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Praise for Douglas Cowie







‘Douglas Cowie has captured the tragic love between Nelson Algren and Simone de Beauvoir with heartfelt innocence. Focusing on the simple truths and fundamental desires that arguably these two great intellectuals had denied themselves with others, Cowie exposes the tender, vulnerable soul of both with a deep sense of empathy.’


Mark Blottner, co-director of


Nelson Algren: The End is Nothing, The Road is All


 


‘Cowie brings a disarming voice and a freshness to proceedings.’


Guardian


 


‘A page-turning novel.’


TLS Review


 


‘Cowie [writes] with enormous assurance and offbeat charm.’


The Times


 


‘An uncanny ability to evoke time and place… an intriguing novel.’


Scotland on Sunday
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1981




















 


THE ARTICLE APPEARED a few pages into the culture section. Nelson Algren, American writer, had died. Newly elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters. On the bedside table stood a photo of the two of them standing in tall dune grass with a background of trees, she in one of the Guatemalan or Mexican dresses, he standing behind, both of them holding the oars to the little dinghy he liked to row around the lagoon in Miller. Next to the photo, a stack of his letters, the most recent of which had arrived in 1965, sixteen years ago. Almost as long as the time she’d known him. She read the article a couple of times and folded the newspaper closed. For twenty minutes or more she sat silently, clasping the newspaper on her lap. The younger Castor – ‘Simone,’ she heard him say in his nasal Midwest voice – would have cried now. Would have cried until Sartre – also now dead – gave her a large glass of whisky. She stared into the middle distance, not at anything, and looked at the photo. She’d felt old then, until she’d met him. She permitted herself a wry smile.


Later in the afternoon her sister phoned and said she was sorry. Don’t be sorry, she replied. Are you not sorry? Hélène asked. She was not. He’d written so many terrible things about her after her memoir, even though it was now years ago. No, she couldn’t feel sorry or apologise. I can live my life without apologies. There’s no use apologising or feeling sorry for the dead, anyway. She could feel sad, though, she admitted to herself. She touched the silver ring, turning it once around on her finger, and looked again at the photograph and stack of letters on the bedside table.

















Part One


February 1947–January 1949























Chapter One





HE PROBABLY should’ve thrown out the beef stew a couple of days ago, but it hadn’t grown any spores, so he lit the gas underneath it for the seventh dinner running. He shook the match and tossed it in the pail, and rinsed a bowl and spoon, wiping them dry with the flap of his shirt. Snowflakes danced on the gusts that rattled the fogging window. Maybe after he ate he’d go down to the Tug or, if nobody was there, the lockup. Something to do, anyway. He looked at the empty typewriter, the pile of letters behind it. Yeah, the Tug. Why not? No more work getting done tonight.


The stew wasn’t hot enough yet, but its farty aroma had begun to fill the room. He placed the needle on the record and Roy Acuff started playing ‘The House of the Rising Sun’. The phone rang.


He got it on the third bell. Acuff was asking for glasses to be filled to the brim. Whatever the voice was saying on the other end, it wasn’t English she – he? – was gasping down the line. Not even Polish, he knew that much. He told the caller and operator they’d connected the wrong number and set the phone back in the cradle.


The stew started to bubble. Should’ve bought some bread on the way home from the Y. The phone rang again. Dammit. He dropped the ladle back into the boiling stew and caught the second ring, Acuff now singing the only thing a rounder needs. More incomprehensible rasping: wrong number again. Back to the pot, a hint of something burning seeping into its scent. But before he could touch the ladle, the phone again. He ran the few paces, picked it up before it could holler again, Acuff telling his brothers to shun the house in New Orleans, and this time he didn’t even listen or say anything, but dropped it back into the cradle and listened to the last chords of the song.


Half an hour later it rang again. He was halfway through a second bowl of stew.


An American voice said this is the operator and don’t hang up. There’s a party on the other end of the line who would like to speak to you. Please hold the line.


He shovelled another chunk of beef into his mouth and waited.


‘Hello? Hello. I have obtained your telephone number from our friend.’ Same voice as before, but now the woman was speaking more comprehensibly, or at least more slowly.


‘Our friend?’ he repeated, still chewing.


‘It is Mary who has given to me your telephone number.’ Mary G., that was it. He’d forgotten. ‘I am visiting Chicago. She has said to me that Monsieur Algren knows Chicago.’


He looked at the fogged window, and the snow. ‘I suppose Mary doesn’t lie.’


‘Pardon? I am sorry?’


‘Never mind.’


He listened to the crackle of the line and wondered if the operator was having fun listening in.


‘Perhaps you would like to come and meet me?’


‘What – now?’ 


‘Yes, when you have some free time. Or tomorrow?’


‘No time like the present.’


‘I am sorry?’


‘I could meet you in half an hour or so.’


‘Bon. Yes, good. I am in Palmer House; I can meet you there, in the Little Café.’


He finished the stew and put the bowl and spoon in the sink. Palmer House. Fancy lady. Damned if he knew what the Little Café – Leetle Café, she’d pronounced it – was, though. Mary’s letter was in the pile next to the typewriter and he found it and reread it. Yes, she’d mentioned this Frenchwoman. Simone. A writer of some kind. Was Mary G. pimping? Him or her? Didn’t matter. He’d go find this Leetle Café and meet the frog. Something different from the Tug or watching the parade of addicts and thieves at the clink. Why not? He took his overcoat from the hook on the door.


There wasn’t much activity in the opulent and overlit Palmer House lobby, but at one end, past the concierge desk, the clusters of chairs standing on ornate carpets, past the lobby bar, was the entrance to Le Petit Café. He was still laughing as he pushed through the revolving door. There was not speaking French and there was not speaking French, but even at the lowest estimate there were chances with translation she could’ve probably taken. A few tables were occupied but only one of them by a woman on her own.


So this must be him, the blondish hair, grey wool overcoat – this must be Monsieur Algren. She lifted her hand and forearm in a tentative wave, and he caught it, nodded, his smile showing a couple of teeth, and strode to her table. She reached out her hand to shake as he dropped into the chair opposite. He wasn’t like the New York people, she could already see that; Mary G. hadn’t been wrong. They shook hands and now he was taking off his coat, and already talking, but her English couldn’t stretch to his rapid speech and Chicago accent. She nodded and tried to smile and pick out at least some of the words. His shirt was plaid and his wool trousers were held up with leather braces – pants, suspenders; she mentally Americanised her English. It made him look a little ridiculous, or anyway, different from the other men in the bar of the Palmer House. She interrupted him to excuse herself to go to the ladies’ room. She didn’t really need to, but couldn’t think of another way to make him quiet.


