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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing

  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America

  and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  The Neighborhood




  YOU CAN find people who will tell you about the neighborhood. Each will have his special vision. All those visions can never be added together, for

  perhaps, like a raddled and lusty woman reaching the weary end of middle age, the neighborhood has been all things to all men.




  But there is still violence in her.




  Ask that pair of college kids who came to sample the factory wenches last year, and broke their faces against stone Polack fists.




  There is still money in her.




  The numbers operators will tell you that. And those who get high rents for certain shabby houses near the Saegar Mill. And those Monday loan sharks, the six-for-five boys, who make a fine art of

  collection.




  She is still colorful.




  Down the narrow streets marches the neon. A fizzing and sputter and crackle of BAR GRILL LOUNGE INN and ROOMS APTS HOTEL and POOL

  BILLARDS BOWLING and TRIPLE FEATURE GIRLS BALLOOM CLUB FLOOR SHOW.




  But here the feathers hang tired on the rumps of the floor-show ponies, and there is no self-conscious reading of Proust in satined dressing rooms. These are weary bitter-mouthed dollies, who

  take a percentage on the drinks you buy them.




  The neon is green and red and blue, and there are always a few dead letters, though not usually as spectacular as the night the Essex Tavern lost its first two letters.




  Do not think that the neighborhood is linked to downtown. It is a separate country, and there are many dingy unlighted streets between that minor neon jungle and the richer flavors of

  downtown.




  And do not think that it is the abode, the stomping ground, of only the pimp, sharpie, and floozy set. There are the residential streets and they are narrow and poorly laid out, leading the

  visitor in infuriating circles. There are caste distinctions between the streets. There are churches and schools and many, many children.




  There are gaunt bleak-faced textile mills, rumbling, clattering on the hot summer days, going abruptly silent at five to disgorge the slack-clad girls who make crow noises and clown with each

  other as they walk home into the narrow streets, passing the asphalted playgrounds of the schools they so recently attended, some of them already swelling with the fruit that will become a new

  shrillness on those same playgrounds.




  There are empty mills with broken windows, like eyes that accuse.




  Once upon a time it was all land that belonged to Abraham Townsend, and he and his eight strong sons farmed it well.




  Later a grandson of Abraham started a general store, and that store became the nucleus of a village. There was another village two miles away, and they were of equal size. The new village was

  called, of course, Townsend, and it grew quickly. It became a gabled town of peasant houses. But the other village grew more quickly. Both of them, after the Civil War, became sprinkled with

  Victorian horrors, all gingerbread and turrets. Then Townsend was absorbed, and it became a part of the city, and the name was lost, and it became simply the neighborhood.




  It is all in the old ledgers down in City Hall.




  Children grow up quickly in the neighborhood.




  At night the lace-eared toms yell of love and passion in the narrow alleys, and the wagon picks up the broken-shoe bums from their newspaper nests. By day the sun bakes the narrow yards and not

  much wind gets in to stir the curtains, and milk sours quickly. A brave and wheelless Pierce Arrow sits window-deep in weeds in a vacant lot, and the rat-gnawed back seat is a place of juvenile

  assignation when dusk comes blue down the streets.




  In the look of the narrow houses at night on the residential streets there is a flavor of violence. Not the sort of violence of the neon jungle, but a violence that is more quiet, and

  desperate.




  It is a place of neighborhood stores and few chains. It is said that you can buy anything in the neighborhood. If you know where to look. Whom to see. When to see him.




  When the hot weather starts, the police know that one of the quiet narrow houses will erupt. On the slow warm evenings a street will come alive to the screams of that final terror. And always

  the neighbors know which house it will be. They run out and they look toward the house. They sit a cautious time before the tentative investigation. Usually the screams stop quickly. There is

  something ultimate about the homely weapons of the quiet streets. A hammer, a hatchet, a butcher knife, a piece of pipe. They are decisive. After the violence there is the dumb weeping.




  At night the only light in the Varaki Quality Market, a boxlike cinder-block structure, is the red neon around the clock. The family lives in the big shabby frame house adjoining the market.

