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  If ever any beauty I did see,


  Which I desir’d and got,


  T’was but a dreame of thee.


 — John Donne


  


  





  



  



  Prologue


  



  





  Afterward, long afterward, Stu Waehner could not hear the sound of a telephone without flinching. Or worse, remembering.


  Even after he had moved to the West Coast, to another city – a high, airy, sun- and fog-filled city where every view from his apartment windows looked out onto the spacious blue of the bay or the Pacific Ocean.


  Even after so much time had passed that the cursory investigation back in New York City had been closed: the thin manila folder containing a few form sheets of data and nothing at all in the way of substantiated clues, passed along without comment to find a place among how many unsolved and unsolvable cases, alphabetically filed and forgotten in some basement storeroom of Homicide.


  Stu couldn’t know that. And even if he had known it, how could he bring himself to believe he was safe?


  Hadn’t he been taught that murder would always out? Murder. How he hated the word! How wrong it was. How totally wrong. But if he confessed, if he let himself stand trial and then explain detail by detail what actually had happened, he couldn’t believe anyone sane or rational would believe him. No. They would call it murder. At the least, manslaughter. And they would take action. Murder would always out.


  It had become so evident a premise in his life that it alone seemed to hold firm when all other beliefs had shaken loose from him as he had grown up. Like honor thy father and mother. Honor them! Much of the time he could barely stand them. Or speak the truth no matter the result. Which meant betraying his classmates because someone had gotten exam answers beforehand. Like believing in the honor of serving and dying for your country. Even though it was in an illegal war, halfway around the world.


  But murder would out. He knew that was true, with a certainty he could never explain. And knowing that, Stu also believed that eventually he would be found, found out and caught. And then … then he would recall the one time he had visited a prison – the doors sliding shut smoothly, quietly. He had been on the outside then, with no reason, not even a premonition, to fear their cool, pastel colors. Everything in the prison was painted pastel colors, nursery colors, as though it were a kindergarten, the walls, the doors, the heavy metal window frames. It hadn’t fooled Stu. He had seen through the pastel colors to the barred strength. He had heard the whir of the mechanism closing the doors so oiled quiet, so smooth and irrevocable.


  Those same doors waited for him. Behind every minute-by-minute living of the new life he had somehow or other put together for himself, he felt the presence of those doors, lurking, denying him the liberty he had never appreciated until now, now that it was always in jeopardy.


  Not that it ever showed. Others couldn’t see it. Stu wasn’t different, hunted, anxious to Matt, his partner at the studio. Or to Carla, their secretary. Or to Mr. and Mrs. Medios, who had the small advertising agency on the same floor. Or to Evelyn, the married woman Stu met – every Wednesday afternoon from two to five-thirty – for her extra marital affair, away from her Dodge-dealer husband across the Bay in Marin County.


  To them Stu didn’t seem to be a desperate person.


  He was quiet, quiet and a hard worker. He never became emotional. He lived a quiet, an orderly, even a fulfilled life ever since he had come to the Coast and found that he had a flair for product design.


  At first he had worked for a local department store, designing small household objects: clocks, towel dispensers, wastepaper baskets. In a short while he had been promoted to doing larger pieces. He had done so well there that within a few years he had moved out on his own, freelancing to decorators and manufacturers. He had a name now as one of the country’s most original furniture designers, vying with the Italians and the Danes.


  And with success, he had an annual income of just under six figures, one of those penthouse apartments atop Russian Hill where every room opened out to terraces and views up and down the city. He also had two cars – a long, low-slung Mercedes-Benz and a camper van for outdoor trips up to Oregon and Canada. He had designed and had built most of the furniture in his apartment. He had a five-by-five closet built for all of his tape and stereo equipment. His closets were filled with casually tailored, expensive clothing. He had a good disposition, a handsome face, a body which still looked good, as Carla would remark to herself whenever he stood in the reception room doorway while they chatted on slowish days.


  Carla knew about Evelyn, of course. She took all phone calls and listened to all the messages of the answering machine that she had been instructed to turn on whenever she was away from her desk. That was an understandable idiosyncrasy that Stu had – not wanting to be disturbed by the phone while working. Carla’s phone buzzed, but that annoyed him too. So Carla had to pick it up quickly, and when she wasn’t there she flicked on the answering machine so that it didn’t even buzz. That’s how she knew about Evelyn. Not that Carla cared – she had a boy friend. Still, it kept possibilities open.


  What would Carla think or say if she knew that her employer’s idiosyncrasy about phones extended outside the studio and working time, to his home as well?


  At first, when he had moved, Stu had had no phone at all. All his calls were made through the department store. Later, when he had moved out and become a freelance designer, he had needed a phone for business and had discovered a system devised for the partially deaf. In addition to a bell – which he immediately turned off – there was a small desk-top console with flashing lights. Now that he had Carla to answer all incoming business calls, he had taken the console off and instructed the phone company that he did not wish to receive any incoming calls, he needed only to call out of his apartment whenever he wanted. After a good deal of trouble they had agreed to this. He had no phone number listed. He would never receive wrong numbers, or crank callers, or charities asking for donations. Only the operator could call him – and even that was difficult with the bell shut off.


  He knew it was only partial protection. There was no way to completely eliminate the threat. He could never really let down his guard, never forget how vulnerable he still was.


  Only a month before, he had been reminded – reminded horribly. He had been visiting in the Castro section with a young decorator he worked with. It had been both a social and business call. The decorator had renovated a house and wanted to show it to Stu, but he also wanted to discuss a new line of beach furniture for some of his wealthier clients’ summer homes. As Stu seldom drank, he declined the Margaritas his host offered and had two small glasses of white wine instead.


  After a tour of the house and an hour or so of talk, they had concluded their agreement. Stu was pleased; this would open up a new area for his work. He left his host’s house, walked down the sloping street that led to Dolores Park, then followed palm-lined Dolores Street for another half-dozen blocks, exulting in one of those rare, sun-struck summer days that seemed to manufacture sunlight in every object it touched. He felt so good he decided to walk through the Mission section, checking shops for Mexican curios. He left Dolores Street and walked west two or three streets, uncertain of his way now.


  As he reached the crossover corner of a wide, numbered street, a phone began ringing nearby. Stu turned around and located it – inside a public phone booth, about a dozen feet away. It must belong to the single-story service station. Someone would come out to answer it.