Maybe I should shut up for a while, he thought as he watched her bustle out. Not even sure what I’ve been rattling at her, anyway. She was short, wearing a navy blue dress, her hair piled in an elaborate twist of a bun on the top of her head. Her fingernails were painted purple; he’d noticed that as they shook hands. A bow-tied waiter came over and he ordered two bourbons and a glass of ice. She hadn’t come back when the waiter returned with the drinks. Be an expensive evening, in hourly rate terms, if she stays away, he thought.


But she returned. They each put a single ice cube in their drink, and she said à votre santé and he said skål and then he said something about Marseille and the war and she nodded but once again struggled to understand another word of what followed. She tried, but his pace was a sprint, and Marseille and war made her think of Paris during those years, and how they’d lived. But no – she watched his mouth as he talked, watched his blue eyes behind his round glasses, watched his arm wave the tumbler with its single ice cube bouncing against the side – no, Mary had made a good judgement: he wasn’t like the New York people.


She told him, when he finally closed his mouth, or at least paused long enough to take a drink, that she’d been in New York City since the end of January. She was giving lectures, and discovering American culture. She didn’t notice him roll his eyes at that. But her hosts out in New York, they wouldn’t take her to see what she wanted to see. There were places they told her weren’t safe, and there were places they called slumming it, where, they told her, it was unfashionable or uncomfortable for them to go. So she had to go to those places on her own; she’d walked the Manhattan grid alone and eaten in drugstores and drunk whisky in dark and filthy bars. She’d told Mary she’d die of boredom in Chicago if it were to be more of the same: fancy dinners in fashionable restaurants, but only uncovering the real city on her own. She put down her empty glass and signalled the waiter for another round.


‘I want to see the real city of Chicago,’ she told him. ‘Not just hotels with thick tablecloths.’


He knocked on the tabletop. ‘The Leetle Café of the Palmer House seems real enough.’


She didn’t get the joke. The waiter arrived with their drinks. Santé; skål.


‘Why do you say skål?’ she asked.


‘My people are Swedish, on my father’s side.’


She nodded. ‘Mary said you know the neighbourhoods where the real people live.’


‘Okay.’ He drank his bourbon in one. ‘Go get your coat and I’ll take you someplace real.’ She smiled.


She hadn’t noticed the sneer in the way he said ‘real’. He wasn’t trying to condescend, he thought as he watched her cross the bar to the revolving door, but still. Whoever this lady was, she didn’t know what she meant when she said real. Mary’d sent him a doozy all right. It’d be the Tug and the lockup after all tonight. 


A few minutes later she returned, wearing a dark blue coat. ‘Where will you take me?’


He smiled and she noticed for the first time his crooked teeth. They were somehow nice. ‘I’ll take you to a bar that doesn’t have tablecloths,’ he said. ‘Now tell the waiter your room number and we’ll go.’


They walked through the revolving door, across the lobby to another revolving door and out on to the cold sidewalk of Monroe. The doorman hailed a cab and they began driving north.


 


Barusz held up a hand in greeting when they walked in the Tug. A boxing match flickered from the television mounted above the far end of the bar. Almost directly underneath it somebody or other was clutching a beer and squinting at it. The jukebox stood silent at the other end. Barusz poured two beers and two whiskies and winked at Nelson as he set them down. The single booth in the front corner was open, so they crossed the small room and sat there.


So here was someplace real for her. They sat saying nothing for a few minutes. It wasn’t spite, but he felt like making her sit there and look at the place. When she’d drunk half her beer, the whisky still untouched on the table, he started talking, some of it true, some of it less than real, but so what.


She listened as again he began talking, too quickly, but she understood a little better as she got used to his pace and accent. The man with one leg at the bar had lost the other underneath a streetcar. The young man at the pool table trying to play a shot from the corner that was too close to the wall, his elbow high in the air, his hat pulled low over his eyes, had come back from the war addicted to morphine. His opponent never drank anything stronger than coffee and made his living doing armed robberies. The old man in the other corner with the enormous hands had been a wrestling champion.


He’d never seen the pool players before, but for her they might as well be what he made up. It’d give her something to put in a lecture. A fattish man and a skinny kid, both with grey rings beneath their eyes, came in from a door behind the bar and nodded towards the booth as they passed on their way out. No, they weren’t his friends, exactly; Barusz ran a poker game in the back room, he told her. Those two were lousy players, too lousy even to cheat. He signalled Barusz for another two beers and pulled the whisky glass closer.


‘What about women?’ she asked. ‘There are no women in this bar.’


‘The only women who come in here are whores.’


She felt a small shock of – accusation? He felt it, too. Not what he’d meant but now it had been said. Too late. Barusz set the beers in front of them and returned to the bar, wiping his hands on his apron. But for the single click of colliding pool balls, the Tug suddenly felt silent as a library to both of them.


‘I mean they’re actually prostitutes,’ he said. ‘Most of them. They tend to come in later.’


Whether it made her feel less like he’d called her a whore he wasn’t sure. Nor was she, although she hadn’t felt quite as though he’d called her one, but more the possibility of it. Perhaps it was language. And that she was tired, or simply feeling foreign. She watched the pool players, sipped some whisky, and watched as the one-legged man crutched to the restroom. The man at the bar groaned as one of the boxers on the television dropped to the canvas, and Barusz said something sympathetic. She looked over at Nelson, frowning into his beer, the whisky glass now empty.


‘There are so many prostitutes in Chicago?’ she asked. 


His eyes twitched to her. ‘Around here, anyway,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Seems to be the going business.’ She nodded, and he smiled with one side of his mouth. ‘What about we drink up and go look at some other real corner of Chicago?’ he said.


‘Corner?’


‘Not a street corner.’ He laughed. ‘Come on, we’ll go see someplace with a little more life.’


It had stopped snowing, but the wind was gusting down the north–south street. They pulled up their coat collars simultaneously. He walked fast and she had to move at a speed close to a trot to keep up with his long strides. Was he trying to lose her? No, because now he was stopping at a corner and turning to say something again, fast, and hard to hear over the wind and the streetcar rumbling past. He pointed up at a building and she saw a woman in a pale lighted window of the second floor, her shoulders bare, and even from the street Simone could see her breath condensing on the glass. In the doorway beneath, a man leaned his shoulder against the frame, one leg folded over the other, a fedora pulled low over his forehead. They crossed and walked past him, and he flicked a coin in the air and caught it.


