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INTRODUCTION


LOVE KILLS.


Nowhere is that truer than in the work of Cornell Woolrich, America’s greatest noir novelist. And in that work, there is no better example than Waltz into Darkness.


First published in 1947, Waltz was written under Woolrich’s William Irish pseudonym, which he had previously used for his novels Phantom Lady and Deadline at Dawn. It came near the end of an incredibly prolific period in his creative life—from 1940 to 1950—that saw the publication of eleven classic suspense novels and dozens of short stories. 


Woolrich’s longest novel, Waltz trades his usual Manhattan nightscapes for the gaslight and cobblestones of 1880 New Orleans. All that poor Louis Durand, the novel’s ostensible hero, wants is to love, and be loved. Fifteen years earlier, his fiancée died of yellow fever on the night before their wedding. Now an affluent businessman at thirty-seven, Louis is nonetheless lonely, lost, and terrified of growing old alone. He contracts for a mail-order bride from St. Louis, in what he calls “the bargain he had made with love, taking what he could get, in sudden desperate haste, for fear of getting nothing at all.” 


But when Julia Russell, his bride-to-be, arrives, she looks nothing like the pictures she’s sent, and her stories don’t match what she’s recounted in her letters. Blinded by love and need, Louis accepts her explanations without question, and ignores those first ominous clues that she’s not what—or who—she claims to be.


Petite, blond and lovely, Julia (or Bonny, as her real name may or may not be) is nevertheless the most fatale of femmes. Louis is soon ensnared—helplessly and willingly—in her web. When Julia empties out their joint bank account and flees the city, Louis pursues her across the American South with murder in his heart, only to fall back in love with her after they’re reunited in a typically wild Woolrichian coincidence. Driven to desperate ends, Louis finally commits an act in her defense from which there is no return. His fate is sealed.


Despite its uncharacteristic setting and ambitious scope, Waltz is vintage Woolrich. Julia/Bonny is another in his series of fascinating female characters—angels bright and dark. Woolrich women could be driven by revenge (The Bride Wore Black), unrequited love (Phantom Lady) or a quest for justice (The Black Angel). Julia/Bonny’s primary motivation is greed, but she’s a self-made woman as well. She drinks, smokes, and cheats at cards, with no apologies. Louis loves her anyway.


The novel also revisits one of Woolrich’s favorite themes and subtexts—the elusiveness of identity. Do we really know this person next to us? Do we really know ourselves? What are we capable of when driven to extremes? His stories are filled with characters being pursued for crimes they didn’t commit. Or maybe they did.


 On the classic question of free will versus predestination, Louis—and by extension Woolrich—is firmly in the second camp. “It’s already too late,” Louis admits at one point. “It’s been too late since I first met her. It’s been too late since the day I was born.”


Woolrich’s own ill-fated life has become the stuff of legend. The son of a wealthy globe-trotting engineer and a New York socialite, he settled in Manhattan and attended Columbia University (then Columbia College) in the early 1920s. While living with his mother’s family in a Harlem brownstone, he began to devote himself to writing. His first novels were Jazz Age society tales patterned on the work of F. Scott Fitzgerald, but he later began submitting mystery stories to the penny-a-word pulp magazines of the day. Following a brief, failed marriage in 1930, he lived with his mother in a series of New York residential hotels until her death in 1957.


An alcoholic and by some accounts (but not all) a closeted homosexual, Woolrich lived a solitary life, even as his novels and short stories were permeating popular culture. His sturdy suspense-filled plots and visual writing made his work a natural for adaptation to radio, film, and eventually TV. From 1940 to 1954 alone, there were eighteen films based on Woolrich properties. These included high-profile Hollywood fare such as Alfred Hitchcock’s 1954 Rear Window (based on Woolrich’s 1942 novelette “It Had to Be Murder”) and B-movie sleepers such as 1949’s The Window (from the short story “The Boy Cried Murder”) and Val Lewton’s The Leopard Man (based on the novel Black Alibi). To date, more than a hundred films and TV shows have been made from his work in a half-dozen languages.


Woolrich himself was no fan of the films based on his books, at least the ones he saw. In a 1947 letter to Columbia professor Mark Van Doren, he claimed to be “ashamed” by Roy William Neill’s film version of The Black Angel. “It took me two or three days to get over it,” he wrote. “All I could keep thinking of in the dark was ‘Is that what I wasted my whole life at?’ ” Years after the New York premiere of Rear Window, he was still angry at Hitchcock for not inviting him. It’s uncertain if he ever saw the film.


 Waltz has been filmed twice, first in 1968 as Mississippi Mermaid, directed by François Truffaut, who a year earlier had adapted The Bride Wore Black. Mermaid starred French matinee idol Jean-Paul Belmondo as Louis, and a luminous Catherine Deneuve as Julia, resetting the story on a French island in the Indian Ocean. In 2001, the book was filmed again as Original Sin, starring Antonio Banderas and Angelina Jolie, this time relocated to nineteenth-century Cuba.


Like many of Woolrich’s novels, Waltz feels written from a well of pure emotion. His trademark doomed romanticism haunts every page. Though his style is often idiosyncratic—with a fondness for comma splices, adverbs, and descriptions that run a sentence too long—it’s hard not to be swept away by the lushness of his prose. At times, he’s also capable of an almost-poetic terseness. As Louis’s dream marriage unravels, Woolrich gives it a simple eulogy. “The house was dead. Love was dead. The story was through.”


It would be a spoiler to mention too many of the reversals in store, except to say that Woolrich’s mastery of suspense is in peak form here. As he does in his best work, he invests the novel with a pervasive undercurrent of dread. The fact that his plots don’t always make much sense, or rely too heavily on coincidence, only makes them more effective. This is noir so strong it warps reality. The stories unfold with the logic—and inevitability—of a nightmare. His protagonists are haunted and hunted, tripped by fate and trapped by the night. 


Woolrich’s own already-unhappy life began to spiral after his mother’s death. Infirm and alone, he slipped into self-imposed obscurity even as his work continued to generate substantial income. The writer Barry N. Malzberg, who was Woolrich’s agent during the last year of his life, remembers him as “a crushed, lonely, and timorous soul, always seeking friendship, finding—because of his naked need—little.”


A diabetic, Woolrich eventually lost a leg to gangrene after failing to seek medical attention for an infection. He spent his final months as a recluse, confined to a wheelchair in his one-bedroom apartment at New York City’s Sheraton Russell Hotel. It was there he died from a massive stroke on Sept. 25, 1968 at the age of sixty-five. Only a handful of people attended his funeral.


