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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







editor’s note


Theodore Hamilton Sturgeon was born February 26, 1918, and died May 8, 1985. This is the tenth of a series of volumes that will collect all of his short fiction of all types and all lengths shorter than a novel. The volumes and the stories within the volumes are organized chronologically by order of composition (insofar as it can be determined). This tenth volume contains stories written between spring 1957 and autumn 1960.


Preparation of each of these volumes would not be possible without the hard work and invaluable participation of Noël Sturgeon, Debbie Notkin, and our publishers, Lindy Hough and Richard Grossinger. I would also like to thank, for their significant assistance with this volume, Jonathan Lethem, the Theodore Sturgeon Literary Trust, Marion Sturgeon, Jayne Williams, Ralph Vicinanza, Tina Krauss, Dixon Chandler, Cindy Lee Berryhill, T. V. Reed, and all of you who have expressed your interest and support. For those who would like more information about Theodore Sturgeon and the Theodore Sturgeon Literary Trust, the website address for the Trust is: http://www.theodoresturgeontrust.com/




Foreword


By Jonathan Lethem


I never met Theodore Sturgeon, but I did have a chance to introduce him to my father, in a Sturgeonish fashion. Paul Williams and I were visiting Woodstock, New York, on our way from a science fiction convention in Massachusetts. In Woodstock we were to meet my father, who had driven to pick me up from and return me to his cabin in the Catskills. In Woodstock Paul and I met Noël Sturgeon, Theodore Sturgeon’s daughter. We were an hour or so early for the rendezvous with my dad, and, of course, more than a decade late to hope for an encounter in the flesh with Theodore Sturgeon.


This was in 1993, at the start of North Atlantic Books’ noble publishing marathon The Complete Stories of Theodore Sturgeon, of which this is the tenth volume. At that time the project was a whisper or a promise. Or perhaps I should say it was a drive in the woods, for that is what it was that day. We went for a drive in the woods and Paul and I contemplated the territory of Sturgeon’s life in his Woodstock years, with Noël’s eloquent guidance, her narration and her silences. She led us down backroads to contemplate the place where Sturgeon’s writing shack had been hidden. We absorbed the presence of his absence, and I absorbed the delicate weight of his daughter’s spoken and unspoken memories, and those of her father’s friend Paul. I remembered what I knew of Sturgeon, the stories when I’d first read them as a kid. Noël spoke of her childhood with an artist father, and I thought of my own.


Then we went back into Woodstock and met my father in a café. By the time I was able to introduce Noël to my father I felt I was returning a favor, or at least trying to. I felt that I was completing a circle. Leaving Paul and Noël behind, driving off into the Catskills, I spoke to my father of Sturgeon, and I spoke to him differently. That night I slept beside my father in two sleeping bags in a cabin lit only by candles and by the stars, and told him more of my life as an adult than I ever had. I was still with Sturgeon, though I was alone with my father and had never been with Sturgeon at all.


These stories are like that: they speak of human beings connecting with other human beings or attempting to do so at great odds, and at odd angles; of human beings failing at or sabotaging their own best efforts for fear that what they want most doesn’t make any sense, or that the odds are too great; of human beings learning again and again that their thin howling selves are part of a chorus which stands shoulder to shoulder in a traffic jam, a mob scene of lonely selves, of members of a great estranged family of beings. Sturgeon wrote miraculous short stories. Some fly, some stumble, but all are miraculous. By that I mean he always wrote of miracles, of deliverance and miracles and of a lust for completion in an incomplete world. He wrote of needs and their denial, with such undisguised longing and anger that his stories are caustic with emotion. His stories are carved in need. Many of the fine examples gathered here in Volume 10 are by happy coincidence the first ones Sturgeon wrote in those woods; he moved his family to Woodstock in 1959.


Paul Williams once said, in conversation, that Sturgeon’s “only method was the tour de force.” That has long seemed to me the only critical remark on Sturgeon’s art that needs making. It is impossible to imagine the work arising from anything but the peculiar circumstances of its making. Sturgeon found his urgency directed in becoming, in bursts of stylistic juice, the John Dos Passos, the William Faulkner, the Ring Lardner, the James Thurber, the Virginia Woolf of science fiction. The pulp form gave him the motifs of transcendence and metamorphosis, and the imperative of optimism, he needed to cut against what seems to me an instinctive morbidity. See how his imagination collapses into the gothic in the non-SF tales; alternately, consider how The Man Who Lost The Sea, the finest literary fugue this side of James Salter’s Dusk, relies on its rocket. Yet Sturgeon’s work is the opposite of Pop Art; he never predicted much; his cheerleading’s embarrassing. He can seem misplaced in science fiction; I’d argue he’d have been misplaced anywhere. And would he have written his masterpieces without that form to write against? I doubt it.


The results — well, they’re as impossible as the foregoing suggests. Theodore Sturgeon’s best stories are triumphant Golems. They stride tall while they shake off the entreaties of the clay of the battleground of which they were formed. They have nothing but their voices.




—Jonathan Lethem
Brooklyn, New York




A Crime for Llewellyn


He had a grey little job clerking in the free clinic at the hospital, doing what he’d done the day he started, and that was nineteen years back. His name was Llewellyn, and Ivy Shoots called him Lulu.


Ivy took care of him. He’d lived with Ivy ever since she was an owlish intellectual with an uncertain, almost little girl look about her and he was a scared, mixed up adolescent wilting in the interim between high-school and his first job. Ivy was in several senses his maiden experience — first date, first drink, first drunk, and first hang-over in a strange hotel in a strange city accompanied by a strange girl. Strange or not— and she was— she was his Secret.


A man like Lulu needs a Secret. A sheltered background consisting of positive morality, tea-cozies, spinster aunts and the violent contrast of eighteen months as a public charge — after the aunts had burned to death, uninsured— had convinced him that he was totally incapable of coping with a world in which everybody else knew all the angles. So he fell joyfully into the arrangement with Ivy Shoots and the Secret that went with it.


He was small and he was pudgy, and he wasn’t bright, and his eyes weren’t too good, and the very idea of his stealing a nickel or crossing in the middle of the block was ridiculous. It seemed to him that all the men around him emanated the virtue of sin — the winks and whistles at the girls, the Monday tales (boy did I tie one on Saturday night), the legends of easy conquests and looseness and casual infidelity, the dirty jokes, and the oaths and expletives— and because they seemed to have no scruples they kept their stature as men in a world of men.


In this, Lulu could easily have drowned. Only his Secret kept him afloat. He told it to no one, partly because he sensed instinctively that he would treasure it more if he kept it to himself, and partly because he knew he would not be believed even if he proved it. He could listen contentedly to the boasting of the men he envied, thinking if you only knew! and you think that’s something! hugging to himself all the while the realization that not one among them had committed the enormity of living in sin as he was doing.