They passed a drugstore and she thought of all the lunches she’d eaten on her own in Manhattan in those places, ‘french’ fries and bacon, lettuce, tomato and glass bottles of ketchup and mustard on vinyl-topped tables. She thought of asking him if he ate his lunch in drugstores, but as the question formed it seemed foolish so she didn’t. Two or three of the taverns they passed had neon signs that flashed BEER but there were several others with painted signs or no sign at all. Most of the other shops or businesses were closed, and had bars across their windows and doors. They turned at a corner and walked one more block before turning another, and again at the next corner they turned. It was like Manhattan, another grid of streets, but even so she felt as though she was walking in a maze of bricks and fire escapes, neon signs and billboards, jailbarred shopfronts and alleyways she couldn’t see down. She buried her cold hands in her coat pockets. He hadn’t said anything since he’d pointed out the prostitute in the window, and they’d walked several blocks, the wind at her back, the wind cutting across and stinging her face, now again at her back.


He stopped in front of a stairway that led to a basement doorway. A painted sign at street level, surrounded by light bulbs, had a word or name she didn’t understand, and Nelson was talking to a boy – he must have been a teenager from the look of him – wearing a ridiculous straw boater. A jazz club, she thought as he beckoned her to follow him down the stairs, and her thought was confirmed as the door swung open and she heard the kick of a drum, a cymbal crash, the semi-dissonant harmonies of trumpets and saxophones. He handed some money through a window and received change and two paper tickets, one of which he handed to her. It was printed only with a number. She followed past the window and through a curtain.


It wasn’t a jazz club. They sat at a small table near a stage bathed in red and blue light. The band played in the far corner. The woman on the stage wore a tiara plumed with peacock feathers and her eyes were thick with kohl. She danced with large painted fans, her wrists oscillating, the fans flickering with a precision that kept her body hidden even as they exposed it. Drinks were set in front of them – she hadn’t noticed he’d ordered. They touched their glasses and she noticed again his crooked teeth as he smiled. No, the Manhattan people wouldn’t have brought her to a place like this. The music reached a crescendo of horn blasts and tacky drum fills and there was applause for the dancer, or her bare breasts, or both, and as she departed the stage the next performer took it and the band found a new rhythm and the show continued. The room was dark enough that it was hard to see Nelson, but she could tell that just over half the tables were occupied, mostly with men, but a few women as well. The whisky and cigarette aroma competed for supremacy with the sour tang of the performers’ make-up and sweat. They watched the show for an hour or more – she had no idea of the time – as it continued, one dancer after the other, then several together, the band hardly stopping, the drinks arriving seemingly without the need to order. He paid for each round without allowing her – or without her finding – the opportunity to offer. As the band built another cheap crescendo and she stared glassily at the admittedly impressive rotation of tasselled nipples, he was abruptly on his feet, picking up his coat and heading towards the door. Had he said something? Possibly, probably. She lifted her own coat from the back of the chair and quickly followed through the curtain, through the door into the cold and up the stairs where the boy was still hustling in his boater, calling and gesturing at each person remotely within shouting range, though, she noticed as she looked around, there weren’t many people out.


‘Are you hungry?’ he asked when they’d reached the corner, and she realised she was. They turned back the way they’d come, Nelson nodding at the burlesque barker as they passed. Another block this way, turn on this corner that way – she really had no idea where she was any longer, not even in relation to the first tavern, let alone her hotel – and they were entering an overlit diner, the air hot and thick with grease and coffee. 


They sat at a table next to the window. On the other side of the diner a young and thin man read a folded newspaper while chewing on a toothpick, but he was the only other customer. Without looking over at the man, Nelson told her he did shakedowns for the mob, which she didn’t understand, so he explained. The waitress filled their coffee cups and took their order. Simone asked him if every person in Chicago was a criminal.


‘Even the mayor,’ he said.


The waitress set a half-sandwich and bowl of soup in front of Simone and boiled chicken legs and vegetables in front of Nelson. She ate the too-hot and over-salty soup slowly, but he shovelled the vegetables down, and was already eating the second chicken leg before she was even half-finished. He began to eat the bones, biting through and sucking out the marrow before chewing the rest. She watched astonished, forgetting her soup until he’d left his plate empty.


‘Is it not dangerous, eating the bones?’


He grinned and shrugged, and wiped his mouth with the paper napkin.


Outside the diner he hailed a cab and they were now heading she didn’t know where. He said something about more criminals, and she wondered what this city was, and who this man was Mary had sent her to. Again she was watching the city with no real idea of what she was seeing or where she was. For a while the cab drove directly under the elevated train tracks, then it turned away from them again, and soon enough it stopped, and Nelson paid, and they seemed to be visiting a police station.


‘Cook County Jail,’ he said as they walked up the few steps. At a desk inside he took a piece of paper from his wallet and showed it to the uniformed policeman. ‘You have to have a ticket,’ Nelson explained to her as she followed him down one corridor, then another. They stopped outside a door.


‘Ticket?’ she repeated finally.


‘To see the line-up.’


‘How do you get a ticket?’


‘You have to be the victim of a crime.’


She felt a shock. ‘You are a victim of a crime?’


‘A couple years ago. I got rolled. I hang on to the ticket so I can come watch the line-up.’


‘Rolled?’ She didn’t really understand any of what he’d said.


‘Mugged.’


She shook her head and raised a hand, palm upwards.


‘Robbed. By a man with a gun.’ He made a gun with his finger and thumb, and poked her ribs with it.


He knocked and the door opened: another uniformed policeman inside. Two rows of benches lined the back of the small dark room, and at the front a policeman sat at a desk, facing a large window that looked on to a brightly lit, white-walled room. Only three people occupied the benches. Nelson gestured to Simone to sit on the front bench, next to the wall. The officer at the desk called, Next! and after a few seconds a young black man walked into the white room, squinting against the light, shading his eyes against it.


Drop your hand, the officer said. I can’t see nothing, man! the young man responded. Drop your hand. He let his hand drop, and his eyes squinted harder. What did you do? asked the officer. I didn’t do nothing, man. What were you arrested for? Standing on a corner. Says here you were standing on a corner outside a diner at midnight, holding a gun while the diner was being robbed. The young man shrugged and said nothing. Get a lawyer, son. You’re not leaving my jail tonight. Next! 


The young man walked to the other side, a police officer just visible in the white room as he reached out his hand. An old, bearded man shuffled into the centre of the window, also squinting, and craning his neck forward and back.


Vagrant, said the officer. Put him in the drunk tank. Next!