  City houses stop on the nearby corner. A stranger to the neighborhood, anyone who had just moved onto the same block, for example, would perhaps not have sensed the drifting threat of violence that

  is like the trembling of the air before the first crash of thunder.




  But the others had been there a long time. And so, on that warm night, when the screaming started, they knew with neighborhood instinct precisely where to look. And the old women compressed

  their pale lips and nodded and nodded and waited silently for the end of the screaming. . . .










  Chapter One




  A CITY BUS hissed at the corner and was silent, then snorted off through the milky dusk. She saw the light pattern through the elm leaves and saw the

  bus was headed downtown. Down where all the lights were. When she had come here the elm branches had been naked raw. And it had been harder then to stay in the small third-floor room in the vast

  shabby frame house and think of lights and people and movement and forgetting.




  It was like the leaves growing to cover the city sounds, the city lights. This slow change. The small room becoming more womb than prison. She sat Buddha fashion on the straight hard chair near

  the window in the dusk grayness, motionless. She sat in black corduroy slacks, hands resting on the sharply flexed knees, head tilted a bit so that the smoke from the cigarette in the corner of her

  mouth made a thin upward line past the smooth cheek and half-closed eyes. The cheap phonograph on the floor beside the chair was turned so low that the golden ovals of the horn sounds came faintly

  through the needle hiss. The record ended and she took the cigarette from her mouth and leaned down and lifted the arm and set it back at the beginning. The silken heaviness of the dark copper hair

  swung forward and when she straightened up she swung it back with a quickness of her head.




  She thought of them down there, working in the stark white fluorescence, handling the late rush, and she thought carefully of how it would be to go down there now. She imagined just how it would

  be and she decided she could do it now. Gus had seemed to know just how the little man with the clown face had torn her apart, had opened up the neatly mended places, finding the fracture lines of

  old wounds. She had not broken in front of the little man. Gus had stepped in angrily.




  “Lieutenant, you know you talk to my daughter. You don’t talk that way.”




  “Daughter-in-law, Pop. Where the hell did Henry find her?”




  “Lieutenant, you go chase thiefs. Don’t bother good people. Bonny, you go upstairs. Rest. You work a long time.”




  She had left quickly, precariously, not looking at the grotesque clown face, stepping out from behind the cash register and crossing the store and going through the side door, through the narrow

  shed and up the steps into the big kitchen, managing even to smile and bob her head at the monolithic Anna standing by the stove, and through the rooms packed solidly with the massive furniture,

  and up the two flights of stairs, and down the hall, and into her own room, shutting the door behind her without a sound, and taking the three steps to the bed and lying there, moving over a bit so

  her forehead could be pressed against the wall, against the faded paper pattern of blue flowers.




  It is meant, she thought, that I shall be always rescued by the Varaki family. But they started rescuing me too late. They came after all the other things had been stamped on my face and in my

  eyes, the things the lieutenant saw so quickly and so easily, and so contemptuously.




  It isn’t true, she thought, that you go down like a rocket, like a dropped stone. It is, perhaps, more like a slow-motion picture of a bouncing ball. It starts, tritely enough, with a

  betrayal, with a heartbreak. It means so much then. Dev had meant too much back in the good years that were now like things on the other side of a wall. Dev with the Irish smile and the quick hands

  and the vanity. Dev, who did not like his hair mussed, and did not like to be touched, and at last was chased away by too much love, fearing that there was a stickiness in possession.




  And so then, that first time, you let go and took the first long fast drop down to the absolute bottom. The first drop of the ball. At the bottom was death and the slow-falling ball touched it,

  felt the coldness and the hardness and rebounded, climbing back up—all the way, you thought. But not quite all the way. A time of being poised there, and then another drop. And another, so

  that the touch of death came more often, and became more familiar, and became less frightening. Then you could look up and see where you used to be. Each bounce was less. Each time there was less

  resilience.




  Then deftly, miraculously, Henry Varaki had cushioned that last fall. She’d been in San Francisco then. The nights had been oddly merged, so that there seemed to be no days between them.

