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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.
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  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
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  Chapter One




  The Studio




  HORROR attended the death of girlhood. Every recollection of my life in the studio with Evvie is coupled with the shame of willed blindness toward

  clouds whose gathering I refused to notice. Yet when I look back on it I find that this season, in spite of its shattering tragedy, retains the flavours of illusion and delight. There is scarcely a

  day since, seldom an hour when the pungency of this time is not evoked. Sight and scent, sound and flavour compel a return to the studio; a glance, a word, an arched instep, artichokes, Matisse,

  the popular songs of the period as well as the ballet music Evvie was always cranking up on the Victor-Victrola, pink Georgette crepe, a paragraph by Cabell, all of Edna St. Vincent Millay, Lalique

  glass, a capless tube of paint, Martinis in coffee cups, a mole at the tail of an eyebrow, Florentine leather stamped with fleurs-de-lis, a wrought-iron candlestick, the scent of Idéal and

  the tints of gold and purple in the silk that covered the miniature chests which held the bottles. With these come flashes of Evvie, irritating and irresistible.




  Most potent of all the studio, not so much a place as a condition. At her first visit my mother cried out that she would have a nervous breakdown if she were forced to live in a room without

  parallel walls. Later she became tolerant and lent us three Oriental rugs. To Evvie and me asymmetry was the studio’s charm. Our east wall was broken by the jut of the staircase. Opposite it

  a projecting hearth, inglenook and bookshelf introduced new angles. The L that cut off the kitchen bisected the room’s south end and on the north there was no wall. Out of four feet of once

  whitewashed brick rose a skylight pitched like a ski slide. We lived under glass like flowers in a greenhouse. On summer days the glare could be prevented by tugging at a chain which controlled a

  worn green shade. At night and in winter we kept the shade rolled back and grew intimate with the sky.




  In its youth the studio had been a stable behind a mansion which, long before our time, had become a hive of cheap flats. No longer a part of this property, our little house stood alone,

  separated from the street by a dark passage whose entrance, between a motor accessories shop and an Italian fruit store, gaped like a lost front tooth. On Monday nights after Mrs. Johannsen had

  done her weekly chore there was a semblance of neatness in the studio but the comfort of disorder was soon restored. We were clean girls but untidy, far too busy with life to bother about such

  middle-aged nonsense as keeping neat. The splendid clutter was a symbol of our liberation from family and fussiness. The wide sill beneath the skylight was occupied by books, paints, spools of

  thread, buttons waiting to be sewn on, shiny photographs of Evvie in ballet poses, a hat or camisole left until someone needed it, empty vases, a dusty unused crystal radio, one of Evvie’s

  still-life arrangements (doll, eggcup and orange, the orange wizened beyond recognition), a tobacco pouch whose origin and owner no one remembered.




  Some of the furniture had been inherited along with the lease from one of Evvie’s men, an artist who had packed up and gone to Paris in the midst of the affair; some came from the old

  Ashton house on Goethe Street; and there were a few solemn Victorian pieces made to my grandfather’s order which my mother had given me when she ‘broke up housekeeping’ and went

  to live in an apartment hotel. Beneath old walnut and mahogany glowed the lovely fading colours of Mama’s rugs.




  Never in the years they had covered her polished floors had my mother’s carpets known such a motley of feet; shoes handmade in London, shoddy half-soles, satin slippers with

  diamanté buckles, shapeless boots out of secondhand stores, newspapermen’s run-down heels, the boxed toes of ballet slippers, the policeman’s wooden tread. Life! Life! I

  thought with the exclamation points of my profession and recorded in my diary the dinner dates, parties, lonely and introspective evenings, the secrets, confessions and fragments of our endless

  conversation about experience, sex and death. When we moved in together Evvie and I had promised to respect each other’s privacy, show no curiosity, ask no questions. These vows were at first

  unnecessary. We told all. No detail was too personal to be described, no sensation too delicate. Our confidences would have startled Freud, sent Havelock Ellis into a panic. The pages of my diary

  were small, my handwriting cramped, many words abbreviated. . . . ‘Sold 1st ed. Jurg. $50, part paym ab-r-tn, E wept.’ Such jottings, illegible and often

  untranslatable, give structure and sequence to the jumble of facts and impressions stored in a disorderly memory. Much, of course, was falsely observed and has been deformed by time. In the end

  only spectres remain. Masked and distorted they creep out to mock at vanity.




  Enter a girl with a cape of black hair falling over thin shoulders and the moss green of a velvet robe melting into the shadows of the staircase. It was the second of February,

  early in the morning, the studio still dusky, the clouds above the skylight as grey as trampled snow in the street. I had been downstairs since six, had watched the clock, listened, grown hopeless

  in fear that she would sleep late and I would have to dash off to work cheated of the pleasure of seeing her open the gifts. Any sort of celebration, journey, party or interesting date would rouse

  me at dawn; I would try on an evening dress before breakfast or set the dinner table before I brushed my teeth. Such childish exuberance I deplored, blaming my lack of experience and envying Evvie

  the full life she had known before this, her twenty-third birthday.




  Because it was her birthday we kissed. Her soft arms (I remember them as feeling boneless) crept about my shoulders like gentle snakes. Only for an instant, and for an instant her lips touched

  my cheek. We were wary of caresses for both of us loathed girls who flattered each other at afternoon parties and told pretty lies. She was delighted that I had bought a green cloisonné

  compact to replace the last one she had lost, stood in silence before the violets, the cake alight with candles, reproached me for having spent too much money and adding to extravagance by my final

  gift of Edna St. Vincent Millay’s Renascence and Other Poems. There were presents from other people, too. My mother had quilted a set of satin lingerie cases; Mrs. Johannsen, our

  cleaning woman, had tatted coloured borders on three handkerchiefs, Mr. di Frascati of the fruit store sent in a box of stuffed dates and a bottle of homemade wine, and the man who sold her paints

  and framed her pictures gave her a wrought-iron candlestick.




  ‘Weinstein says it’s Spanish and very old.’




  Evvie carried the candlestick to the window-sill, regarded its silhouette against the sky. ‘Too phallic. Penis erectus. If we were prostitutes it would make a good shop sign.’ She

  balanced it on her hand to feel its weight, tried it on the table and on the post at the foot of the stairs. ‘Better?’




  ‘Much. It requires a dark mood. Why don’t you give it to the Salvation Army?’




  ‘I doubt that they’d see the humour. Anyway I can’t insult Weinstein. He’ll look for it when he brings a new frame. Wasn’t it sweet of him? How did he know about my

  birthday? Have you been going around with trumpets?’




  ‘Crumpets.’ I held up one of the brioches I had bought at the French bakery to make this a gala breakfast. ‘Eat something. Coffee and cigarettes aren’t enough to start

  the day on.’




  ‘Careful, Louise, you’re getting to sound like Mama.’ Evvie’s laughter, like her speech, was as soft and uninflected as a whisper. From decorated blue paper she book a

  bottle of curaçao wrapped by the bootlegger’s wife for Evvie who had sent a knitted jacket done up in pink paper when the last baby was born. ‘Not,’ she went on,

  ‘that your mother isn’t an angel in her fashion . . .




  ‘Cynara . . .’




  ‘Tossing birthday presents riotously . . .’ Evvie blew a kiss into the air. ‘Oh, Louise, there were never birthdays like this at your house. Remember your father? I believe to

  this day that if you’re a good girl on your birthday you’ll be good all through the year.’ She smiled shyly in the hope that I was not hurt by this reference to the beloved dead.

  I thanked her with my eyes and our friendship reached back to its roots and grew firmer. We chattered about other birthdays, remembered the surprise Evvie had helped Mama plan when I was fourteen:

  an evening party with boys and we had danced the tango and the one-step, and closed the parlour door against grownups when we played post office. This was a party I did not like to remember because

  I had been the least called-out among the girls.