  But the young Chicano attendant paid no attention to its ringing. He continued nonchalantly filling the tank of a Jaguar sedan. Once he stepped back from the car, whipped a long, silver comb out of his back pocket and ran it through his thick black hair, using the front windshield as a mirror. Inside the car, a flaxen haired teen-aged girl ignored him, tapping her ringed fingers on the steering wheel in time to a rock song on her cassette player.


  And the phone kept on ringing. It had to be a wrong number, Stu thought. Someone calling a wrong number. Who else would keep it ringing unless they were sure someone would answer it?


  As it continued to ring, its sound began to seem familiar. He had stopped on the black-top paving of the gas station, mesmerized by the sound. It insisted. It demanded. It summoned.


  What he should do is leave, he told himself, leave, cross the street, and keep walking, calmly.


  But every panic button had been thrown on by the sound. The phone was ringing for him, insisting he answer it, no one else, him alone. No one was anywhere near it but he. It had only begun to ring when he had passed it, not before. It was for him. He was found out, finally, despite all his precautions. They’d been watching him for months, years, maybe, and now they were finally calling him. It had to be. How else would that phone have the precise same ring as the other? They knew. Finally. Inevitably. He must not go near it, he must answer it. He ….


  The streetlight changed from yellow to red to green, then all over again. The girl in the Jaguar paid the attendant and he said something to her. She swung the car around sharply, spun out onto the street, burning rubber down the road. Stu stood still, as though paralyzed. The phone kept ringing.


  Paralyzed, as if every inch of his flesh had fallen asleep, a prickly, unscratchable paralysis, until finally he was just able to clench one fist hard and stop it. He shook both legs. The phone was still ringing. He turned toward it, ran into the booth, knocking the phone off its hook, strangling its ring.


  “Hello. Hello!”


  A buzzing. A hang-up.


  He’d been wrong, all wrong about that phone, he told himself all the way home in the cab he’d found seconds later. All wrong, he reminded himself, back in his apartment, mixing a very stiff drink. It hadn’t, of course, been for him at all. Except now he found himself half wishing it had been, so that at least the waiting would finally be over.


  There was always the possibility that this was just another move in their game. They hadn’t wanted him to answer the phone so much as they’d wanted him to know they knew too. They were testing him, and now they knew he couldn’t resist the sound of that phone, and they would do it again, and again, whenever he was least prepared for it, wherever he went, until he would either crack up or give in.


  He knew phones had different rings, almost personalities. Still, the phone at the service station could have been, just probably was, a wrong number … despite its remarkable similarity to that other phone, the one back in New York. Stu had never stopped hearing that ring. He always felt within reach of its sound, its irresistible summons. And with that summons, the sherbet yellow and apricot-colored barred doors he recalled so vividly would whir and hum and begin to close on him.


  He calmed down. The scotch helped. So did being safe again back in his penthouse. So safe, after a while, that he even went to sit outside on the terrace – the one facing north, toward the blotch of green of the Presidio.


  If only … but if only was wishing, wishing without a well, as someone used to say. Who was it? Oh, yes, the old woman. That one. But if he hadn’t answered the phone that day … except he had answered it. Which was what had begun it.


  Listening to the phone ringing back there by the service station, Stu had also seen in startling clarity the door to his old apartment on Seventy-eighth Street in New York City. The double locks, one of them a metal-sheeted police lock. The small brass doorplate. The number on it – 4 blank F. The blank that ought to have been an R, for right. The R that had fallen off the plate long before he had moved in. Fourth floor right, front. And, at his feet, the sand-colored whisk-brush welcome mat he had never liked.


  And behind his door, his phone ringing.




  



  



  Chapter One


  



  





  “Hey, mister! Would you get your book outta my ribs? I can hardly breathe as it is!”


  “Sorry.” Stu tried to shift the small black field looseleaf he was carrying, along with his folded-over Village Voice, from his side to in front of him. He was crushed so tightly among the crowd of sweating bodies in the Lexington Avenue local that even that slight movement was difficult. They’d already been stopped for ten minutes, with only the incomprehensible static of the loudspeaker to explain why.


  “That’s better,” the man said. He was fat-faced, like the face on a ceramic mug Stu had once owned. Every feature was broad, as if in caricature of a real person. His skin was a startling white, like a slug after the rain. To avoid looking at him, Stu fought their close quarters, wedged together against the train doors, to turn his head the other way toward a pretty girl squeezed up against him determinedly appearing to read a paperback novel.


  His own damn fault, Stu told himself. If he hadn’t let Mrs. Ramirez go on and on about nothing really very important – her sister Concepcion, Matilda’s dental work, the graduation dress her daughter Paulina would soon need – if he’d left a half hour earlier he’d be home already. He had managed to just avoid this rush-hour traffic with its crush, heat, people pushing and cursing. But here he was, jammed smack in the middle of it, with the train stopped so close to his station Stu could see the edge of the platform ahead through the graffiti-covered window. What was wrong up there? Not a fire, he hoped. That was all he needed.


  The loudspeaker crackled and a tinny parody of a voice croaked another indecipherable message.


  “What’d he say?” the ceramic-faced man asked Stu, half nudging him at the same time.


  “Couldn’t hear,” Stu said.


  The train lurched forward, and Ceramic Face fell with all two hundred and fifty pounds against Stu, who in turn fell against the girl reading the novel, who gasped as her one free hand shot up to catch onto something and instead hit another woman’s head.


  “Mothafuckah!”


  “Hey!”


  “’Scuse me!”


  “Get your hands off me!”


  “Stop!”


  “Get your book out of my ribs!”


  The train lurched to a sudden stop, the doors rolled open, and still swirling in the midst of the crowd, Stu was expelled onto the Seventy-seventh Street station platform. He stumbled, caught himself, realized he’d lost his Voice and that his looseleaf had sprung open and his case interview notes were falling out.


  He was jostled from front and behind as other people tried to get past him onto the train. Then the doors slammed shut, the train rumbled and screeched on its rails, and Stu was left grabbing at a mess of papers.


  He managed to open the looseleaf. The clasp was bent to one side. He took out all the pages, straightened them out on the flat surface of a wooden bench, then tried to rebend the metal bar of the paper clasp. It still didn’t close properly and he decided to do it at home. He stuffed his interviews between the covers, clamped one hand over the book and stalked up the stairs to the street.


  It was cooler up here, but herds of Lexington Avenue buses were spewing such a cloud of gas fumes that Stu could hardly make out the small rectangle of Central Park green. He clutched his looseleaf under one arm, searched in his jacket pocket, located and pulled out a cracked box of Marlboros, found one cigarette that wasn’t broken open at the filter, rummaged in another pocket for matches, found them, lighted the cigarette and inhaled deeply. Lousy, but better than gas fumes. He took off in the opposite direction from the park, going east.