Woolrich’s last major attempt at a novel, the posthumously titled Into the Night, was unfinished at the time of his death (it was later completed by Edgar Award-winning novelist Lawrence Block, and published in 1987 by The Mysterious Press). Woolrich also left behind chapters of a beautifully written—though likely highly fictionalized—autobiography, Blues of a Lifetime. In the chapter “Remington Portable NC69411” (the make of one of his early typewriters), a deeply depressed Woolrich looks back nostalgically—and painfully—on his days as a young writer. He remembers long happy nights on the second floor of the Manhattan brownstone he shared with his mother, grandfather and aunts, crafting his first novel, 1926’s Cover Charge, in a white-hot rush, writing by hand, reveling in the fierce joy of his art and talent:


“I was so hooked on it that I couldn’t have given it up for love nor money. So every evening after my meal was over I’d sit there, anywhere from nine to eleven-thirty or twelve … a single lamp lit behind me on a pedestal in the corner … Every now and again I’d take a breather, lean back to rest my back and ease my neck, and put out even the one light, to facilitate the gathering of new thoughts for the pencil bout to come.


“I never forgot those chiaroscuro seances in that second-floor room… . I like that kid, as I look back at him; it’s almost impossible not to like all young things anyway, pups and colts and cubs of all breeds. But I feel dreadfully sorry for him, and above all, I wish and pray, how I wish and how I pray, that he had not been I. He might have had a better destiny, if he hadn’t been, he might at least have had a chance to find his happiness.”


A sad and haunted life, but what beautiful work he left us. Stories of love and obsession, fate and fear, the things that never change. And—most Woolrichian of all—the doom that hovers over us always, waiting for its moment to arrive.


—WALLACE STROBY




“If one should love you with real love
(Such things have been,
Things your fair face knows nothing of
It seems, Faustine) …”


SWINBURNE




CHARACTERS THAT APPEAR IN THE STORY


Louis Durand, the man in New Orleans


Tom, who works for him


Aunt Sarah, Tom’s sister


Julia Russell, the woman who comes from St. Louis 
to marry him


Allan Jardine, his business partner


Simms, a bank manager


Commisioner of Police of New Orleans


Bertha Russell, sister of the woman who comes 
to marry Durand


Walter Downs, a private investigator of St. Louis


Colonel Harry Worth, late of the Confederate Army


Bonny, who once was Julia


CHARACTER THAT DOES NOT APPEAR
IN THE STORY


“Billy,” a name on a burned scrap of letter, an unseen figure watching a window, a stealthy knocking at a door.


The soundless music starts. The dancing figures appear, slowly draw together. The waltz begins.




— 1 —


The sun was bright, the sky was blue, the time was May; New Orleans was heaven, and heaven must have been only another New Orleans, it couldn’t have been any better.


In his bachelor quarters on St. Charles Street, Louis Durand was getting dressed. Not for the first time that day, for the sun was already high and he’d been up and about for hours; but for the great event of that day. This wasn’t just a day, this was the day of all days. A day that comes just once to a man, and now had come to him. It had come late, but it had come. It was now. It was today.


He wasn’t young any more. Others didn’t tell him this, he told himself this. He wasn’t old, as men go. But for such a thing as this, he wasn’t too young any more. Thirty-seven.


On the wall there was a calendar, the first four leaves peeled back to bare the fifth. At top, center, this was inscribed May. Then on each side of this, in slanted, shadow-casting, heavily curlicued numerals, the year-date was gratuitously given the beholder: 1880. Below, within their little boxed squares, the first nineteen numerals had been stroked off with lead pencil. About the twentieth, this time in red crayon, a heavy circle, a bull’s-eye, had been traced. Around and around, as though it could not be emphasized enough. And from there on, the numbers were blank; in the future.


He had put on the shirt with starched ruffles that Maman Alphonsine had so lovingly laundered for him, every frill a work of art. It was fastened at the cuffs with garnet studs backed with silver. In the flowing ascot tie that spread downward fanwise from his chin was thrust the customary stickpin that no well-dressed man was ever without, in this case a crescent of diamond splinters tipped by a ruby chip at each end.


A ponderous gold fob hung from his waistcoat pocket on the right side. Linking this to the adjoining pocket on the left, bulky with a massive slab of watch, was a chain of thick gold links, conspicuous across his middle, and meant to be so. For what was a man without a watch? And what was a watch without there being an indication of one?


His flowing, generous shirt, above this tightly encompassing waistcoat, gave him a pouter-pigeon aspect. But there was enough pride in his chest right now to have done that unaided, anyway.


On the bureau, before which he stood using his hairbrush, lay a packet of letters and a daguerreotype.


He put down his brush, and, pausing for a moment in his preparations, took them up one by one and hurriedly glanced through each. The first bore the letter-head: “The Friendly Correspondence Society of St. Louis, Mo.—an Association for Ladies and Gentlemen of High Character,” and began in a fine masculine hand:


Dear Sir:


In reply to your inquiry we are pleased to forward to you the name and address of one of our members, and if you will address yourself to her in person, we feel sure a mutually satisfactory correspondence may be engaged upon—


The next was in an even finer hand, this time feminine: “My dear Mr. Durand:—” And signed: “Y’rs most sincerely, Miss J. Russell.”


The next: “Dear Mr. Durand: … Sincerely, Miss Julia Russell.”


The next: “Dear Louis Durand: … Your sincere friend, Julia Russell.”


And then: “Dear Louis: … Your sincere friend, Julia.”


And then: “Dear Louis: … Your sincere Julia.”


And then: “Louis, dear: … Your Julia.”


And finally: “Louis, my beloved: … Your own impatient Julia.”


There was a postscript to this one: “Will Wednesday never come? I count the hours for the boat to sail!”


He put them in order again, patted them tenderly, fondly, into symmetry. He put them into his inside coat pocket, the one that went over his heart.


He took up, now, the small stiff-backed daguerreotype and looked at it long and raptly. The subject was not young. She was not an old woman, certainly, but she was equally certainly no longer a girl. Her features were sharply indented with the approaching emphases of alteration. There was an incisiveness to the mouth that was not yet, but would be presently, sharpness. There was a keen appearance to the eyes that heralded the onset of sunken creases and constrictions about them. Not yet, but presently. The groundwork was being laid. There was a curvature to the nose that presently would become a hook. There was a prominence to the chin that presently would become a jutting-out.


She was not beautiful. She could be called attractive, for she was attractive to him, and attractiveness lies in the eyes of the beholder.


Her dark hair was gathered at the back of the head in a psyche-knot, and a smattering of it, coaxed the other way, fell over her forehead in a fringe, as the fashion had been for some considerable time now. So long a time, in fact, that it was already unnoticeably ceasing to be the fashion.


The only article of apparel allowed to be visible by the limitations of the pose was a black velvet ribbon clasped tightly about her throat, for immediately below that the portrait ended in smouldering brown clouds of photographic nebulae.


So this was the bargain he had made with love, taking what he could get, in sudden desperate haste, for fear of getting nothing at all, of having waited too long, after waiting fifteen years, steadfastly turning his back on it.