  ‘How old we’re growing.’ Evvie held out both arms to embrace the passing of time. ‘Did you ever think we’d grow up like this?’




  ‘Other girls have done worse.’ I thought of schoolmates married to dull men. I would not have changed the clutter of the studio, my work and thwarted love for the richest of their

  husbands.




  ‘It’s meant so much to me, Louise. Being your friend’s one of the loveliest things in my life. I love you, I really do, you’re my favourite person in the

  world.’




  ‘Favourite female person.’




  ‘Favourite without relation to sex. There isn’t a man in the world who could replace you.’ Thrusting aside the half-eaten brioche, reaching for a cigarette, she caught sight of

  herself in the mirror. ‘How pale I am this morning. Quite Matisse, don’t you think?’ She rearranged herself in the chair.




  ‘Still on your Matisse jag?’




  ‘Matisse jag! That’s me, isn’t it, always on some jag or other?’ She thrust out both legs, arching her insteps as if she were about to rise in ballet position. ‘I

  do wish I’d stick to something. If only I were resolute like you.’




  The clock, my implacable enemy, showed power by striking eight. ‘Oh, damn all time!’ I was not late this morning but the habit of tardiness and the lectures I had always to listen to

  in the office had given me an unshakable sense of guilt. I had brought my hat and bag downstairs but had no idea where I left them. The search, without need for haste, became frantic. The doorbell

  rang. I answered it resentfully.




  The telegram was for Evvie. ‘From Steve.’




  ‘What does he say?’




  ‘Happy birthday.’




  ‘How original.’ Her delight in the skimpy message irked me.




  ‘But he remembered. Perhaps he still loves me. It’s a straight telegram sent an hour ago or less. Do you suppose Steve got up at this ungodly hour to send it?’




  ‘It’s an ungodlier hour in California. He was probably up all night. Do you see my hat or pocketbook anywhere?’




  ‘You’ve been sitting on them. Really, Louise.’




  I punched my hat into shape, tucked in my wild hair and began a new search. I could have sworn that I had brought my gloves downstairs but I could find them nowhere in that large untidy room.

  ‘Oh, I forgot,’ I called as I bounced up the stairs, ‘Earl telephoned last night. He can’t pick you up; he wants you to meet him at the Drake. At quarter past

  five.’




  ‘Oh, dear, really. That doesn’t give us much time. Thad’s asked me to meet him at the club before seven.’




  ‘It’s time enough for Earl. I hope he gives you a nice birthday present. He ought to, after all the customers you’ve helped him entertain.’




  ‘Earl can be very sweet when he wants to. There’s something boyish about him, rather naïve.’




  ‘Like an editorial in College Humour. Thirty-two’s a little old for flaming youth. Why does Thad want you to meet him at the club? Aren’t they giving you a birthday

  dinner at the house?’




  ‘Apparently he wants to see me without Lucy. I wonder why.’




  Up in my bedroom I found my gloves beside the manuscript of my unfinished novel. As though I had all the time in the world, I read the last paragraph, pencilled out a sentence, changed a word,

  locked the pages into my desk. By this time it was late. I charged down the stairs. Evvie said, ‘I’d rather have dinner with you on my birthday but Ashton customs can’t be

  changed. And Thad would be hurt. What about lunch? Let me take you; we’ll go some place very special and eat like ladies.’ Like a bird ascending from its nest she rose from her chair.

  ‘Please, pretty please on my birthday.’




  ‘All right, pick me up at the office, one o’clock. Downstairs in the corridor and do try to be on time.’ Hat crooked, gloves flapping in my bare hand, I raced out. Before the

  door slammed I added, ‘Eat something, Evvie. Finish your breakfast.’




  I knew she would return dutifully to the table, butter the rest of the brioche, pour another cup of coffee, reread the telegram. I knew, too, that the brioche would be discarded before it

  reached her mouth. Another cigarette would be lighted and she would smoke it while she carried the coffee upstairs. Lying on her bed, blowing impeccable smoke rings, she would try to decide how to

  spend her morning. There would be many choices: ballet school and an hour of practice; or, if there was an orange in the icebox, she might finish the still-life with the doll and eggcup; or start

  something new, a self-portrait in the style of Matisse. She had books to read, stockings to mend, she needed a green sash. The cigarette would burn down to a grey fringe and Evelyn Ashton,

  twenty-three years old this morning, would lie on her bed and dream.




  At eleven o’clock the copywriters of Cavanaugh, Moody and Busch gathered around the long table in the conference room. The only girl among them, I felt like a musical

  comedy ingénue with a line of chorus boys. They put on a show of gallantry and when they used off-colour expressions smiled toward me furtively. Someone would always remark that you could

  say anything in front of Louise, she was a hell of a good sport. The false camaraderie emphasized my femininity so that I kept jerking my short skirt over my knees and flicked ash from my cigarette

  with an excess of daintiness.




  Carl Busch came in rubbing his hands and smelling of the liquid soap used in the men’s washroom. As he took his seat at the head of the table nine pairs of male buttocks slid forward on

  polished green leather. Everything in the conference room had a high lustre. The table was a slab of Circassian walnut set as for a dinner party with fresh pads of paper instead of plates,

  sharpened pencils laid out like silverware. In prints on the walls men in red coats took fences boldly and packs of dogs followed lady riders with long veils floating from top hats.




  ‘Let’s start the ball rolling.’ Carl sounded it like a battle cry; a knight entering the field of tournament, too debonair. The jaunty brush of his light brown moustache, the

  falcon pride of his bony nose, the drama of his displeasure, the glory of his smile were facets of his armour. Slogans and shouting, postures and bluffness sheltered the knight who was not

  dauntless. Men considered him proud, tough, the good sport. To a woman the combination of flaw and masculinity was irresistible. We exchanged smiles. Impatient, he flung a second challenge.

  ‘Isn’t anyone going to speak up?’ His glance sweeping the table passed me by. ‘What about you, Hassell?’




  Hassell Smith, our oldest copywriter, a man with mossy teeth and no hope for anything in life except a decline in his wife’s doctor bills, offered an arid idea. Without comment Carl turned

  to the next man. ‘Dan Walsh.’ Dan’s contribution was so trite that even he blushed over it. ‘Peter?’ ‘George?’ ‘Van Eck?’ and finally,

  ‘Miss Goodman?’ I answered in a voice so small that Carl had to ask me to repeat what I had said.




  ‘I expected better of you.’




  With renewed intensity the men studied the hunters’ red coats, the packs of hounds, floating veils and prancing steeds. Smoke thickened; the walls of the room closed in. Having thrust and

  lunged in vain, Carl dropped the tournament pose. No longer a field of honour, this became what it was, a meeting of copywriters who had failed to find a name for a new flaked soap.

  ‘What’s wrong with my copy department?’ With terrible gravity the men assumed poses of meditation. One closed his eyes, another pushed back his chair as if he hoped to separate

  himself from the worthless company. One drew girls’ profiles on a memo pad, another desperately balanced a pencil on his upper lip. One by one Carl examined the faces around the table,

  ignoring me with contrived unkindness. My faith in myself sank like a toothpick in a raging sea.




  Carl’s vitality expressed itself in restless drama. ‘I’m still waiting.’ He became a man stricken by the world’s indifference. An instant later, alert and

  masterful, he commented, ‘Six out of ten suggestions used the word snow. Snow, for crying out loud! What does that conjure up? Cold, discomfort, hands in icy water. What the hell kind of

  advertising is that?’




  ‘Snow, whiteness,’ murmured Victor Van Eck, ‘whiteness, flakiness, suds like snowdrifts.’




  ‘Right,’ said Hassell Smith reverently.