  It was three and a half long blocks to his apartment between First and York Avenues. Three and a half long blocks and a short block north. Although he’d already lived here nearly two months, Stu still hadn’t adjusted to the length of each block, the oppressively similar façades of the apartment buildings he passed going back and forth between subway and apartment twice a day. Not like the Lower East Side, where he and Jennifer had lived for a year. It was dirty and noisy there, but somehow more alive – kids, people hawking their wares, color … up here it seemed to be all a series of façades – until he reached his own block. That still had some character to it, mostly because of the old brownstone tenements across the street. Old buildings with old men and women living in them who would sit out on the sidewalk in beach chairs on warm nights and talk for hours in broken Eastern European accents.


  Every cross street toward his apartment was an avenue, endless red lights to wait for, a parade of cars and buses, horns honking. Stu walked alongside a dozen or more people also going east, crossed over the avenue and marched in regimental style ahead, the crowd getting smaller and smaller as people fell off to enter their respective buildings until only Stu and a slim blonde he’d seen before were left. She lived further than he, Stu knew, across York Avenue, near the deli and the Hungry Hat.


  Stu got to the front door of his building: brown metal frame around the glass door; tan brick fronting.


  Inside the hallway, brown-and-yellow tiling on the walls and floor. Straight ahead a heavy brown metal door. To one side of it, the buzzers to each apartment, numbered in two rows. Next to them a notice from the Fire Department about burning trash in incinerators. Opposite that, on the other wall, the row of brass mailboxes, except for one – recently broken into and robbed of a social-security check – which had been replaced by a raw steel mailbox door.


  He’d wanted to read that article on Antonioni in the Voice. He’d have to get another copy. Where? Across the street in Nauman’s? Later. His mailbox looked full. Maybe there was a letter from Jennifer?


  There appeared to be several envelopes, but when Stu opened the box everything inside was crushed up between two magazines that had been rolled up and stuffed into the mailbox from above. Getting them out was murder. The box was so narrow, and they were so thick and tightly rolled, that every time he tugged at them he ripped and tore at something. Finally Stu reached in, crushed the whole mass of mail in his grip, and pulled all of it out with one big tug. Everything came, and as it did he scraped his knuckles against the bottom metal edge of the mailbox.


  Magazines and mail flew out and all over the floor.


  Stu’s fist hurt like hell. The skin hung off the index-finger knuckle like sheet metal torn off one fender of a side-struck car. Not much bleeding, but by God it hurt.


  “Going in or out?” someone shouted behind him.


  He turned. Gladys, the lady on the third floor right under his apartment. She was wearing another terrible hat, looking pale and bloated, standing in the doorway as though she were posing.


  “Sorry to hold you up,” Stu said.


  “You aren’t holding me up, Sweetie,” she said, actually moving her eyelashes in an attempt at flirtation. She edged past him so that her ample hips brushed his side. Her rear end shuddered as she turned the lock in the inside door. She held it for him.


  “Well,” she said, “you coming in or not?”


  Stu grabbed the heavy door as she let it go. Still holding it with one foot, he bent down to pick up the magazines and envelopes that were all over the floor.


  “You’re welcome,” she called out, sashaying up the stairs.


  He was about to slam the mailbox door shut when he saw there was something else in it. More envelopes, which must have been stuck up at the top by the magazines that were in the way. Still balancing everything under one arm, he got the door open, maneuvered out the rest of the envelopes, locked the mailbox, readjusted everything in his hands and started up the stairs, hearing the door crash behind him.


  Gladys’ apartment door slammed shut as he reached the third-floor landing. He thought he heard the click of the eye that was built into the door opening and shutting.


  It was then that he heard a phone ringing.


  His? He hurried around the staircase now and up another floor. Still the ringing. Almost every day, just as he was getting home from work. Was it Jennifer? He put his ear to the door. It was his phone all right.


  “Coming,” he said, and fumbled in his pocket for his key chain.


  The phone kept on ringing.


  “Don’t hang up yet, Jenny. I’m coming …”


  He had to switch everything to under the other arm – these locks had to be opened left-handed.


  The phone was still ringing.


  “Don’t hang up yet.” One lock. Now for the top one. It squealed, then seemed to be stuck. There it was. Now the long key for the police lock. There! The door swung inward, then abruptly stopped short after opening a few inches.


  With the impact, everything under Stu’s arm fell to the hallway floor.


  The police lock was stuck.


  The phone kept ringing.


  “Hold your horses, I’m coming …”


  He shoved the door hard, then stepped back and kicked it. The bar on the other side of the door jumped up and slammed down onto the apartment floor.


  But at least he was in. He ran over to the phone, ignoring the mess of mail and papers he’d dropped and the door swinging open on its hinges, and grabbed for the receiver.


  “Jennifer? Jennifer? You still there?”


  Silence.


  “Look, honey, I’m sorry it rang so long. I just got in the door. Just this minute.”


  Still silence. Then a girl’s voice. “May I speak to Bill?”


  “What?”


  “May I speak to Bill?”


  “Who is this?” It wasn’t Jennifer. He felt foolish, the way he’d answered it.


  “Is Bill there? May I speak to him?”


  “What Bill? No Bill lives here.”


  “What number is this?”


  “What number do you want?”


  The number she gave was his. “No Bill lives here.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Hey! What is this? I’m telling you no Bill lives here. You have the wrong number.”


  “Well, you don’t have to be so rude about it.” The calmness in her voice irritated Stu.


  “Oh, I don’t! Listen, I almost broke my damn neck trying to answer this call.”


  “Well, that’s not my fault. I just dialed a number. Are you sure Bill doesn’t live there?”


  “Bill who?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t remember his last name.”


  “Who are you?” Stu asked. “What’s your name?”


  “Why? Are you Bill? You don’t sound like him.”


  “I told you before, there is no Bill here.”


  “Then why do you want to know my name?”


  “You ever call this number before?”


  “No.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I said no.”


  “Say about four-thirty yesterday? And the day before, too, at about a quarter to five?”


  “I just got Bill’s number yesterday. From a friend.” Not a girl, not a teenager, from her voice. Older, in her twenties maybe.


  “You sure of that?”


  “I told you I was. Say, what’s this all about?”


  “You tell me,” Stu said. “You tell me why it is that every day now, just when I’m getting home from work, my phone rings. Every day. At different times, too.”