That early love, that first love (that he had sworn would be the last) was only a shadowy memory now, a half-remembered name from the past. Marguerite; he could say it and it had no meaning now. As dry and flat as a flower pressed for years between the pages of a book.


A name from someone else’s past, not even his. For every seven years we change completely, they say, and there is nothing left of what we were. And so twice over he had become somebody else since then.


Twice-removed he was now from the boy of twenty-two—called Louis Durand as he was, and that their only link—who had knocked upon the house door of his bride-to-be the night before their wedding, stars in his eyes, flowers in his hand. To stand there first with his summons unanswered. And then to see it swing slowly open and two men come out, bearing something dead on a covered litter.


“Stand back. Yellow jack.”


He saw the ring on her finger, trailing the ground.


He didn’t cry out. He made no sound. He reached down and placed his courtship flowers gently on the death-stretcher as it went by. Then he turned and went away.


Away from love, for fifteen years.


Marguerite, a name. That was all he had left.


He was faithful to that name until he died. For he died too, though more slowly than she had. The boy of twenty-two died into a young man of twenty-nine. Then he in turn was still faithful to the name his predecessor had been faithful to, until he too died. The young man of twenty-nine died into an older man of thirty-six.


And suddenly, one day, the cumulative loneliness of fifteen years, held back until now, overwhelmed him, all at one time, inundated him, and he turned this way and that, almost in panic.


Any love, from anywhere, on any terms. Quick, before it was too late! Only not to be alone any longer.


If he’d met someone in a restaurant just then—


Or even if he’d met someone passing on the street—


But he didn’t.


His eye fell, instead, on an advertisement in a newspaper. A St. Louis advertisement in a New Orleans newspaper.


You cannot walk away from love.


His contemplation ended. The sound of carriage wheels stopping somewhere just outside caused him to insert the likeness into his money-fold, and pocket that. He went out to the second-story veranda and looked down. The sun suddenly whitened his back like flour as he leaned over the railing, pressing down the smouldering magenta bougainvillea that feathered its edges.


A colored man was coming into the inner courtyard or patio-well through the passageway from the street.


“What took you so long?” Durand called down to him. “Did you get my flowers?” The question was wholly rhetorical, for he could see the cone-shaped parcel, misty pink peering through its wax-wrappings at the top.


“Sure enough did.”


“Did you get me a coach?”


“It’s here waiting for you now.”


“I thought you’d never get back,” he went on. “You been gone all of—”


The Negro shook his head in philosophical good nature. “A man in love is a man in a hurry.”


“Well, come on up, Tom,” was the impatient suggestion. “Don’t just stand down there all day.”


Humorous grin still unbroken, Tom resumed his progress, passed from sight under the near side of the facade. Several moments later the outermost door of the apartment opened and he had entered behind the owner.


The latter turned, went over to him, seized the bouquet, and pared off its outer filmy trappings, with more nervous haste than painstaking care.


“You going give it to her, or you going tear it to pieces?” the colored man inquired drily.


“Well, I have to see, don’t I? Do you think she’ll like pink roses and sweet peas, Tom?” There was a plaintive helplessness to the last part of the question, as when one grasps at straws.


“Don’t all ladies?”


“I don’t know. The only girls I—” He didn’t finish it.


“Oh, them,” said Tom charitably. “The man said they do,” he went on. “The man said that’s what they all ask for.” He fluffed the lace-paper collar encircling them with proprietary care, restoring its pertness.


Durand was hastily gathering together his remaining accoutrements, meanwhile, preparatory to departure.


“I want to go to the new house first,” he said, on a somewhat breathless note.


“You was there only yesterday,” Tom pointed out. “If you stay away only one day, you afraid it’s going to fly away, I reckon.”


“I know, but this is the last chance I’ll have to make sure everything’s— Did you tell your sister? I want her to be there when we arrive.”


“She’ll be there.”


Durand stopped with his hand to the doorknob, looked around in a comprehensive sweep, and suddenly the tempo of his departure had slackened to almost a full halt.


“This’ll be the last time for this place, Tom.”


“It was nice and quiet here, Mr. Lou,” the servant admitted. “Anyway, the last few years, since you started getting older.”


There was a renewed flurry of departure, as if brought on by this implicit warning of the flight of time. “You finish up the packing, see that my things get over there. Don’t forget to give the keys back to Madame Tellier before you leave.”


He stopped again, doorknob at a full turn now but door still not open.


“What’s the matter, Mr. Lou?”


“I’m scared now. I’m afraid she—” He swallowed down his rigid ear-high collar, backed a hand to his brow to blot imperceptible moisture, “—won’t like me.”


“You look all right to me.”


“It’s all been by letters so far. It’s easy in letters.”


“You sent her your picture. She knows what you look like,” Tom tried to encourage him.


“A picture is a picture. A live man is a live man.”


Tom went over to him where he stood, dejectedly sidewise now to the door, dusted off his coat at the back of his shoulder. “You’re not the best-looking man in N’Orleans. But you’re not the worst-looking man in N’Orleans either.”


“Oh, I don’t mean that kind of looks. Our dispositions—”


“Your ages suit each other. You told her yours.”


“I took a year off it. I said I was thirty-six. It sounded better.”


“You can make her right comfortable, Mr. Lou.”


Durand nodded with alacrity at this, as though for the first time he felt himself on safe ground. “She won’t be poor.”


“Then I wouldn’t worry too much about it. When a man’s in love, he looks for looks. When a lady’s in love, ’scusing me, Mr. Lou, she looks to see how well-off she’s going to be.”


Durand brightened. “She won’t have to scrimp.” He raised his head suddenly, as at a new discovery. “Even if I’m not all she might hope for, she’ll get used to me.”


“You want to—just make sure?” Tom fumbled in his own clothing, yanked at a concealed string somewhere about his chest, produced a rather worn and limp rabbit’s foot, a small gilt band encircling it as a mounting. He offered it to him.


“Oh, I don’t believe in—” Durand protested sheepishly.


“They ain’t a white man willing to say he do,” Tom chuckled. “They ain’t a white man don’t, just the same. Put it in your pocket anyway. Can’t do no harm.”


Durand stuffed it away guiltily. He consulted his watch, closed it again with a resounding clap.


“I’m late! I don’t want to miss the boat!” This time he flung the symbolic door wide and crossed the threshold of his bachelorhood.


“You got the better part of an hour before her stack even climb up in sight ’long the river, I reckon.”


But Louis Durand, bridegroom-to-be, hadn’t even waited. He was clattering down Madame Tellier’s tile-faced stairs outside at a resounding gait. A moment later an excited hail came up through the window from the courtyard below.


Tom strolled to the second-story veranda.


“My hat! Throw it down.” Durand was jumping up and down in impatience.


Tom threw it down and retired.


A second later there was another hail, even more agonized.


“My stick! Throw that down too.”