  She remembered being noisy in one place and being pushed out by someone whose face she tried to claw. Then, in the momentary sobriety of the drenching rain, the rain that caked her dress to her

  body, she thought they might phone the police, and that last thirty days had been a horror. She had run in the rain and fallen, and run some more. Then there was another place, and lights, and an

  alley fight between sailors, and more running. One high heel was gone and the running was a crooked, grotesque gallop. There was something hot and humming behind her eyes, something hot and roaring

  in her ears. She ran down a crooked street, tilted so that it swung her against the wall. . . .




  Then there was a long time when everything was mixed up. Henry said later it was eleven days. It was like coming out of a long jumbled tunnel, full of noises and shoutings and crazy whistling

  lights, into a sudden calm place. She opened her eyes. A big-shouldered kid with a blond burr head in Army khaki with sergeant’s stripes sat by the narrow window, his chair tilted back

  against the wall. It was very quiet. Beyond the window was fog. Beyond the fog was a muffled heavy bleat, metronomic, as though some great animal were caught out there. Traffic whispered through

  the fog with muslin horn sounds. It was a strange room and she did not want to turn her head, as that seemed too great an effort. She closed her eyes for just a moment, and when she opened them

  again the window was dark and the sergeant was not there. She turned her head a bit toward the source of light, and saw him sitting by the lamp, still reading.




  He seemed to sense her stare. He put the book aside and came over to her and stood frighteningly huge beside the bed and laid the back of his hand against her forehead with a miraculous

  gentleness.




  “What happened?” she asked weakly.




  “You mean who shoved you, Bonny? A pneumonia bug. You didn’t have any resistance.”




  “Who are you?” Her voice felt trembly.




  “Henry Varaki. Don’t try to ask questions. I’ll see if I can cover it. I was just walking around with one of the guys. You were out like a light. A guy was holding you up

  against a wall and beating hell out of you. We took care of him quick and took you to a hospital. For some damn reason they wouldn’t take you. You felt like you were burning up. My buddy had

  a friend who gave him the use of this place, so we brought you back here and rounded up a doctor. Malnutrition, alcoholism, pneumonia, anemia, and possible internal injuries from the beating you

  took. My, that doctor was real intrigued with you, Bonny. He said he could get you in a charity ward, but I couldn’t swing any special nurses or anything, so I figured I could take care of

  you myself. My friend went on east. It’s been . . . let me count, eleven days. You’ve had glucose and oxygen and all the antibiotics in the book, Bonny. The doc comes in every morning

  to check. You’ve been out of your head until day before yesterday. Since then you’ve been mostly sleeping. He said this morning you’d probably wake up clear as a bell

  today.”




  He sponged her face with gentleness. He held her head up and held a glass to her lips. She was far too weak to sit up alone, much less stand. He took care of her needs with a calm deftness that

  was so matter of fact that she felt neither shame nor shyness. In the morning, before the doctor was due, he gave her a sponge bath. She looked down and was shocked at her pale wasted body, at the

  shrunken breasts, the spindle legs, the hipbones that looked sharp enough to pierce the pallid skin.




  The doctor came. He was a gruff, bustling man. He addressed most of his questions to Henry, a few to her. He wrote out two prescriptions and said, “You’re a tough young woman. Keep

  this up and you’ll come back fast. Henry, go out in the other room and close the door.”




  “Why, Doc?”




  “Just do it, Henry.”




  Henry left the room and closed the door gently. The doctor looked at her. His expression changed, became harder. “You are not only tough. You are lucky. You owe your life to him. He is a

  rare young man. I don’t know whether you can understand how rare. You people are always looking for angles. All you can do for him is get your strength back as fast as you can and get out of

  here. You’ll be doing him a favor. When he was a kid I bet he kept birds with broken wings in boxes, with homemade splints. He didn’t sleep for the first fifty hours you were here. He

  was on his way east. A thirty-day leave before shipping out. Don’t try any of your sleek angles on him, young lady. You barely escaped burial, courtesy of the city of San Francisco.