A thin boy, not too different from the one in the diner, and then again, not too different from the pool players in the Tug, sloped into the room, his eyes on the floor. Nelson whispered that it was a one-way mirror, that the perps had to stare at their reflections while they were berated by this cop. This one was accused of shooting his girlfriend. Simone shifted in her seat as the officer described details from the report. When he’d finished making the suspect listen to his crimes, the officer again shouted Next! and another appeared, this one accused of pickpocketing. He was dispatched quickly and a rapist replaced him. Then another armed robber, followed by a murderer, an arsonist, a petty thief, someone who’d been in a fight, another who’d stabbed his wife. Nelson sat erect like an eager schoolboy listening to a lesson, oblivious, it seemed to her as she continued to shift in her seat, to anything beyond the faces and voices of these criminals and their interrogator, oblivious to her discomfort, which, as brutal details of violent crimes piled up, was growing into a feeling of illness. Her thick wool dress felt too hot, too heavy in this close room. Everyone laughed as a teenager explained that he hadn’t meant to steal the money but the cash register was open and he thought he should hold the cash to keep it safe, and that when he’d pistol-whipped the store owner it was because the man had overreacted, and he was defending himself, and the money; but Simone didn’t laugh. She wiped her forehead with her sleeve, and she leaned against the wall. She felt sick – it was sick; this room was sick. She reached towards Nelson and tugged his sleeve. ‘I do not feel well,’ she said, and he could see even in the darkened room that she was pale, her forehead prickled with sweat. He helped her up and put his hand on her back as they left, retracing their path down the corridor.


Before they turned the corner he stopped, and pressed his face to the glass window of another door. ‘Hey, here, look at this.’ He drew her close, and tapped on the glass. The room was dark, but she could make out a large wooden chair with bulky arms and a high back, straps draped over it. ‘It’s the electric chair,’ Nelson said, and she could hear a note of excitement in his voice.


But he looked down at her and dropped his smile. He could see she really didn’t feel well. ‘Let’s go outside,’ he said, and again placed his hand on her back and led her down the corridor.


The cold air did help a little, but they both realised that the physical symptoms were really because she was over whelmed and exhausted. He hailed a cab and they drove north. She could lie down at his apartment, he said, and he’d fix her a drink.


She didn’t notice anything about the neighbourhood – she hadn’t recognised the Tug as the cab passed it – nor did she notice anything about his building. She let him guide her up some stairs and then he was unlocking a door and turning on a light. It smelled of overcooked meat and vegetables. He led her through a small room – there was a desk, she noticed, and books and a stove – and into another, smaller room with a bed and nightstand.


‘Just a moment,’ he said, and disappeared into the first room.


There was nowhere to sit so she took off her shoes and lay down on the bed. She heard his footsteps on the wooden floor and after a minute he returned, a bundle of sheets in his arms.


‘I was going to give you clean sheets,’ he said.


‘I don’t need them,’ she said.


She might want them if she knew when they’d last been changed, and who else had done what in them, but he wasn’t going to argue. ‘Would you like a drink?’


‘No,’ she said, propping herself on one arm, ‘I feel I have had enough to drink. Tell me, is this what all Chicago is like?’


‘Like this apartment?’


‘No, these criminals, these prostitutes, these people.’


‘It’s not what the guidebook will tell you, but that’s what I’ve known my whole life.’


‘I see.’ Thinking of the one-legged man in the bar, of the whore in the window, the parade of criminals at the jail, she began to cry.


‘Hey,’ he said, and again, ‘hey.’ He dropped the sheets and walked to the bed, sat and reached a hand to her shoulder. ‘It’s okay.’ Which was something to say, at any rate.


She took hold of his hand and squeezed it and tried to make herself stop, tried to make herself stop, she hated it when she did this, and now in this strange apartment in this strange city, with this strange man, she was shaking and she couldn’t stop. His lips brushed lightly on her cheek. She opened her mouth and inhaled sharply, then bit into her lip again. His mouth moved to hers and she let it, softly, and it made her feel better, not strange, somehow, she thought that it should, but it didn’t, and so she let the thought go and her sobbing slowed and she brought her hand to his shoulder, and felt his slide to her breast, down to her hip and then her thigh, pushing her coat away, her dress up, and soon her clothes were a tangle sliding over her head and she was pulling at his shirt buttons and he was on top of her and she felt only her body, and his. Some hours later she awoke and looked over at him and put her hand on his chest and before long he too awoke and they started again and this time – oh! – this time it was more, there was something else, it pounded in her temples, her pulse she meant, she gasped, couldn’t get enough air, and felt herself convulse beneath him as though she wasn’t there, but no not like that as though she was too much there, heat pushed across her skin, and her fingernails digging deeper into his sides and she couldn’t stop shaking, harder and her eyes pressed harder shut against or with the sensation and she was lifting off the bed, stretching towards him, deeper, away, and she dropped back on to it. Exhausted. She wanted to think – no she didn’t, and that was strange, no she couldn’t – she touched her burning forehead with her palm. Never before.


 


He’d made her apple pancakes, and gone out into the street in his grey slippers, only wearing his bathrobe, to hail her a cab back to her hotel. It was mid-morning. She didn’t have any appointments until the consulate in the afternoon. She watched the daylight city from the cab window, cars and trams and the El, people with hats pulled down over their ears, hands gloved or clutched in pockets, and when she was finally back in her hotel room she collapsed on the bed without removing her clothes and slept.


The limousine picked her up at noon and drove her to the consulate on Michigan Avenue, where she was introduced to several men; they were always only men, no women. The same at the consulate in New York. After forty or so minutes of knocking on office doors, shaking hands, looking at this painting or that photograph, she was ushered back into her limousine with an apparently select group of cultural attachés and personal assistants and they drove to a restaurant. The carpet was thick, and the waiters all wore bow-ties and waistcoats, and they combed the crumbs from thick linen tablecloths. Her hosts discussed their plans for exhibitions and other events and she nodded at the right times, but mostly she thought of Nelson Algren, of his bewildering tour of Chicago, of him sucking marrow from chicken bones, the men in the Tug, the burlesque fan-dancer, the thieves and murderers and the electric chair. And of his body on top of hers, moving inside hers – she’d never had that, not with Sartre, not with Bost; never before had she come like that – of his apple pancakes and grey dressing gown. They had the good grace to wait until the second course before raising the topic of Sartre, and she had the manners to tell them what they wanted to hear. But she could only think of Nelson Algren, Nelson Algren, this strange crooked-toothed crocodile smile of Nelson Algren. When she’d arrived in New York, she had been determined to find some kind of affair to make her happy, though she couldn’t imagine who in America would want her. She had almost found someone there, but the timing was wrong, and they didn’t manage to meet again. Now there was this unexpected stranger of a man in Chicago – and she was leaving on the night train.