That dropped, was seized deftly on the fly. A little puff of sun-colored dust arose from Madame Tellier’s none-too-immaculate flagstones.


Tom turned away, shaking his head resignedly.


“A man in love’s a man in a hurry, sure enough.”




— 2 —


The coach drove briskly down St. Louis Street. Durand sat straining forward on the edge of the seat, both hands topping his cane-head and the upper part of his body supported by it. Suddenly he leaned still further forward.


“That one,” he exclaimed, pointing excitedly. “That one right there.”


“The new one, cunnel?” the coachman marveled admiringly.


“I’m building it myself,” Durand let him know with an atavistic burst of boyish pride, sixteen years late. Then he qualified it, “I mean, they’re doing it according to my plans. I told them how I wanted it.”


The coachman scratched his head. A gesture not meant to indicate perplexity in this instance, but of being overwhelmed by such grandeur. “Sure is pretty,” he said.


The house was two stories in height. It was of buff brick, with white trim about the windows and the doorway. It was not large, but it occupied an extremely advantageous position. It sat on a corner plot, so that it faced both ways at once, without obstruction. Moreover, the ground-plot itself extended beyond the house, if not lavishly at least amply, so that it touched none of its neighbors. There was room left for strips of sod in the front, and for a garden in the back.


It was not, of course, strictly presentable yet. There were several small messy piles of broken, discarded bricks left out before it, the sod was not in place, and the window glass was smirched with streaks of paint. But something almost reverent came into the man’s face as he looked at it. His lips parted slightly and his eyes softened. He hadn’t known there could be such a beautiful house. It was the most beautiful house he had ever seen. It was his.


A questioning flicker from the coachman’s whip stirred him from his revery.


“You’ll have to wait for me. I’m going down to meet the boat from here, later on.”


“Yessuh, take your time, cunnel,” the coachman grinned understanding. “A man got to look at his house.”


Durand didn’t go inside immediately. Instead he prolonged the rapture he was deriving from this by first walking slowly and completely around the two outermost faces of the house. He tested a bit of foundation stone with his cane. He put out his hand and tried one of the shutters, swinging it out, then flattening it back again. He fastidiously speared a small, messy puff-ball of straw with his stick and transported it offside of the walk, leaving a trail of scattered filaments that was worse than the original offender.


He returned at last to the door, his head proudly high. There was a place indicated by pencil marks on the white-painted pinewood where a wrought-iron knocker was to be affixed, but this was not yet in position. He had chosen it himself, making a special trip to the foundry to do so. No effort too great, no detail too small.


Scorning to raise hand to the portal himself, possibly under the conviction that it was not fitting for a man to have to knock at the door of his own house, he tried the knob, found it unlocked, and entered. There was on the inside the distinctive and not unpleasant—and in this case enchanting—aroma a new house has, of freshly planed wood, the astringent turpentine in paint, window putty, and several other less identifiable ingredients.


A virginal staircase, its newly applied maple varnish protected by a strip of brown wrapping paper running down its center, rose at the back of the hall to the floor above. Turning aside, he entered a skeletal parlor, its western window casting squared puddles of gold light upon the floor.


As he stood and looked at it, the room changed. A thick-napped flowered carpet spread over its ascetic floor boards. The lurid red of lazy wood-flames peered forth from the now-blank fireplace under the mantel. A rounded mirror glistened ghostly on the wall above it. A plush sofa, a plush chair, a parlor table, came to life where there was nothing standing now. On the table a lamp with a planet-like milky-white bowl topping its base began to glow softly, then stronger, and stronger. And with its aid, a dark-haired head appeared in one of the chairs, contentedly resting back against the white antimacassar that topped it. And on the table, under the kindly lamp, some sort of a workbasket. A sewing workbasket. A little vaguer than the other details, this.


Then a pail clanked somewhere upstairs, and a tide of effacement flowed across the room, the carpet thinned, the fire dimmed, the lamp went out and with it the dark-haired faceless head, and the room was just as gaunt as it had been before. Rolls of furled wallpaper, a bucket on a trestle, bare floor.


“Who’s that down there?” a woman’s voice called hollowly through the empty spaces.


He came out into the hall at the foot of the stairs.


“Oh, it you, Mr. Lou. ’Bout ready for you now, I reckon.”


The gnarled face of an elderly colored woman, topped by a dust-kerchief tied bandana-style, was peering down over the upstairs guardrail.


“Where’d he go, this fellow down here?” he demanded testily. “He should be finishing.”


“Went to get more paste, I ’spect. He be back.”


“How is it up there?”


“Coming along.”


He launched into an unexpected little run, that carried him at a sprightly pace up the stairs. “I want to see the bedroom, mainly,” he announced, brushing by her.


“What bridegroom don’t?” she chuckled.


He stopped in the doorway, looked back at her rebukingly. “On account of the wallpaper,” he took pains to qualify.


“You don’t have to ‘splain to me, Mr. Lou. I was in this world ’fore you was even born.”


He went over to the wall, traced his fingers along it, as though the flowers were tactile, instead of just visual.


“It looks even better up, don’t you think?”


“Right pretty,” she agreed.


“It was the closest I could get. They had to send all the way to New York for it. See I asked her what her favorite kind was, without telling her why I wanted to know.” He fumbled in his pocket, took out a letter, and scanned it carefully. He finally located the passage he wanted, underscored it with his finger. “—and for a bedroom I like pink, but not too bright a pink, with small blue flowers like forget-me-nots.” He refolded the letter triumphantly, cocked his head at the walls.


Aunt Sarah was giving only a perfunctory ear. “I got a passel of work to do yet. If you’ll ’scuse me, Mr. Lou, I wish you’d get out the way. I got make this bed up first of all.” She chuckled again.


“Why do you keep laughing all the time?” he protested. “Don’t you do that once she gets here.”


“Shucks, no. I got better sense than that, Mr. Lou. Don’t you fret your head about it.”


He left the room, only to return to the doorway again a moment later. “Think you can get the downstairs curtains up before she gets here? Windows look mighty bare the way they are.”


“Just you fetch her, and I have the house ready,” the bustling old woman promised, casting up a billowing white sheet like a sail in the wind.


He left again. He came back once more, this time from mid-stairs.


“Oh, and it’d be nice if you could find some flowers, arrange them here and there. Maybe in the parlor, to greet her when she comes in.”


She muttered something that sounded suspiciously like: “She ain’t going have much time spend smelling flowers.”


“What?” he caught her up, horrified.


She prudently refrained from repetition.


He departed once more. Once more he returned. This time all the way from the foot of the stairs.


“And be sure to leave all the lamps on when you go. I want the place bright and cheery when she first sees it.”


“You keep peggin’ at me every secon’ like that,” she chided, but without undue resentment, “and I won’t git nothing done. Now go on, scat,” she ordered, shaking her apron at him with contemptuous familiarity as though he were seven or seventeen, not thirty-seven. “Ain’t nothing git in your way more than a man when he think he helping you fix up a place for somebody.”