  Don’t try to say anything to me in explanation or apology. At this particular moment, I don’t particularly want to hear the sound of your voice. I heard enough of what you said in

  delirium. So did Sergeant Varaki. It wasn’t pretty. What made it particularly ugly was the very obvious fact that you started with education, background, decent breeding. Something was left

  out of you. Garden-variety guts, I’d imagine. Don’t go back to your alley-catting until the Sergeant is over the horizon.”




  She shut her eyes. She heard the doctor leave and heard him talking to Henry in the next room. The tears scalded out through her closed lids. After a time she wiped them away with a corner of

  the sheet.




  Henry came in, grinning. “He says he doesn’t have to come back, Bonny. Congratulations. You can go in for a checkup after you’re on your feet.”




  “That’s good.”




  “Hey, don’t go gloomy on me. My God, I’m glad to have have somebody to talk to. Somebody who makes sense, that is.”




  Slowly at first, and then more rapidly, she began to gain weight and strength. He bought her pajamas and a robe. She leaned weakly on him while she took the first tottering steps. One circuit of

  the room exhausted her.




  “How about my room?” she asked. “How about my clothes?”




  He flushed. “I got the address out of you one day when you weren’t too bad. I went over there. She’d moved your stuff out of your room. You owed six bucks. I paid it and

  brought the stuff back here. I went through it. Maybe I shouldn’t have. Your clothes were pretty sad, Bonny. I gave the works to the Salvation Army. I got your personal stuff in a little box.

  Papers and letters and some photographs and stuff like that.”




  Everything in the world in one small box. She closed her eyes, “Will you do something for me, Henry?”




  “Sure.”




  “That’s a silly-sounding question, will you do something for me, after . . . everything. Go through the box, Henry. Take out my Social Security card. Take out my birth certificate.

  Take out the photostat of my college record. Throw everything else away.”




  “Everything?”




  “Please.”




  The next day he shamefacedly gave her an envelope. “All the things you wanted saved are in there. And I stuck in a few pictures. Your mother and father. I figured you ought to hang onto

  those too.”




  “They were killed in—”




  “You talked about that a lot. I know about that. You better save the pictures. You have kids someday, they’d like to know what your people looked like.”




  “Kids someday.”




  “Don’t say it like that, Bonny. Don’t ever say it like that.”




  That was the day she sat on a stool in front of the kitchen sink of the apartment with a big towel around her shoulders while he washed her hair. It took four soapings, scrubbings, rinses to

  bring it back to life. And then, when it was dry and she brushed it, he admired the color of it, and in the midst of his admiration she saw him suddenly get the first increment of awareness of her.

  It was something she was well practiced in seeing. She was still slat thin, weighing less than a hundred pounds, and she was without make-up, and he had seen her body at its ugliest, and heard all

  the ugly bits of her history, and yet he could still have that sudden glow of interest and appreciation in his eyes. It made her want to cry.




  She began to take over a small part of the cooking and cleaning on the twenty-second day of his thirty-day leave. On the bathroom scales she weighed an even one hundred. She was five-seven and

  considered her proper weight to be about one twenty-two or three. She had not weighed that much in over a year.




  “I’ve got to have clothes to get out of here, Henry.”




  “I’ve been thinking about that. I’ll have to buy them. You’ll have to tell me about sizes.”




  “I’ll give you the sizes. Get something cheap. Have you written it down for me? All the money you’ve spent so far? You can’t have much left.”




  “I’ve got some. Doc took it easy on me.” He flushed brightly. “And I’m only telling you this so you won’t worry. Pop sent me two hundred bucks. I got it day

  before yesterday.”




  “You’ve got to go home, Henry. You’ve got to see them.”




  “There’ll be time.”




  “There won’t be time. You keep saying that. They’ll never understand why you didn’t go home. Never.”


  

  “They know me pretty well, Bonny. They know if I

  didn’t go home, there’s a damn good reason.”




  “There’s no reason good enough.”