When he first went to work at the hospital, he was the youngest clerk in the crowd. He had felt enormously superior to the other sinners who with all their triumphs had not been able to dye themselves as black as he had succeeded in doing. As the years went by, and he became one of the older ones, he patronized the young ones instead and pitied his contemporaries.


All this, of course, took place in his most inward self. On the surface he was an inconspicuous individual who was laughed at when noticed— which was seldom — and he took both the laughter and the anonymity as envious compliments. You don’t know it and you’d never guess, but you’re talking to a pretty gay dog.


Life with Ivy was, in some respects, as methodically guarded, as hedged about with limitations as his infancy with the aunts had been. In all their years together it never occurred to him that there was anything very unusual about the fact that they never entertained at home nor, for that matter, went anywhere together. She had her friends, and he had his acquaintances, and they seldom discussed them.


As a matter of fact they talked about very little. Ivy Shoots was a statistical typist, a strange breed to begin with. She was capable of meticulous accuracy without concentration and she spent her days rapidly typing long lists of bond issues and proofing drafts of catalogue numbers and patent listings.


She would arrive home within a few seconds of 5:45 each evening. Lulu, who went to work at six in the morning, would be waiting, with no variation in the pattern. Unvaryingly the potatoes would be on to boil. He had done the marketing; she cooked. They ate; he washed up. It was all very painless and almost completely automatic. He had eight shopping lists and she had eight menus, so that by using one each day they never ate the same food on successive Wednesdays.


He took out the laundry on Mondays, the dry-cleaning on Tuesdays and picked both bundles up on Fridays. She made the bed and handled all of the money. He dusted and swept and put the garbage out. On Saturday mornings she left the house at eight. Sunday evenings precisely at nine she returned.


He spent Saturday mornings cleaning the house, Saturday afternoons at the movies (a children’s matinee, with 5 Cartoons 5), and all day Sunday listening to the radio tuned in loud. Ivy couldn’t abide the radio, so out of consideration for her he used earphones on weekday evenings. And on weekday evenings she read novels — each a book club selection — from the lending library in the drugstore downstairs.


There were two things in all his life with her which he never opened. They were his pay envelope and the black steel box on the night table. Opening the first was unthinkable, and the second impossible, since she kept the key on a ribbon around her neck. Each of these closed matters was indicative of the total way her mind worked.


She pooled her wages with his pay envelope and kept track of every penny. Lulu neither smoked nor drank. He walked to and from work and brought his lunch in a paper bag. He had no use for cash and— except for his movie money on Saturdays— never touched it. Laundry and groceries were handled by monthly bill— and paid for by mail. It is the literal truth that on nine hundred and ninety-one successive weeks he never once broke the seal on his pay envelope.


There was nothing in such self-control not compatible with the effortless routine of his life, and he put all temptation behind and away from him — along with U.S. foreign policy, baseball games, and the mating of the sapsucker, Ivy’s whereabouts on weekends, and all the other world’s works in which he did not participate. Perhaps it would be more correct to say he simply filed it away, not so much forgotten as simply unremembered.


So life proceeded for nineteen years while wars and seasons crept by unnoticed, touching him no more than ambition or variety did. His life was a quiet succession of children’s matinees, with 5 Cartoons 5, of work in the morning and potatoes to peel at five in the afternoon, and, it may even be noted, the perfunctory performance, in the speechless dark, on three Tuesdays and three Fridays in each month, of an activity most essential to his secret status.


Evening after quiet evening was spent simply with the radio droning through the earphones into Lulu’s lethargic and semi-conscious mind, while Ivy Shoots sat across the room from him in a straight-backed chair with her novel in one hand and her balsam inhalator— she was perpetually entering or leaving a head-cold— in the other. Whether or not they were happy is an argument for people who like definitions, but it can hardly be denied that a good many of the less restricted are unhappier than Lulu Llewellyn and Ivy Shoots.


In the nineteenth year of their arrangement, Ivy Shoots had a sort of colic of the conscience. Maybe it had something to do with the poor-man’s Yoga she was hobbying at the time — a pseudo-mystic cult which dictated that the higher self, being chained to earth by lies and sin, must confess All to be cleaned and truly free itself. Anyway, she started to brood, and she brooded for three days and nights, and then one evening she began breathing hard— which made her cough — and at last came out with it: “Lulu, you’re a good man. A really good man. You’ve never done anything wrong in your whole life. You couldn’t. So you needn’t be ashamed.”


Lulu was, of course, no end startled. He pushed back his left earphone and blinked. “I’m not ashamed,” he said. Then, in utter amazement, he watched her leap up, and go scrabbling for the key of her black box. In a moment she had opened the box and was fanning through the papers it contained. In another moment she had found the paper that was to explode a bomb-shell in Lulu’s quiet life. She simply crossed the room and handed it to him.


“Well, read it,” she said.


He blinked and did as he was told. And he honestly couldn’t understand it, it was a legal form, apparently — all filled out with names and dates and witnesses and the like. He got as far as realizing that and then his mind refused to go on. He waved the paper and said inanely, “What’s this?”


She expelled her breath slowly, looked up at the ceiling as if to remind herself that she could not expect him to understand all at once, and them gently took the certificate from him. She held it so that he could see it clearly, while she pointed out its significance. She explained each part to him — his signature, hers, the witnesses, the place, the official stamp, and finally the date, some nineteen years before. He nodded as each brick of structure fell into place, right up until she said, “… so you see, we were married that night.” At that last point he looked up.


“No we weren’t,” he said. “It’s some kind of mistake!”


“But I tell you we were, Lulu.” She tapped the paper. “We were.”


“No we weren’t,” he said again, but now with all of the assurance gone from his voice.


“Do you remember that night? Try to remember. Think back.”


“Well, it was a long time ago.”


“The very next day when you woke up there in the hotel. Start then.”


“Well …” He tapped the paper, his eyes wide, and she nodded. He said, “Oh.” And after a bit, his only defense, his only reference: “Fellow on the radio said …” He stopped, trying to remember exactly what the fellow had said. “He said you can’t do that get married all at once, drinking and all.”


“It happened nineteen years ago, Lulu.”


Lulu sat looking at the marriage certificate. It began to blur before his eyes. He whispered, “Why did you do it, Ivy?”


“I wanted to get married, that’s all. I couldn’t … do it any other way.”


It wasn’t really an answer to the question he had asked her, which concerned only him and an old piece of paper— not her at all. But he found he could not repeat the question and after a moment he didn’t even try. She was nineteen years in the past, saying, “I was going to tell you, but I was afraid. I didn’t know you, Lulu — the way I do now. I didn’t know if you’d be angry or hate me, or leave, or what. I was going to tell you,” she added after a pause, “but I waited so I could be sure you wouldn’t be angry. And in a week …” She closed her eyes. “… you were glad. You said that. It was the only thing bad you ever did, or thought you did. It was the only thing. And now you see you didn’t do anything bad after all. I—I know it must be a shock, but …” She shrugged then, opened her eyes, and smiled at him.