He gave her a rather hurt look, but he went below again. This time, at last, he didn’t come back.


Yet when she descended herself, some full five minutes later, he was still there.


His back was to her. He stood before a table; simply because it happened to be there in the way. His hands were planted flat upon it at each side, and he was leaning slightly forward over it. As if peering intently into vistas of the future, that no one but he could see. As if in contemplation of some small-sized figure coming toward him through its rotary swirls, coming nearer, nearer, growing larger as it neared him, growing toward life-size—


He didn’t hear Aunt Sarah come down. He only tore himself away from the entranced prospect, turned, at the first sound of her voice.


“You still here, Mr. Lou? I might have knowed it.” She planted her arms akimbo, and surveyed him indulgently. “Just look at that. You sure happy, ain’t you? I ain’t never seen such a look on nobody’s face before.”


He sheepishly passed his hand across the lower part of his face, as if it were something external she had reference to. “Does it show that much?” He looked around him uncertainly, as if he still couldn’t fully believe that the surroundings were actually there as he saw them. “My own house—” he murmured half-audibly. “My own wife—”


“A man without a wife, he ain’t a whole man at all, he’s just a shadow walking around without no one to cast him.”


His hand rose briefly to his shirt front, touched it questioningly, dropped again. “I keep hearing music. Is there a band playing on the streets somewhere around here?”


“There’s a band playing, sure enough,” she confirmed, unsmiling. “A special kind of band, for just one person at a time to hear. For just one day. I heard it once. Today’s your day for hearing it.”


“I’d better be on my way!” He bolted for the door, flung it open, chased down the walk and gave a vault into the waiting carriage that rocked it on its springs.


“To the Canal Street Pier,” he sighed with blissful anticipation, “to meet the boat from St. Louis.”
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The river was empty, the sky was clear. Both were mirrored in his anxious, waiting eyes. Then a little twirl of smudge appeared, no bigger than if stroked by a man-sized finger against the God-sized sky. It came from where there seemed to be no river, only an embankment; it seemed to hover over dry land, for it was around a turn the river made, before straightening to flow toward New Orleans and the pier. And those assembled on it.


He stood there waiting, others like himself about him. Some so close their elbows all but grazed him. Strangers, men he did not know, had never seen before, would never see again, drawn together for a moment by the arrival of a boat.


He had picked for his standing place a pilehead that protruded above the pier-deck; that was his marker, he stood close beside that, and wouldn’t let others preempt it from him, knowing it would play its part in securing the craft. For a while he stood with one leg raised, foot planted squarely upon it. Then he leaned bodily forward over it in anticipation, both hands flattened on it. At one time, briefly, he even sat upon it, but got up again fairly soon, as if with some idea that by remaining on his feet he would hasten the vessel’s approach.


The smoke had climbed now, was high in the sky, like dingy black ostrich plumes massed together and struggling to escape from one another. Under its profusion a black that was solid substance, a slender cone, began to rise; a smokestack. Then a second.


“There she is,” a roustabout shouted, and the needless, overdue declaration was immediately taken up and repeated by two or three of those about him.


“Yes sir, there she is,” they echoed two or three times after him. “There she is, all right.”


“There she is,” Durand’s heart told him softly. But it meant a different she.


The smokestack, like a blunted knife slicing through the earth, cleared the embankment and came out upon the open water bed. A tawny superstructure, that seemed to be indented with a myriad tiny niches in two long even rows, was beneath it, and beneath that, only a thin line at this distance, was the ungainly black hull. The paddles were going, slats turning over as they reached the top of the wheel and fell, shaking off spray into the turgid brown water below that they kept beating upon.


She made the turn and grew larger, prow forward. She was life-sized now, coursing down on the pier as if she meant to smash it asunder. A shrill falsetto wail, infinitely mournful, like the cry of a lost soul in torment, knifed from her, and a plume of white circled the smokestack and vanished to the rear. The City of New Orleans, out of St. Louis three days before, was back home again at its namesake-port, its mother-haven.


The sidewheels stopped, and it began to glide, like a paper boat, like a ghost over the water. It turned broadside to the pier, and ran along beside it, its speed seeming swifter now, that it was lengthwise, than it had been before, when it was coming head-on, though the reverse was the truth.


The notched indentations went by like a picket fence, then slower, slower; then stopped at last, then even reversed a little and seemed to lose ground. The water, caught between the hull and pier, went crazy with torment; squirmed and slashed and choked, trying to find its way out. Thinned at last to a crevice-like canal.


No more river, no more sky, nothing but towering superstructure blotting them both out. Someone idling against the upper deck rail waved desultorily. Not to Durand, for it was a man. Not to anyone else in particular, either, most likely. Just a friendly wave of arrival. One of them on the pier took it upon himself to answer it with a like wave, proxying for the rest.


A rope was thrown, and several of the small crowd stepped back to avoid being struck by it. Dockworkers came forward for their brief moment of glory, claimed the rope, deftly lashed it about the pile top directly before Durand. At the opposite end they were doing the same thing. She was in, she was fast.


A trestled gangway was rolled forward, a brief section of lower-deck rail was detached, leaving an opening. The gap between was bridged. A ship’s officer came, down, almost before it was fixed in place, took up position close at hand below, to supervise the discharge. The passengers were funnelling along the deck from both directions into and down through the single-file descent-trough.


Durand moved up close beside it until he could rest his hand upon it, as if in mute claim; peered up anxiously into each imminent face as it coursed swiftly downward and past, only inches from his own.


The first passenger off was a man, striding, sample cases in both his hands, some business traveler in haste to leave. A woman next, more slowly, picking her way with care. Gray-haired and spectacled; not she. Another woman next. Not she again; her husband a step behind her, guiding her with hand to her elbow. An entire family next, in hierarchal order of importance.


Then more men, two or three of them in succession this time. Faces just pale ciphers to him, quickly passed over. Then a woman, and for a moment— No, not she; different eyes, a different nose, a different face. A stranger’s curt glance, meeting his, then quickly rebuffing it. Another man. Another woman. Red-haired and sandy-browed; not she.


A space then, a pause, a wait.


His heart took premature fright, then recovered. A tapping run along the deck planks, as some laggard made haste to overtake the others. A woman by the small, quick sound of her feet. A flounce of skirts, a face— Not she. A whiff of lilac water, a snub from eyes that had no concern for him, as his had for them, no quest in them, no knowledge. Not she.


And then no more. The gangplank empty. A lull, as when a thing is over.


He stared up, and his face died.


He was gripping the edges of the gangplank with both hands now. He released it at last, crossed around to the other side of it, accosted the officer loitering there, clutched at him anxiously by the sleeve. “No one else?”


The officer turned and relayed the question upward toward the deck in booming hand-cupped shout. “Anyone else?”


