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  PART ONE




  Mrs. Lloyd and Lloyd


  

  
Chapter One





  SEATED on a straight-backed chair behind her small desk, Mrs. Bernius was the picture of elegance. The half-glasses perched midway down her nose made

  her seem even more elegant. And cool, Mike thought. She exuded Upper East Side New York City cool. The closer you’d get, the lower the mercury. Which was probably what you’d meet when

  after shuffling off this mortal coil you abruptly found yourself seated in a small, charmingly decorated office in limbo while an elegant keeper of the gates, exuding a terribly ladylike cool,

  examined the dossier on your misspent life in order to designate heaven or hell as your next stop.




  Come to think of it, what were he and spouse Amy doing here, placing themselves at the mercy of this particular keeper of the gates? Two adult, well-educated, middle-class American citizens

  — a proud people these Americans — kowtowing to la Bernius. After already, a week ago, having sufficiently kowtowed to the British lassie in the front office who, in that pseudo

  upper-crust British accent, had instructed them to produce their bona fides and fill out a ream of forms and documents.




  Enough already. The comedy is finished. Amy, my love, we are leaving here. What we now do is buy a cut-rate Conestoga wagon and join a party in search of new lands beyond the wide Missouri.




  Mike shifted in his chair, striving for a position that would in terms of body language indicate relaxed dignity. Amy, seated an arm’s length away, gave him a quick little frown, and he

  stopped striving. Mrs. Bernius raised her eyes from the two folders open before her — the applications, the resumés, and Gawd help us, the test results — and looked from one to

  the other of them over the half-glasses, a falcon hovering up there thoughtfully taking notice of this pair of chickens that had wandered into its ken.




  Mrs. Bernius said, “We will now be absolutely truthful with each other, you people. I’ll start by remarking that with the minimum of advertisement, Domestique is a most successful

  agency, depending as it does on giving satisfaction. Of course, we have a seller’s market these days. But it is known to the clientele that Domestique’s recommendation guarantees the

  real article. That we are not merely adding to a household staff a personable young couple for the pretty picture it makes, but are providing a well-motivated, competent personal secretary”

  — she graciously dipped her head at Amy — “and an equally desirable chauffeur to a family that urgently requires their services. And” — the lilting voice took on a

  subtle emphasis — “who want my assurance that this couple is ready to settle down to the long haul. And will not be spending its salaried time thumbing through the Help Wanted pages

  for, as one might put it, more prestigious jobs. Are you following this closely?”




  “Yes,” Mike said. “Look, if you’re getting around to telling us we’re overqualified for these jobs — ”




  “Really, Michael.” Mrs. Bernius was all gently smiling protest. “Now if you were an unemployed brain surgeon instead of an unemployed schoolteacher, I’d certainly be

  telling you that. But you’re not, are you?”




  Poisonous bitch, Mike thought, and Amy, who after three years of marriage could read his thought balloons in their ascent, gave him that warning little frown again. She said apologetically to

  Mrs. Bernius, “It’s just that when Mike — Michael — submitted his resumé to some agencies the overqualification thing did come up. So there’s —

  ”




  “Of course, dear,” said Mrs. Bernius. “But I did warn that the painful truth must be part of this interview. And things are tough out there for some of us, aren’t they?

  Unemployed schoolteachers all over the place. On the other hand, according to your applications it was an ex-schoolteacher friend of yours who recommended Domestique to you, wasn’t it?

  Because whatever else that friend might be overqualified for, he was certainly well qualified to be chauffeur for an appreciative family on Long Island where he appears to be doing very well for

  himself.”




  “Yes,” Amy said.




  “Yes. And believe me, dear, according to my files he wasn’t the first to change course in this direction. Painful truth to tell, we were all tilted just a bit off balance by those

  halcyon full-employment years, weren’t we? Now some of us must settle for a little less than professional glory. But” — Mrs. Bernius held up a flawlessly manicured forefinger

  — “but from Domestique’s point of view the world still provides a large number of the well-to-do who’ll pay a fair price for servants of quality. That might be a sticking

  point, you people. Servants. How does that word hit you?”




  “Well,” Amy said, “it doesn’t really bother me.”




  “We did talk it over,” Mike said, “at length and in depth.”




  “Good,” said Mrs. Bernius. She glanced at the folders, then focused on Mike. “Your last employment was as cab driver. In response to my query, your company” — with

  distaste she held up a grimy sheet of paper by a corner — “attests that you were a valued employee. Why exactly did you resign from it?”




  “Robbed once at knifepoint. I got over it. The second time it was at gunpoint. I didn’t get over it.”




  “Life in the Big Apple,” said Mrs. Bernius. “I suppose it was a passenger each time?”




  “Yes.”




  “Which,” said Mrs. Bernius, “is something you won’t have to worry about if you get this job under discussion. Allowing for a fender-bender now and then, I imagine that

  chauffeuring a limousine for a genteel family is one of the safer vocations.”




  “Happy thought,” Mike said.




  “So it is.” Mrs. Bernius returned briefly to the folders. “And before this you were, for almost ten years, a teacher at the Scoville-Lang Preparatory School. Literature and

  composition. As well as serving for two years as Dean of Students. Now what exactly would be the duties of Dean of Students?”




  “Of its Upper School,” Mike said. “I was supposed to have exceptional rapport with the teenagers there.”




  “Females included?”




  “With decorum,” Mike said.




  At least, he thought, with his decorum. The fact was — no use shyly scuffing the toe into the ground about it — by luck of the genetic draw he had his father’s

  sandy-haired, firm-jawed, slightly squint-eyed good looks. And despite a detestation of all physical exercise except skiing, the same compact, flat-bellied, hard-muscled frame. Add it up, and what

  it had amounted to apparently was catnip to the more uninhibited female students in his ken.




  “No hanky-panky in that department?” asked Mrs. Bernius.




  “Never. What it came to was simply that some of the kids were getting into drugs, and this Dean of Students thing was created so that I’d have proper authority to deal with

  them.”




  “How?”




  “A warning for the first offense, suspension for the second. Anyhow, I finally nailed four kids who were turning the place into pushers’ paradise and gave them fair warning. A week

  later I caught them with the goods again, pill-peddling to some juniors. I suspended them for the rest of the term and wrote their parents to meet with me. I thought — ”




  “Ah, yes,” said Mrs. Bernius. “But the parents thought otherwise.”




  “They raised hell. All that worried them was that the kids’ college admission would be delayed. When I said sorry, but that’s the way it is, they went to the

  headmaster.”




  “A George Oliphant.”




  “A George Oliphant. Who told me sorry, but he was lifting the suspensions. When I said this meant I’d have to resign he told me good-bye, you can pick up your final paycheck on the

  way out.”