“Well!” she said briskly, “I’m glad you know now. At least you won’t have that on your conscience. You!” she added, with the completely sincere but naive fondness that often seems only a hair’s breadth from scorn. “You doing anything bad. The very idea!” He sat in his usual chair in his usual plump slump, with his feet in his shoes— he wiggled them to be sure — and his heart going not much faster than usual. He was all the parts of a man, alive and feeling, with the same name as before and the same weight cradled the same way on the bent springs of the same chair. Yet he could not have been more different had he become six feet tall or shrunk to midget size, or even if he had changed species and become a squirrel or a philodendron.


He just sat there wondering numbly where he had changed, and why so drastic a change seemed not to show somewhere. Something inside him had crumpled, but its precise nature eluded him. He put his hand on his round little stomach as if to find it, but everything felt the same to his touch.


Why did you do it, Ivy?


But he couldn’t ask the question aloud. Instead he stood up suddenly, and because of some freak lack of control, his voice came out harsh, whiplike. “Ivy, you let me think …”


She whirled to face him, paling.


He was sorry his voice had done that, he was sorry he had frightened her. He was bewildered by the fact that he felt fright too. He opened his lips to speak, and saw the absolute attention her sudden fright had gained him. He knew then that his next words would be words she would never forget. They came, and they were, “I guess I might’s well turn in now.” He shambled past her, saw the fright leave, and the color return to her face.


“Yes, you must be tired,” she said cheerfully. “I felt funny there for a second. I guess what I need is a bite to eat!” She began to trim the crusts off some bread slices and to hum a no-tune she was fond of. Lulu had heard it for so long he was unaware of whether or not he liked it. It was a random sequence of notes within a range of about four tones. But unlike any other music, it was phrased not by bars nor melodic units, but by ladylike sniffs from her perpetually dripping nose.


Lulu found himself watching that nose as he slowly undressed. It was slightly bulbous at the tip, reddened and highly flexible, the results of years of blotting and mopping and repeated testing during the rare times when the drip was absent. He looked at the nose and he said to himself, nineteen years, and somehow that made sense to him. He got into bed and lay down to stare up at the ceiling until she retired.


She stopped by the bedroom door. She had the black box nestling in the crook of one elbow and a small sandwich in the other hand. She chewed and swallowed and then patted the black steel affectionately with the sandwich.


“Don’t you ever forget, Lulu! Anybody tries to make out you did a wrong thing in your whole life, this box has all the proof in the world it’s not so.”


She came in and put the box down on the night table, and patted it again. She hummed for a moment longer, then took another bite out of the sandwich and said, “My, I feel so good now that it’s in the open. Lulu, I’m filing that paper under M in the writing-desk. Don’t forget— in case you ever need it for anything. It doesn’t need to be in the box any more.”


She washed up her things and put them on the rack to dry and after a while she came to bed. It wasn’t Tuesday night or Friday night. It was Sunday night. They went to sleep without talking.


Lulu went to work on Monday. It was pretty bad. The talk was the same as every Monday and that was what made it so bad.


… about the ninth beer I was …


… only a high-school kid, Joe, but she …


… summagun rolled just one too many nines, so I …


… so I …


… pair of …


… Roseland …


Pretty bad. It washed and splashed and flooded around him, trickled away, and then came back, foaming and roaring to engulf him for the second time. He found that the Secret, in taking its departure, had left all its reflexes behind. He couldn’t unlearn his defenses. Any anecdote which dealt in coarse, boastful fashion with sex, sin or scandal, he had been accustomed to counterbalance with a hidden loftiness, and from that take his pleasure.


But how could he experience pleasure when he had to remember that black steel box with its damnable certificate? Each time it happened he was emptied, and emptied again, and each time, it all had to happen again. But we got married, we got married, he told and told himself, and was then without sin to call his own.


Tuesday was much worse. The hairy-chested histories were fewer, of course, having nothing as eventful as a Saturday night to draw upon. But they were, by contrast, more unusual and unexpected. Lulu never knew when a charity-patient’s face would appear in the grated arch above his desk, and give evidence of some riotous sin solely by its scars and contours, or drop before him some virile obscenity which he might repeat but could never hope to conceive. And when these things happened he was caught up in his hellish little chain and reflex, the lofty pleasure, the recollection and the emptying.


What made it so much worse was that, unlike Monday, Tuesday’s misery continued after quitting time. To be strictly accurate, the misery re-emerged after quitting time, after everything else, the homecoming, the potatoes, the dinner, the dishes, the radio and the reading. His last activity with Ivy on Tuesdays— and Fridays, except for every fourth — had regularized itself into a commonplace, and destroyed all piquancies but one. And that one had been Lulu’s alone, his own special creation. It was the core crystal of his Secret.


He was able to conceal the change from himself until the very moment arrived, in its usual form of two firm taps on his shoulder as he lay in bed with his back to Ivy. He immediately, and with conscious decision, shook his head. The gesture in darkness was invisible, but conveyed itself quite clearly through the bed; Ivy’s response was to stop breathing for a time. When she resumed, the sniffs which punctuated it were no more frequent, but they were much fuller in body, the oboe (as it were) replacing the clarinet.


This departure from routine was demoralizing in the extreme, and brought to Lulu his first dim awareness that the future was going to be quite different from the past. A miserable hour or two later he made the further distressing discovery that he missed tormentingly that which he had just refused, such being the tyranny of the habitual.


You, too? he demanded wistfully of his body as he had for two days of his mind. Can’t you understand that it’s all changed now? Somehow his body couldn’t. He lay rigid and miserable until the window-sashes showed darker than the panes, and then got up and dressed and went to work. Ivy, who frequently showed signs of life when he got up in the morning, now lay with her eyes closed, too still to be asleep.


As might have been expected, Wednesday was a quiet day containing a stretch of hell. As quitting time approached, a couple of orderlies started horsing around in the employees’ locker room which adjoined Lulu’s office. Custom demanded that they have but one thing on their minds and three ways of getting rid of it — through comedy, insult, and loud-mouthed boasting. The location of their lockers— diagonally across from each other in the big room — made them fire their expletives at the tops of their voices. The position of the main exit set their course inevitably past the back of Lulu’s chair.


They boiled out of the locker room into the office. Lulu didn’t turn to look at them, even when one said, “Do you know what we ought to do some payday? We ought to take old Llewellyn out an’ get his ashes hauled.”


“He wouldn’t know what to look for unless you dressed it up to look like a ledger book.”


“Maybe he fool you. Maybe he set so quiet around here ’cause he keepin’ all he can handle around home.”


Lulu did not move, and his stillness seemed to force the orderlies’ attention on him. One wisecrack, one grin over his shoulder, and they would have moved away. But he had no wisecrack and he didn’t know how to make a grin. He could only sit still with his back to them.


“Nah. I’ll tell you somethin’. He just ain’t alive. Man don’t chase a little ain’t really livin’.”