Another of the ship’s company, perhaps the captain, came to the rail and peered down overside. “All ashore,” he called down.


It was like a knell. Durand seemed to find himself alone, in a pool of sudden silence, following it; though all about him there was as much noise going on as ever. But for him, silence. Stunning finality.


“But there must be— There has to—”


“No one else,” the captain answered jocularly. “Come up and see for yourself.”


Then he turned and left the rail.


Baggage was coming down now.


He waited, hoping against hope.


No one else. Only baggage, the inanimate dregs of the cargo. And at last not even that.


He turned aside at last and drifted back along the pier-length and off it to the solid ground beyond, and on a little while. His face stiffly averted, as if there were greater pain to be found on one side of him than on the other, though that was not true, it was equal all around.


And when he stopped, he didn’t know it, nor why he had just when he did. Nor what reason he had for lingering on there at all. The boat had nothing for him, the river had nothing for him. There was nothing there for him. There or anywhere else, now.


Tears filled his eyes, and though there was no one near him, no one to notice, he slowly lowered his head to keep them from being detected.


He stood thus, head lowered, somewhat like a muted mourner at a bier. A bier that no one but he could see.


The ground before his unseeing eyes was blank; biscuit-colored earth basking in the sun. As blank, perhaps, as his life would be from now on.


Then without a sound of approach, the rounded shadow of a small head advanced timorously across it; cast from somewhere behind him, rising upward from below. A neck, two shoulders, followed it. Then the graceful indentation of a waist. Then the whole pattern stopped flowing, stood still.


His dulled eyes took no note of the phenomenon. They were not seeing the ground, nor anything imprinted upon it; they were seeing the St. Louis Street house. They were saying farewell to it. He’d never enter it again, he’d never go back there. He’d turn it over to an agent, and have him sell—


There was the light touch of a hand upon his shoulder. No exacting weight, no compulsive stroke; velvety and gossamer as the alighting of a butterfly. The shadow on the ground had raised a shadow-arm to another shadow—his—linking them for a moment, then dropping it again.


His head came up slowly. Then equally slowly he turned it toward the side from which the touch had come.


A figure swept around before him, as on a turntable, pivoting to claim the center of his eyes; though it was he and not the background that had shifted.


It was diminutive, and yet so perfectly proportioned within its own lesser measurements that, but for the yardstick of comparison offered when the eye deliberately sought out others and placed them against it, it could have seemed of any height at all: of the grandeur of a classical statue or of the minuteness of an exquisite doll.


Her limpid brown eyes came up to the turn of Durand’s shoulder. Her face held an exquisite beauty he had never before seen, the beauty of porcelain, but without its cold stillness, and a crumpled rose petal of a mouth.


She was no more than in her early twenties, and though her size might have lent her added youth, the illusion had very little to subtract from the reality. Her skin was that of a young girl, and her eyes were the innocent, trustful eyes of a child.


Tight-spun golden curls clung to her head like a field of daisies, rebelling all but successfully at the conventional coiffure she tried to impose upon them. They took to the ubiquitous psyche-knot at the back only with the aid of forceful pins, and at the front resisted the forehead-fringe altogether, fuming about like topaz sea spray.


She held herself in that forward-inclination that was de rigueur, known as the “Grecian bend.” Her dress was of the fashion as it then was, and had been for some years. Fitting tightly as a sheath fits a furled umbrella, it had a center panel, drawn and gathered toward the back to give the appearance of an apron or a bib superimposed upon the rest, and at the back puffed into a swollen protuberance of bows and folds, artfully sustained by a wired foundation; this was the stylish bustle, without which a woman’s posterior would have appeared indecently sleek. As soon expose the insteps or—reckless thought!—the ankles as allow the sitting-part to remain flat.


A small hat of heliotrope straw, as flat as and no bigger than a man’s palm, perched atop the golden curls, roguishly trying to reach down toward one eyebrow, the left, without there being enough of it to do so and still stay atop her head.


Amethyst-splinters twinkled in the tiny holes pierced through the lobes of her miniature and completely uncovered ears, and a slender ribbon of heliotrope velvet girded her throat. A parasol of heliotrope organdy, of scarcely greater diameter than a soup plate and of the consistency of mist, hovered aloft at the end of an elongated stick, like an errant violet halo. Upon the ground to one side of her sat a small gilt birdcage, its lower portion swathed in a flannel cloth, the dome left open to expose its flitting bright-yellow occupant.


He looked at her hand, he looked at his own shoulder, so unsure was he the touch had come from her; so unsure was he as to the reason for such a touch. Slowly his hat came off, was held at questioning height above his scalp.


The compressed mouth curved in winsome smile. “You don’t know me, do you, Mr. Durand?”


He shook his head slightly.


The smile notched a dimple; rose to her eyes. “I’m Julia, Louis. May I call you Louis?”


His hat fell from his fingers to the ground, and rolled once about, for the length of half its brim. He bent and retrieved it, but only with his arm and shoulder; his face never once quited hers, as though held to it by an unbreakable magnetic current.


“But no— How can—?”


“Julia Russell,” she insisted, still smiling.


“But no— You can’t—” he kept dismembering words.


Her brows arched. The smile expired compassionately. “It was unkind of me to do this, wasn’t it?”


“But—the picture—dark hair—”


“That was my aunt’s I sent instead.” She shook her head in belated compunction. She lowered the parasol, closed it with a little plop. With the point of its stick she began to trace cabalistic designs in the dust. She dropped her eyes and watched what she was doing with an air of sadness. “Oh, I shouldn’t have, I know that now. But at the time, it didn’t seem to matter so much, we hadn’t become serious yet. I thought it was just a correspondence. Then many times since, I wanted to send the right one in its place, to tell you— And the longer I waited, the less courage I had. Fearing I’d—I’d lose you altogether in that way. It preyed on my mind more and more, and yet, the closer the time drew— At the very last moment, I was already aboard the boat, and I wanted to turn around and go back. Bertha prevailed upon me to—to continue down here. My sister, you know.”


“I know,” he nodded, still dazed.


“The last thing she said to me, just before I left, was, ‘He’ll forgive you. He’ll understand you meant no harm.’ But during the entire trip down, how bitterly I repented my—my frivolity.” Her head all but hung, and she caught at her mouth, gnawing at it with her small white teeth.


“I can’t believe—I can’t believe—” was all he could keep stammering.


She was an image of lovely penitence, tracing her parasol-stick about on the ground, shyly waiting for forgiveness.


“But so much younger—” he marveled. “So much lovelier even than—”


“That too entered into it,” she murmured. “So many men become smitten with just a pretty face. I wanted our feeling to go deeper than that. To last longer. To be more secure. I wanted you to care for me, if you did care, because of—well, the things I wrote you, the sort of mind I displayed, the sort of person I really was, rather than because of a flibbertigibbet’s photograph. I thought perhaps if I gave myself every possible disadvantage at the beginning, of appearance and age and so forth, then there would be that much less danger later, of its being just a passing fancy. In other words, I put the obstacles at the beginning, rather than have them at the end.”