  “Are you trying to tell me how popular you are?”


  “No. I’m trying to tell you I think this is all a little funny, don’t you think so?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, I do. Funny suspicious. Like someone has my phone number and wants to know whether I’m home or not.”


  “What for?”


  “You tell me.”


  “I can’t. I just called trying to find –”


  “Then I’ll tell you what for. So that when I’m not home someone will know and come and rip off my apartment.”


  “You’re crazy,” she said, and laughed.


  “Are you the little lady who makes the phone calls for the gang?”


  “Gang? What gang? Boy, are you sick!”


  “Me?”


  “I’ve never talked with a real paranoiac before. When did they let you out?”


  But even as she talked, Stu realized he had jumped to an implausible conclusion. If she really had been the lookout, she wouldn’t have spoken to him. And how would she know of his comings and goings to be able to pinpoint when he got home? It was absurd. Yet he felt there was some tie-in to her and the phone ringing every day lately. He at least wouldn’t apologize until he’d cleared it up.


  “May I recommend Bellevue?” she was saying. “They have excellent facilities for people like you. Even a walk-in clinic for the less dangerous.”


  “Funny.”


  “I’m not laughing. I’m hanging up. I just called looking for somebody and instead I get some kind of raving lunatic. I really don’t need this whole trip, I assure you.”


  Her voice wasn’t so calm anymore. She apparently was serious now, maybe even genuinely hurt.


  “You’re really just looking for somebody?”


  “Didn’t I say so?”


  “It’s just that … okay, I’m sorry.”


  “It’s all right.”


  “Just worked up, I guess.”


  “Don’t worry about it. ’Bye.”


  “Wait! Don’t hang up yet,” he said. “I’m not usually like this. I don’t want you to think –”


  “It’s all right.”


  “I was expecting someone else,” he said.


  “Jennifer?”


  “Yes, Jennifer. And I banged hell out of my knuckles downstairs getting the mail out of the box. And the police lock wouldn’t open. And the subway car was stalled and packed –”


  “I understand,” she said. “I understand. I’m sorry I had the wrong number.”


  “… Look, I didn’t mean to yell at you or anything.”


  “That’s okay.”


  “And I’m sorry your Bill doesn’t live here.”


  “Well, it wasn’t important, anyway.”


  “It’s really been a crumby day for me.”


  “Take a warm bath, you’ll feel better. I’ve got to go now.”


  “Wait What’s your name?”


  The receiver clicked.


  Stu held it in his hand for a minute, then slowly set it down.


  It was hot. He’d open some windows, turn on the fan. Must get some window shades. Sun all afternoon with this southern exposure. And with the windows closed all day it was hot and stuffy – like inside a greenhouse.


  He opened all three windows, then punched the fan on to “cool-air.” It began to hum, slowly. He took off his jacket and tie, threw them on his bed, unbuttoned the top three buttons of his shirt and stood by the fan until he felt a little cooler. He heard the apartment door slam shut. All that mess in the hall.


  Magazines, mail, his looseleaf and all his case histories were scooped up in a pile and dropped onto the coffee table. Still hot as hell.


  There was some beer in the half-sized refrigerator under the kitchen counter. He flipped open a Budweiser and sat sipping it, dawdling on the edge of the coffee table so that the fan would cool him.


  What a day! From beginning to end, lousy. And then this phone call. Boy, what an ass he’d made of himself. To a perfect stranger. To someone committing the super crime of calling a wrong number, for God’s sake. Stupid. If he’d just shut up Mrs. Ramirez and left after he’d been there half an hour. Everyone else made only half-hour visits and put them down as full visits. Everyone else would be home by three, four at the latest. Everyone but him. Why? Because he was soft. Too damn soft. Otherwise he’d have been able to avoid all this hassle – the rush hour, everything. I’ve got to learn to be tougher. I have to. To survive.


  He’d cooled down some. He took off his shirt, then shoes and socks, and began leafing through the mail and magazines, not paying much attention to anything in particular, stopping only to read picture captions. As he picked up his copy of Newsweek, a postcard slipped out of its pages.


  It was from Jennifer. She seldom wrote, this was only the second piece of mail he’d gotten from her since the company she danced with had begun its nationwide tour five months ago. Stu hadn’t wanted her to go on the tour. She’d said she had to go, otherwise they would drop her from the company. They’d argued about it for three weeks: three weeks of building tension and hostility. And then Jennifer had just packed her bags and taken off.


  They were still living downtown then, although they’d already given the security deposit and a month’s rent in advance on this apartment. Jennifer had chosen it; after all, she was supposed to be living here too. But now she was off in Atlanta and Dallas and Sacramento and God only knew where else. Nothing but some cardboard boxes of her books and records and some of her clothes to suggest she’d be back. And one measly postcard when she’d left, giving her itinerary. And not a phone call or anything else since. And now this postcard of a dozen lines, obviously hastily scrawled. Terrific.


  She was in Santa Fe, she wrote. She’d be back in New York in a month or so. The tour had been great. She’d been promoted and had done a solo piece, and then two major duets. The reviews for the company and especially for her were terrific. She was so glad she’d gone ahead on the tour. She missed Stu, but it was better that this had happened. It had given her a chance to think about their relationship. She wasn’t going to move in with him the way they’d planned – at least not right away. Janine, another girl in the company, had room for her in her apartment, right around the corner from Stu. Jennifer would stay with her until she and Stu had worked out their problems – if they could be worked out. She would call Stu when she got back to New York.


  “You do that,” Stu said, crushing the card in his hand, then throwing it down onto the floor. “Work out our problems, yet.” Just like one of his welfare cases. Just what he needed from the love of his life.


  He picked up the card, uncrumpled it, and reread it, trying to take comfort from whatever positive it had to say. Janine liked him, not like some of the others he’d met in Caspar’s company. They would be living just around the corner – plenty of opportunity to see each other. There wouldn’t be another tour for a year at least. Jennifer was just overreacting to his attitude about the tour. As soon as she came back they’d settle back into their old good groove. Stu would make sure of it.


  Everything was going to be fine, just fine.




  



  



  Chapter Two


  



  





  “I have talked to Stu Waehner for the first time. And probably the last time in my own voice.”


  Johanna Poole wrote the words, then stopped. This business of writing it down, could that be part of the compulsion? Not likely: it was so difficult to do. Useful, no doubt about it. If she made a mistake this time at least she’d be able to read back and find out where she had made the mistake. Not like with Colin, when everything had been going so well, and then everything seemed to happen all at once, so fast, so much of a shock that it had only been later, months later, that Johanna had been able to see exactly what had happened.