  “Obviously very rich and influential parents,” said Mrs. Bernius with amusement. She regarded Mike over her glasses. “I had a long talk with your Mr. Oliphant. He gave me a

  positively poisonous report on you. Does that come as any surprise?”




  Mike’s stomach turned over. “Yes,” he said shortly. He found he couldn’t let it go at that. “You must have told him I wasn’t looking for a teaching job, just

  to drive a car for somebody.”




  “Oh, I did. And what he confided to me” — Mrs. Bernius peered at a folder — “was that as his employee you were insubordinate, emotional, couldn’t adjust to

  the needs of the school community. School community,” she mused. “He used the phrase repeatedly. Is that today’s jargon for what I used to know as a school?”




  “Professional language.”




  “I see. Well, it doesn’t charm me. Nor did Mr. Oliphant. Too mellifluous. Too warmly concerned about your welfare while at the same time — if you’ll forgive my language

  — giving you the vaselined finger.”




  What do you know, Mike thought in glad surprise. He glanced at Amy. She was staring open-mouthed at this elegant phenomenon before them.




  “You see, “ the phenomenon said to Mike, “what I did extract from him along the way was that despite your vices you were punctual, abstemious — at least on-site —

  and did get along with your colleagues. Considering his vindictiveness, this amounted to a dazzling tribute.”




  “So the job is mine?”




  “Well, there’s still some ground to cover. Amy, however, does seem to meet all specifications. No point making a mystery of that.”




  Amy looked troubled. She could read him like a book, Mike knew. He said, “But her job — secretary, companion, whatever — appears to be bigger than mine. Why the concentration

  on me?”




  “Because a married couple-in-service has been requested here. Not only are accommodations available for it, but such couples have a reputation for providing very stable elements in

  household service. I sometimes wonder,” Mrs. Bernius said reflectively, “if this isn’t because whatever irritations the couple meets on the job can be confided to each other

  openly. Pillow talk, as the phrase goes. Get it out of the system that way.” She considered this.




  Mike considered the wallpaper. Alternating vertical narrow black and silver stripes. This whole scene had a dreamlike quality bordering on nightmare, and that wallpaper, the pattern rippling

  when he concentrated on it, made a perfect setting for a dream verging on nightmare. Close the eyes tight, open them, and with any luck he’d find himself waking up in home sweet home, third

  floor back on Thompson Street. No, not really that sweet anymore, the way the apartment had been denuded of almost all those furnishings, sold for what they could bring. And now two months behind

  on the rent. That, as this elegant lady had put it, was the nasty reality.




  He cleared the throat to rouse the lady from her reverie, and she measured him over her glasses. “Adaptability,” she said. “Amy measures up there. I’m not sure about you,

  Michael. And if you suddenly decide to walk out on the job, Amy will walk out with you. That would leave Domestique with two black marks on its books, do you see?”




  “Suppose I guarantee I won’t walk out? After all, I didn’t walk out on the cabbie job. You could say I was persuaded out by a gun.”




  “True. But while you won’t be facing any weaponry on this job you will have to deal with, oh, perhaps half a dozen people whose view of their hired help is authoritarian. In a

  genteel way, of course. But distinctly authoritarian. And each of them has a strongly defined temperament and in one case at least some marked eccentricities. And you’ll not only be serving

  them, you will be living there with them. Think it over. Living in their home but — and I choose the word with care — invisibly.”




  “Invisibly?” Mike said.




  Mrs. Bernius rose and went to the window behind her. She studied the vista of midtown Manhattan it offered, then turned and cocked her head at Mike. “Does the name Durie mean anything to

  you? Either of you?”




  “No,” Amy said.




  “Vaguely,” Mike lied.




  “Vaguely at best,” said Mrs. Bernius. “The family would be pleased by that. Low key, these people. Great self-respect. With an acute dislike of public notice. The house —

  mansion really — is in the upper Sixties between Madison and Fifth. And now observe my emphasis, you people: the Durie family is very old money.”




  “Goes back a long way,” Mike said.




  “To colonial times. And prosperous even then.”




  “And,” Mike said, “this has something to do with our being invisible?”




  “Speaking from long experience,” said Mrs. Bernius, “yes. Hard to conceive perhaps, but to very old money even such as the Rockefellers are parvenus. Other kinds of moneyed

  people — Sun Belt, for instance — are not to be mentioned in polite company.”




  “Patrician company,” said Mike.




  “American style. But don’t think I’m describing snobbishness. Very old money is not snobbish. It is simply” — Mrs. Bernius held up a hand, forefinger and thumb

  making a loop, and used the loop in delicate little gestures to emphasize each word — “wonderfully, totally unselfconscious. No glitter, no glamor.”




  It’s showtime, folks, Mike thought, and she is really laying it on. He observed that Amy was taking in the show with fascination. Amy, at twenty-five, was sometimes asked for her ID when

  they entered a bar. When she wore this rapt look even her birth certificate was suspect.




  It turned out that Mrs. Bernius was not too bad at reading his thought balloons herself.




  She said wickedly, “All right, allow ten percent for exaggeration. But if you’re as smart as you look, my friend, you’ll understand me. What it comes down to is this. New money

  is always uneasy about its servants. It hasn’t been brought up to deal with them so it deals with them uneasily. Too hard-boiled or too soft-boiled, it demonstrates insecurity one way or the

  other.




  “None of this applies to very old money. Its servants aren’t people, you see. They are invisible forces who somehow make life comfortable. They do not, for example, display any

  private feelings to the family because this is simply not done. On the other hand, the family may expose its private feelings before the servants. May hold almost embarrassingly personal

  conversations before the chambermaid or chauffeur, not because the chambermaid and chauffeur are assumed to be as discreet as the three wise monkeys — although they had damn well better be

  — but because they are invisible. The old-fashioned servant not only lived with this comfortably, he preferred it. He moved back and forth between the household world and his private world

  easily. But today — well, can a generation that’s been so passionate about its personal freedom and its sensitivities and its enlarged ego do that? Can you, Michael? Be absolutely

  honest about it, so that a week after I’ve placed you in the job we’re not all three of us regretting it.”




  “Absolutely honest?” Mike said. “All right, the picture you’re drawing seems to be of waxworks, not people. I’m not sure how valid it is.”




  “Enough. And, oh yes, those are people. You and Amy may not be people during your working hours. They most definitely are at all times. So where does that leave us? I mentioned the long

  haul, didn’t I?”




  “Yes.”