The uproarious laugh. Apparently the heartiness of their mirth was a good substitute for the missing reaction from Lulu, for they turned abruptly and moved to the exit.


Suddenly Lulu got to his feet excitedly. “I know what I’ll do. I’ll go out and pick up some actress,” he told himself. And suddenly felt fine. He felt better than he had at any time since the night when he had first seen the marriage certificate. He couldn’t explain why the idea had come so abruptly into his head— only that it had.


I’ll pick up this actress, he told his image in the washroom mirror five minutes later. The image nodded encouragingly back at him. No matter what happens then, I’ll have it to tell. Maybe I’ll tell them and maybe I won’t. Maybe it’ll be all about how she steals my wallet and my watch, and that’s funny. Or maybe it’ll be about how she can’t get enough of me, how she gives me her money and sells her ring.


I won’t tell them a thing, he decided firmly as he left the hospital. I’ll make it happen, that’s all. They don’t have to know. I’ll know.


Halfway home he said to himself, I don’t even have a wallet. I’ll have to buy one first.


On the steps at home he added, a watch too.


Considerably sobered, he let himself into the apartment, hung up his jacket, and got the potatoes and the knife and a pan of water and a paper bag for the peels, and stood in front of the counter in the kitchenette.


How much money is a wallet and a watch …


He didn’t know. It would have to be a whole lot, because he’d have to have money for the actress too.


He put down the potato he was peeling and pulled on his lower lip. There was one thing he could do — he could quit going to the movies on Saturdays.


“That’s a lot of Saturdays,” he murmured.


The idea of holding on to his own pay envelope simply did not occur to him; anyway, when he thought about money he thought about Ivy. In fact, it took him quite a while to dispose of the very direct idea of getting the money from her simply by asking for it. He decided against that very direct solution only because he didn’t think she’d have any. He just couldn’t erase from his mind the picture he had of her paying out money every month for electricity and gas and other household expenses.


The amount of money that could be accumulated by two people with steady jobs and a medium-low standard of living over nineteen uninterrupted years of employment, was completely beyond his comprehension. When he began to search her writing desk it was only with some vague recollection of one of his painful overheard anecdotes at the hospital— something about a boy who was eighty cents short rummaging in his mother’s purse and finding forty dollars. “Lift it from the old lady’s shopping money,” he murmured.


Well, there wasn’t any shopping money. There wasn’t a thing in Ivy’s desk but painfully neat stacks of writing paper and envelopes and the file of cancelled checks cross-indexed by number, date and alphabet— he recalled the incomprehensible ritual each New Year’s Day when she burned every check seven years old— little boxes of paper clips, three sizes; rubber bands, two sizes; first and fourth class package labels; bottles of ink, red and blue-black; forty-two thousand dollars in bonds, three unopened boxes of pencils, and a file of correspondence. Lulu turned away in disappointment and went back to peeling the potatoes.


He sighed and turned on the radio and went on peeling the potatoes. He heard a commercial advertising wristwatches and paused midway in his task to listen to it. The man said they started at only $49.95. That didn’t sound so “only” to Lulu. That much money would amount to — uh —He closed his eyes and moved his lips while he worked it out— about two years and nine months worth of Saturday movies. After that he’d have to get a wallet, and then more money— to give to the actress. He wandered how much money you had to give actresses. Oh well. He could certainly manage to find out in the next three years, or four— or however long it took him.


Bulletin. Five-state alarm for two men who had only an hour before held up a suite of offices on High Street. The robbers had made off with four thousand in cash and negotiable bonds and twelve thousand in securities.


All that money would be enough, thought Lulu. Good heavens! Imagine it— wanting money real bad, and going out and getting it, just like that. Imagine having a story like that to tell about yourself (whether you kept it to yourself or not.) So I took out the gun and said all right, let’s have them there securities. He didn’t quite know what securities were, but they sounded like fine things to have twelve thousand dollars invested in. Anyone with enough spunk to do a thing like that could make up for a good many years of sinlessness.


He wouldn’t have to wait around for years counting every penny until he had enough money set aside to pick up an actress. (Much of Lulu’s radio listening was in mid-afternoon, and the disruptive elements in the lives of decent people in the serials was very frequently an actress.) Matter of fact, if you could steal like that, you wouldn’t even need the actress. The stealing would be sin enough. All right, you, let’s have those negotiable bonds. He didn’t know what bonds were either. And he didn’t have a gun.


Suddenly his hands stopped moving and he looked down at them and the long curl of potato skin depending from the paring-knife, and he said aloud, “I do so know what bonds are and I don’t even need a gun.”


At half past two on Thursday afternoon he was standing timidly at the edge of a wide expanse of polished marble inside the First National Bank. He no longer carried the folder next to his skin, with his undershirt and outer shirt tucked over it. (Ivy had said, as he left, “Lulu, I do believe you’re putting on more weight.”) He had secured one of the hospital’s big manila envelopes and crammed the bonds into it. The envelope was wet now where his hand grasped it. He peered all around and just didn’t know what to do.


A man in a policeman’s uniform — but grey instead of blue — crossed over to where Lulu was standing. He had a gun. “Can I help you, sir?” he asked.


Lulu swallowed heavily and tried to say, “I got some bonds.” But no sound came out. He coughed and tried again.


“You want to talk to somebody about some securities,” the guard almost miraculously divined.


Lulu managed to nod. The guard smiled and said, “All right, sir. Just step this way.”


Lulu followed the guard to a low shiny wall with a mahogany gate that swung open both ways. Beyond the gate was an area containing a half-dozen desks and a half-dozen chairs, all very far apart like small islands in a big river. The guard pointed at one of the chairs beside one of the desks.


“Just sit down there, sir. Mr. Skerry will take care of you in a moment.”


The guard turned away.


Lulu sidled through the gate, wondering with mounting alarm what “take care of” might lead to, and sat down on the edge of the chair with the envelope on his lap. The man behind the desk was huge. He had snow-white hair and ice-blue eyes and nobody in the world could have had a collar that clean. He finished doing something with a ruled card on the desk and then hit the card hard with a rubber stamp. Then he looked at Lulu, who shrank under the impact of a truly frightening smile. The man asked, “What can I do for you?”


“Uh,” said Lulu. He dropped his eyes, saw the envelope, and remembered the bonds. He gave the envelope to the oversized Mr.


Skerry.


Mr. Skerry looked at him almost accusingly before he took out the bonds, and after he took out the bonds, and a third time after he had riffled through the stack, and that final scrutiny was the worst. He said, “What are these?”


“Well,” said Lulu. “Bonds.”


“Hmm, I see.”


Mr. Skerry took a glass-case out of his waistcoat and opened it with a snap and took out a pair of glasses and put them on. They hung to his face by biting the bridge of his nose with little gold lips. Lulu was fascinated. Mr. Skerry bent his iceberg of a head and looked at Lulu between the tops of the lenses and a frown. “Are these bonds yours?”


“Oh yes,” said Lulu.