  ‘Bull. Any idea that’s offered by six out of ten minds is too common to mean anything. Hell, Throttle & Maynard’s our biggest account. How can we hold them unless we give

  them original ideas? What else have we got to sell?’ His great fist, all out of proportion to his lean body, beat the table. Nothing followed. Another change of technique then; honey

  substituted for the rasp of impatience. ‘Please try to help me. I’m in a spot; I’ve promised the client something unusual. Think about this product, think of the consumer. A

  woman, Louise. What can we offer her? Advertising’s temptation. What temptation?’




  ‘Washing soap,’ someone sniffed.




  ‘I know, I know. But there’s got to be temptation to make her buy the T. & M. product instead of a competitor’s. Make washday better, unusual, a treat.’




  My laughter was echoed, daringly, by Hyde Armstrong, our newest copywriter, recently out of Princeton. Mr. Cavanaugh had brought him in as a rival to Carl Busch’s little female

  protégée. ‘Washday temptation, Mr. Busch?’




  ‘Hell, you’ve got to make the customer think so. Use suggestion, autosuggestion, psychology, what-have-you? Use the right words, plant positive thoughts. Never mention work or chores

  or duty. Tell people something’s a lot of fun and you’re fifty per cent sold.’




  ‘Gift,’ I said.




  ‘Huh?’




  ‘Gift. Throttle & Maynard offer Gift, a soap flake so pleasant to use that it’s like a birthday present. Gift.’




  ‘Gift?’ Their voices echoed mine like the male chorus taking up the soprano’s theme.




  ‘Gift, fun, pleasure, something everybody likes, giving and receiving.’ I held up my memo pad with the word printed in block letters. A gift to the housewife, new Gift in convenient

  flakes, work-saving, time-saving, skin-saving, a washday gift from Throttle & Maynard.’




  The room came alive with small sounds. Throats cleared, matches scraped, a man blew his nose. Aware of their indecision, Carl kept them waiting. When suspense had become unbearable Hyde

  Armstrong, still new enough to dare an opinion, said politely, ‘I think Miss Goodman has something, sir.’




  ‘I’ll say she has.’ On his feet Carl shouted, ‘What’s the matter with you boys? Haven’t you got an opinion or are you afraid to give a girl the credit?

  It’s right. Great. Tremendous. Short, snappy, simple. Like all good ideas, simple.’ The flow of his vitality overpowered the others. Each man waited for another to speak first.




  ‘Truly a gift,’ I said, ‘because every housewife will receive her first box of Gift free.’




  ‘Great, Louise honey, great.’ Carl’s fist thumped the table once more.




  In the voice of a man trying out a foreign language Victor Van Eck said, ‘Gift, yes, it’s a selling word.’ From the others came adjectives, murmurs, thifty nods. Satisfied

  because he had got what he wanted from them, Carl strode up and down the room. The thrust of his forefinger transformed Hassell Smith to a grateful housewife. ‘To you free, introducing Gift,

  the gift box of that new flaky powerful magic thingamabob thingamabob thingamabob. Let’s hammer out a skeleton idea, honey.’




  Someone offered a mild objection. Cost. The boxes of free Gift might cost too much. Would T. & M. go for it?




  ‘It could be a small box.’




  ‘Gift-sized Gift.’ I was on my feet too, close to Carl, rapt, remote from the others. We shouted ideas, broke into each other’s sentences, each dwelling tautly in the

  other’s excitement. Rapture over the name of a soap, ecstasy in a merchandising idea, poetry in a sales campaign, strange bonds of attraction between a man and woman but, in this world,

  relevant.




  ‘No housewife will resist; it’ll fly off the grocer’s shelves. I can’t wait to tell it to old Maynard. They’ll double their budget. Oh, Louise, Louise honey,

  you’ve done it again, kid.’ Before the eight other copywriters he kissed me. ‘I wouldn’t do this for any of you fellows, no matter how great your ideas were. Maybe

  that’s why Louise rings the bell every time. She loves the reward.’ Carl winked, recognizing and enjoying vulgarity.




  The other writers were dismissed, a stenographer summoned. ‘Let the ideas tumble out, Louise, everything that comes into your head, don’t waste a thought. We can shape it into copy

  later.’ Carl sat back glowing behind his cigar while I let the ideas flow faster than the stenographer could get them into her book. He knew how to use ideas but could not create them. His

  talents were for organization, exploitation, the winning of clients, the development of schemes, enlargement of budgets. ‘Stick with me, Louise,’ he often said; ‘with your

  imagination and my salesmanship we’ll go places together.’ Now, ruffling my hair, he told me, ‘I’d love to put you in charge of this campaign but T. & M. wouldn’t

  stand for it. You’re too young, you’re a girl, your hair’s too curly.’




  The stenographer was a spinster, over thirty, a Methodist who disapproved of dancing at the office’s Christmas parties. One glance at the rocky face and Carl remembered that he was a

  partner in the firm, that people talked, that these were office hours. ‘Fine work, Miss Goodman, we appreciate your ideas.’ His hand fell away as though it meant to disown the

  caress.




  And his hand fell upon me again, burning through my coat sleeve as I waited for the elevator. It was late, lunch-hour crowds had left, we were alone in the corridor. ‘You’re looking

  mighty pretty today, young lady. What have you done to your face?’




  My self-esteem was restored. No longer a toothpick, it became a stout beam upon which a house might have been erected. I dared archness. ‘Perhaps it’s the effect of a kindly

  kiss.’




  He laughed, looked over his shoulder at his name on the office door, shrugged off importance, pulled me toward him. The elevator door opened and out strutted Mr. C. Charles Cavanaugh, cheeks

  aglow with the pink of massage, a pink carnation in his buttonhole. He removed his derby. Carl’s hand jerked up to take off the hat he had not put on. He was awed by Mr. Cavanaugh, who had

  invested money in the business whereas Carl had put in no more than hard work and ability.




  ‘Big news, C.C. An idea for T. & M. If they don’t double their appropriation I’ll eat my hat. All because this little girl’s had another brainstorm; she’s found

  the angle.’




  Mr. Cavanaugh congratulated me like a king bestowing the accolade. I should not have been surprised if he had handed me his carnation. Carl said that if C.C. was free they might eat lunch

  together and discuss the strategy of presenting the idea to T. & M. Sighing, Mr. Cavanaugh announced that he had to meet The Chairman. It sounded like a date with God. ‘Congratulations on

  the new idea, Miss Goodman. I’m sure it’s splendid. Take it easy with T. & M., Carl. We don’t want to go off half-cocked before we’ve considered the idea

  carefully.’ This antidote for enthusiasm was for my benefit. Mr. Cavanaugh knew that an employee too freely praised might make demands. Bowing again, he retreated.




  Carl followed me into the elevator. The meeting with his senior partner had reduced him. ‘I forgot about C.C.’s meeting with The Chairman. C.C.’s a big man, knows the right

  people, might be president of the American Association some day. What about coming to lunch with me? Let’s celebrate, honey.’




  Such a happy invitation and so infrequent; he was too busy with clients, contacts, partners, friends to eat often with an unimportant copywriter. Sometimes in the office we talked of ourselves

  ardently or of opinions and morals but we were always conscious that we ought to be giving our time to discussion of the Famous Farmhouse Milker, the World-Wide One-Pipe Furnace, Bird of Paradise

  Lingerie or the promotion of correspondence courses. Although dreams moulded around Carl’s image were lush with physical detail, I desired his kisses less than I longed to be close to him, to

  reveal that understanding which would link our spirits inseparably and to know holy gratification in his need for me. . . . ‘I’d love to but I’ve got a date.’




  ‘Lucky man.’




  ‘It’s a girl, my best friend, the one I live with. This is her birthday.’




  ‘Some other time then.’ He walked on ahead.