She excused herself from the afternoon meetings by saying she had to visit an unwell friend. They insisted on sending her in the consulate limousine when she told them where she was going. The driver didn’t know Wabansia Avenue, and in truth neither did she – a taxi would’ve been easier. She kept her eyes on the streets in hope of finding a landmark from the night before. Would that help? She’d been lost the whole time. She started to feel a little hopeless, a little too desperate. He might not even be home, after all; she didn’t know what he did during the daytime. Oh, but she needed to see him once more. And wait, wait: there was the tavern. The neon sign was turned off but it said THE TUG, and she told the driver it must be nearby, they must be close. Sure, the next street sign said Wabansia Ave, and the driver turned left – she guessed, it seemed more correct – and the limousine trawled slowly past the brick buildings, wooden porches, a billboard that said SCHLITZ – the billboard, yes, and stop here; that’s the building. She was almost certain, certain enough to try.


He’d managed half a page so far, which wasn’t bad. Should’ve just gone to the Y and boxed for a while and then come back to write, but there was always later, or tomorrow. The stew was definitely off now; he’d flushed it. Have to go out and get some chops or something later. He got up and put on the radio to fill the place with some noise. Just as he sat back down the doorbell rang and he looked out the window. Black limousine? He went down the stairs to see what the hell this was about.


‘You crazy frog!’ She stood on the sidewalk, her coat collar turned up against the wind, her feet wet from the uncleared snow. He’d been concentrating on work since her cab had driven away this morning, but now he knew how much he’d wanted to see her again.


‘I didn’t want to leave without seeing you once more,’ she said without moving.


‘Crazy frog,’ he said again, and laughed, showing his teeth. ‘Come in, come in.’


She followed him up the stairs to his apartment and when the door had closed she was slipping out of her coat and reaching her mouth towards his, both at once, and he was leading her into the tiny bedroom and they were taking off their clothes and falling to the bed.


‘You’ll ruin my reputation in this neighbourhood.’ Her head was pillowed on his shoulder, her arm across his belly. ‘Showing up in a limo. Everybody will think I’m rich. There’ll be a line out the door of Polacks asking for loans I can’t afford and they can’t repay.’


‘I have caused you trouble?’


‘No, no.’ He laughed. ‘But the neighbours already think I’m a suspicious character, since I don’t go to work.’


He asked her to stay for dinner, but she had to meet the consulate men, and then she would be on the train to California. They dressed and stood close to each other in the doorway between the apartment’s two rooms.


‘I would like very much to read one of your books,’ she said. ‘I can buy them, yes?’


‘I’ll have them sent to your hotel. I can call my publisher.’


She reached her hand to his face. ‘When shall I ever see you again?’


‘You can always come back to Chicago,’ he said. ‘Or maybe one day I’ll visit Paris.’ He went over to his desk and grabbed the first thing that seemed reasonable, a nice enough red fountain pen, and handed it to her. ‘Kind of a gift, I guess.’


She took the pen and kissed him on the lips. ‘I will never forget you,’ she said, and walked down the stairs and out on to the snowbanked sidewalk, where her limousine waited to take her back to the Palmer House, to another expensive dinner, and to Union Station where the train for California would depart.

















Chapter Two





THE TRAIN MOVED slowly westward from the station, away from downtown, before arcing southward through the stockyards and the manufacturing plants and into the prairie. Simone watched the cityscape change to landscape, or, more accurately, watched the lights diminish into darkness, and there was nothing left to look at of the city she’d barely known, but which had marked her deeply. She couldn’t be quite sure if it was the city and the things she’d seen of it, so unlike any place, anything she’d seen before – even the burlesque, even the bar, were unlike any burlesque or bar in Paris – or whether it was simply this man, whom she barely knew, but who had bewildered her, and overwhelmed her. She took his book from her bag – he hadn’t sent any as he’d promised, but she’d found this collection of short stories in the train station book stall. She started to read the first story: it sent her back to that jailhouse, the police captain taunting and consoling and dismissing the criminals in equal measure and sometimes in the same words, and she could see, reading and reliving, that this man and this city had everything to do with one another and that she wanted to see them both again. She lay in her sleeping berth reading until she was too tired, and when she awoke in the morning she picked up the book and continued, and later that evening as she sat in the dining car she took out a piece of paper and the red fountain pen and began writing: Dear Nelson Algren.


Nelson Algren spent his days as he had before: going to the Y to work the heavy bag and shower, going home to continue writing this new novel, picking up pork chops on the way home, making stew or lasagne, going to the Tug for a few drinks, sometimes a game of poker, though he hadn’t really been gambling much lately. He’d thought of the frog now and again, of her ridiculous accent, almost impossible to understand, of whether she’d understood a damn thing he’d said anyway, of her navy blue dress – apparently her only dress – of her naked in his bed. Of course it’d been too late to get his books sent before she’d left, and he figured she’d be sore about that. But then her letter from the train arrived – I’ll try to write in English – and asking if maybe she might visit in April, and he thought of her arrival in the limo, and holding the letter and thinking of it he began to laugh aloud; yes, there was something about this crazy frogwoman, and if she wanted to come back, then he wanted to have her. So he wrote.


It’d only been about a week since the letter, and he’d sent his to New York, so he knew she hadn’t read that yet, but the doorbell rang in the middle of the afternoon and his first thought was of Simone. He went to the window and looked out. No limo stood idling on Wabansia Avenue. That was just as well; once was enough. He didn’t really expect to see her at the door when he opened it, but nor did he expect to see Mary G.


Two large suitcases stood next to her on the front porch. She was smiling, her teeth showing, her eyes slightly squinting. Nelson stood in the doorway in his bathrobe and slippers and said nothing. 


I’ve moved from New York, she told him. Her smile remained. Can I come in?


He took her suitcases and she bounded up the stairs and into the apartment. Once inside, she asked, smile undiminished, if he wasn’t going to kiss her. He set the suitcases by the door and she stepped to him and kissed him on the lips, and he returned it, though he broke away first.


She said she was hungry and they should go out and get something to eat. He tugged the hem of his bathrobe and suggested he wasn’t dressed for it.


Oh, go and change into some clothes, you silly man, she told him, giggling, so he went into the bedroom and changed, tossing his bathrobe on to the still unchanged sheets. Mary G. looked as though she was moving in to stay, or at least for longer than he really wanted her. As they walked out of the apartment he glanced at his desk. A half-written page curled from the typewriter. A stack of letters stood next to it, the one on top from the California train.