“Hmph,” said Mr. Skerry to the bonds. He lifted them a little and let them fall to the desk and looked at the stack again.


“What I wanted,” said Lulu timidly, “is the money.”


“Oh?” said Mr. Skerry.


The phrase from the radio bulletin came to Lulu, and he pointed his finger. “They’re negotiable bonds,” he said, his voice quavering a little.


“Oh yes, they certainly are, Mr. Er-ump.”


“Llewellyn,” Lulu supplied.


“Llewellyn. Of course, naturally. Excuse me.” Mr. Skerry picked up a yellow sheet with some very black typing on it, made three quick motions with his finger on the telephone dial, and said into the instrument, “I’ve got BW listing No. three seventy-eight. Is that the latest? You’re sure, now? Very well.” He hung up, and studied the yellow sheet, and then put it down beside the bonds and began methodically to go through them, comparing numbers on the bonds with numbers on the list. “Well,” he said after a while, “that part’s all right, anyway.”


He picked up the yellow sheet again and waved it at Lulu and smiled. Over the smile his eyes were precision-aimed— as ready as a pair of steel drills. “This is the latest list of stolen bonds,” he said. “We always know.”


He then did nothing for a moment but watch Lulu’s face. Lulu’s face remained utterly expressionless, because Lulu had gone utterly numb.


“Now then, you want to liquidate all of these bonds, Mr. Llewellyn? I see. Well, I’m afraid it will take a while. If you’d be kind enough to wait over there …” Lulu looked up at the big clock on the wall in panic. It was a minute or so of the bank’s closing time. A brassy clang had started echoes all up and down the vast marble interior, and when he glanced towards the big door where he had came in he saw that the brass gates had been closed. The guard was herding people out a smaller door at the side of the building.


“Oh dear, I can’t. I can’t,” he gasped. “I’ve got to get the potatoes on!”


“Miss Fisher,” said Mr. Skerry flatly.


Startled, Lulu said, “What?”


But before he could make a more disastrous blunder a homely ageless fat girl with thick glasses appeared at the other end of the desk and said, “Yes, sir?”


“Take these bonds and list the numbers on a receipt for Mr. Llewellyn here,” said Mr. Skerry. “Mr. Llewellyn, can you come back tomorrow at about this time? We’ll have everything taken care of by then.” He added quickly, as if to override a protest (which Lulu would not have dared to interpose) “Not today, not today. There just isn’t time. These things take a while, you understand? Miss Fisher, get his address. You can wait over there,” he said to Lulu and pointed with his frown.


Lulu went ‘over there,’ which was a long leather bench against the opposite wall. Near it was a much smaller desk than Mr. Skerry’s, where Miss Fisher sat enthroned. In front of her was an electric typewriter. She had the bonds at her elbow and was turning them over one by one with her left hand while her right danced frantically and apparently unnoticed on the top rows of keys.


Lulu watched her with awe. She had a flexible bulbous nose almost exactly like Ivy’s, and he felt comforted. The tip of Miss Fisher’s nose was the only remotely familiar thing in this cold busy place.


Much sooner than he would have thought possible, she was finished. She took down his name and home address and work address and asked him if he had a car registration — which gratified him — or any identification at all. He showed her his pay signature card, and she seemed satisfied. Then the guard with the grey uniform let him out the small door, and he hurried home to peel the potatoes.


It took Mr. Skerry just three phone calls and forty minutes of his costly time to discover the identity of the bonds’ rightful owner. Shortly after that Ivy Shoots sat in the chair at the end of his desk. He had to tell her three times in a row and then show her the bonds before she could believe her ears.


Lulu got up and dressed as quietly as he could. Maybe the difference was all in him, but Ivy had seemed painfully quiet all evening and he didn’t like it and he wanted to get out of the apartment before he had to talk to her. But he got only as far as the bedroom door when her voice brought him up short.


“Lulu.”


Slowly he turned back. He said, “I’m late already. It’s half past …”


“That’s all right. I want to talk to you.” She turned on the lamp on the night table. “Lulu, anything to do with money, you ought to ask me first.”


He didn’t say anything. He found that he felt no fear, but only a fierce secret happiness. The money wasn’t important, getting caught wasn’t important. The important thing was stealing the bonds, and she couldn’t change that. He hoped she would hurry up and get through accusing him, because he wanted to be at his cage at the hospital. He wanted to hear the people all around him talking, and be able to say silently, how long has it been since you stole three and a half pounds of negotiable bonds?


“It was really too silly of you. You just don’t understand these things, Lulu. Do you know you came that close”— she showed him how close with a thumb and forefinger —“to getting arrested for stealing those bonds?”


Lulu made no reply, offered no defense. He simply poked out his lower lip and looked at his shoes. He didn’t know what to say.


“You told yourself I was keeping all that money for myself, didn’t you?” she said. “Isn’t that what you thought?”


He remained silent.


“Oh dear, I suppose I can’t blame you. I just never dreamed you’d misunderstand and you never said anything. It seemed the best way. You’ve got to believe me, Lulu! You do believe me?” She looked at him and sniffed unhappily, and blew her nose. “No —I guess you don’t. Wait—I’ll prove it.”


He looked at her, and what she read in his face he had no way of knowing. But she scrabbled at her throat so roughly and suddenly that she tore off one of her shoulder-straps. She pulled out the key to the steel box by its ribbon, and put it in the keyhole and opened the box, and took out the top paper without looking at what she was doing and gave it to him.


“You take this with you when you go back there this afternoon, and give it to Mr. Skerry. He’s a nice man, and he’ll take care of everything.”


Lulu looked down at the paper, and then quickly back at her. “It’s called an assignment form. It signs over most of the bonds to you, Lulu. They’re yours. Don’t you understand? I worked it out to the penny— how much I’ve made, how much you’ve made, and all the expenses we shared. That’s your money, Lulu. Only you’ve got to believe I wanted you to have it all along.”


He looked at the assignment form, and slowly put it away in his breast pocket with the receipt that Miss Fisher had given him at the bank.


“You could have gone to jail, Lulu, you silly. For stealing your own money. Imagine you—stealing!”


He looked at her and at the black box. Suddenly he began to tremble. Something about him made Ivy pick up the bed-clothes and clutch them to her breast. “Lulu!”


He whirled and ran out. He was panting even before he began to run. He pursed up his lips painfully and his cheeks went round and flat, round and flat, like a little plump bellows. His eyes began to water and his throat hurt him.


He hadn’t stolen anything. He felt cheated, betrayed, lost.


And Mr. Skerry was nicer to him on Friday afternoon than anyone had ever been since his aunts died. He told Lulu that he now possessed a very respectable sum of money which he’d do well to — direct quote —“let that fine woman take care of for you.” When he got no reaction from Lulu— who had gone numb again — he sighed and helped him deposit most of the money in a savings account and some of it in a checking account.