  In the vestibule Evvie waited. She saw me and ran forward as though we had not met for years. There were lilt and rapture in her stride, elegance in her carriage, a yielding sway in the rhythm

  of her hips. Men turned to watch her. She wore her beaver coat and one of her brave large hats. We were both late, both profusely sorry. For a third time that morning I felt a hand upon my

  shoulder. Carl said, ‘Why can’t I take both you girls to lunch? We can celebrate together. I’m Carl Busch, no relation to Anheuser. Happy birthday, young lady.’




  ‘I really hate them. They smell like furniture polish.’




  ‘Don’t let Hammerl hear you say that. He’d never let me in here again. It’s getting so you need a pedigree to get the padlock off that door. You’ve got to take at

  least one drink on your birthday.’




  ‘I don’t drink. Ever. Ask Louise. I never do, so you drink this one for me, please.’




  ‘If you insist. But look at Louise, what a girl, a real little sport, drinks it down like mother’s milk.’ He tweaked my nose. ‘Such a little squirt, to look at her would

  you believe she could produce ideas that a man like C. C. Cavanaugh, for instance, would be proud to acknowledge?’




  They looked at me as if I were a prodigious child, then at each other and smiled. Could a person be too happy? This was Evvie’s birthday but my party. There were my two favourite people

  and they liked each other. I adored them, I enjoyed Martini cocktails and held the demitasse as if it were a long-stemmed glass, feeling like a lady in black with a large hat and bare white

  shoulders against the red velvet banquette in a voluptuous restaurant where roués entertained women of the world. When I was fifteen my older sister had told me that the only alcoholic

  drinks ever ordered by a lady were claret lemonade and pousse-café, but a girl who came of age during Prohibition never tried to be a lady. Instead of chocolates and American Beauties the

  men of our generation brought bottles of Bourbon or homemade wine.




  A man, all points and edges, knife-edged nose, razor of a mouth, harsh collar scraping a square chin, the shoulders of his grey suit as crisp as box corners, watched our table with needle bright

  eyes. His glance disconcerted me and I looked away. Evvie listened to Carl raptly, her long pale hands resting on the table. When she caught Carl looking at them, she slid them away as if her hands

  were some secret part of her. He spoke in ritual language of merchandising angles, white space, giveaway propositions, retailer co-operation, fifteen per cent, service charges, budget. Evvie

  answered in kind, using his terms, angles, white space, budget, fifteen per cent.




  This delighted him. ‘How do you know so much about the advertising business?’




  ‘It fascinates me.’




  She tilted her head. Small gold tassels trembled from antique gold earrings. Evvie could talk about anything, anatomy to a surgeon, painting to an artist, vital statistics to an insurance

  broker, always astonishing the man with her intelligence and information. Actually she repeated what the man had told her. She was like a bright bird picking up crumbs of conversation and dropping

  them in the proper places at the right moment. This was not so much calculated response as a reflex of sympathy which made Evvie part, echo and ego, of every companion. Strangers found her

  irresistible. Even I, with all my experience of her companionship, relished the echoes. With Evvie it was impossible not to feel important.




  When Mr. Hammerl came to our table Carl slid the empty demitasse back to Evvie’s place. He did not want to offend the owner of this important speakeasy. Men boasted of being admitted to

  The Kitchen as if it were an exclusive club. Hammerl’s had the cheapest equipment, the best chef and highest prices in Chicago. It was impossible, people said, to get bad liquor there.

  Everything was brought in from Canada and the quality of contraband was Hammerl’s integrity. Carl introduced him with pride. Hammerl did not pause at every customer’s table.




  ‘Know who’s sitting over there?’ The twitch of Hammerl’s shoulder directed our glances.




  ‘Judge Dubois,’ Carl said eagerly. ‘I’ve played in a foursome with him. Isn’t that Mr. Evanskill, the banker?’




  Hammerl’s mouth showed disdain. ‘I mean him, further table, next to the wall.’ His voice sank to a discreet depth. ‘Silent Lucas.’




  ‘Him!’ Carl exclaimed.




  ‘Sh-sh, Mr. Busch, not so loud.’




  ‘Who’s Silent Lucas?’ Evvie asked.




  ‘You don’t know?’ Hammerl was almost offended.




  ‘I guess I’m awfully stupid. I never read the papers.’




  ‘You wouldn’t find out much about Silent if you did,’ Hammerl whispered. ‘He’s the mystery man, he don’t want to be known, but he’s the big boss, got as

  much power almost as Capone. As much money too, I bet.’




  Evvie directed a reckless glance toward the gangster. ‘He looks more like a college man.’




  ‘Like a public accountant,’ I said. ‘Evvie, for heaven’s sakes!’




  ‘What’s wrong?’ Soft laughter rebuked my shrillness.




  ‘Don’t flirt with that awful person.’




  ‘Am I flirting? Do you think so?’ Tightening an eardrop she tilted her head toward Carl. ‘I’m curious about him. You hear so much about gangsters; this is the first one

  I’ve ever seen close up. Is he supposed to be fierce?’




  ‘Sh-sh,’ Hammerl repeated. Leaning on the table he looked down at the empty cup. ‘You can’t fool me, Mr. Busch. The little lady never drank that Martini.’




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘She don’t drink.’




  ‘You’ve seen her before?’ Carl said accusingly.




  ‘Often. She’s got a lot of friends,’ Hammerl said and left our table.




  ‘Who do you come here with?’




  ‘People. Earl Belfort the most.’




  ‘Who’s he?’




  ‘A man I go out with.’




  ‘Is he your fiancé?’




  ‘A friend. I have no fiancé.’




  Angrily Carl said, ‘I’ve never brought Louise here. Maybe I felt it wasn’t the right atmosphere for a girl of her background.’ He smiled at his own excuse because the

  judge was there, the banker and a lady known for her support of the symphony orchestra. Nevertheless he continued, ‘She comes from a very good family, you know.’




  ‘Yes, I know Louise’s family.’




  ‘Did you know her father? My brother-in-law used to work for him, my oldest sister’s husband. He always said Mr. Goodman was the finest man he ever knew, Jew or Gentile. When his

  business failed he paid back every cent he owed, hundred cents on the dollar. I respect a man like that and I respect his daughter.’




  ‘You brought me here today,’ I said. ‘Have you stopped respecting me?’




  ‘You’ve got a chaperone today,’ said Evvie.




  ‘Some chaperone.’ Carl caught her eye and they both laughed.




  The waiter brought thick hot steaks, thin hot wafers of potato, curls of fried onion. ‘You don’t have to respect me, my father was a tenor,’ Evvie said.




  ‘On the stage?’




  Evvie tasted the steak languidly. ‘He left my mother when I was an infant. For a contralto with piano legs.’




  ‘Are you an actress?’




  She had studied ballet since she was eight, danced at the Goodman Theatre, and for a short time gone out on the road with Artists and Models. This excited Carl. He had seen that show.

  There had been a girl in a bubble. . . .




  ‘Me. But not in Chicago. Kansas City saw me, and St. Louis and Omaha and St. Joe. I quit in St. Joe.’




  ‘Why?’ Carl disliked quitters.




  ‘It was too senseless. Spending half your life trying to perfect a technique so you can pose in a bubble for the meatpackers of St. Joe.’




  ‘The meatpackers are in Kansas City. And Omaha and Chicago.’




  ‘Whatever they were then. It was too absurd. Besides, I wanted to study painting. I’d discovered a tiny talent,’ she measured talent daintily with thumb and forefinger,

  ‘very tiny but I love it. I’m on a Matisse jag now.’




  ‘What kind of jag is that?’




  ‘I try to paint like Matisse. I mean to try to see the way he does, with the flatness that gives so much more depth than mere perspective and the distortions that express reality so

  clearly. Of course I’m not very good.’




  ‘Matisse, uh? For all I know it could be some kind of cocktail. You see, Miss Ashton, I’m a bum, a lowbrow; I never went beyond second year high.’ Judge Dubois was leaving. He

  waved a farewell and Carl bobbed his head. ‘A great golfer and a great mind. Maybe I’ve missed a lot but how do you get time for art and all that stuff when you’ve got to earn a

  living?’