  “That must be taken into account, too. Several years at least. It’s to your benefit to think in those terms. The good news is that the secretary-companion’s job pays twenty

  thousand a year to start. The chauffeur’s job pays fifteen thousand. A Christmas bonus, tax free, will add twenty percent to that. Not luxurious, but not bad at all. And most important,

  secretary and chauffeur make a live-in couple provided with a pleasant little apartment on the premises, complete medical benefits, and — do you own a car?”




  “Not recently,” said Mike.




  “ — and the use of one of the family cars when you’re on your own time. A handsome package really. Rent, food, insurance, and transportation, all on the house. Which means that

  unless the couple is wildly improvident, the largest part of its income can go right into savings. Add up a few years of those savings, you people, and you’ll find it comes to a surprising

  amount. Add up fifteen years of them” — Mrs. Bernius gracefully motioned at the wallpaper — “and you have this.”




  “Domestique,” said Mike




  “Domestique. My husband and I made it happen the hard way. He provided the inspiration, I managed the money. Unfortunately, he didn’t live very long after we made it

  happen.”




  Amy said instantly and naturally, “Oh, I am sorry.”




  “Thank you. But that’s how things turn out sometimes.” Mrs. Bernius took aim at Mike. “Now that you know what the job entails — considering your background and

  disposition — do you feel you can handle it emotionally? That is the question.”




  “I’m more adaptable than I look,” Mike said. “Especially when well motivated. Right now I am terribly well motivated.”




  Mrs. Bernius nodded acceptance of this. She turned to Amy. “How tall are you?”




  Amy looked guilty. “Well — ”




  “Stand up, dear.”




  Amy stood up, drooping. By subtle drooping she had learned to keep her soaring six feet close to Mike’s five-ten level.




  “And don’t slouch,” said Mrs. Bernius crisply. “Straighten those shoulders. All the way, that’s right, dear. Nothing to be worried about. I’ve been given to

  understand that height would be a distinct asset here. The member of the family you’ll be secretary to is Miss Durie. Miss Margaret Durie. Age seventy, has her crotchets, and — you

  should be prepared for this — is unsighted.”




  “Blind?” Amy said with trepidation.




  “Totally. Since a youthful accident. It seems to me that when this matter of height was brought up, Miss Durie was indicating she’d feel most secure in the company of someone

  tall.”




  “I’ve never dealt with anyone blind,” Amy said.




  “Few of us have,” said Mrs. Bernius. “And I wouldn’t let my imagination run away with me now, dear. I have a feeling you’ll get along well with the lady. And that

  you’ll find the family strongly supportive. And — I trust you’ll take this in the right spirit — you do make a most pleasant appearance when you’re not slouching in

  that awkward way. But that rather flamboyant red hair — ”




  “Auburn,” said Amy. “And it’s natural.”




  “Obviously, going by your complexion. What I’m suggesting is that you capitalize on your height and figure and work out a less — well — casual hairdo. Before you meet the

  housekeeper there. She’s very much in charge and favors what might be called the sedate coiffure.”




  “Sedate?”




  “Less flyaway. Keep in mind that the signals you get from the housekeeper — Mrs. McEye — are the signals she gets from the family. And where I have the power to hire —

  with her approval — she has the power to fire.”




  “But we are hired? Both of us?”




  “Both of you.” Mrs. Bernius reseated herself behind the desk — it was a demonstration, Mike saw, of how to seat yourself weightlessly — and scanned a folder. “Two

  years as kindergarten teacher. Then a turn at various temporary office jobs. Receptionist and typist.”




  “Mostly receptionist,” Amy confessed. “My typing isn’t all that fast.”




  “But refreshingly accurate,” said Mrs. Bernius. “You’re the first one within memory, dear, who completed our tests without a single error. But — and this is only to

  satisfy my curiosity — did you give up that job at Scoville-Lang voluntarily or did your Mr. Oliphant — ?”




  “Oh, that. Well, after Mike left, Mr. Oliphant sort of encouraged me to quit at the end of the term. I would have done it anyhow.”




  “Of course.” Mrs. Bernius looked almost fondly from one to the other of them. “Semper fidelis, isn’t it? Well, then” — she closed the folders with an air of

  finality — “today is Wednesday. You’ll start with introductions Sunday morning at eight. Sunday morning is when the family — or most of it — will be on hand. Your

  apartment is fully furnished, ready for occupancy. The one you’ll report to — remember to use the service entrance, not the main entrance — is Mrs. McEye, the housekeeper.

  She’ll give you your instructions in detail. Do not — I repeat, do not — try to improve on them.” Mrs. Bernius held her hands wide. “And that’s it, you people.

  The whole package.”




  “For the next five years,” Mike said as he got to his feet. He felt simultaneously lightheaded with relief, heavyhearted with dark forebodings.




  “At least the next five years,” Mrs. Bernius said. “Wait. One little thing more.” She regarded Amy over the glasses. “You’re not pregnant by any

  chance?”




  “No,” Amy said, and looked down at her flatness in bewilderment.




  “Oh, nothing shows,” said Mrs. Bernius. “It’s just that a little one on the way — well, it would be more than the family would care to cope with. Bear that in mind,

  won’t you?”




  “Both of us,” said Mike.




  





  Chapter Two




  MIKE jabbed the elevator button. “Unreal,” he said.




  Amy thrust her arm through his. “Want to walk all the way home from here?”




  “Until reality sets in? Sure. By way of Sixth Avenue. The first bar we hit there is the bar for us.”




  “Your idea of reality,” Amy said. She clutched his arm tight against her and managed to fit into the same section of the revolving door that bumped them out into Fifth Avenue. In the

  middle of the crowded sidewalk she stopped short. “Mike, it’s just sinking in, that unreal part. Our money troubles are over. Completely. It makes me feel disoriented.”




  “Still,” Mike said, “figuring in this and that — like overdue rent and my father’s mite and the Silverstones’ large charity — we’re starting off

  at least a few thousand in the hole, baby.”




  “I know,” said Amy. Which, as Mike was aware, understated it. One corner of her brain, he learned soon after they set up housekeeping, was a computer when it come to dollars and

  cents. She now had that computer look in her eye. “After you rent the van tomorrow so we can get the rest of the stuff up to the farm for storage — anyhow the TV and stereo and books

  — we’ll owe just about thirty-three hundred. No sweat anymore, because we just arrange schedules of payment. So in two months — ”




  “Two months?”




  “Mike darling, if we keep expenses down to basics, in two months we clear up everything we owe.”




  “Unreal,” Mike said.




  The first bar they hit on Sixth Avenue catered to a depressing lineup of threadbare geriatric cases. The warm blood still circulated however; every watery eye fixed on Amy with appreciation.