He even showed him how to make out a check and keep up the stubs. He really took a lot of trouble over Lulu, who absorbed perhaps a fifth of what he was saying and ultimately escaped into the sunlight again.


He found Friday’s shopping list and blindly went through the routine of marketing and getting home, the stairs, the key, the putting away of the groceries. Then he went into the living room and sat, or collapsed, into his chair in the corner by the radio.


He was confused and despairing, lost especially in the once securely-blueprinted stretches of the future. More than anything else, he wanted back what he had lost— this apartment, this routine, Ivy’s protective handling of everything. His hand strayed to the radio dial but he could not switch it on because of the envelope which was propped against it. The envelope had his name on it in Ivy’s quick accurate handwriting. Wondering, he tore it open and unfolded the sheet of letter paper within and squared himself away to read the communication through. He read every word in quick succession without grasping the letter’s meaning at all. He was just getting the feel of the words the first time around. Then he started over, reading each sentence slowly for the meaning alone.




Dear Lulu:


I am going away right from work today instead of tomorrow morning. So don’t do so many potatoes and be sure to put my half of the liver in the freezer part.


I am going away early this week because I want to think about things. What happened about the bonds opened my eyes a whole lot, and I have to look around with my eyes open. You must believe me when I say I never meant to keep the savings away from you. You have got to believe me. Please. It’s just that in arranging everything to suit myself I never thought you might feel hurt and not understand. It was all done to make everything simple for you but now I want to arrange everything to make it fair. I am very sorry Lulu. Don’t worry if what I’m saying doesn’t make sense right now. It will later. You’ll see.


Lulu please, please don’t do anything silly. Don’t go away and leave me whatever you do. You don’t know how to take care of yourself. If you want to go later, well, all right. But give me a chance to teach you how to do for yourself. I am so afraid you will get yourself into some awful trouble.


Lulu you are a good person, a very good person who could not do a bad thing if you tried. I don’t like myself very much just now, and I am not surprised if you don’t either. I want to help you and do some things over I have done wrong. So please don’t go away. I’ll be worried sick. Believe me about the bonds, it’s the truth. Now you have your share you can believe me, can’t you? Only just don’t go away anywhere.


Ivy





The last paragraph contained several crooked lines and words crossed out here and there and squinched up so that reading them took time. Lulu read the last part four times, and then he drew down the paper and glared at the radio. “I am not!” he barked in the same furious voice with which he had frightened Ivy by accident once.


… a very good person who could not do a bad thing if you tried. “I am not!” he shouted for the second time. He stamped across the room and back again, and what he felt uncurling somewhere in the region of his solar plexus was a new thing, a frightening thing. It was anger— and nothing that he had ever experienced in his entire life up to that instant had made him feel enraged before.


He scooped up the letter and glared at it. Next to that one infuriating statement— which he again denied out loud— the only other thing the letter had to say to him was the desperate, pleading request that urged him not to go away.


Leaving Ivy — leaving the only home he had — was something that would never have crossed his mind in thirty years’ trying. But when Ivy said it, and said it over and over, it exploded inside him. “I will so,” he told the piece of paper solemnly. “I will so leave.”


And he did. He really did. He filled two paper shopping bags with his clothes and left on Saturday afternoon instead of going to the movies as he had planned. He got a furnished room right across the street from the hospital and down the street from the bank and up the street from the movies.


On Monday they called him in to the main office arid sat him down, in front of a telephone with the receiver off. He picked the receiver up and listened to it, and sure enough it was Ivy, calling him up at work for the very first time. She sounded terrible, with her squeaky pleading, her frequent sobbing, and another one of her head colds. He just listened in complete silence until there was a pause, unable to think of anything to tell her that would make even a little sense to himself.


He finally said, “No, no, I can’t. You hear, I can’t no more.” He put the receiver on its cradle and sat there looking at it. He found he was trembling. He thought he ought to tell her at least that he wasn’t sick or in any awful trouble. He picked up the phone again but it only buzzed at him. Ivy was gone out of it. He recradled the receiver.


The hospital cashier glanced at him, and then came over. “Anything wrong?” he asked.


Lulu stood up and wiped his upper lip with the hack of his hand. “I can take care of myself,” he said almost belligerently.


“Why, sure you can,” said the cashier, backing off a pace. “You just didn’t look so good, that’s all.”


“Well, I’m not going back there,” said Lulu.


“Okay, okay,” said the cashier, holding up placating hands. “I just wanted to help.”


“No sense ever asking me no more,” said Lulu. He shambled back to the receiving desk, leaving a very puzzled young man staring after him.


For a few weeks, getting adjusted to living alone took up so much of Lulu’s life and thoughts that he had no time for his sins. Living in furnished rooms and eating in restaurants are not always completely simple matters even to the intelligent, and Lulu was a babe in. the woods almost from the first. Keeping cash on his person was a habit he found complicated and very difficult to acquire.


He used his checkbook constantly, for a ten-cent cup of coffee, a sandwich, and once even for a newspaper so he could check the radio programs. Finally the manager of the restaurant where he ate came over to him with a sheaf of his checks and asked him plaintively to cut it out.


“Write a big one any time, and keep the cash in your pocket and use what you want. Okay? You got my girl spendin’ a hour and a half every week listin’ your checks in the deposit slip.”


Lulu blushed painfully and promised to do better. To his amazement he found that he could. He tried the same thing at the grocery, where he had been writing a check every night for two soft rolls and six slices of liverwurst for his lunch. He wrote a check for ten dollars, and used the cash for a week. The proprietor was pleased and even increased the thickness of the liverwurst slices as a token of his esteem.


He passed Ivy twice in the street. She did not speak to him, and he was speechless even at the thought of her.


His new life wove in one unexpected thread. The second day of his liberation he was in a booth in the restaurant, and had just finished his soup when he became aware of someone standing next to the table. He looked up and there was Miss Fisher from the bank.


She said timidly, “I do beg your pardon. But I thought perhaps you wouldn’t mind if I shared this table with you. There are no other seats in the restaurant …”


He got up hastily and made room at the little table and saw that she had the salt and he even stacked her cafeteria tray on top of his out of the way. When she was organized she looked at him with a wan thank-you smile that became recognition. “Why, it’s Mr. Llewellyn!”


He didn’t say anything more to her that evening — he couldn’t. But the next night she was there ahead of him and when he came along with his tray, she called out to him and patted the table across from her. After that they always had dinner together. She was quiet and nice, and she let him be silent for as long as he wanted to be.


Six or seven weeks later something happened at the hospital that made a deep impression on Lulu. A furious young female face appeared at his wicket and demanded: “Where is George Hickenwaller? Where is he? I got to see him right away.”


Lulu stared dumbly until she banged the palm of her hand on the shelf by the wicket, and repeated the question. Her face started darkening ominously and the blood-vessels on the sides of her neck began to stand out in the most alarming fashion.