  “He was suspicious of me. But for the wrong reasons.”


  Suspicious, all right. And it was her own fault. She ought to have waited a few days before calling again. He’d noticed someone had been calling every day. She was lucky he hadn’t put it together right then and there. Lucky he was upset. He’d been having a bad day. He seemed irritated and distracted. How often would that happen? She’d have to be more careful. Oh, he’d apologized and kept talking to her, even after she’d said good-bye several times, even though she was calling to talk to Bill. Bill who, he’d asked, not unreasonably. And she’d been too flustered to remember the name she’d made up. A real error. Well, maybe not entirely. Was that why he’d seemed to come on to her? Because she sounded easy, calling someone whose last name she didn’t know? Face it, Johanna, this isn’t your line. Then what is? This had better be my line.


  “He thought I was someone else. Someone he’d been expecting to call. Named Jennifer. A girl friend? A fiancée?”


  His mentioning the name had flustered her, made her forget the name she’d made up for Bill. It had been so unexpected, his answering the phone like that. He’d seemed so perfect until then. Now, suddenly, there was a new element added to the situation – a Jennifer. His sister? Anyway, all the time he’d been living in the apartment she hadn’t noticed a single female. Not one in the two months or more. Not from the day he’d moved in across the street.


  His moving in had somehow been unexpected. It was some two and a half years since Colin had moved out, just next door to Stu’s building. One floor down. Three windows away. Since then, she hadn’t bothered looking over there that much. Oh, every once in a while she’d sit and look in on someone. Gladys doing her nails, watching the late movie, drinking something out of a tall glass until she slumped in a heap on her sofa-bed. Boring. Or that young Puerto Rican couple two buildings away from Stu – out of Johanna’s range, really, but providing so much activity that it was worth seeing, worth pulling her rocker to one side of the windows, behind the curtains, of course. What if the wife should suddenly look up and out and see her?


  They were always touching. They couldn’t pass each other without embracing. As if they wore magnets to attract each other. Hugging and kissing all the time. And once, she’d even seen – but she couldn’t be certain of that … it had been candlelight in their room, everything had flickered so much.


  Still, it was better than looking at Mrs. Bait and Flora playing hearts all night long. Or, above them, the gay guy with his parties – night club music on the phonograph, blue lights and dark shadows clasped together slowly gyrating, every once in a while two men actually kissing in silhouette.


  Even that was better than all the windows that were kept so barred and gated and locked and curtained and window-shaded that she could never see anything, even with the opera glasses.


  Besides, she wasn’t a Peeping Tom. She wasn’t interested in smut. Not interested in watching anonymously. It was something quite different with her, as she told herself so often whenever she found herself questioning her motives, especially after what had happened with Colin, and again, just recently when Stu Waehner had moved in across the street, directly into her visual range, and so into her life.


  If she ever had to explain her watching to others –  which of course she didn’t since no one knew about it  – she would have declared it a sort of art form. Anonymity was definitely out of the question. So – for the most part – was casualness. The person or persons she watched had to fit certain criteria, had to pass certain rigorous tests. Not everyone would do. They had, first of all, to be desirable, interesting to watch, at least potentially more than mere watchees, and most importantly, she had to know who they were.


  This limited the field, limited it considerably. Because they also had to live within her visual range. But for someone to occupy such a niche fully, they had to be quite special. Not like that couple, or Mrs. Bait and Flora, just to be looked at sometimes. Colin had been special enough, and so, she hoped, was Stu. Or rather so Stu had been until tonight, and the entrance of this Jennifer person into their relationship.


  “This new information, although somewhat disturbing, may not be completely detrimental. As yet, no other person seems even remotely involved in my subject’s life. He seems to have no close friends of either gender. He very seldom goes out. As noted before, he appears to go to sleep quite early each night –  between ten and eleven o’clock. He wakes up at about seven on work days, and eight or nine on his days off. He occasionally watches TV. Usually movies. But he seems selective about these. He also reads a great deal. Mostly magazines. He subscribes to about a half-dozen magazines each month. But he also gets books from two book clubs, according to Gladys, who has seen them in their super’s apartment whenever she’s gone to pick up her own packages.”


  Johanna stopped writing and leafed through what she’d written before in another notebook. Had she written all this before? Well, if so, it had to be transcribed into this notebook – this case study even, as she sometimes thought of the grainy-pale-green, hard-covered notebook with the maroon binding. What was the difference if she had written it all once before? Everything had to be included, every fact, every possible piece of information. Every fact was necessary. Nothing could be superfluous.


  Nothing could be superfluous if she were going to do it right this time. She had to know everything about Stu, more than she already knew, eventually more than he even knew about himself, not only his habits but his good qualities, his weaknesses, his quirks, his strengths.


  He seemed to have few enough eccentricities or bad habits. He didn’t bite his nails, or drink too much. His daily rituals seemed simple, ordinary enough. He wasn’t a vegetarian or anything like that. He didn’t appear to belong to any bizarre religious sect.


  For three weeks, she had listed his dinners that he usually prepared himself. Mostly they were simple: broiled steaks or chops or hamburgers with one or two fresh or frozen vegetables, usually beer with dinner (always poured into a glass; it would have turned her off if he drank it right out of a can), usually ice cream or a Sara Lee cake for dessert.


  Although he stayed home a great deal, he’d occasionally go out for walks. Twice she’d chanced going out and following him. One time, he’d taken a bus downtown to a movie. He went to the movies once a week. She could always tell when because he was always gone about three hours – two for the film, the rest for traveling and browsing in bookstores – he almost always came home from these expeditions with a paperback stuffed in his back pocket.


  On Saturdays and Sundays he took long walks in Central Park. She’d been accustomed to going there by herself and had seen him several times. Once, she had been surprised to see him right next to her in the crowd leaving the Delacorte Theater, where she’d gone with her friend Alice Billings and Alice’s husband Walter to see A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which was her favorite play. She had immediately felt close to Stu because he’d seen the same performance.


  Another time, walking alone through that long room in the Metropolitan Museum where every inch of space seemed covered by medieval madonnas and tiny old crucifixions painted on wood the size of a cutting board, Johanna had seen Stu coming her way from the Renaissance rooms, and she had turned half aside, as if closely inspecting a small Duccio panel, just in time for him not to see her.


