have known her. And Harvey would have recognized her from the many photographs he’d seen of her; he’d been trained to spot resemblances, even if a face had aged or been deliberately disguised.


She wasn’t disguised, nor was she disfigured, although she looked old and clumsy. The doctors had told her that she was always going to have trouble with her health, and so maybe it was just as well that she didn’t have a husband or children.


When she saw William with his bride, she knew it wasn’t her health that was to blame for everything going wrong in her life – it was being without him. It was the fact that he hadn’t wanted her.


She watched the whole ritual: the ring being put on, the kiss. She heard the promises: till death. And William turned around, his strange, vacant companion on his arm. He shook hands with people in the first rows; he pulled the bride along with him down the aisle, coming nearer. He bowed to a couple of women in front and to the left of Jean, then he looked at her: right into her eyes.


He moved forward, still looking at her face. He came closer, near enough to speak to her. Her lips parted, as if to shape his name: she almost said it out loud.


He smiled, his eyes going to the doorway beyond her. He passed on by. He didn’t recognize her.
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