  Evvie said she knew what it was to earn a living and Carl, taking in the smooth surfaces, laughed aloud. ‘Are you rich?’ Now it was Evvie, reaching for the salt with a

  ballerina’s grace, who laughed. ‘What do you live on?’ he asked.




  ‘Money, like everybody else. I earn a bit modelling. . . .’




  ‘For artists?’




  ‘At fashion shows. I loathe it but there are always groceries. When I model for artists I don’t earn much, nothing at all really, because they’re too poor to pay.’




  ‘Are you bighearted?’




  ‘I’m afraid I am.’




  ‘And the rest of the groceries and the rent and those pretty clothes?’




  ‘Alimony.’




  ‘You’ve been married!’




  ‘Years ago when I was seventeen. But I . . .’




  ‘Quit?’




  She bowed her head. Carl asked her ex-husband’s name and Evvie told him about Steven Ford Bloy. ‘Third,’ she added with a salty smile. When Carl said that sounded as if the

  ex-husband was a rich man, Evvie told him a rich man’s son. It had been in California, Steve had been twenty-four, she said in answer to his next questions, and she had lived with him for

  almost two years.




  ‘Did you love him?’




  ‘I was mad about him. Mad.’ Her hands folded stiffly and veins rose. ‘And if you’d like to know why I left him I’ll tell you in two words. He drank.’




  ‘And you couldn’t take it. You didn’t love him enough for that.’ She nodded humbly and Carl went on, ‘Maybe you think I’m fresh but I wouldn’t ask if I

  wasn’t interested. You don’t have to tell me anything unless you want to.’




  ‘I stayed with him as long as I could.’ She rolled her hand over and showed him a scarred wrist. ‘It wasn’t that alone or the drinking. My husband was a sexual

  mess.’




  Carl shifted in his chair. An eyelash flicked a message of excruciating intimacy. He and I often talked about sex in the office. He was thirty-four, twelve years older than I, but it was that

  decade that made him different. Like my older sister he had a pre-war mind and believed in two kinds of women. The good were modest, the bad tough; that I was neither baffled him for he had never

  before known a nice girl who could talk about sex nor a whore who could talk about it intelligently. I was glib with quotations from Freud, Adler, Brill and from the popularizes of psychoanalysis;

  I could refer (without knowing much about them) to Krafft-Ebing and the Marquis de Sade, and in rewriting a lean corresondence course had larded out dry chapters with references to the libido and

  the urge to reproduction. Many ardent hours in Carl’s office had been study sessions conducted by Professor Louise Goodman. Carl’s excitement, although unconcealed, had never gone

  beyond necking because we were in the office, because I was an employee, because I came from a good family and he respected me.




  ‘Something wrong?’ he asked in the awed voice he invariably used in our private discussions.




  ‘Not physically. But drunks are impossible, you know. Either they want to rape you or they’re impotent. Sometimes both at the same time.’




  ‘What a terrible thing for a girl to go through. Only seventeen, you say?’




  ‘Yes, terrible,’ Evvie answered as calmly as if she were talking about the ballet or a new dress. ‘The sort of thing that can make you hate sex for the rest of your

  life.’




  Hammerl appeared beside our table again, leaned over to light Carl’s cigar, whispered, ‘Lucas is interested in the little lady.’




  ‘Which one?’ Evvie flung a wanton glance toward the gangster.




  ‘He asked me who she was.’




  ‘What did you tell him?’ growled Carl.




  ‘I said she’s a lady.’




  ‘I’ll say she is.’




  Over coffee (in big cups, for Chicago considered the demitasse affected unless it held a cocktail) Evvie got Carl to talk about himself. This was not difficult. I had heard it all before but

  listened as if I had made up the story, watching Evvie’s nods and smiles, enjoying the scent of his cigar, which brought back the magic of my father’s presence. Lulled by the drinks,

  surfeited with good food, happy with my friends, I leaned back and listened to a saga which led from the Alger-boy newspaper route to Corona-Coronas and partnership with C. C. Cavanaugh, who might

  someday become president of the American Association. At a table beside the wall Silent Lucas who had long finished his lunch, sat behind an empty cup. The steely eyes had widened and warmed.

  Evvie’s interest was given wholly to Carl. She had apparently forgotten the gangster. But later as we passed his table on the way to the ladies’ room she paused again to tighten one of

  her eardrops. Carl watched until we had gone behind the curtained door.




  ‘Well, now you’ve met him. What do you think of him?’




  ‘Carl?’ called Evvie from the adjoining cubicle. ‘He’s crazy about you.’




  ‘Do you really think so? Do you, Evvie?’




  Her reply was lost in the sound of flushing. We washed our hands at twin bowls, saw ourselves reflected in the same mirror. I smiled, finding myself rosy, languid, happy and quite presentable.

  Evvie heightened the camellia whiteness of her skin by flapping a powder puff against cheeks. The darkness of the wide-set eyes was deepened and delicate hollows beneath her cheekbones took on a

  lilac hue.




  ‘He’s attractive but he lacks quality.’




  ‘For heaven’s sakes, Evvie! What does that mean?’




  ‘Don’t be angry. Most men lack quality, except Thad of course. He has loads.’




  I was hurt, thought her criticism of Carl unfair, argued, ‘Did I ever say he was sophisticated? He’s a self-made man, you heard the story. But he’s so clever and if he had the

  right influence he’d have as much quality as Thad Ashton or any other snob.’




  Tenderly with her little finger Evvie rouged her lips. ‘You’re a snob yourself; you’re ashamed because he’d never heard of Matisse.’




  ‘He will tomorrow.’




  ‘Does it matter? Who knows Matisse? Does your mother? Or mine? Do you think Earl Belfort knows or cares that he doesn’t?’




  ‘Carl cares,’ I said passionately. ‘That’s the thing about him. He cares.’




  In the foyer he waited, hat in hand, a boyish look of expectancy in his eyes. As we came out of the dark restaurant we were almost blinded by sunlight. The sudden change in weather affected

  everyone; people walked as if to music, traffic rolled over the bridge merrily and, underneath, boats and barges floated on the dazzling river. An impertinent wind raised our skirts, threatened our

  hats, made us laugh. Carl walked between us, holding our arms close to his body. As people all over the city were undoubtedly saying (for this was the second of February), ‘Well the

  groundhog’s seen his shadow.’ Carl said that meant an early spring, I said it meant a late one and Evvie smiled as if he had given her the loveliest of birthday presents.




  Often I stood before the bathroom mirror, lifted my arms so that my breasts rose and my body, took the form of a Grecian urn. In solitude I danced to my own music and my body which in public

  would become awkward and disobedient seemed a vessel of grace. My lips would graze the flesh of my inner arm, enjoying fragrance and texture. Through the green glaze of bath water I studied the

  warm blossoming pink of my thighs and the sweet stubborn coils of pubic hair. In girlhood the body is charged with mystery and secret delight.




  ‘What lovely, lovely breasts. Just perfect.’ ‘Too small,’ I answer with calculated modesty and raise my chest to enlarge them. ‘Perfect. Little apples with pink

  stems. Most women’s breasts hang down like empty bags.’ ‘That’s because they’ve worn tight brassières. I’ve never worn anything. I was too late for the

  bust ruffle, too small for the bra.’ I laugh coyly. He laughs with indulgence and adds, ‘Never, never bind those lovely breasts, Louise. Promise me solemnly.’