  Both of these chance meetings were, in her view, promising for Stu. Colin hadn’t the slightest interest in Shakespeare or in painting. She should have known right away that Colin would be wrong – she and he were really so fundamentally different. On the other hand, she wouldn’t be at all surprised if Stu sometimes went up to the Cloisters. Wouldn’t that be wonderful, meeting him there? He would be sitting on the Romanesque brick fortress wall, just to one side of the little herb garden, so high up in all that green foliage surrounding them, the Hudson River floating by so far down, the Palisades across the river marching dull red in the sunset, the George Washington Bridge just within sight, spidery and glittery. And Stu and she ….


  Fine. Just fine. Now all she needed was to arrange it all.


  Forget the fantasies, Johanna. Unreal. Stick to fact.


  Fact is the key. Only in fact is there any reality, any possibility.


  “List of facts concerning Stuart Waehner,” she headed a new page, then quickly began writing down data in a column.


  “White, male, Caucasian. Age: 24-26. Height: 6 feet 1-1/2 inches. Weight: Approximately 170. Eyes: Blue to blue-gray. Hair: Sandy blond. Darker blond, almost red, moustache.


  “Distinguishing marks, scars, etc.: A small, crescent-shaped scar on the upper left temple. Very old, probably from childhood. Another scar, a long, deep one on the right knee, extending half around the kneecap. Possibly from a cut, but more than likely from surgery due to a fall or other accident.


  “Body type: 50 percent endomorph, 50 percent mesomorph. Long, well-muscled torso, longish arms and legs. Large shoulders. High, small buttocks.


  “Face: Squarish in shape, with large, broad forehead, and a squarish jaw just a shade too small for the rest of his face. Large, widely spaced eyes. Straight, blondish-brown eyebrows that, if they were a darker color, might almost connect across the bridge of the nose. High cheekbones. Possibly some Indian blood mixed in with basic German immigrant heritage. Longish but straight nose, with fine, almost Semitic nostrils. A slight bump halfway down the nose, possibly from an accident, but also possibly from a divided septum, which would mean sinus problems. Moustache extends almost an inch on either side of his mouth and is trimmed to turn down slightly at each end, making him look somewhat like a Western cowboy or an early pioneer. Complexion clear and fair, tending toward paleness. Small outgrowth of a flesh-colored protrusion under the left side of his lower lip. Upper lip is firm and thin. Lower lip is full, giving the mouth an almost square shape, quite sensual looking.”


  Fact. All fact. But no matter how many facts there were, they never seemed to add up, never seemed to describe what Stu looked like.


  How could she describe his long, casual gait, or the way his small behind swung ever so slightly as he walked, especially when seen from in back? How could she describe the long inward falling curve from his shoulders down to his spine where there were two small dimples on either side, just before it blossomed out to make his buttocks? His thighs were long and muscled, covered with blond fuzz. The same fuzz that curled and cavorted around either nipple on his chest before shooting down into a thin line down his abdomen, bushing out around his navel, thinning to a line again until it finally spread out, a darker shade, under the front of his jockey shorts.


  He must have been an athlete in school. A swimmer, from the looks of him. There didn’t appear to be a superfluous inch of flesh on his body, except perhaps just above each hip, where it looked surprisingly soft. The same body, really, as Colin, although Colin had been shorter, and had dark straight hair with no curl to it at all, and no facial hair except for his thick eyebrows and long, almost feminine eyelashes. And Stu was better looking, too – almost an advertisement for healthy, middle-western American upbringing, with his fresh, milk-fed complexion, his straight white teeth and clear, honest eyes. The facts. Better stick to the facts.


  “Occupation: Social Caseworker at the New York City Department of Welfare, since February of this year. Salary at second level, i.e., approximately $8,000 per year. Works out of an office at 28th Street, between Lexington Avenue and Third Avenue. District covers Lower East Side area, excluding Chinatown.


  “Previous occupation: unknown.”


  And unknowable for the time being, Johanna said to herself. After all, working for the Department of Welfare wasn’t so much a career as a stopgap, a way to make money fairly easily until you found out what you really wanted to do. There was a lot of free time, other young people to associate with, and the opportunity to see how other people lived – something otherwise unavailable to middle-class college graduates.


  Alice Billings had worked there after leaving the confessions mags, right after Johanna had left. Although she hadn’t stayed there very long – poverty depressed her too much – she still had friends who worked there. It was through a cautious, careful probing of Alice that Johanna had gotten much of her information about Stu – always careful not to single him out especially at any one time so as ever to be identified with him by Alice … Could Stu actually be involved in social work. Really care? That would be interesting, a clue.


  “Domicile – studio apartment, with kitchenette and bathroom. Fourth floor. Three front windows facing Seventy-eighth Street. One smaller window off kitchenette, opening onto an airshaft.


  “Previous domicile – 430 East Sixth Street. Until April 1 of this year.”


  Naturally, Johanna knew what Stu’s apartment looked like. Even if she hadn’t been able to look in she would have known. She’d been in Gladys’ apartment, right beneath Stu’s. In that renovated building all of the layouts were the same. Stu’s place was somewhat sparer than Gladys’ – the decor was different, even the color the walls had been painted was different.


  From her windows – especially from her living room windows – Johanna had a perfect view into Stu’s apartment. It was only sixty feet away, and as that building was a newer one than her old brownstone tenement, and the ceilings were lower for each floor, Stu’s apartment, the fourth one up, was about nine feet lower than her own. If they had strung a rope across, from the bottom of her windows to the top of his, it would be just level.


  This made an excellent angle for watching him. Not only could she see right behind the windows, but also in another twelve or fourteen feet. Because of the angle, she could see most of the depth of the studio he lived in. Only the doorway into the apartment, the deepest recess of the kitchenette, the bathroom, and the back closet were hidden from her view. And on sunny days, when the angle of the sun was low enough, even the kitchenette was visible.


  The furniture, the decoration – everything about the studio – was masculine and new-looking. There were two large Barcelona chairs, of shining metal and a deep tan leather, around a glass-topped coffee table, where Stu sat to read and have dinner. A large stained-walnut bookcase dominated one wall, stuffed with paperbacks, book club selections, records, and a small but professional-looking stereo system. Half under the kitchen counter were still several large, unpacked cardboard boxes. Closer to the windows, opposite the bookcase along the right wall of the studio, was Stu’s bed – larger than single size, but smaller than a double bed. Next to it was a small bed table on which sat a fat porcelain lamp with a persimmon-colored lampshade. Then a largish bare space, until the bookcase, covered with a small, old-looking oriental carpet over the parquet floor. There were two posters on the bedside wall and sitting area – reproductions of paintings by Magritte and Dali.