  There were a few small tables available, none occupied, but there was a waiter indifferently flicking a towel over one of them. Mike led Amy to a table. “Name your poison,” he

  said.




  “Frozen daiquiri,” she said predictably. She loathed all alcohol that wasn’t camouflaged by cloying syrups. “Strawberry.”




  “In a joint like this?”




  “It’s a bar, isn’t it?”




  The waiter drifted over, and when Amy said, “A frozen strawberry daiquiri, please,” he regarded her somberly. “You have to be kidding, lady.”




  Mike said, “The lady’ll have a screwdriver, heavy on the orange juice. For me, Jack Daniels. A double. No rocks. Right?”




  “Right,” said the waiter and made his way off.




  “Well?” Mike said to his wife.




  “So I am no expert on bars. Or maybe just enough to know that a double anything on an empty stomach is extremely potent, isn’t it?”




  “I need it, dear. Between you and me, I still feel I’m under anesthesia.”




  The waiter set down their glasses. He watched Mike down a large belt. “Happy days,” the waiter said approvingly as he departed.




  “So it appears,” Mike said. He said to Amy, “Man took me for an old gunslinger. He didn’t know he was eyeballing Jeeves. And Mrs. Danvers.”




  “Mrs. Danvers? Oh, yes, Rebecca. Mike, honest to God, is that how you see it?”




  “What I see, baby, is a stretch of role-playing for us. Something new in our lives. Two split personalities. Four altogether. Are we ready for that?”




  “We’d better be. Because simple arithmetic — ”




  “No arithmetic is simple. If it was, I’d be a math or science teacher. I’d have school boards begging for my services. Hell, not even Bernius was begging for them. If she

  didn’t want you to sign on — ”




  “She did want you,” Amy said sharply. “And let us stick to the subject, Michael dear. Simple arithmetic. Which says that if we bank all we can, we’ll wind up with about a

  hundred thousand dollars in the next five years.”




  “Come on. Not even fancy arithmetic — ”




  “It’s true. If we keep personal expenses way down, that’s what will happen.”




  “Possibly. But do you think we can put in five years of servitude stashing away Das Rheingold and then go back to teaching just like that?” Mike downed the rest of his drink. “

  ‘Well now, Mr. Lloyd, we’ve considered your application, but what with that blackball, and the best years of your life devoted to chauffeuring the idle rich — ’ ”




  “No,” said Amy, “you won’t be putting in job applications anywhere. Your job’ll be writing, not teaching.”




  “Amy, darling, I’ve had one story published, and I have one novel on hand nobody wants to publish. And your drink is getting warm.”




  She distastefully took a sip of the drink and said stubbornly, “That novel is a good novel. And the one you’re writing now about the school is even better.”




  “Maybe.”




  “No maybe. So what you’ll do while we’re on this job is go back to writing, the way you were doing before the cabbie job. At least a couple of pages a day. And when we’ve

  got that big money put away you’ll write full time. And without having to go beg for those grants nobody gets anyhow except people who don’t need them.”




  “I see,” said Mike. “Our planned future.”




  “Part of it. For the rest — Mike, do you know how hopeless you are about handling money?”




  During the past three years there had been vague hints that she might think this way, but it was the first time she had ever come out with it. Now that she had, he found, it didn’t hurt at

  all. Had a certain flattering quality, in fact. Mike Lloyd, easy spender, ready lender, generous host, a man for all seasons.




  He said lightly, “Hopelessness with money runs in my family, baby. You can’t blame me for it when it’s in the genes, can you?”




  “Yes, I can. So — ”




  “So?”




  Amy took a deep breath. “I want to handle all our money. Paychecks, budget and all.”




  Mike contemplated this through a faint haze of bourbon.




  “Suppose,” he said craftily, “I told you this kind of arrangement could psychically demolish me?”




  “Fat chance.”




  “You know all the answers, don’t you, kid? All right” — he made a broad erasing gesture in the air with his fist — “the misspent past is wiped out. Now for

  the implausible future.”




  





  Chapter Three




  NOT that the recent past itself, commencing with the entrance of this woman into his life, had been all that plausible.




  The entrance had been made on an Orientation Day, traditionally the day before the school year opened, when the faculty gathered in the auditorium for some positive thinking from headmaster

  George Oliphant, pilot of the good craft Scoville-Lang — like it or not, it did live on Dalton and Brearley rejects — and for sketchy introductions to the newly signed-on members of the

  crew.




  A stupefying occasion usually, but this time brightened for Mike by the view, a few empty rows ahead, of an unfamiliar crown of blazing red hair sunk to the level of the seat top and apparently

  unattached to any body, though second glance revealed that there was a pair of blue-jeaned knees also visible at seat-top level.




  When her name was called — Amy Belknap — and she awkwardly rose to her full surprising height and came to the platform to murmur that she was instructor of Kindergarten-B, it turned

  out that aside from those fiery tresses this was no big deal. The tresses had hinted at, if not a Miss America, at least a Miss New York State. The reality came off as an ordinary-looking kid,

  obviously fresh out of college and awed by this, her first honest-to-god paying job as sandbox supervisor. Rose DelVecchio, head of the Lower School, which included the kindergartens, had once

  confided to him in her cups that what she looked for in a kindergarten teacher were steely nerves and immunization against all childhood diseases. So much for Amy Belknap.




  Over the next month he occasionally saw her from a distance, but since he was an Upper School heavyweight — now Dean of Students, George Oliphant’s idea of a high-toned title for a

  combination English teacher and grade adviser — and since the Upper, Middle, and Lower Schools lived academic lives apart from each other, there was no reason to pass the time of day with

  her. Besides, females who had the edge on him in height were a distinct turn-off.




  The first time he did talk to her was on his own turf, the closet-size office awarded him as Dean of Students. Corned beef sandwich in one hand, pen in the other, he was at his desk having lunch

  and grading essay papers when there was this barely audible knock on the office door. “Come in,” said he, and there she was. Triumphantly, he found her name leaping instantly to mind.

  “Miss Belknap. Amy Belknap.”




  She looked startled at this recognition. “Yes. I’m supposed to talk to you. About a problem.”




  “A kindergarten problem? I have a feeling that you’re at the wrong address.”




  “Oh, no. I mean, it’s rather a personal problem. I told Mrs. DelVecchio about it and she sent me to Mr. Oliphant.” She remained standing there in the doorway, and in those

  jeans and that Scoville-Lang T-shirt, Mike observed, she could have been one of his senior writing class. She cleared her throat. “Anyhow, when I talked to Mr. Oliphant he said you might know

  what to do about it.”




  “Did he?” said Mike. So George, the old smoothie, had set him not only to nursemaid troubled adolescents but also troubled faculty. This he’d have to settle with George.