  The reverie breaks. I scold myself for having again permitted vanity, sensuality and nonsense to occupy a mind that could find better employment. There is much work to be done on my novel and on

  that short story which, if written, might be sold to the American Mercury. Slipping deeper into hot water I construct a sentence or two. No more than that, for immediately I am off again,

  choosing a dream-pattern, finding phrase and situation which will satisfy this evening’s need. My dreams have always the same theme but trimmings vary. I prefer the third person, I polish

  every sentence. It would count as sin, an act of infidelity toward my critical self if a line were left unfinished. I spend furious concentration on the choice of backgrounds, decoration of rooms,

  selection of wardrobes; I travel on the best ships and trains, attend theatre and the opera, dine and drink luxuriously. All my tales, whether gaily caparisoned with wealth or morbid in poverty,

  whether celebrating health or pain (for there are sanatoria and cemeteries as well as ballrooms), tell of man’s reliance upon woman, his need, blindness and final recognition. In its many

  beginnings, mutations and styles of narration, my story always concerns man’s search for the sympathy and satisfaction that only the heroine can bestow.




  It was from this reverie in one or another of its variations that the telephone summoned me. Probably a call for Evvie I thought as, wrapped in a damp towel, I ran down the studio stairs.

  ‘Louise, are you home?’ His voice, so closely woven into the dream-pattern that I doubted its reality, paralysed my vocal muscles. ‘It’s Carl.’




  ‘Yes,’ I managed to mutter.




  ‘What are you doing?’




  In tones whose tremors affirmed a thousand consummations I said, ‘Thinking about you,’ and ruined the effect with embarrassed giggles. For the sake of dignity I added, ‘I

  stayed at home to do some work.’




  ‘Why? Am I such a slave-driver that you can’t get your work done in office hours?’




  I had intended to work on my novel but there could be no profit in telling him I spent time and effort on any writing that did not concern Cavanaugh, Moody and Busch. ‘Oh, I just had a

  couple of ideas I wanted to get on paper,’ said the hypocrite.




  ‘I’ve had an idea too; that’s why I phoned. You’ll like it.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Well, it’s sort of complicated to explain on the phone. Would I disturb you too much if I dropped in for a few minutes?’




  I was all over the place, cleaning out ashtrays, rearranging cushions, blowing away bits of dust, seeing that the studio looked presentable, wishing I had something better to offer than homemade

  wine or curaçao. I jerked on my velvet pyjamas, blessing Mama for being so generous and unconservative about clothes. A glance in the mirror, a dash of lipstick, a struggle with my stubborn

  hair.




  He brought in the smell of a cold night. His moustache grazed my cheek. ‘Wicked weather. Isn’t it disappointing after the sunshine this afternoon?’




  ‘It was beginning to snow when I left the office. What’s it doing now?’




  ‘Snow and rain.’




  Here we were for the first time in a private place away from office inhibitions and spies and we talked about the weather. Carl looked around. ‘Cosy place you girls’ve got here. How

  much does it cost you?’




  ‘Eighty dollars a month.’




  ‘Does your girl friend pay half?’




  ‘Yes. We share all expenses.’




  He refused wine and curaçao, ate an apple, prowled, glanced frequently at the stairs and the narrow balcony that led to our bedrooms. Darkness pressed against the skylight. Carl scowled

  at a framed print that hung on the wall near the fireplace.




  ‘Is this Matisse?’




  ‘I knew you’d find out about him. By tomorrow I said.’




  ‘I sent my secretary to the library. She brought back some books.’ He shifted the lamp and studied the picture. ‘What’s supposed to be so wonderful about this?’




  ‘You’d better ask Evvie. She’ll explain impressionism and the trends of modern art.’




  ‘Interesting girl; not my type but interesting. How do you think she’d do as a model for your Bryant ads?’




  ‘Which Bryant ads?’




  He expected the question and watched me from behind the smoke of a freshly lighted cigar. ‘Yours, dear. Your woman’s market idea.’




  ‘You’re interested in them? Now!’ Months before I had prepared voluntarily, to show off an idea of my own, a series of specimen ads for The College of Social Arts. This was a

  correspondence course owned by Carl’s good friend and client, E. G. Hamper. Sales literature, lessons and letters of The College were signed in bold script by Russell Wadsworth Bryant, Ph.D.

  and LL.D. I loved working on the Bryant course. Ed Hamper’s other correspondence schools, The University of Business and Accounting and The College of Radio Technology, were dull and

  technical, filled with paragraphs about costs and debits or dry cells and cathodes; the leaflets and letters were hearty, man-to-man stuff. From such boring tasks I turned with enthusiasm to Dr.

  Bryant. How the professor loved art and literature, how well he understood the sufferings of the shy and inarticulate, how heartily he recommended unity, coherence and emphasis in the use of

  language, how carelessly he dropped the names of the great writers and speakers of history. (‘Just mention Epictetus and every ear in the room will be turned in your direction.’) Dr.

  Bryant did not guarantee financial gain (the Post Office would not allow it) but promised success in every field of endeavour with such sincerity that if the student was not

  completely satisfied after the forty-eighth lesson, he gave his personal promise to return the full tuition. I had not only written the latest sales catalogue (WIN SUCCESS THROUGH SPEECH! with handsome pictures of Moses, Demosthenes, Marcus Aurelius, Napoleon, Abraham Lincoln, Chauncey Depew, Theodore Roosevelt and William Jennings Bryan

  free) but had revised the old-fashioned lessons (with spicy psychology and allusions to the life urge) and rewritten the important collection letters. Dr. Bryant’s students,

  salesmen, chairmen of businessmen’s clubs, ambitious lodge members and Southern ministers, were nearly all male; ninety-six and one-half per cent. The professor, I pointed out in a memo to

  Carl and Mr. Hamper, had overlooked the rich ripe female market.




  For this was the age of The Girl. We had come out of the back parlour, out of the kitchen and nursery, we turned our backs upon the blackboards, shed aprons and paper cuffs. A war had freed us

  and given women a new kind of self-respect. The adjective poor no longer preceded the once disreputable working girl. It was honourable, it was jolly, it was even superior to be a

  career girl. Intellectual young men considered themselves members of a lost generation. For us it was a decade of self-discovery. We held jobs, we voted, we asserted equal independence

  with men, equal privilege. Best and most decisive in the reshaping of our lives was the money in our pocket-books. Exploit us, I told Carl and Mr. Hamper. We, too, want to Overcome Shyness, Startle

  Friends, Grow Into Leaders, Achieve Success Through Speech! Popularity, popularity, I said, the golden apple of the 1920 Atalanta, a sales angle in the flourishing woman’s market. Achieve

  Popularity Through Speech, girls, don’t sit in a corner and dream; the prince no longer rides into the life of the passive Cinderella; she must go out and win him.




  Neither argument nor my specimen ads had moved Carl. Mr. Hamper had not been enthusiastic either. And now of a sudden as he prowled the studio Carl informed me that they were all steamed up over

  the woman’s angle. ‘Ed’s got hot pants about those ads of yours; he wants to get moving right away.’




  ‘Have you seen him?’




  ‘We had a long confab on the phone. There won’t be many changes in your copy, just a few corrections. Your baby’s about to be born, Louise.’




  ‘It’s been a long pregnancy.’




  ‘Aren’t you pleased?’




  ‘Of course, but after all this time I’d practically forgotten about them. And now it’s so sudden.’




  ‘I thought you’d jump out of your skin. That’s why I came over to tell you. I wanted to see that funny little face light up.’ He saw me look around for a cigarette and

  came through space to bring me one. Our fingers brushed. ‘On the way over here I got this other idea. To give your girl friend the job as a model for the photos.’




  ‘Evvie!’




  My question made him laugh. ‘Who else?’




  ‘Don’t you think she’s too good-looking? I wanted a plainer girl, one who’d feel she needed lessons in popularity.’




  ‘That’s where you went wrong, honey. Who’d look at the picture of a homely girl? Maybe that’s why I was against it in the first place, I couldn’t go for that

  plain-girl idea. Your friend seems just the type.’