How sensible she was, he discovered to himself, how level-minded, in addition to all her external attractions. Why, there were the components here of a paragon.


“How many times I tried to write you the truth, you’ll never know,” she went on contritely. “And each time my courage would fail. I was afraid I would only succeed in alienating you entirely, from a person who, by her own admission, had been guilty of falsehood. I couldn’t trust such a thing to cold paper.” She gestured charmingly with one hand. “And now you see me, and now you know. The worst.”


“The worst,” he protested strenuously. “But you,” he went on after a moment, still amazed, “but you, knowing all along what I did not know until now, that I was so much—well, considerably, older than you. And yet—”


She dropped her eyes, as if in additional confession. “Perhaps that may have been one of your principal attractions, who knows? I have, since as far back as I can remember, been capable of—shall I say, romantic feelings, the proper degree of emotion or admiration—only toward men older than myself. Boys of my own age have never interested me. I don’t know what to attribute it to. All the women in my family have been like that. My mother was married at fifteen, and my father was at the time well over forty. The mere fact that you were thirty-six, was what first—” With maidenly seemliness, she forebore to finish it.


He kept devouring her with his eyes, still incredulous.


“Are you disappointed?” she asked timidly.


“How can you ask that?” he exclaimed.


“Am I forgiven?” was the next faltering question.


“It was a lovely deception,” he said with warmth of feeling. “I don’t think there’s been a lovelier one ever committed.”


He smiled, and her smile, still somewhat abashed, answered his own.


“But now I will have to get used to you all over again. Grow to know you all over again. That was a false start,” he said cheerfully.


She turned her head aside and mutely half-hid it against her own shoulder. And yet even this gesture, which might have seemed maudlin or revoltingly saccharine in others, she managed to carry off successfully, making it appear no more than a playful parody while at the same time deftly conveying its original intent of rebuked coyness.


He grinned.


She turned her face toward him again. “Are your plans, your, er, intentions, altered?”


“Are yours?”


“I’m here,” she said with the utmost simplicity, grave now.


He studied her a moment longer, absorbing her charm. Then suddenly, with new-found daring, he came to a decision. “Would it make you feel better, would it ease your mind of any lingering discomfort,” he blurted out, “if I were to make a confession to you on my own part?”


“You?” she said surprised.


“I—I no more told you the entire truth than you told me,” he rushed on.


“But—but I see you quite as you said you were, quite as your picture described you—”


“It isn’t that, it’s something else. I too perhaps felt just as you did, that I wanted you to like me, to accept my offer, solely on the strength of the sort of man I was in myself. For myself alone, in other words.”


“But I see that, and I do,” she said blankly. “I don’t understand.”


“You will in a moment,” he promised her, almost eagerly. “Now I must confess to you that I’m not a clerk in a coffee-import house.” Her face betrayed no sign other than politely interested incomprehension.


“That I haven’t a thousand dollars put aside, to—to start us off.” No sign. No sign of crestfall or of frustrated avarice. He was watching her intently. A slow smile of indulgence, of absolution granted, overspread her features before he had spoken next. Well before he had spoken next. He gave it time.


“No, I own a coffee-import house, instead.”


No sign. Only that slightly forced smile, such as women give in listening to details of a man’s business, when it doesn’t interest them in the slightest but they are trying to be polite.


“No, I have closer to a hundred thousand dollars.”


He waited for her to say something. She didn’t. She, on the contrary, seemed to be waiting for him to continue. As if the subject had been so arid, and barren of import, to her, that she did not realize the climax had already been reached.


“Well, that’s my confession,” he said somewhat lamely.


“Oh,” she said, as if brought up short. “Oh, was that it? You mean—” She fluttered her hand with vague helplessness. “—about your business, and money matters—” She brought two fingers to her mouth, and crossed it with their tips. Stifling a yawn that, without the gesture of concealment, he would not have detected in the first place. “There are two things I have no head for,” she admitted. “One is politics, the other is business, money matters.”


“But you do forgive me?” he persisted. Conscious at the same time of a fierce inward joy, that was almost exultation; as when one has encountered a perfection of attitude, at long last, and almost by chance, that was scarcely to be hoped for.


She laughed outright this time, with a glint of mischief, as if he were giving her more credit than was due her. “If you must be forgiven, you’re forgiven,” she relented. “But since I paid no attention whatever to the passages in your letters that dealt with that, in the first place, why, you’re asking forgiveness for a fault I was not aware, until now, of your having committed. Take it, then, though I’m not sure what it’s for.”


He stared at her with a new intentness, that went deeper than before; as if finding her as utterly charming within as she was at first sight without.


Their shadows were growing longer, and they were all but alone now on the pier. He glanced around him as if reluctantly awakening to their surroundings. “It’s getting late, and I’m keeping you standing here,” he said in a reminder that was more dutiful than honest, for it might mean their separation, for all he knew.


“You make me forget the time,” she admitted, her eyes never leaving his face. “Is that a bad omen or a good? You even make me forget my predicament: half ashore and half still on the boat. I must soon become the one or the other.”


“That’s soon taken care of,” he said, leaning forward eagerly, “if I have your own consent.”


“Isn’t yours necessary too?” she said archly.


“It’s given, it’s given.” He was almost breathless with haste to convince her.


She was in no hurry, now that he was. “I don’t know,” she said, lifting the point of her parasol, then dropping it again, then lifting it once more, in an uncertainty that he found excruciating. “If you had not seemed satisfied, if you had looked askance at the deceiver that you found me to be, I intended going back onto the boat and remaining aboard till she set out on the return trip to St. Louis. Don’t you think that might still be the wiser—”


“No, don’t say that,” he urged, alarmed. “Satisfied? I’m the happiest man in New Orleans this evening—I’m the luckiest man in this town—”


She was not, it seemed, to be swayed so easily. “There is still time. Better now than later. Are you quite sure you wouldn’t rather have me do that? I won’t say a word, I won’t complain. I’ll understand your feelings perfectly—”


He was gripped by a sudden new fear of losing her. She, whom he hadn’t had at all until scarcely half an hour ago.


“But those aren’t my feelings! I beg you to believe me! My feelings are quite the opposite. What can I do to convince you? Do you want more time? Is it you? Is that what you are trying to say to me?” he insisted with growing anxiety.


She held him for a moment with her eyes, and they were kindly and candid and even, one might have said, somewhat tender. Then she shook her head, very slightly it is true, but with all the firmness of intention that a man might have given the gesture (if he could read it right), and not a girl’s facile undependable negation.