  Meanwhile, let good manners prevail. “In that case,” said Mike, “come in, close the door, sit down.”




  She did, and where any visitor made for a tight fit here, this one’s lanky frame made it even tighter. When he pivoted his swivel chair toward her their knees almost touched. It struck him

  that her face seen this close — sherry-colored eyes, high cheekbones, short straight nose, wide mouth — was not an altogether uninteresting face.




  “And the problem?” he said.




  “Well, it’s one of your Upper School boys. Gerald Mortenson. He’s been making himself offensive to me.”




  “How?”




  “He aims remarks at me in public. Sexually oriented, not quite sotto voce. In front of his cronies.”




  “Cronies,” Mike said. An almost forgotten magic word in this context, right out of all those magic boys’ books read beneath the blanket by flashlight beam.




  “Yes,” said Amy Belknap. “ ‘Hey, Miss Belknap, you’re my kind of teacher.’ ‘Hey, Miss Belknap, want to share an experience?’ I find it

  offensive in the extreme. I’m not sure Mr. Oliphant does. I can only hope you do.”




  “But definitely,” Mike said. The Mortenson kid. Big, smart, going on eighteen. Parents divorced, father a wheel in TV production. And — this would explain George’s

  evasive style here — Mortenson senior was the school board member who handled Scoville-Lang’s fund raising for free. “Did you,” Mike asked the plaintiff, “try to

  straighten out Gerald?”




  She shook her head. “Hard to see how, considering his total arrogance. I know he wants me to engage him in a slanging match in front of his audience, so I won’t. The best I could do

  last time was give him a really scathing look.” She took in Mike’s expression. “Is that so surprising?”




  “No, no. It’s just the way you put it.” He couldn’t hold back a smile, and to his pleased surprise, instead of showing resentment she returned the smile. “By the

  way,” he said, “do I detect a touch of Boston in your voice?”




  “It’s my hometown. And I graduated from Boston U.”




  “What do you know,” Mike said, “so did I. But the hometown’s Spruce Pond up Middlesex way. I doubt if you’ve ever heard of it.”




  “Not really.”




  “Nice place,” Mike said. “Old New England. Or what’s left of it.” He suddenly realized he was openly reading her face, feature by feature, and that her cheeks were

  coloring. Blushing, for God’s sake. Here on Central Park West at the close of the twentieth century. He abruptly pulled himself together. “Anyhow,” he said briskly,

  “I’m glad you brought the problem to me. You can now forget about Gerald Mortenson. I’ll attend to him first thing.”




  He did so, restrainedly for openers, but when the kid responded with a man-to-man leer Mike cut loose with an anger he vaguely realized stemmed from the picture of Amy Belknap appealing to him,

  Sir Galahad, for help against this snotty, teenage dragon. Overreacting, of course, but he certainly did take all the fire out of the dragon.




  Simple.




  What wasn’t simple was the way he then seemed to have this Amy Belknap on his mind. Certainly, he assured himself, when you took into account that awkward height, the almost fey naivete,

  those ready blushes right out of crinoline times, he wasn’t being driven to pursue the fair maiden. So what it had to be was just curiosity about an entertaining and unusual specimen. In that

  case, Rose DelVecchio, Belknap’s immediate superior, was the one to pump for information. Rose was an old acquaintance, hard-bitten, straight-talking, and as a matter of fact, now going

  through a miserable divorce, hence always ready to share a drink with a sympathetic listener at Dicey’s Saloon over on Broadway.




  During the first round of drinks she brought him up to date on the divorce proceedings, still a mess. With the second round, when she said, “Enough of this. How about a cheerier subject

  like, say, the incidence of cholera in Third World countries?” Mike said “Sure,” and described his resolution of Amy Belknap’s problem.




  “Figures,” said Rose. “I should have sent her to you right off instead of George.”




  “No big deal,” Mike said. “But what got me was this Belknap kid herself. The kind of weird helplessness that she — ”




  “Helplessness?” Rose’s eyebrows went up. “Mister, obviously you don’t know you’re talking about the second coming of Mary Poppins, toughest nanny of them

  all.”




  “Go on. That baby-faced flagpole?”




  Rose’s spirits had been bleak up to now. Now they appeared to brighten. “That flagpole came out of college into a one-year internship in a problem school in Boston. They sent me a

  one-line recommendation of her. Highly motivated, creative, well organized. And that’s what she turned out to be.”




  “Our Amy Belknap?”




  “None other. Shy, a little bit oddball, but a darling kid. Catches you off-balance sometimes. The first time I complimented her on the way she handled her class do you know what she said

  to me with an absolutely straight face? She said, ‘Well, isn’t it true that a stern but loving preceptor is the answer to most pedagogical problems?’ Just left me standing there

  with my mouth open, if you know what I mean.”




  “I know,” Mike said. “I’ve caught her act.”




  “No act. The genuine Belknap. The fact is she lights up my life.”




  “Obviously. And anybody else’s? One of our faculty studs smitten by the view of Pippa passing?”




  Rose shook her head. “I doubt it. She’s boarding cut-rate with some old couple in the neighborhood here. Grim team, from what she let drop. And from what our faculty eligibles let

  drop, well, I have a feeling that she may be just a shade too different from what they’re used to.” Rose finished her drink, then took her time lighting a cigarette. “Michael

  dear, are you between affairs of the heart right now? Is that what this little tête-à-tête is really all about?”




  Mike weighed this. “So it would seem, wouldn’t it? You’re a wise bird, Rosie.”




  “Oh, yeah, Just slow on the uptake, that’s all. Still I can’t feel too dumb about it, considering that this Amy person — we’ll discount those big brown eyes —

  is a long way from the usual Michael Lloyd cuddly little kitten type.”




  “Hey, don’t rush me. I haven’t even dated her yet.”




  “I have an idea it isn’t long coming,” said Rose.




  It came next afternoon. Classes had been dismissed when he went upstairs to Kindergarten-B; the room looked as if a cyclone had hit it, and teacher was clearing up the wreckage. When with a

  minimum of preliminary he proposed a friendly chat over drinks at Dicey’s she said, “That would be nice,” and so after they put the room back into shape there were drinks at

  Dicey’s — Coke on the rocks for her — and a long talk, both holding their own, starting with the shared experience of Gerald Mortenson, and then they adjourned to the deli down

  the block for sandwiches and more talk, and finally there was a directionless ramble, which somehow wound up at the door of her apartment. Where, disconcertingly, she suddenly went inarticulate,

  barely managing to get out a murmured good-night and thank you before closing the door behind her.