The snow was congealing into slush. They walked along Wabansia to Ashland, and down to Pierce to a diner, and sat at a table in the middle. Mary was talking the whole way but he wasn’t paying much attention. The place was half-full. He’d finished his grilled cheese and most of the fries, and she was still only halfway through her pork chop, when she asked him about the frog. He’d been waiting for it.


Did Simone de Beauvoir call you?


She did. He pushed a french fry through the ketchup puddle. She’s some lady.


Mary wanted to know what they’d done.


He waved the fry, and ketchup spattered the table. Showed her the sights. She wanted real Chicago so that was what she got. 


Mary told him that in New York nobody would take her to the Bowery, and he said that in Chicago she’d gotten overwhelmed by Bucktown. He laughed, and she chuckled too, and thanked him for taking her around; she hadn’t been sure if it was such a great idea, foisting her on him.


He shrugged and ate another fry. He couldn’t decide whether he pitied Mary or just didn’t want to be around her, but either way he was going to have to put up with her for a while.


Over the next several days he took her to bars, he took her to cheap restaurants, they went to Maxwell Street, they went to jazz clubs, they walked around town without aim. A few times he managed to enlist Stuart or Studs to go along with them. Mary was fun and all, but he wanted to be writing, and, if he wasn’t going to be writing, he’d at least rather be entertaining the frog than Mary, who seemed to think it was a marvellous adventure, who seemed to think she was welcome to stay for as long as she liked, or till death did them part – it wasn’t clear on what evidence Mary was fooling herself, but it wasn’t his doing. He wondered when she’d notice his indifference – though he supposed he’d have to stop fucking her for that. They went to Indiana for a few days to visit his friends there, and the awkwardness between them – between everybody – finally gave Mary the hint; when they got back to Chicago she was upset, and asked him what he wanted from her, so he told her to leave. She yelled at him, and she cried at him and she told him she’d moved all the way from New York City for him, and he pointed out he hadn’t asked her to, or even hinted it might be fun, and that there was a big difference between a small affair and being Mrs Nelson Algren, if that was her idea. He could see she was trying to be dramatic as she jammed her things into the suitcase, and he allowed her to storm through from the bedroom to the front room and to slam the door in a way that caused old Mrs Staslovski upstairs to pound on the floor. From the window he watched Mary hail a cab and fling her suitcases into the back seat, and then he went into the bedroom and finally changed the sheets.


 


Simone arrived again at the end of April. They’d managed to organise it via letters sent to and from New York and Pennsylvania, she asking him to come to New York City, he insisting she come back to Chicago, until eventually she found three days she could rearrange to spend with him alone. The snow had melted, and the temperature had risen to an almost tolerable degree. This time she didn’t pull up in a limo; a cab dropped her in front of the building on Wabansia and she pressed the button for the bell.


Her Chicago man was waiting. He had seen the cab pull up and was already halfway down the stairs by the time the doorbell sounded. He opened the door and she dropped her bags to embrace him, then followed him up the stairs into the little apartment.


It was neater than two months ago. She could see the floor – it wasn’t strewn with newspapers – and the air wasn’t permeated with the fug of old stew. A yellow flower stood in a vase on the little kitchenette table. She took all this in as he led her by the hand through to the bedroom, where they removed each other’s clothes.


They went to the Tug and she told him about visiting her friend in California, and the University of Pennsylvania, where she’d given lectures and mostly been bored. He didn’t tell her about the visit from Mary G. He’d mostly just been writing, he told her, and it was true. She looked around as they talked, and she recognised some of the other drinkers: the one-legged man and the skinny poker player sat talking together at the bar, and Barusz the bartender she remembered as well. It didn’t quite feel familiar, but nor was it as strange and overwhelming as it had been two months previously. She imagined her earlier self sitting here in this same booth with this same man, and thought how different that woman was from this present-tense one, despite how little of her had changed. She’d wished without trying for another brief affair in California, and the New York one had fallen through, but here she sat in Chicago, feeling glad for all that, feeling glad to have Nelson Algren as her only American man.


He took her to a baseball game and explained the rules while she pretended to understand, and he took her to the zoo and they laughed at the monkeys. He took her to Maxwell Street and they looked through the conglomeration of radios, both stolen and repaired, clothes, kitchenware, numerous other things for sale, while they ate Polish sausage from a place called Jim’s and musicians sang and played blues music on electric guitars. She’d never heard music like this – it wasn’t the same as the jazz records she listened to in Paris, or what she heard Boris Vian and others playing in the clubs. Together they walked around his neighbourhood, both in the daytime and at night, and it grew less strange, and less intimidating. Even the basement dive bars and walk-up brothels, always with a cigarette-smoking or toothpick-chewing youth standing at the door, became familiar landmarks.


 


He’d received a grant from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and Simone persuaded him to spend some of the money on a flight to New York so they could be there together – she’d already had to go back. Now here he was, sweating it out in a window seat of a big silver airplane, flying for the first time, just to be in New York with a crazy Frenchwoman. For most of the flight he kept his eyes shut and listened to the throb of the engines, or watched the hemlines of the stewardesses as they paced up and down the aisles serving cocktails and food. He hadn’t thought to wear anything different, and so, as he sat surrounded by people in suits and dresses, wearing his checked shirt, flannel trousers and leather suspenders, he amused himself by imagining he was a podunk prairie boy on his way to the Big City, a local youth on his way to be corrupted by the wiles of the New Yorkers.


She met him at the bus terminal, her hair as always up, and still wearing the navy blue dress, despite the warm and sunny springtime weather.


‘Do you even own another dress?’ he asked, tugging on its sleeve after they’d kissed.


Simone looked down at the blue wool. ‘What is wrong with this dress?’


‘I just wonder what you wear when you wash it.’


She held out her arm and looked at the sleeve, then back at him, and she shrugged. They both started laughing.


‘Let’s take a cab,’ she said.


They rode to Greenwich Village, to the Brevoort Hotel, which she’d booked just for them to stay in, away from where she’d been before, away from where people knew how to find her. She didn’t want secrecy – she didn’t care if these Americans knew what she was doing, or with whom – but she was jealous of the privacy, of the time she could have with Nelson. She’d been invited to other parties, she’d been invited to dinner, but she turned them down, as she did another speaking engagement. She would’ve enjoyed seeing Fernando and Stepha, Richard and Ellen, but she wanted her time to belong to her and Nelson only, and on their terms. Two weeks suddenly felt a short time, in the back seat of this cab, almost as though she could already feel herself riding the reverse journey, hotel to bus terminal, but without her hand, as it was now, in his, without the soft hum of the airline bourbon on his breath.