  ‘Evvie doesn’t need any courses in popularity.’




  ‘I’ve seen more beautiful women.’




  ‘Maybe that’s how you feel but I happen to know. Men fall for her like bricks.’




  ‘All right, honey, don’t get sore. Your friend’s got something. Kind of an air, a feeling she gives you. We want women to think if they spend five dollars a month they’ll

  have what she’s got. Don’t you feel good about it, Louise?’




  He had dropped to the couch beside me. His knee touched my skirt. ‘You’re sweet,’ I said.




  ‘Hell, I’m only trying to open a new market for Ed Hamper and make some dough for the firm. You’re the best copywriter we’ve got and if it makes you happy to have your

  ideas used . . .’ He moved closer and my thigh quivered at the touch of his knee. ‘I get an awful kick out of you sometimes, kid.’ He stopped again. The silence stretched.

  ‘And it’ll mean a little extra money for your friend.’




  ‘If she agrees to do it.’




  He pulled away, jumped up, shouted, ‘Why shouldn’t she? What’s wrong with it? Is she too highbrow?’ He turned his fury on Matisse’s flat-faced, black-haired women.

  ‘She’s danced in the chorus and shown herself half-naked in that bubble. Who is she anyway?’ And whirling toward me again, ‘Not one of the Ashtons?’




  ‘Her mother used to be married to Thad. She grew up in the old Ashton house on Goethe Street. Thad was wonderful to her, the greatest influence in her life. That’s where she is

  tonight. They always give her a dinner on her birthday.’




  ‘Why aren’t you there?’




  ‘The present Mrs. Ashton doesn’t care for Jews.’




  ‘Must be a damn fool.’




  ‘She doesn’t like Evvie much either but there’s nothing she can do about it.’




  ‘Why does Evvie have to model and dance in a bubble if Ashton’s so fond of her?’




  ‘She’d rather die than take money from Thad. Her mother was an awful gold-digger and unfaithful and Evvie doesn’t want him to feel responsible for her. She took a vow when she

  was thirteen that she’d never be a burden on him.’




  ‘You girls have been friends for a long time?’




  ‘Since we were eleven. When her mother left Thad, they moved to the Chicago Beach Hotel. Evvie started at our school. . . .’ I saw her, a thin girl with black hair flowing over the

  shoulders of a pale linen dress. It was late in October and the rest of the sixth-grade girls had put on dark winter wools, ribbed black stockings and high laced shoes, pinched their hair into

  tight braids. She had worn patent leather strap pumps and socks that matched the handmade dress, spoke in a gentle voice with an accent that the public school considered an affectation. She had had

  a governess and travelled in Europe. ‘I fell in love at first sight. Does that sound perverted? It’s not. This was a romantic passion. That’s the kind of kid I was, in love with

  anything that seemed like a book.’




  ‘You’ve stayed romantic. You believe in people.’




  ‘Don’t you?’




  Carl smiled wearily and said he didn’t know; everyone seemed to be out for what he could get. In spite of success, Carl could not help feeling that he had missed something in life, some

  element that was hinted at and promised but which he had never found. ‘Perhaps I’m cynical. My personal life hasn’t been very happy. My wife and I didn’t get along very

  well. We quarrelled the day they took her to the hospital.’




  His wife (they said in the office) had been a pretty woman, red-haired and pert but possessed of such fastidious ideals that nothing he ever did could please her. He had become unfaithful and

  she had made scenes that had caused him (according to gossip) to throw crockery and break light pieces of furniture. About a year before I went to work for him she had died, suddenly, of

  peritonitis. He always spoke of her in a husky reverent voice. This was very appealing. To his vitality and good looks there was added the charm of the widower whose injured heart could be healed

  only by the tenderness of an understanding woman. Two small sons lived with his sister in a house he had bought just before his wife died. ‘A lovely home, beautiful corner property in

  Evanston but I can’t live in it.’ He had a bachelor apartment on the near North Side and every Sunday he spent in Evanston with his boys. In summer he took them to baseball games, in

  winter to see football, hockey and shows. And every Sunday, they said in the office, he fought with his sister. It was office custom to keep out of his way on Monday mornings.




  He was in a Monday mood now, taut, restless, angry with himself as if he had searched for something and could not find it. Rain sent hollow-sounding pellets against the skylight. No light showed

  through the peaked glass, no star shone, no sound penetrated except the steady rhythm of rain. We were alone and he spoke freely of his unhappiness. It was a scene out of my daydream but like all

  the others ended without gratification.




  He left abruptly and with a jerky good night. At the door he paused. ‘Ask your friend about posing for us. Tell her I suggested it. And, honey,’ he tossed me a smile as rakish as the

  tilt of his hat, ‘don’t work too hard.’




  I undressed slowly, letting velvet pyjamas lie in circles at my feet. The mirror above my dresser was tilted at an angle that showed me as squat as a chimpanzee. Too indifferent to turn from

  this caricature, I stripped off my underwear and stood naked in the cold room. I would not let myself think clearly. The discipline and analysis I gave to the sale of milking machines, soap flakes

  and correspondence courses I would not permit to function in the service of myself. I could not fall asleep because I would not indulge in the comfort of reverie.




  A key turned in the lock. Taffeta rustled on the stairs. ‘Are you asleep, Louise? I’ve got so much to tell you.’ She switched on the light. The door framed a picture: Portrait

  Of A Girl With Packages . . . Portrait Of A Girl In Tricorne Hat. It was a hat I had never seen. I exclaimed over it, asked questions which Evvie did not bother to answer. Letting the packages

  tumble on to my bed, she thrust out her left arm to show a wide gold band with red stones and little tassels like the tassels that hung from her earrings.




  ‘Oh, it’s gorgeous. Who gave it to you?’




  ‘I haven’t the slightest.’




  ‘Oh, Evvie.’




  She laughed. I said, ‘Not Earl Belfort, he hasn’t the taste.’ She shook her head. ‘Thad?’ I asked. ‘He always finds things that are your style.’ She

  went on laughing, wrinkling her eyes shut, opening them wide, teasing until I begged, ‘Don’t be so mysterious. Tell me.’




  ‘A messenger brought it to the door. Just a few minutes before I left.’




  ‘But who sent it? Don’t you know? Wasn’t there a card?’




  ‘There was nothing. Do you suppose it could have been,’ she paused to add drama to the question, ‘that Mr. Lucas?’




  ‘What! Don’t be silly. He doesn’t even know who you are.’




  ‘You don’t know how he watched me. With a solemn, steady, evil stare. It frightened me,’ Taffeta shivered, ‘but I was fascinated.’




  ‘How did he know where you live?’




  ‘I think I was followed.’




  After she left Carl and me on Michigan Avenue, Evvie had meant to go straight home on the bus and to paint furiously all afternoon, not wasting a minute. But the sun was

  shining; she felt so happy, so abundantly alive that she could not walk but danced on the pavement. Actually danced, she said. When she saw the hat in the window she barely turned her head, for she

  could not afford to look at hats at the beginning of the month. Her monthly cheque would not come until the fifteenth and she was already short. Money baffled Evvie. There seemed to be plenty on

  hand until suddenly, although she could not recall a single extravagance, there was none. She meant to pass the hat by without another glance and did walk on a few steps but she so loved tricornes

  and they were so much her style . . . so rare, too . . . that she just went back to look. ‘Such a little angel of a hat,’ she said penitently, seated at the foot of my bed pulling off

  docked silk stockings. Far too extravagant but she had saved money that day, the cost of the lunch she had intended to treat me to on her birthday. She vowed to cut down on cigarettes and not to

  have lunch outside the studio or step into a taxicab unless someone else paid. She had hurried home with the hat, tried on a number of dresses with it, chosen her wardrobe for the evening, taken a

  long hot bath. She was all dressed, putting on lip rouge when the messenger brought the bracelet.