  Halfway down the staircase Mike stopped to think it over. Then he reversed course and went back up to knock at the door. When she opened it he said, “You didn’t give me any chance to

  sign off properly. I just want you know how much I enjoyed the evening. And if there’s nothing special on your calendar, how about a repeat tomorrow?”




  She looked doubtful. “Do you mean that? Really?”




  “Amy, you heard me say it. Why wouldn’t I mean it?”




  “Oh, God,” she said woefully, “because I talked so much. I never do that. I don’t know what got into me. And you were so quiet after we came into the building I knew I

  must have bored you to death.”




  “Not for an instant. Matter of fact, I thought I was coming on a little too intense.”




  “Responding. That’s different.”




  “It is not,” Mike said. “Besides, what led to my silence when we came in was contemplation of an age-old question. Do you kiss the girl on the first date?”




  That was the comic truth. He couldn’t recall having given thought to that innocent question since he first laid razor to some barely perceptible fuzz on his chin, but as he had followed

  her up that staircase the question had popped right up out of fuzzy-chinned adolescence. Kind of a time machine, this girl. Make contact, and next thing you’re back there getting ready for

  the junior prom.




  From her expression he couldn’t judge whether she was contemplating him or the age-old question. Finally she said, “Were you really wondering about that? And me?”




  “Yes. Yearning but insecure.”




  “Don’t be,” she said, and leaned forward to rather bumpily press her lips to his. Her kiss was at first tentative, then enthusiastic, and ultimately — by now they were

  tightly locked together with arms around each other — abandoned. Even exploratory, as were Mike’s hands, although carefully kept in bounds between those bony shoulderblades and that

  slim, hard-muscled waist.




  When they broke it up they kept their arms around each other. Amy drew back her face to focus on him. “Now I can tell you,” she whispered. “If you hadn’t come back, I

  would have had a dreadful night.”




  “So would I.”




  “Mine would have been worse.”




  “Look, darling, if you want to be competitive about it — ”




  “No, truly. I have kind of a deep self-esteem. That makes it all the more painful when you think you’ve made a fool of yourself. But I didn’t, did I?”




  “Far from it. Meet me at Dicey’s tomorrow after school, and I’ll reveal just how far.”




  So it was at Dicey’s, lately geared to Upper West Side chic, that she had her first daiquiri. And her second, when Mike, having ordered a follow-up bourbon for himself, pointed out to her

  that he had found solitary drinking, especially in company, made him instantly melancholy.




  Then with joints well oiled they settled down in a Chinese restaurant where they alternated between gluttony and fond argumentation and, at unpredictable intervals, spells of moonstruck silence.

  During one of those spells it struck Mike that this whole thing was wildly improbable. Wildly. Consider that he had shared this stranger’s company for about ten hours of his entire life. And

  consider his hitherto rich contentment with his lot — a nice job, a gem of an apartment in the Village, a couple of devoted friends, attractive females to move in on occasion and provide all

  necessary gratification and sometimes even light housekeeping, the dandy little BMW he had virtually rebuilt with his own hands, a story published and a novel in the making — because

  contentment was the word for it. But now fixed on that happily flushed and slightly glassy-eyed face across the table, feeling the pressure of those long, bony, stockinged feet resting on his

  shoes, he knew that the contentment, however rich, had been watery stuff compared to its intoxicating replacement.




  Blissfulness, for God’s sake. An unnerving, gut-twisting blissfulness. For the first time in his adult life.




  But then, there had to be a first time for everything, no?




  Oh, yes. In fact a whole series of first times.




  They spent that weekend in his apartment on Thompson Street — three neat little rooms including eat-in kitchen and backyard view — and here he was given the evidence that she had

  indeed spoken the truth when she had earlier confided that she had never before been to bed with a man.




  Mike managed to take this without blinking.




  “Aren’t you even a little surprised?” Amy asked.




  “Why? I imagine there’s a considerable number of women who refuse to settle for whatever casual roll in the hay they’re offered.”




  “That is so true.” Amy regarded him meltingly. “But how many men know it? Not that I regard my virginity — or any other woman’s — as sacred, that kind of

  nonsense. Funny thing in college, any time I did get an offer, even if the boy and I had gotten along so well previously, I suddenly found myself judging him very harshly. Seeing how callow he was,

  for all his fine airs. College boy self-assurance is very hollow really. Harvard and MIT self-assurance especially.”




  “Good thinking,” Mike said.




  As it turned out, when she settled down in bed it all went very much like that initial kiss in the hallway — a tentative warm-up, then enthusiasm, finally abandonment — although both

  days of the weekend were needed to obtain the desired results.




  Sunday at midafternoon — clearly satiation time — he raised himself on an elbow, brushing aside a couple of copper-colored hairpins to get elbow room, and studied her as she lay

  there, eyes closed, hair in disorder over her breasts. After a little of this pleasure he yielded to temptation. “One question,” he said.




  “Mmm?”




  “Was it good for you, too?”




  Her expression became all wide-eyed wonderment, an obvious put-on. “How can I tell,” she asked plaintively, “when I have no basis for comparison at all?”




  “Touché,” said Mike. “One more question. No fooling this time. How do you feel about giving up the nunnery and moving in here?”




  “Fine.”




  “Just like that? No doubts? No fears?”




  “None. No, wait. I’m paying rent in advance, and I’ve still got two weeks to go this month. I doubt very much they’ll — ”




  “I’ll stand treat,” said Mike.




  She moved in next evening, and one month later — Thanksgiving Day — they were married. Afterward, they found that neither could clearly recall which one had first broached that idea.

  They finally agreed that since either might have been the prime mover, it was obviously an idea whose time had come. Maybe ESP. Whatever.




  The wedding took place in the home of Amy’s widowed mother — the longtime family home — in not quite Back Bay Boston. As the time had approached, Mike found that if he was

  supposed to feel pangs at the surrender of a free and easy past, well, he was sure as hell marching to a different drummer. The fact was that he had so far thoroughly enjoyed keeping house with

  this woman who made these now close quarters just the right size. What did sometimes make him uneasy was the flickering concern that living this way was a little too much like living with their

  front door always open wide and her belongings stacked beside it, ready for instant pickup.




  That uneasiness was most acute after their occasional flare-ups. Of course, as they acknowledged each time peace was made, these battles were always brought on by the damndest, silliest kind of

  nonsense. They acknowledged it, made resolutions, clung together all the more closely now that good sense had prevailed. But, thought Mike, there was really nothing to keep her, during one of those

  bouts, from simply walking out of his life. True, she might agonize about it afterward, but that would be afterward. So never mind all those tales of woe told by divorced acquaintances, a marriage

  license did make a difference. Might not lock that front door but would at least push it shut and store the female luggage away in a harder-to-reach place.