The hotel room had a chest of drawers, a small nightstand, a chair and twin beds spaced about a foot apart. He dropped his suitcase next to the chest of drawers and she pulled him by the waist to one of the beds. It had only been two weeks since she’d been in Chicago, and she’d been busy in New York – more lectures, more parties, and yes, after all, a little fling – but now with him on top of her the time felt longer, it felt as if those two weeks had been two months, empty and boring, or not even existent at all, a stretch of purgatory, of waiting for Nelson Algren to appear at the bus terminal. He too, afterwards, pressed against her in the skinny bed, his leg between hers, her arm across his shoulder, knew that he hadn’t just blown his money and endured the flight for adventure, to play the local youth. He wouldn’t have done this for Amanda, no, and certainly not for Mary.


‘Do people call you a nickname?’ She tried to shift so she could see his eyes, but it was impossible in the tiny bed.


‘They’ve only ever called me Nelson,’ he said.


‘In my time at university, my friends, they began to call me “Castor”,’ she said. ‘The animal with the flat tail and building things that block a river. Because I was always working.’


‘A beaver,’ he said.


‘Yes, a beaver.’


‘Busy like a beaver. It’s an expression.’ 


‘Perhaps you would like to call me Castor, too. None of my friends calls me Simone.’


He looked at the ceiling and laughed. ‘I’m not going to call you a –’ He thought better of it. ‘I always think of you as my frog.’


‘Oh, ha ha.’ She traced her finger along his lips. ‘That first night in Chicago I thought of you as a strange man with the crooked smile of a crocodile.’


He kissed her. ‘Let’s go get something to eat.’


 


Chicago was his city, but New York, even if it wasn’t the same thing, was hers. She’d walked all over Manhattan during the month before she left for Chicago. Richard and Ellen had taken her to jazz clubs in Harlem, and she’d walked the Bowery alone, because none of the dinner and party guests she’d met would go there. She’d been to Times Square and all the way to the bottom of Broadway to look out into the bay at the Statue of Liberty, that tenuous connection between her home city and America. Her hosts had taken her to expensive restaurants and to cocktail bars, but she didn’t want to take Nelson to places like that. He’d shown her the Tug and a burlesque and Maxwell Street and brothels and diners: she wanted to impress him with what she knew of these types of places in New York.


That first night she took him on the subway to Harlem, and they listened to jazz and drank whisky. She told him on the way that Richard and Ellen had brought her to this club a few times, and the music was always very good. Richard was a writer too, she told him, and had also been in Chicago, and he smiled and listened, and didn’t say that he knew that, that Richard had been his friend. Nor did she ask if they’d known each other. They listened to and watched the quartet – a trumpet, a drummer, bass and guitar – and between songs she told him about the jazz clubs in Paris. They were always full of Americans, both on the stage and in the audience, she said. But they were full of French, bohemians like her, too. That was the word she used, bohemians. But the Americans always stuck to themselves. She had a friend, a young trumpet player, Boris, he was very good and played crazy things, but she had trouble describing it – not music like this, and not better, but different. He was beginning to understand what it must have been like for her that first night in Chicago, sitting in strange places and listening to a steamroller of words.


They took a cab back to the Brevoort and tried the other bed, and at some point they fell asleep. She awoke before him in the morning and let him sleep while she sat in the little chair reading and writing letters. When he opened his eyes the first thing he saw, hazily at first, was Simone, the cap of the red fountain pen between her teeth, and he heard the scratching of the nib on the paper. She was dressed, and her hair was braided atop her head.


‘You do own other dresses, right?’ He raised himself to his elbows.


She smiled, and removed the cap from her teeth. ‘It is the best one I own, the most comfortable, and durable. Everyone is always making fun of it. I do not understand. But yes, good morning, Mr Algren.’


He slid naked to the end of the bed and leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. ‘Good morning.’


She continued to write while he showered and dressed, and when he was standing between the beds, flannel trousers, checked shirt, suspenders, she put down her pen. ‘And Mr Algren, he also only ever wears the same clothing, yes?’


He grinned. 


‘Not always. I have different shirts. I just wanted to match you.’


‘Oh, what a gentleman! But always these awful suspenders.’


He pulled with his thumbs on the leather straps. ‘I like these.’


‘They are ridiculous. You look like a farmer, not a Chicago man.’


He stepped over to her chair and put a hand under her jaw. ‘A prairie lad is all I am. They’ll write about me in the newspapers back home: “Local Youth Travels to Big Apple”.’


She laughed, and stood and kissed him. ‘Maybe the local youth would like to farm some food for his local girl. It is almost noon and I’ve had nothing to eat.’


They walked up Fifth Avenue to Broadway, and all the way to Times Square. It was thirty blocks and took almost an hour, passing by diners and drugstores. He pointed at each one they passed and suggested the hash browns there were just as good, the eggs in that one just as scrambled, but she insisted, and so they kept walking. On Times Square she steered him to a small drugstore, its neon RX sign blinking feebly in the sunlight.


‘Special place,’ he said, holding the door open for her.


She ignored him and marched directly to the sandwich corner on the left of the store. Two Formica-topped tables and a cluster of chairs crowded the space between counter and window. Already – and it pleased her – she was learning to gauge his sarcasm, and to decide how she wanted to respond to it. It was a part of the lovers’ game, and it was a part she enjoyed playing.


He followed in her wake, but she was already ordering in the few seconds between the door swinging shut and his hand touching her waist. The woman knows what she likes, he thought, and ordered a Reuben on rye.


‘Here is where I ate my first lunch in New York City.’ She said it proudly, and straightened her back. ‘It is, perhaps, my favourite thing in America: bacon, lettuce, tomato and orange juice in a drugstore.’


‘I thought I was your favourite thing in America.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘My second-favourite thing in America is Mr Nelson Algren. My true love is bacon and lettuce and tomato. You would never find such a place in France. The whole time I was here, before, I tried always to eat in drugstores.’


They took a long and meandering route back to the hotel, holding hands for a lap of Times Square, then down and over to Penn Station, across to Union Square and around the park, before winding through Greenwich Village back to the Brevoort. She talked the whole way, trying to point out interesting things she’d seen before – buildings, spots where she’d seen particular types of people – and she was conscious that she was trying to live up to his tour of Chicago, to show him things he wouldn’t know.