  He had talked a lot about his family. The Varaki clan. “There’s us three kids. Me and Walter and Teena. Teena’s the baby. High-school gal. Walter’s older than I am. Dark

  coloring, like the old lady was. His wife is Doris. She gives old Walter a pretty hard time. She’s a pinwheeler, that gal. Then Jana is Pop’s second wife. He married her last year. It

  was like this. You see, Mom died three years ago. Some of Jana’s relatives, farm people, sent her to stay with us so she could go to business school. She’s two years younger than

  Walter, and two years older than me. Big husky farm girl. With her in the house, Anna, that’s Pop’s older sister, came to sort of keep house for us. Then Pop ups and marries Jana. It

  made the whole family sore as hell. Especially Doris. Anna stayed on. Pop and Jana are happy. Well, hell, it’s a happy house. Great big old ruin of a place. The market used to be in the

  downstairs. Pop built a new market right next door right after the war. It’s run like a supermarket. Mostly the people that work there live in the house too. There’s three floors. Ten

  bedrooms. Always something going on. Usually something crazier than hell. Pop and his old cronies play card games in the kitchen and yell at each other in old-country talk. Everybody pitches

  in.”




  He had talked about them enough so that she felt as though she knew them. Knew them better than some of the dim-faced people of the last few years.




  She wrote down the sizes, and he left her alone. He was back in two hours, burdened with boxes. There was a shiny inexpensive suitcase hooked over one big finger. The boxes towered almost to his

  eyes.




  “You got too much, Henry!”




  “Come on Bonny. Start opening. It’s like Christmas, hey?”




  “Too much.”




  He seemed to have an intuitive understanding of color, of what she could and couldn’t wear with that dark copper hair. Yet he had bought the sort of clothes she hadn’t worn in a long

  time. Nubby tweed skirts, soft pale sweaters.




  “I hope you like this kind of stuff,” he said nervously. “There was one picture of you in all that stuff. That stuff I threw out. You were in this kind of thing and I sort of

  liked it.”




  There were two skirts, three sweaters, two blouses, three sets of nylon panties and bras, two pairs of shoes, one with two-inch wedge heels and one pair of sandals with ankle straps. She went

  into the bedroom and put on one outfit. She looked at herself in the mirror, looking first at the fit and length and then suddenly noticing her own flushed face, eager eyes, half-smile. The smile

  faded away. She bit her lip. Her gray eyes looked enormous in the too thin face. She went back out to him.




  “Bonny, you look swell! You look wonderful!”




  “I don’t know how . . . I don’t know how to . . .”




  He handed her a small box. “I picked up some junk jewelry. Dime-store stuff. A kind of a clip thing and a bracelet. I thought . . .”




  She sat and heard him come over, felt his hand warm and steady on her shoulder. “Look, I didn’t want for it to make you cry. Hell, Bonny. I didn’t mean it to work like this.

  Please, honey.”




  He went out again in the late afternoon to buy groceries for their dinner. She packed her things in the bag. She wrote a note.




  “Thanks for everything, Henry. I’ve got your home address. I’ll send the money there when I get it. You’ve been swell. Now you’ve got time to hurry home and see

  them and get back before your leave is over.” She signed it and read it over. It would have to do. There weren’t any right words to tell him. The doctor had told her what she had to do.

  And the doctor had been very, very right.




  Her legs felt odd and stilty as she went down the two flights of stairs and out onto the street. The sunshine looked too bright. Her feet looked and felt far away. She walked down the block and

  the shiny new suitcase cut into her hand. It was light and there was very little in it. The blocks were very long. People and traffic moved too fast. She heard the hard slap of leather against the

  sidewalk and she turned and saw him and she tried to run. He caught her and held her with his big hands tight above her elbows, hurting her. There were odd patches of white on his face and his blue

  eyes were so narrow they were nearly closed.




  “What are you doing?”




  “Let me go. Let me go.”




  He took her back, one hand still folded tightly around her thin arm, the suitcase in his other hand. She walked with her head bowed. At the foot of the stairs he picked her up lightly in his

  arms and carried her up. She was crying then. Crying with her face turned against the side of his strong young throat.




  He got the door open and kicked it shut behind them. He dropped the suitcase, paused with her still in his arms and read the note, and then walked to the big chair in the living room and sat

  down with her, holding her, letting her cry the tears of weakness and frustration.




  It was a long time before she was able to stop.




  “Where would you have gone?”