  He saw the paradox in this, too. Not only did he, once the laid-back loner, cherish her because, like someone going off a ten-meter board without even a test bounce, she had confidently

  delivered herself to him, as the song goes, body and soul. Had provided him with what turned out to be the sweetest ego trip of them all. Thus he loved her all the more because she loved him, and

  she loved him all the more because he loved her and so on and so on, and that took care of all the classical versifying about unrequited love. Mark it unrequited self-pity and shove it.




  Therefore, Mike asked himself, why this worry about her breaking up the menage, that unlikeliest of events the way things were going? Well, call it a case of semantics, but maybe it was that

  word menage. It had an unpleasantly temporary sound to it.




  When it came out that she shared this line of thought that settled it, though neither was ever clear about who first came up with the word marriage. But of course that was the word.




  They drove to Boston that Thanksgiving morning with Rose DelVecchio as guest and passenger, and an hour before the ceremony first met each other’s parents. They had talked endlessly about

  their parentage and childhoods, so Mike was not surprised to find Mrs. Belknap barely camouflaging an innate biliousness of spirit with a too-sweet manner and at least as wary of him as he was of

  her. The two older brothers also lived down to advance notice, prosperous, unimaginative, and condescending clods, both yet unmarried, both with a fund of merry tales about the kid sister’s

  infinite gaucheries.




  Still, there was no mystery about how anything like Amy had come to flower in this arid soil. She had early provided the answer to it by her worshipful descriptions of her father, now six years

  in the grave. A merchant mariner — a ship’s captain, no less — a towering redhead, chillingly sullen and uncommunicative in the company of a verjuiced wife and loutish sons, he

  had given himself only to his daughter, his one tall, redhead progeny. Home for a few weeks at a time between voyages, he’d silently apply himself to home repairs, waiting each day for Amy to

  return from school, and would then become doting father, best friend, Olympian deity.




  “Books,” said Amy. “He was mad about them. Evenings, starting when I was about seven or eight, he’d come up to my room and read to me. Oh, God, that beautiful deep voice.

  And no baby books either. Moby Dick was the very first one.”




  “You couldn’t have understood much of it at that age,” Mike commented. Foolish of him, he knew, to be jealous of the late Captain Eli Belknap, but willy-nilly he was.




  “I understood enough,” Amy said. “At the very least I got the music. And then when I was like about ten or eleven he turned me on to Dickens and Thackeray and —

  ”




  “Thackeray? Even at eleven, sweetheart, even at a terribly mature eleven — ”




  “Vanity Fair. I loved it. I went around being Becky Sharpe for months. My role model.”




  “Oh, boy, did you miss the mark,” Mike said.




  Anyhow, there it was. His Amy had been molded for him by a father who not only cherished her but respected her and let her know it. Just the father. Once you met the mother and brothers, there

  was no question about that.




  And for the first time Amy met his folks and, after sizing them up, decided there would be no problem here. In turn, his folks, no doubt fearing that what their Greenwich Village son would offer

  them was a vampire in black leotard and with opium pipe in hand, were patently relieved to find that the reality was this lanky, nicely mannered schoolgirl.




  Thomas Lloyd got his son aside to give him the consensus. “Mom and I think you’re a lucky man, Mike.”




  “That I am.”




  “How old is she anyhow? She can’t be as young as she looks, can she?”




  “Almost twenty-two.”




  “Oh. Nice age. Just about right. This was all pretty sudden, wasn’t it? You know, Mom wishes you’d keep in touch more.”




  Meaning that both wished it, but Dad, as usual, was laying it on Mom. And the reason for their only child not getting in touch more — it was the same reason for this kind of talk making

  that child so uncomfortable — was, Mike knew, his own sense of guilt.




  Unnecessary guilt at that.




  In his youth Thomas Lloyd had inherited the dairy farm outside the town of Spruce Pond. Eight hundred acres free and clear, three dozen high-production Holsteins, a few thousand high-production

  Leghorn hens, a going concern. What was left of it in Mike’s youth were eighty mortgaged acres, a dozen Holsteins, a few hundred hens, a losing proposition all the way.




  So Mike had cut out and headed for college in Boston and a career in New York, feeling a lump of guilt in the Adam’s apple whenever he was moved to drop a line to the folks or phone them,

  or, most acutely, when he was in their presence. Crazy to feel the guilt when, after all, the folks had backed his decision all the way, but there seemed no antidote to it.




  None. Not even the realization that they now stood in awe of him. When his story had been published in Harper’s — it was about a farm boy who in sorrow knows he must remove

  himself from a dying yesterday to a promising tomorrow — when the story was published, so his mother confided, Dad had ordered two dozen copies of the magazine to hand out to their circle.

  Didn’t just hand it out either; insisted it be read to the last word, it was that good.




  Heartwarming, touching, whatever, it made the guilt even worse.




  Now he looked at his father knowing that the shadow of the old farm hung over them both. Six generations in the family, and that would be the end of it. Continuity fractured, the past wiped out.

  He tried to see his father and mother nested in some shiny, superefficient little Florida apartment, and it made a depressing picture. He said, “Solve the hired-man problem yet?”

  because that problem unsolved certainly put Florida right up front in the picture.




  “Solve it how?” his father asked. “With them useless high school dropouts? You saw it coming, Mike. Small farm’s got to be either a rich man’s hobby or a bad joke.

  Anyhow, the house is kept up nice, so I’ve been wondering — ”




  “Yes?”




  “You’re off Christmas week. Any chance of you and Amy coming up for that week?”




  “We’ll be there,” Mike said. It had been two years since his last visit to the old homestead. “Amy’ll like it.”




  “Looks like the kind of girl who might,” said his father.




  There was a wedding lunch and Thanksgiving dinner combined, and immediately after it, stopping only to see a teary Rose DelVecchio onto the New York shuttle at Logan Airport, the bride and groom

  drove up to the Laurentians for a honeymoon weekend of skiing where, it turned out, the bride proved more adept on the slopes than the groom. What portended a bright future for the marriage, as the

  groom pointed out, was that, unlike every other male on the premises, he didn’t in the least resent her superior talent, and so convincing did he make this that he almost believed it

  himself.




  And they did go up to Spruce Pond for Christmas week, and Amy did like it, including the Christmas morning service at the old Congregational church followed by a sweaty stint in the church

  kitchen along with the rest of the ladies making ready the big Christmas Day dinner.




  “I think I shocked them,” she confided to Mike that night. “I asked about getting some of the men in to help, and they said very kindly, well, they’d just as soon not

  have any men cluttering up the kitchen.”




  “Menfolk,” Mike corrected. “They must have said menfolk.”