“My mind has been made up,” she told him, slowly and simply, “since I first stepped onto the boat at St. Louis. Since your letter of proposal came, as a matter of fact, and I wrote you my answer. And I do not lightly undo my mind, once it has been made up. You will find that once you know me better.” Then she qualified it: “If you do,” and let that find him out with a little unwelcome stab, as it promptly did.


“I’ll let this be my answer, then,” he said with tremulous impatience. “Here it is.” He opened his cardcase, took out the daguerreotype, the one of the other, older woman—her aunt’s—minced it with energetic fingers, then let it fall in trifling pieces downward all over the ground. Then showed her both his hands, empty.


“My mind is made up too.”


She smiled her acceptance. “Then—?”


“Then let’s be on our way. They’re waiting for us at the church the past quarter-hour or more. We’ve delayed here too long.”


He tilted his arm akimbo, offered it to her with a smile and a gallant inclination from the waist, that were perhaps, on the surface, meant to appear as badinage, merely a bantering parody, but were in reality more sincerely intended.


“Miss Julia?” he invited.


This was the moment of ultimate romance, its quintessence. The betrothal.


She shifted her parasol to the opposite shoulder. Her hand curled about his arm like a friendly sun-warmed tendril. She gathered up the bottom of her skirt to reticent walking-level.


“Mr. Durand,” she accepted, addressing him by surname only, in keeping with the seemly propriety of the still-unmarried young woman that made her drop her eyes fetchingly at the same time.
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The interior of the Dryades German Methodist Church at sundown. Fulminating orange haze from without blurring its leaded windows into swollen shapelessness; its arched apse disappearing upward into cobwebby blue twilight. Grave, peaceful, empty but for five persons.


Five persons gathered in a solemn little conclave about the pulpit. Four facing it, the fifth occupying it. Four silent, the fifth speaking low. The first two of the four, side by side; the second two flanking them. Outside, barely audible, as if filtered through a heavy screen, the sounds of the city, muffled, dreamy, faraway. The occasional clop of a horse’s hoof on cobbles, the creaking protest of a sharply curving wheel, the voice of an itinerant hawker crying his wares, the bark of a dog.


Inside, stately phrases of the marriage service, echoing serenely in the spacious stillness. The Reverend Edward A. Clay the officiant, Louis Durand and Julia Russell the principals. Allan Jardine and Sophie Tadoussac, housekeeper to the Reverend Clay, the witnesses.


“And do you, Julia Russell, take this man, Louis Durand, to be your lawful wedded husband—


“To cleave to, forsaking all others—


“To love, honor and obey—


“For better or for worse—


“For richer or for poorer—


“In sickness and in health—


“Until death do ye part?”


Silence.


Then like a tiny bell, no bigger than a thimble in all the vastness of that church, but clear and silver-pure—


“I do.”


“Now the ring, please. Place it upon the bride’s finger.”


Durand reaches behind him. Jardine produces it, puts it in his blindly questing hand. Durand brings it to the tapered point of her finger.


There is a momentary awkwardness. Her finger measurement was taken by a string, knotted at the proper place and sent enclosed in a letter. But there must have been an error, either in the knotting or on the jeweler’s part. It balks, won’t go on.


He tried a second, a third time, clasping her hand tighter. Still it resists.


Quickly she flicks her finger past her lips, returns it to him, edge moistened. The ring goes on, ebbs down it now to base.


“I now pronounce you man and wife.”


Then, with a professional smile to encourage the age-old shyness of lovers when on public view, for the greater the secret love, the greater the public shyness: “You may kiss the bride.”


Their faces turn slowly toward one another. Their eyes meet. Their heads draw together. The lips of Louis Durand blend with those of Julia, his wife, in sacramental pledge.




— 5 —


Antoine’s, rushing all alight toward its nightly rendezvous with midnight; glittering, glowing, mirrored; crowded with celebrants, singing with laughter, sizzling with champagne; sparkling with half-a-thousand jeweled gas flames all over its ceilings and walls, in bowers of crystal; the gayest and best-known restaurant on this side of the ocean; the soul of Paris springing enchanted from the Delta mud.


The wedding table stretched lengthwise along one entire side of it, the guests occupying one side only, so that the outer side might be left clear for their view of the rest of the room—and the rest of the room’s view of them.


It was by now eleven and after, a disheveled mass of tortured napkins, sprawled flowers, glassware tinged with repeated refills of red wines and white; champagne and kirsch and little upright thimbles of benedictine for the ladies, no two alike at the same level of consumption. And in the center, dominating the table, a miracle of a cake, snow-white, sugar-spun, rising tier upon tier; badly eaten away by erosion now, so that one entire side was gone. But atop its highest pinnacle, still preserved intact, a little bride and groom in doll form, he in a thumbnail suit of black broadcloth, she with a wisp of tulle streaming from her head.


And opposite them, the two originals, in life-size; sitting shoulder pressed to shoulder, hands secretively clasped below the table, listening to some long-winded speech of eulogy. His head still held upright in polite pretense at attention; her head nestled dreamy-eyed against his shoulder.


He was in suitable evening garb now, and a quick trip to a dress-shop (first at her mention, but then at his insistence) before coming on here had changed her from her costume of arrival to a glorious creation of shimmering white satin, gardenias in her hair and at her throat. On the third finger of her left hand the new gold wedding-band; on the fourth, a solitaire diamond, a husband’s wedding gift to his wife, token of an engagement contract fulfilled rather than of one entered into before the event.


And her eyes, like any new wearer’s, stray over and over to these new adornments. But whether they go more often to the third finger or to the fourth, who is to detect and who is to say?


Flowers, wine, friendly laughing faces, toasts and wishes of wellbeing. The beginning of two lives. Or rather, the ending of two, the beginning of one.


“Shall we slip away now?” he whispers to her. “It’s getting on to twelve.”


“Yes. One more dance together first. Ask them to play again. And then we’ll lose ourselves, without coming back to the table.”


“As soon as Allan finishes speaking,” he assents. “If he’s ever going to.”


Allan Jardine, his business partner, has become so involved in the mazes of a congratulatory speech that he cannot seem to find his way out of it again. It has been going on for ten minutes; ten minutes that seem like forty.


Jardine’s wife, sitting beside him, and present only because of an unguessed but very strenuous domestic tug-of-war, has a dour, disapproving look on her face. Disapproving something, but doing her best to seem amiable, for the sake of her own husband’s business interests. Disapproving the good looks of the bride, or her youth, or perhaps the unorthodox circumstances of the preceding courtship. Or perhaps the fact that Durand has married at all, after having waited so many years already, without waiting a few years more for her own underage daughter to grow up. A favorite project which even her own husband has had no inkling of so far. And now will never have.


Durand took out a small card, wrote on it “Play another waltz.” Then he folded a currency note around it, motioned to a waiter, handed it to him to be taken to the musicians.


Jardine’s wife was surreptitiously tugging at the hem of his coat now, to get him to bring his oration to a conclusion.
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