  He’d recently bought a plant, a large palm tree, which he had pushed up against the window to the far right. After some initial leaf browning and leaf loss, the plant was doing well. Aside from that, the studio had no life in it. Except perhaps for cockroaches. What apartment in the city didn’t have roaches? But no animals or aquarium, or shelves full of hanging plants. That was curious. Stu looked like the type of man who’d keep a large dog. A sheepdog or something like that.


  “No pets,” Johanna wrote down under her list of facts, then closed the notebook.


  What did that mean? That he didn’t like animals? Or that he wasn’t lonely? Wasn’t that why there were so many pets in the city? Because so many people lived alone and wanted some companionship – anything that lived and moved and could be petted or yelled at, or just talked to when there was no one else to talk to? Like Gladys with her fat little Yorkshire terrier. Or the scraggly mutt in the Betancourts’ apartment down on the first floor of Johanna’s building – a whelping, nervous animal of indeterminate breed, always running around making noise with the four scraggly, noisy Betancourt children.


  No pet. Well, his apartment really was too small for a large dog. Although that usually didn’t stop people from keeping even Dobermans and German shepherds in their studios.


  And Johanna didn’t have a pet herself, although she had had a cat until it had slipped down the bedroom fire escape and been hit by a car. Aleister, she had called the cat. An alley cat, just an ordinary cat. But a pet, while he lasted.


  Some people, of course, simply didn’t like animals. Mrs. Bait for example. But then she had Flora to be her pet. What a funny relationship that was. Little old Mrs. Bait, widowed thirty years now, tatting doilies and playing hearts and Mah-Jongg and cribbage across her tiny old filigreed table in her high-ceilinged old floor-through apartment which looked untouched since 1918. Everything about Mrs. Bait looked old, untouched and filigreed. The cuffs and collars of her ancient flower-print dresses, her carefully curled bluewhite hair, even the wrinkles on her face. Everything, in fact, except big, stout, ruddy-faced Flora, her nurse and – now that Mrs. Bait no longer went out – her only contact with the outside world. Flora was as plain as her employer was frilled. She exuded health, and sanity, and no nonsense. Her very features seemed to declare she had nothing to hide; her nose was snub with a vengeance, her eyes were wide, blue as a sky in June, her skin was coarse. Was Mrs. Bait Flora’s pet, perhaps?


  And who was this Jennifer? Was she the reason Stu didn’t have a pet? Because he had a girl friend? Well, if so, then where was she?


  She got up from her desk and went into the kitchen. The refrigerator was almost empty – nothing but bread, butter, and a row of condiments. She’d better go shopping tomorrow. Why had she put it off again today? But there was a bag of chocolate chip cookies on the dry foods shelf above the sink. And some milk. Johanna would have some milk and cookies before going to sleep. Milk and cookies! What a good girl am I?


  And the manuscript for the Watteau book – she’d better get to work on that too tomorrow. She’d already lied to Burton that she’d begun copy-editing it. She’d been putting off the work all week. No work, no money, Johanna. She’d start it tomorrow. For sure. God, all the typos in the Introduction. For all they were paying in advance, at least the author could go and have the damn thing typed up.


  Returning to the living room, and the large drop-leaf table she used as a work table, Johanna nibbled on a cookie, and sorted through the plates of illustrations. The paintings hadn’t come out very well – the colors seemed a little too muted. But the ink-drawings were perfect, gorgeous. How elegant the eighteenth century had been. What wonderful clothing. You could almost feel the satin sheen on the loose gown that woman with the chignon was wearing, half turning away from you, her face averted. So elegant. What would it have been like to have lived then? Certainly easier than now.


  Johanna looked at all of the plates again, then decided that she’d do the captions first. After that the copy-editing. The indexing last. How she hated to do indexing. Why didn’t they get someone else to do it? Must work if you want to eat, she reminded herself, dunking a cookie in the milk.


  Before going to bed, she opened the notebook again.


  “Despite the potential problems with this Jennifer, I still think that with the proper precautions and a little work, Stu and I will have a rich, mutually rewarding relationship.”


  The precautions were already set up. The voice attachment which she had gotten at the electronics shop downtown, when hooked up to the phone’s microphone, would drop her voice so it was low, almost a contralto. She’d been practicing her British accent for weeks now, grateful that acting in college plays had shown her natural talent for mimicking and impersonating. He’d never recognize her voice, even in the unlikely chance that they should ever meet. Then there were all the modulations and inflections and key words she had taught herself. She knew it was such characteristics that made a person’s voice so recognizable – even over the less than faithful reproduction of a telephone – the quirks of rhythm and inflection, the way one sounded when sad or excited or angry, or how one laughed.


  She’d already tested out the new voice. First on Alice, posing as someone selling magazine subscriptions. Later on Flora, disguised as a charity organization canvasser. She’d even tried it on Burton, her employer, calling him one day to apply for a job. No one had guessed it was her.


  But there was still some anxiety. To call at the wrong time – like today – would be worse than a mistake. It might jeopardize her whole plan. She would have the right moment or none at all. Ripeness was all. She would watch and wait, watch and wait, and then … then let the relationship begin as a seed, to ripen and flower.


  It would be wonderful.




  



  



  Chapter Three


  



  





  Jennifer came into the apartment with her dance bag slung over one shoulder. Her first words were an announcement that she had to be up early next morning to practice a new ballet. She would have to leave right after dinner.


  Her second comment was no better: “It looks so small! Hardly big enough for one person.”


  “Well, who decided to take it,” he replied. Then, not wanting to argue with her, “I think it’s because of the furniture.”


  “When you said you’d bought some things, I pictured …” She looked around, not hiding her annoyance. “It’s so severe!”


  Then she spotted her cartons of unpacked things, dived under the counter, pulled them out, opened them and began tossing things out onto the floor and coffee table. Stu had spent all afternoon cleaning and organizing the place for her visit. Not only hadn’t she noticed, she’d put it down for being too small.


  “I give up. It’s not here,” she said, looking up and tossing her long jet hair.


  “What isn’t there?”


  “Dune. It’s a book. I was sure I had it. Wait! You have it.”


  She jumped up and strode – it was the right verb – to the bookcase, where she began running her fingers along a line of paperbacks. “Caspar said I must read it. It takes place on a distant planet that is all desert, and the people walk along the sand in a special way that makes them almost dance. It’s how Caspar wants me to dance in his new piece.”