  ‘You didn’t ask who sent it?’




  ‘He was gone before I opened the box. Naturally I thought there’d be a card.’




  Naturally she wanted to wear the bracelet but the dress she had chosen was all wrong for it so she had to change every stitch. Evvie’s sense of costume was dramatic; she dressed with flair

  and liked to make effective entrances. This caused a problem. The weather had changed and her velvet wrap was inadequate, her satin slippers too thin for wet pavements. But how could she walk into

  the Drake in galoshes? The taxi should not have cost more than fifty cents but rush-hour crowds kept the meter ticking while the cab waited at every corner and of course she had to tip the driver

  decently. There was a dollar gone, her vow broken.




  Earl Belfort was waiting. He bounded across the lobby to greet her. He proposed that they skip the tea dance and go to his apartment for a drink.




  ‘You know I don’t drink, Earl. Besides, I’d like a cup of tea.’




  Pouting like a disappointed baby he led her down a flight of stairs and to their table. The orchestra played a tango. Several girls greeted Earl. His good looks were much in style, his hair

  parted down the middle, his features regular, his manner collegiate although he was past thirty and growing a bit heavy in the jowls. He was a bond salesman, doing well and always able to provide

  girls when he had customers to entertain. They danced several times. Evvie ate a cucumber sandwich, drank China tea while Earl gorged on smoked salmon, pâté de foie gras and

  chocolate éclairs. Again he begged Evvie to come to his apartment. She said she was in a hurry.




  ‘So you’re giving me a quick brush-off? I know you don’t care much about me, I’m only a convenience to you. . . .’




  Earl used her too but Evvie would never remind a man of bad taste. Since he could not possess her Earl became wistful, sighed that he was in love with her and would propose if he believed they

  could make a success of the marriage. Evvie begged him to believe she would enjoy an evening with him more than anything in the world but Ashton birthday dinners were a custom that could not be

  changed.




  ‘Why don’t you take me along?’ Earl would have traded his best customer for an invitation to dine at Thad’s apartment. Although Earl could go wherever money permitted he

  had never got nearer the Ashtons than the dance floor of a charity ball.




  ‘I’d love to, Earl dear, but it’s too late now. Lucy probably has everything arranged, all the seating. She’s so formal even a family dinner has to be an event.

  Let’s dance again.’




  No amount of flattery would soothe Earl. He had been snubbed, he said, and was deeply hurt because he had believed Evvie cared a bit about him. ‘He needed a drink and said the least I

  could do would be to go up to his place with him.’




  While she told me Evvie took off her slippers, then her coat and dress so that she stood before the mirror in her peach-coloured chemise, stockings and hat. The grotesquerie delighted her. She

  stopped to do a little burlesque dance in front of the mirror.




  ‘Oh, Evvie, you didn’t go up to his apartment?’




  ‘Just for a little while. We didn’t do anything.’ She held her head on the side, birdlike and rueful. ‘Just a tiny bit of petting, it was so late and he gave me my

  birthday present.’




  Three Lalique ashtrays.




  ‘My God, what a dull man.’




  ‘They’re quite expensive,’ Evvie said in Earl’s defence. ‘And he says we don’t have enough ashtrays here.’ She looked at the silly glass things as if

  they had been carved of solid diamond. Her gratitude for any gift was all out of proportion to its size and meaning. ‘He thought I’d adore them.’




  She had asked him to drive her to the Tennis and Turf Club but Earl did not think it worthwhile to get his car out of the garage for the short drive. He took her down to the street and put her

  in a taxi but did not offer to pay the fare. More money gone, another vow broken. ‘On my birthday, too.’ She had vowed to be a good girl that day, to set herself an example for the

  year, yet had laughed at the absurdity of worrying about a dollar at the entrance to the Tennis and Turf.




  ‘Why did Thad ask you to meet him there?’




  ‘Sentimental reasons, I suppose. So he could toast me privately and talk about the past. He begged me to be careful about speakeasies and the wrong sort of man.’




  ‘The annual speech.’




  ‘It’s sweet of him.’ Her head was bowed over her hands which rested under her chin in the attitude of prayer. ‘I’m nothing to Thad really but he does feel

  responsible. Rich people are usually so selfish but he . . .’ She left this unfinished and went on to tell about the women at the club who had looked at her tactfully from under their lashes.

  They were friends of Thad’s second wife and shared her prejudices. If Evvie’s mother had not been unfaithful the girl would have made her debut at a party in the club’s

  ballroom.




  No woman could have been less like Evvie’s mother than Thad’s second wife. He had married Lucy for contrast, Evvie said. Lucy was a third cousin, richer than he and flawless. Every

  detail of the birthday dinner showed off her exquisite taste. Wines were served as if there had never been a law passed against them. The guests had also come from the family vaults. Two lesser

  Ashton cousins with their wives had been invited and a single young man, related to Lucy on her mother’s side, as a partner for Evvie. He was repulsively young and had been asked, Evvie

  thought, to remind her that she was twenty-three and no longer competition to the debutantes. His hands perspired and when at dinner he bent close to whisper she noticed sweat behind his ears.




  With the birthday cake came Lucy and Thad’s two children in dressing gowns. Evvie remembered the evenings when she had been allowed to come into the dining-room while the grownups were

  having dessert. The children were heavily built, complacent, well behaved but with none of Thad’s grace. Nor did he spend his charm upon them as he had upon the waif who had been brought into

  his house through a discreditable marriage. Gifts came with the cake, expensive trifles from the children, pretentious trinkets from the cousins, nothing of value or meaning for Evvie. The present

  from the Ashtons, selected by Lucy, was an enormous box of writing paper of all shapes and sizes, deckle-edged and engraved.




  Evvie never wrote a letter. She sent snapshots, gifts and telegrams but could not be bothered to scribble a postcard. Her mother was even lazier. There had been no word on her daughter’s

  birthday.




  ‘This is the year of useless gifts,’ I said, sneering at the litter on the bed.




  Evvie disagreed. She loved my presents, adored my mother’s lingerie cases, the bootlegger’s curaçao, the Spanish candlestick, the Lalique ashtrays. ‘It’s been a

  memorable birthday.’ She caressed the gold bracelet.




  She had hoped Thad would drive her home but the damp young man had claimed that privilege. In the taxi he had wanted to make love. ‘Don’t, please,’ Evvie begged, hating the

  moistness of his hand. ‘I’ve never been out with a divorcée before,’ he told her timidly. Out of compassion she let him plant two wet kisses on her cheek.




  The room had grown colder. With my checked bathrobe tucked about her Evvie sat cross-legged at the foot of my bed. ‘It’s been a lovely birthday. So much has happened. I feel that

  it’s going to be a good year,’ she ventured a small guilty smile, ‘even if I did spend too much on my hat and broke my vow about the taxis. A very good year.’




  With great dignity and my robe bunched on her shoulders she gathered up her gifts. I said nothing that night about Carl’s visit nor his suggestion that she pose for the Dr. Russell

  Wadsworth Bryant photographs.




  My mother would have liked me to marry a nice young man in stocks and bonds or cloaks and suits but since I was, as she put it, prejudiced against businessmen, she advocated

  Robert Barock. Over the bridge table when Mama talked about her daughter’s position in a leading advertising agency, Mrs. Barock boasted of her son, the newspaper reporter.

  Bob and I ought to have a lot in common, both mothers said, since we were both writers. We were friendly but had grown up in the same neighbourhood and could not regard each other romantically.

  Both of us had come under the influence of John Cyrus McElroy, and when he went off to New York, Bob and I had gone to the train with him. Afterward we had coffee and promised to see each other

  soon.




  Almost a year had gone by before Bob telephoned me. ‘I’ve been intending to get in touch with you, Louise, but you know how things are. I hear you’ve been doing some important

  things.’
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