  “It doesn’t matter.”




  “It does matter.”




  “No.”




  “It has to matter to you or you’d have been better off if that drunk had killed you.”




  “I would have been better off.”




  “Self-pity. For God’s sake, sometimes you make me sick.”




  “I make myself sick.”




  “Oh, shut up! The doctor said to throw you out the minute you could walk. Fine! What does that make me? A sucker who wasted his leave. Something has to come of it. Something more than

  that.”




  They stayed there until the last of the dusk was gone and the room was dark. Darkness gave her a certain courage. She said, “What happens does seem to matter more than . . . it did before.

  I don’t know why it should. All this has been like . . . being born again. Being cared for like a baby. Fed, bathed, taught to walk. I could almost come back to life.”




  He kissed her lightly and stood up and set her on her feet. It was the first time he had kissed her. He said, “It was good to hear you say that, Bonny.”




  He turned on the lights. They squinted in the brightness and smiled uncertainly at each other, and talked in small casual voices through dinner and through the short evening until she went to

  bed after helping him make up his bed on the studio couch in the small living room.










  Chapter Two




  THE NEXT MORNING Henry was moody and thoughtful. He spent a lot of time standing at the windows, looking down at the street. He jingled change in his

  pockets. He paced restlessly.




  After lunch he got up and brought more coffee from the stove and filled their cups. He sat down opposite her.




  “I’ve got seven more days furlough, Bonny.”




  “I know. You said you could hitch a plane ride. Why don’t you, Henry? I’ll stay right here. Honestly. Then you could come back here, and by then I should be strong enough. I

  could get a job, maybe.”




  “I’m not going home. I don’t want to hear any more about it.”




  “Goodness! Don’t snarl.”




  “I’ve got something figured out.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “I told you it’s a big house. There’s room. God knows there’s plenty of work, so it wouldn’t be like you were sponging on the old man. He drives everybody. Then

  you’d be getting the allotment money. It wouldn’t be much.”




  She stared at him. “Allotment?”




  “I can’t leave you this way. I got to know that you’re set. And I know enough about you to know that you won’t be set unless you got a reason. And the only reason

  that’s going to mean anything to you is to have somebody depending on you and trusting you. I can get a cab and we can go fill out the forms and get the blood tests or whatever you have to

  have in California. And then, by God, you’ll be a Varaki, and you’ll have the whole damn family on your side. The way I figure it, it will be an arrangement. I haven’t written the

  family any of this. They won’t know a damn thing, except you’re my wife. And that’ll be all they need to know.”




  She rested her hands flat on the table and shut her eyes for long seconds. “What are you, Henry? Twenty-three?”




  “Twenty-two.”




  “I’m a twenty-six-year-old tramp.”




  “Don’t talk like that!”




  “A tramp. A semi-alcoholic. A girl who works the bars and works the men she finds in the bars. A girl who . . . can’t even remember all their faces. It’s good luck instead of

  good judgment that I’m not diseased. Bonita Wade Fletcher. A great little old gal. I’ve been tossed in the can twice here and once in L.A. That’s what you’re trying to wish

  on your family, Henry. On decent people.”




  “My God, you like to wallow in it, don’t you?”




  “You’re playing a part now, Henry. A big fat dramatic part. Saving the fallen. Rescuing the scarlet woman. My God, look at me!”




  “I’m looking.”




  “I walk a certain way and talk a certain way and look at men a certain way, and your whole damn family would have to be blind not to see it. I’m just one big smell of stale bedroom

  and warm gin. No, Henry. Not on your life.”




  “I say you got to look at yourself and understand that you got to have some kind of a reason to prop you up. You forgot how to stand up by yourself.”




  “Love. Love goes with marriage. I couldn’t love you. I haven’t got enough love left for anybody. I gave it all away. Free samples.”




  “I haven’t said a damn word about love. This is just an arrangement. Goddamn it, you go back there to Johnston as Mrs. Henry Varaki and let the name prop you up until you can stand

  by yourself. Or maybe you don’t go for Varaki. Too foreign, maybe. Low class.”




  “No. No.”