  “On sand?”


  “Yes. It’s a solo piece. Especially for me. Isn’t that exciting? Caspar is a genius, Stu. And this piece will make him famous, I’m sure of it. The music is electronic – Varèse, I’ve been playing it all week. It’s crazy. But on sand, who knows?”


  “You’re really going to dance on sand?”


  “Yes. Yes! In a big sandbox.” All the tightness, the reserve from before was gone. She was excited, smiling. “It’s going to be my big opportunity … oh, Stu, this tour has been so good for me. After two years in the back row, Caspar just suddenly seemed to notice me. At first he put me in lots of smaller parts, and I guess I was so good in them he put me in duets and trios. Cathy Fry got so uptight about it she left the company. Then I had to dance her roles. I’ve been headlining for two months now.”


  “That’s great, Jen.” He didn’t sound convincing, even to himself.


  She noticed that, and her coolness returned. “That’s why I need Dune. To help me do the sand dance.”


  “It should be right there,” he said, joining her at the bookcase, so close to her that her hair rubbed against his neck. “Jen …?”


  “Here. My, it’s a fat one, isn’t it?”


  “Jen …”


  A pot began to boil over. Stu jumped to get it and Jennifer sat down to read the first pages of the book. She seemed determined to let him cope with dinner. They’d usually done it together before ….


  He knew she was still angry with him about the tour. So angry, she’d been in town for a week without calling. But when she had, he’d determined not to make an issue of it. He would invite her to dinner, cook everything she liked, welcome and even seduce her back, if necessary.


  When he was ready with the appetizer, Jennifer put the book in her already bulging bag, took one look at the coffee table they’d be eating from, and said she’d rather sit on the floor. Stu silently marked how especially oriental she looked now, sitting there on her heels just like a real Chinese.


  He’d known her since college – five years now. She’d always been a little strange, undirected, off in a daze, he’d thought. He had passed her on campus for two years before finally stopping and talking to her. Then, she had never worn makeup and always dressed in old clothing, but she seemed strangely appealing to Stu –  exotic, different, shy. Throughout their junior year they had dated. They had become lovers in their last year, and when they’d graduated, they had decided to live together, taking the cheap apartment down on the Lower East Side.


  As if overnight the neighborhood changed for the worse. Pushers, junkies and hustlers replaced the flower children on the street. One night Jennifer was attacked and nearly raped on her way home from dance class. It was then that they decided to move uptown. It was more expensive and more regimented, but at least it should be safer.


  A month before they were to move, the tour became a point of controversy. It seemed that all the petty grudges and annoyances they’d suppressed in the past came up to the surface during their arguments over the tour. Jennifer had gone off with Caspar and the dance company, and Stu had made the move by himself.


  He hadn’t fooled himself about what had happened. He knew that when she came back things would be different. He would have to be more flexible about her dance career. But she would have to meet him halfway, damn it. He never expected she’d react this way, so cool, aloof.


  He sensed other changes in her as they almost silently ate dinner across the now immeasurable gulf of the coffee table. She had a sense of confidence, of direction, and an air of self-satisfaction he’d never been aware of before. Of course, she’d become a real dancer, had already tasted recognition, and was about to taste more when she soloed Caspar’s new work. Even her looks had changed. She wasn’t the little Chinese-American girl he’d wanted to help, to protect. She was a woman now, and – in every movement she made – a dancer.


  With the coffee, she finally noted the flowers he’d bought and set up on the bookcase. It seemed the best opening he’d get. He’d take it.


  “Look, Jen. I know I was a rat about the tour. But now that it’s happened, I’m glad. I won’t ever again stand in your way about your dancing.”


  “But I can’t dance and live with you,” she said.


  “Why not?”


  “Well, I know you don’t mean to, but you undermine my confidence, you drain me.”


  “Those aren’t your words. They’re Caspar’s. Right?”


  “And others in the company, too. They’re all for me, Stu.”


  “So am I. I love you.”


  “But only in conflict, in tension. That’s the way it’s always been with us, Stu. Fighting each other.”


  “When?”


  She ignored that and went on. “With the kids in the company, we can love each other in harmony, without any tension. I feel so much more at peace now, more myself.”


  “Inscrutable, as always,” he said.


  “And that’s another thing. The way you always put me down. For being Chinese. For being a woman. You’re so blind to it, so unthinking about it you don’t even see it.”


  “That’s just not true. I like it that you’re not like everyone else. And I love you as a woman. I’d just like to enjoy it a little more.”


  She looked at him for a moment, then said, “Besides, I dance better now. I’m not so physically drained anymore.”


  “That’s a relief. I thought Caspar always got to screw his new stars –”


  “That’s cheap, Stu.”


  “Jennifer, listen to me, hon. Just a second, please. It took the two of us to make whatever it was we’ve had together all this time. Two of us. One of us can’t just end it. Shouldn’t, anyhow. We both have to decide –”


  “I thought we had, when I went on the tour.”


  “Look, I’ve already said I overreacted to that. And I didn’t realize how much it meant to you. But that’s over. We’re both back in the same place. So how about it?”


  “How about what?”


  “How about coming back. Moving in with me. The way we planned.”


  “I don’t know … it’s so small …”


  “Well, then don’t move in. But come and stay with me. At least spend the night. Tonight. I miss you, Jen.”


  “I know,” she said.


  “Well?”


  “I was going to make this our last meeting, Stu. That’s what I’d decided when I called. I know,” she interrupted him, “I know it’s hard on you. On both of us. I still think I should do it. I feel so … so different, Stu. We’ll at least have to get to know each other all over again. At least let’s go slowly. I have to be sure of you. I have to be certain you won’t interfere again – this time is really critical to me.”


  “I’ve been waiting for you all these months …”


  “I know,” she said. “All right, I’ll sleep with you. But not tonight …”


  “When?”


  “I don’t know. Not until I’m surer of myself with you. You’re still a pretty sensitive issue with me.”


  “Thank God for that.”


  “I wasn’t kidding about getting up early.” She stood up and stretched, then grabbed up her bag.


  “When will I see you again?”


  “I’ll call you. I will, Stu. Thanks for the dinner. And the book.”


  They kissed at the door. Almost the same way they used to. For a moment he thought he might be able to persuade her not to go. He took the bag off her shoulder and began to nuzzle the nape of her neck. And for a moment he almost succeeded; she seemed to soften in his arms.
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