He remembered then. George Hickenwaller was the married orderly who had annoyed him more than most of the others — although he wasn’t quite sure why. “I’ll find him. Just wait a minute,” he promised. He got up, and went over to the doorway of the locker room, and saw at once that George Hickenwaller was in there with his back to the wall. He was making wild signals of distress and prayer, and moving his mouth strangely, giving vent to some exaggerated, silent, pleading syllables which Lulu could not understand.


He went back to his wicket. “He’s in there,” he said, thumbing at the door.


“In there, is he?” said the young woman. She turned angrily to the man behind her. Lulu saw that the man was a policeman. “He’s in there,” she relayed.


“In there, is he?” the policeman countered. He ran around to the front, to the general office door, and went sprinting across behind Lulu and into the locker room.


There came sounds of the chase and a cry for mercy, and then poor Hickenwaller was walked abjectly out by the policeman. The big, red-faced cop had a meaty hand on his collar and another in the back of his belt.


Quite a crowd had gathered by this time and Lulu found himself standing next to Hickenwaller’s friend, the other orderly. This man shook his head sadly. “I tol’ him he wasn’t goin’ to get away with it. ‘I know what I’m doin’,’ he says. ‘I got it made.’” The orderly shook his head again. “He got it made now all right, but good.”


“What did he do?” Lulu asked. “Got married.”


“To that one?” Lulu pointed at the angry woman, who was ducking under the policeman’s guard to punch Hickenwaller solidly on the ear.


“Yeah, an’ another one too. I tol’ him she’d find out.”


“Two wives?”


“Bigamy,” said the orderly knowledgeably.


“Is that very bad?” Lulu asked, really wanting to know.


The orderly cocked his head and squinted at him. “Lew old man, let me tell you. One is very bad.”


“Yes, but this— uh — bigamy. It’s really bad, huh.”


“No way to get to heaven.”


“Well,” said Lulu, and got back to work.


Dinnertime, comfortable with Miss Fisher in the booth. He wondered why she seemed so glad to have dinner with him all the time. What did she get out of it. He didn’t ask her. But he continued to wonder. “Oh, there you are!” someone said at his elbow. It was the manager. He half-filled the booth and loomed over them. “I thought I had all the trouble with you I was goin’ to,” he growled at Lulu.


Lulu went speechless. He made himself smaller in his seat, while Miss Fisher looked frightened at the manager and anxious at Lulu.


The manager banged a check with a bank slip stapled to it, banged it down directly in front of Lulu. “After all that trouble, now they’re bouncing.”


Lulu didn’t know what to say. Miss Fisher stared at him, while the manager continued to glare. People began to crane and peer at them. Lulu slipped down another notch in his seat.


Suddenly Miss Shelly Fisher snatched up the check, “Just a minute, Mr. Grossman,” she said firmly, “I’m sure this can be straightened out. Mr. Llewellyn, didn’t you make a large deposit at the First National just a few weeks ago?”


Lulu nodded.


“Have you put any more money in the checking account since then?”


He shook his head sheepishly. “I didn’t know I had to,” he mumbled.


“Well, have you taken anything out of the savings account?” He shook his head. Miss Fisher said, “I’ll vouch for him, Mr. Grossman. He just isn’t used to a checking account yet. He has a good balance in savings. You can take my word for it.”


“You work at the bank?”


“You’ve seen me there.”


He nodded slowly. “Well, all right then,” he growled. He picked up the check and waved it in front of Lulu’s nose. “You take care of it by this time tomorrow, you hear?”


“Of course he will. Of course,” said Miss Fisher soothingly. She put her hand over Lulu’s as he slipped yet another inch down in his chair, which put the table about breast-high to him. Grossman went away.


“It’s all right now,” she said. “It’s all right. Sit up, Mr. Llewellyn.”


He did, shamefaced. “I didn’t know,” he said feebly.


“You’d better let someone look over your checkbook. Do you want me to?”


“It’s home,” he said, regretfully, feeling that the simple statement had disposed of the matter.


“I don’t mind,” she said, surprisingly. “I have nothing else to do.”


“You mean, you’d come to …”


She nodded while he fought his unwilling tongue. After a moment she got up. “Come on,” she said.


Unbelievingly he followed her out of the restaurant, and then led the way to his rooming house.


The room was so small he had to sit on the bed if she was going to sit at the table. He kept it neat enough, but places that crummy are unconquerable. He found the checkbook and gave it to her. She riffled through the stubs, finding not a single entry.


“Well,” she said, “No wonder!” Very carefully she explained to him how he must keep his record in the stubs and make an effort not to let checks bounce. He nodded humbly every three seconds while she talked. She did it kindly and did not laugh at him, or sneer.


“Yes, Mr. Skerry told me. I guess it didn’t stick.”


“Lots of people don’t understand it at first.”


This is a very fine lady, he told himself, and wished he could say it out loud.


“What are those?” She pointed to the top of the chest, where eleven cash envelopes lay in a neat row.


“Oh, that’s my paydays,” he said.


She picked one of the envelopes up, pressed it, shook it, and finally read the data typed on it. “Cash, my goodness. They pay you in cash. You shouldn’t leave cash around.”


He could only manage to get out a faltering, “I’m sorry.”


“My, you do need someone to look after you.” She counted the envelopes. “Don’t you see, if you put these in your checking account every week you’d always have money to write checks against?” He didn’t see. He just waved at the envelopes and said unhappily, “I just never knew what to do with ’em.”


He intercepted her look of astonishment and said abjectly, “I never could understand all this. You want to help me with it?”


So Miss Fisher began taking care of Lulu Llewellyn.


He began to be happier. Yet his relationship with Miss Fisher was so innocent, and she herself so different from any woman he’d ever met that some of his old torment began to return, and he found himself cringing again under the assault of other people’s sins. Now, however, as his philosophy of sin began a slow evolution, there was a slightly different reaction. Instead of considering himself totally unfit and excluded, he began to match what he knew of himself against each of the sins he heard recounted. Could I do that? Could he ever gamble? Seduce? Steal, swear, assault, outwit? Always no and no and no, and the words in Ivy’s letter trailing across his clear conscience: a very good man who couldn’t do a bad thing if he tried.


And then one day he saw the face of Hickenwaller’s friend go past his wicket — just that, a reminder. And belatedly, as all things did, the solution came to Lulu Llewellyn.


He went to Miss Fisher and asked her, and she cried. Then she said yes, she would marry him. Then she cried again and said pathetically that she had made up her mind when she was eight years old that nobody would ever want her and she might as well face it.


So they went down to City Hall and got a license, and three days later they were married. He chittered and jittered like the most eager of grooms. He was eager about something else than that which plagues most grooms, however, and it was more important— to him, at least.


That very evening he marched to Ivy’s apartment and up the one flight of stairs. It made him feel a little strange to be knocking on the door instead of using his key, but somehow he felt that he should knock, that he owed her that courtesy. He waited happily, feeling the crackling comfort of the marriage license in his breast pocket.


The door opened.