  “I go away and I come back. O.K. By then you know. Either way we break it up legal. And to hell with you if you let me down.”




  “You said it’s a nice business. Profitable. How do you know I won’t stay tied around your neck, lushing on your father’s profits from the store for the rest of your

  life?”




  His voice softened. “Bonny, I listened to you for a lot of days and nights. I listened to a lot of things. I know more about you than you know about yourself.”




  She put her head down on her wrist on the table. She rocked her head from side to side. “No,” she said in a broken voice. “No. No. No.”




  It lasted until midnight. She felt utterly drained and exhausted. She felt as though she had no more will or identity of her own, as if some great force had picked her up and carried her along.

  She was sick with the strain, with the long bitter hours of it.




  “All right,” she heard herself say. “All right then, Henry.”




  He looked at her for a long time and then grinned. “We Varakis got a reputation for stubbornness.”




  They went down in a taxi at ten the next morning. They filled out the application forms, had blood tests made, were told when to reappear for the license and civil ceremony. There was a great

  deal of constraint between them. That evening she straightened up after making up the studio couch for him and said in a deadly flat tone of voice, “You can start sleeping with me if you want

  to. You ought to get that much, at least, but I won’t blame you if you refuse the kind offer, because it isn’t exactly what you might call a generous offer. It’s more like maybe

  offering somebody a cigarette. The last one in the pack. The kind that are all . . .”




  “Shut up and go to bed, for God’s sake.”




  “Just drop in any time. I won’t consider it an inconvenience.”




  “Will you shut up? Or will I shut you up?”




  “Oh, goody! We’re engaged! We’re engaged!”




  “Good night, Bonny.”




  “Good night, Henry.”




  They were married on a cold rainy Thursday in late November at five minutes of noon. They taxied back to the apartment in rigid uncomfortable silence. My happy wedding day, she thought.




  Henry said he’d be back in a while and he went out. She sat and watched the rain run down the window. My wedding day. The bride carried a bouquet of raspberry blossoms. Henry came back in

  an hour, his clothes rain-spattered. He carried a bundle into the kitchen. He came back in and tossed a flat box onto her lap. “I put champagne on ice.”




  “Dandy. One sip and I’ll go on a nine-week bat.”




  He sat and looked gravely at her. “Why do you do it to yourself, Bonny?”




  “Do what, husband darling?” she asked blandly. “What have we here in the box, husband darling?”




  “Open it and find out.”




  “Oh, goody! A present for your winsome little wife, perhaps.”




  She took off the paper and opened the box. She looked at what it contained. She heard the rain. She knew she should look over at him. She could not quite force herself to look at him. My wedding

  day, I forgot that it was his, too. Selfish, self-pitying nag. She took it out of the box. The lace on the bodice of the nightgown was like white foam. She looked at it for a moment and then buried

  her face in it. A great raw sob hurt her throat.




  He came to her and held her. When she could speak she said, “What are you . . . trying to do to me?”




  “Keep you from doing too much to yourself, Bonny. I know it isn’t a marriage like in the movies. Is there any law about having as much as we can, even if it isn’t

  perfect?”




  “Nothing has ever been more perfect for me. I’ve acted foul to you. I’m terribly, desperately sorry, Henry. So damn sorry.”




  “You’ll wear it?”




  “Of course.”




  Later she was able to laugh in a way in which she had not laughed in years. It was a good gayness. Later, in the darkened bedroom, she felt oddly virginal. She had to push the bitter, ironic

  thoughts back out of her mind. His big hands were tender and gentle, and there was a warm strength to him. Gentleness stirred her as fiercness never could. She felt strangely shy, almost demure. It

  was all sweet and moving, and he did not find out until afterward, when he kissed her eyes, that she wept.




  “Why, darling?” he whispered.




  And she could not tell him the truth. That she wept because she regretted the years that had left her so little to give him, and had turned her own responses into nothingness. He was big and

  gentle. A nice kid. She could feel that, and nothing more, no matter how she tried.




  “Why are you crying?” he repeated.




  “Because I think I love you, my darling,” she lied. And she knew that her lie was a strong fence that would be around her during the time he would be gone.
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