But he didn’t know New York City anyhow, and so he listened and nodded and asked her questions, and he was entertained both by the city and her knowledge of it, this always curious little French dynamo, no longer the overwhelmed tourist he’d taken to Wabansia in February, but a whole different creature. He loved that she was trying to meet his expectations – he could see her trying to impress him with New York’s grubbiness – and he loved her non-stop rattle of garbly and accented English, which moved from overly formal to tentative slang in a single sentence, though she never spoke in single sentences. 


He laughed and she stopped walking. They were halfway down Greene Street, brick buildings on either side.


‘What is funny?’


‘I was just thinking that, instead of walking around with you in your dress and me in my suspenders, I’d rather be back in one of those tiny beds.’


She turned and pulled his hand in the other direction, heading as straight a route as she could remember back to the Brevoort, to their floor, to their room, to their bed.


 


She’d gone to the Pan Am office as soon as she knew he was coming, to move her flight back, but now the day was arriving – tomorrow – and she wished she’d been able to make it longer. She’d written to Sartre, of course, and told him she was staying longer, that he probably wanted a little more time with Dolores – Dolores, who had sat across from her at a little cocktail bar table back in January, staring at her, making her feel as though she – she, Castor, Sartre’s Castor – was somehow an interloper – but she had said nothing of Nelson Algren. That could remain a secret until she was back in Paris. Years ago, she and Sartre had made their pact: their relationship was inviolable. Their emotional bond, their intellectual work together, stood at the centre of their life – their one, shared life – and any other men and women who came into it would be contingent on this life. Sartre gave more to his contingent loves than she to hers, however, and she’d sat in New York City in January with Dolores days away from joining Sartre in Paris, wishing it could be she who would return, wishing that she’d never come to this stupid country, wondering who in all of America and its millions of people could ever want her. And there had been those few and mostly dull men, though they’d seemed interesting enough at the time. Then she arrived in Chicago, and with Chicago arrived Nelson Algren, from Chicago. And she couldn’t stand that now she had to leave him, to Paris, to Chicago.


They went again to the drugstore on Times Square, so her first lunch could be her last lunch. She ate the BLT and drank the orange juice and stared out of the window at the cars, the buses, the pedestrians. Her quietness saddened him, because he knew it signalled the end, and it was hard to gauge what that end meant, here at what really felt like a beginning. Each time she turned from the window to look at him she would smile half-heartedly and turn away, either to her sandwich or the window. When her plate was empty he reached across the table and thumbed a spot of mayonnaise from the corner of her mouth. She smiled again and he saw she was trying not to cry. He slid his hand down to hers and as they stood he pulled some dollars from his pocket and tossed them on the table.


Out on Times Square it was sunny and warm, and she kept saying I’m sorry as she sniffled and cried and he kept telling her not to be. She, too, thought the air and the noise of traffic would push her tears away, but it wasn’t really working. They walked slowly around Times Square and he rubbed her back between her shoulderblades, he thought of jokes and pointed out people and made them into characters to amuse her. It made it better and worse. She would smile and laugh and then she would think of how much she would miss him after tomorrow.


‘I wish I could change my flight again,’ she said. ‘But it’s too late, and also, we have our work to do in Paris.’ They were waiting to cross at a traffic light.


‘I’ll be leaving tomorrow anyway,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want you walking around New York City all alone. Or with somebody else. Or without me, at least.’ 


The light changed and they stepped into the street. ‘Perhaps I could travel again to Chicago to see you, later in the year or early in the next.’


‘I would like you to.’


He let go of her hand. ‘Keep going. Wait on the corner. I’ll be back.’


He ran back to the sidewalk they’d just left, and she, baffled, followed his instructions, looking back when she got to the other side, but unable to find him behind the traffic of taxis and buses. She couldn’t feel upset, but only bewildered, alone on the corner. She watched the drugstore, assuming he’d left something behind, but no, it was taking too long for that. Somebody knocked her with a briefcase, but she didn’t see who and it didn’t matter. She was still watching across the street. Another bus blocked her view as it passed, but then a minute later there was Nelson; he waved across at her and she lifted her hand quickly – nervously? – in return. She felt like a child, watching him from the corner, waiting for the light to change, waiting for him to cross.


‘Here.’ He took hold of her left hand and slipped something on the middle finger, past the purple nail varnish, down over the knuckle to the base, and lifted the hand to her eye level. It now wore a silver ring, a wide band with a complicated decoration. ‘I saw it in a window back there. I want you to have it.’


‘I won’t take it off,’ she said, and kissed him.


‘I love you,’ he said, and surprised himself with the words, and with the sense that they were true.


‘I love you also,’ she said, and surprised herself as well.


They kissed again, and he took her ringed hand and together they walked the thirty blocks down to the Brevoort, and didn’t leave their room until the next day, when it was for good. 


She’d wanted to say goodbye in the room, where they’d slept together, made love together, eaten room service and talked about themselves to each other. But he insisted on at least seeing her to the taxi. He sat in the chair and watched her as she packed her suitcases. When she was ready he handed her a small brown paper package and told her to open it once she was in the air, then picked up her luggage and carried it down the carpeted corridor. She leaned her head against his shoulder as the elevator carried them down to the ground floor. He tipped the elevator operator but waved off the bellboy, and she linked her arm under his for the walk across the lobby. They had met in a hotel bar and now they would say goodbye in a lobby. She wanted to look up at his face but knew it would upset her, so she focused on the door until she had to drop his arm to rotate through it and on to the pavement.


The doorman hailed a cab and now it was becoming too real. The trunk popped open and the luggage was going in, Nelson was handing a dollar to him and telling the cabbie her destination, and now he was turning to her, his lips pressed together in a reluctant smile. She began to cry.


‘Goodbye, crazy frog,’ he said, and kissed her, first on the forehead, next on the lips.


She pressed her fingernails into his back as she kissed him. The doorman swung open the back door of the cab. She kissed Nelson one final time and stepped in. The door shut behind her and she thought of the doors in the Cook County Jail in February, and tried to laugh at her own ridiculousness. She put her hand to the window, and watched him raise his in return, the other resting in his trouser pocket. She looked at the plaid shirt, the awful leather suspenders, his crooked smile and messy hair, until seconds later the cab had pulled around the crescent hotel drive and out into the Fifth Avenue traffic.


Yougonnabeawayfromyourhusbandalongtime?


She looked away from the window and saw the cabbie’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. She hadn’t understood a word, and asked him to say it again. Are you gonna be away for a long time? he repeated. From your husband?


My husband? She looked again to the window. A few blocks behind her perhaps he was still standing outside the hotel pretending he could see the cab. Yes, a long time.
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