“Lulu! Oh—Lulu, I’m so glad.” She looked worn, sallow-cheeked, but her eyes were shining. She pulled him inside and shut the dear. “I just knew you’d come back. I just knew you would, you had to.”


He cleared his throat. “I …”


“Don’t talk. Don’t say anything. I’ve had a chance to think things out clearly. And oh, Lulu, it’s all so senseless and I’m so sorry.”


“But I didn’t …”


“Don’t say another word. You’re going to listen to me now. I’ve waited too long. You just stay right there where you belong.”


Half playfully but very firmly she nudged him over to his old chair and crowded him until he had to sit down.


“I won’t be a second,” she said, and ran out of the room. He sat there, his backsides liking the old chair, and thought excitedly. You’re the first. Miss Fisher — she’s the second. He wondered how that would sound if he ever told it at the hospital. He put the speculation aside to think about later.


After a moment she came out of the bedroom carrying the black metal box. “I’m not a stupid woman, Lulu,” she said. “Really I’m not. I read and I think and I can keep my end up when I talk with well-educated people. But sometimes the brightest of us can be more stupid than the slowest witted. Well, anyway, I’ll admit it. I finally had to talk it out with someone. I did, Lulu— and I got the answer.” She inserted the key in the box, turned it, raised the black metal lid. “He’s a dear man, a brilliant man. He’s a psychiatrist. I told him everything, but you mustn’t worry about that, Lulu. They’re like priests. Anyway, I didn’t even tell him your name.”


She rummaged in the box and found a paper and began to gesture with it while she talked.


“There it was, right in front of my silly old eyes, and I never even saw it. He explained to me that it was terribly important to you to thank we were living together without being married. He said it made a man of you. He said you had been very strictly brought up and that you had— well, he called it a ‘black-and-white’ morality. He said you took it so seriously when you were a child that you had nothing at all on the black side — not so much as cheating on a school examination, or hitting a puppy in your whole life. That’s why, he said, when I finally told you that our living together was a ‘white’ thing, and had been from the beginning, it was a terrible blow to your self-confidence. You just couldn’t stand it.”


“Now I’m going to tell you something I never thought I’d ever tell to a living soul. I was on my own when I was fourteen, and I always had to think things out for myself. Sometimes I did well at that, and sometimes I failed. But I always thought things out for myself first — not for laws or anyone else or customs or anything like that, but just for myself alone. Well, never mind all that now. One of the main things was —I thought I had to have freedom. I made up my mind I’d do what I wanted with whom I wanted, just as long as I was discreet. As long as I put a partition that was like a high wall between the one thing and the other. You don’t understand this, do you? Well, that’s all right, You’ll understand all you need to in just one more minute.”


“Didn’t you ever wonder what I did with my weekends for nineteen years, Lulu? Didn’t you care?”


He started to answer, but she gave him no chance. “No; I don’t suppose it ever occurred to you to wonder. It was just the way things were — like water running downhill and the sun coming up. You knew I was going to be away Saturday and Sunday, and you just accepted it. Poor Lulu! Well. I see I’ve get to tell you then. I was taking a course in economics for a while. Let me see that would be about six years ago. Oh, I’ve done all sorts of things on weekends— and anyway, there was this man. You see, and I don’t know what happened to me at all, but I’d never felt like that in my life before. And I guess I never will again,” she added in a whisper, tragically.


Then she blew her nose. “I have the most awful cold, Lulu. I think I’m a bit feverish. So there I was, feeling like that about this man, you see, and for a while I thought he might feel the same way about me. So I saw a lawyer and showed him my papers, and I got this. Here, Lulu, this is yours. This is for you.” She handed him the paper.


The whole episode was so reminiscent of the one which had blasted his quiet life once before that he took the paper without even glancing at it. He simply closed his eyes, and got up and stood trembling, waiting for he knew not what.


She understood and laughed happily. Then she coughed, and laughed again and took the paper away from him. “You’re afraid of it, and I don’t blame you. Here, I’ll read it to you.” Her hand touched his, and he felt the paper slip out of his fingers.


“‘There came before me in the County Court in the township of …’ Oh, let’s skip all that lawyers’ talk. Here it is. ‘Therefore by weight of evidence in camera’— that means secret and confidential—


‘the marriage of said L. Llewellyn and said Ivy Shoots is hereby annulled and held to be void and without existence.’”


She pushed the paper triumphantly back into his lap. “You understand that, Lulu? It isn’t a divorce. A divorce says a marriage was and is no more. This says that in the eyes of the law and in my eyes, Lulu, and in your eyes, Lulu, the wedding never took place. You see? You see? So if that was what was bothering you, it needn’t any longer. It’s gone. We’re without benefit of clergy if that’s how you’d like it to be. We can call it common-law if you want that instead. Lulu I just don’t know—?”


He lay in a pressing welter of thoughts and scraps of thoughts. The one which came swirling to the top first had to do with the nature of the certificate in a modern culture. The thought wasn’t quite that lucid in him, of course. He saw the blasting of his painless existence by a piece of paper. He saw people breaking the law and being broken by it— a piece of paper for each. A piece of paper for everything you did or didn’t do, even the things which were truly and really done, just by changing the paper.


“Lulu,” she whispered, “If you should want to — you can even m-marry someone else. You’re free to do that, to hurt me that much if …” And then she began to cough. The wracking, all-too-familiar quality of the cough made him shift uneasily in his chair, and over his heart his new marriage license crackled gently.


Somewhere deep within him stirred the bitter, despairing thought that he was going to have to pick up an actress after all. Pick one up and marry her— or he would never be a bigamist. He put his knuckles slowly up to his forehead and closed his eyes. He stood like that for a long time while his lips tried futilely to shape words. Finally a half-sentence came. “Think about,” he said. He went to the door. “Think about it, I’ll … think about it.”


“Come back … soon,” she said. “It’s not— good here now, Lulu. I didn’t know what I— well, come back soon.” She did not accompany him to the door. He knew she was going to cough, or cry, or let go again in some even more distressing way. He got out quickly.


Lulu went upstairs to the pharmacy and said, “Joe, I don’t sleep so good.”


Joe said, “How long you want to sleep?”


“Just once, twelve hours. Like a cold shower couldn’t wake me up.”


“Can do, Lew. Take two of …”


“That’s the trouble, Joe. Pills choke me up. You got powder that don’t taste so bad?”


“I got better’n that. I got a liquid don’t taste at all. Only, Lew, don’t talk it around, right?”


“Me? Joe, I wouldn’t do that.”


“That’s good. That’s fine, Lew.”


An hour later Lulu said, “Drink your milk.”


Obediently, Shelly Fisher Llewellyn drank her milk. She was quite unhappy for a four-week bride. For the time being she was trying to escape from her unhappiness by doing everything she could think of that might please her husband. Lulu got up and stretched. “I don’t know what you’re going to do, but I’m going to turn in,” he said. “Don’t come now if you don’t want to. Good night.”
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