  “That’s right, they did. But you share our housework without either of us mentioning it. What I wonder is, if you were raised in this Spruce Pond atmosphere, why aren’t you a

  male chauvinist pig?”




  “You know, I never thought of the possibilities. Now that you mention it — ”




  “Forget I mentioned it,” said Amy.




  Euphoria time.




  Until that week before the Scoville-Lang Easter holiday break when the roof fell in. Four kids caught pushing Quaaludes of all goddam poisonous stuff, the proper penalties exacted, and then the

  double-cross by headmaster George Oliphant. No suspensions, said George, no penalties. A stern lecture, a gentle Christian forgiveness, that was the medicine in this case.




  “No good, George. We can’t let a set of success-happy, coke-sniffing parents make up our rules.”




  “Michael, in running an institution like this there are practical considerations which — ”




  “Parental clout? And you don’t think all our kids won’t understand you’re making a joke out of me and the rules? In that case — ”




  “Yes, Michael?”




  “Then this isn’t the place for me anymore. It can’t be.”




  That was it. Almost ten years at Scoville-Lang, then suddenly no more Scoville-Lang.




  Rose DelVecchio was furious at him. “You idiot, you hand him an ultimatum like that when he’s looking to trim the faculty budget? Now he can replace you cut-rate and be a real hero

  to the board.”




  “I wish him the best, Rosie.”




  “He won’t wish you the same. And what do you think’ll happen to Amy now? That he’ll keep her around to remind him what a son of a bitch he was?”




  Still, there was a heroic quality to the deed those first few days. An angry outcry from some of the students and even a few of the parents. A petition — though eight of its thirty words

  were misspelled — presented by the students to their headmaster. Who, Amy reported, received it graciously, remarking that while some of the school community were not clear on the situation

  he was pleased it knew how to exercise its rights of petition.




  It was Rose who reported, however, that if there was anything to recharge George’s fangs with venom, it was that petition. And how right her judgment proved when slowly, inexorably,

  frighteningly, it dawned on Mike — his job applications turned down one after another — that George was responding to queries about this applicant by sinking the fangs all the way

  in.




  Score extra points for George, too. His victim hadn’t been fired, he had quit, so there was no unemployment insurance forthcoming. And Amy, steadily wilting under it, was getting a lot of

  George’s personal attention. Classroom auditing at odd times every other day, public analysis of her maverick syllabus at faculty meetings. On the final day of the term, Amy wearily said

  good-bye to all that and joined the party.




  No favorable response to job applications, no unemployment insurance there either. She signed up for temporary jobs — receptionist and painstakingly slow and accurate typing her

  specialties — and Mike set to work on the novel-in-progress, an expanded version of the short story really, the narrative of the farm boy finding himself in the big city. It went badly. The

  financial pressure still wasn’t all that acute — there were a couple of thousand in the bank at the start of that summer — but at the typewriter his concentration was faulty,

  blurred by the images of calendar leaves flipping over, clock ticking, bank balance wilting, credit accounts demanding.




  Panic time set in when he sat at his desk with the bank book before him, its perforations pronouncing Account Closed, and beside it the now inoperative credit cards. With no way of

  getting back into the private school system, with the public school system not hiring, it was change of vocation time.




  The Sunday Times employment section became his bible; sitting in waiting rooms became his routine where, always judged overqualified or underqualified, he found that he was a

  superfluity on the job market, one of a number of such white-collared superfluities. He grasped at odd jobs as an almost last straw — demonstrating kitchenware at Bloomie’s;

  door-to-door commission selling of a children’s magazine guaranteed to get anyone’s kid into Harvard; grinding out thesis papers for a thesis mill that was suddenly padlocked by the law

  — and then, as the genuine last straw, driving a cab. Last one in, night shift was his stint, ten to twelve hours a night, six nights a week, sometimes seven, enough to almost make a living

  at it when the take was added to what Amy brought in. A few months of it until Amy found out about the gun shoved into the nape of his neck, and that settled that.




  The BMW finally had to go, and since he got a fair price for it that money helped for a few months. Then, bit by bit, using the bulletin board in the lobby of the Thompson Street house where

  such notices indicated that the building’s middle class was now taking a beating all around, the less essential furnishings of the apartment went for what they could bring. No complaint from

  Amy about any of this, nor about the fact that with his nerves tight he had to take frequent refuge in what were now expensive six-packs.




  Nor even any complaint from her about the way that unemployment, like some kind of evil spell, seemed to make him incapable now and then of delivering the goods in bed.




  Nor about the way, with his pride bruised, Amy was stuck with the wheedling of the landlord and the local storekeepers into extending credit another inch. Or had to be the one at crisis times to

  apply for the charity that their good neighbors, guardian angels, tenants of the duplex upstairs, were always ready to bestow on them. Loans, so called. Charity, de facto.




  The angels were Abe Silverstone, professor of economics at NYU, a few blocks over on Washington Square, and wife, Audrey, proprietress of Custer’s First Stand, that West Eighth Street

  boutique that had become such a hot number. They had been Mike’s devoted friends pre-Amy. When she arrived on the scene they took to her with delight. When hard times arrived they became the

  generous providers at the drop of a hat.




  “What the hell,” Abe said, “it’s survival money for people who matter to us. Look. I lived through the big depression — the 1930s — figuring I’d never

  get steady work. The end of the world is here, prepare to meet thy doom. But of course it wasn’t the end. So the name of the game is survival. For one more week and one more after that.

  Because you never know what’ll turn up or when.”




  Exactly one week after that what turned up was a handsome Cadillac limousine in front of the playhouse on Sheridan Square, a somehow familiar figure in chauffeur’s livery polishing its

  already gleaming hood.




  Mike, on his way to the supermarket with grocery discount coupons tucked in his pocket, stopped short with the realization that the figure was definitely familiar. Charlie Philbin. Upper School

  social studies teacher at Scoville-Lang for a stretch until, a chronic rabble-rouser at faculty meetings, he had been eased out by George.




  Hung up with embarrassment, Mike saw that Charlie had recognized him. Charlie gave him the flip of the hand and a wry smile. “Hiya, teacher.”




  “Charlie?”




  “Call me comrade. One of the proletariat. Surprised?”




  Mike stood in uncertain balance for a moment, one foot headed down the block toward the market, the other aimed at Charlie. What the hell, he thought, it would be good to open up to another sad

  case. He walked over to Charlie and they shook hands. “No surprise at all,” Mike said, biting the bullet. “Matter of fact, I don’t even rate proletarian. Strictly

  unemployed. Maybe unemployable. George and I had a falling-out.”




  “You? I thought you had lifetime tenure. When did that happen?”
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