



[image: Cover Image]





The Touch


Daniel Keyes


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






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.
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE 2003 EDITION


Why a new, revised edition of The Touch?


This is a novel about the consequences of an industrial radiation accident during which an unwitting technician spreads radioactive dust through his neighborhood, into his home and onto his pregnant wife’s body.


The characters and scenes portrayed in these pages are fiction. They are a work of imagination based on an event that happened in the U.S. in the 1960’s. However the ordeal they endure reflects the truth.


Since The Touch was first published in 1968, thousands of people around the world have unknowingly become victims of radiation contamination as a result of accidents, theft of discarded medical and industrial equipment and improper disposal of radioactive waste.


Governments and industrial interests worldwide are not taking the necessary steps to prevent contamination caused by industrial spills and radiation accidents. It is politically and economically advantageous to sweep the radioactive dust under the rug rather than face a public that demands an accounting of the consequences of inaction.


Radioactive sources are often illegally dumped to avoid paying disposal expenses. Proper disposal can cost as much as $20,000. The fine is only $2,000. But if a radioactive source ends up smelted at a steel mill, it can end up in your hands or in the homes of the ones you love.


On March 25, 1997, near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 33,000 shovel blades were made with steel contaminated with radioactive thorium. Cleanup for such events, tracing down each blade, each table leg, can cost as much as $100 million.


The accidents are often released to the media as news items, but individual suffering is never calculated into the cost accounting or the balance sheet. There is major publicity following dramatic explosions at nuclear power plants or weapons facilities, like Three Mile Island, in Pennsylvania, USA, Chernobyl, Russia, and in Tokimura, Japan. However, the effects of industrial radioactivity accidents or improper disposal and theft of radioactive materials by criminals or terrorists are often delayed for months.


Consider the following news releases:


U.S. MEXICAN BORDER ALERT


On Friday, July 27, 2002, Mexican authorities confirmed that an 8-inch by 6-inch cylinder containing an inch-long capsule of Iridium-192, has disappeared while being transported between the Mexican border cities of Tijuana and Tecate, 70 miles east of San Diego. It was used by Pemex, Mexico’s state-owned oil company, to X-ray its pipelines.


According to Mexico’s state civil protection director, Gabriel Gomez Ruiz, it is unclear whether the equipment fell off the truck or was stolen.


CANADA’S MISSING RADIOACTIVE CONTAINERS


As of July 2, 2002, five containers of dangerous radioactive materials out of 11 that disappeared over the past 12 months in Canada, are still missing. According to the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, the devices are generally stolen from construction sites or trucks. Officials point out there is no evidence organized crime or terrorists are behind the disappearances. However, they are responding to recent warnings from the U.N. that radioactive materials needed to make “dirty bombs” when packed around conventional explosives, can be found in almost every country around the world.


Congressional Representative Ed Markey (D-Mass) is quoted as saying: “Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda have been trying to obtain nuclear material. We know that the creation of a dirty bomb is one of al Qaeda’s stated objectives…” “…If one of these things [radioactive devices] can end up in a scrap yard, it can end up in the hands of a terrorist.”


The story of Barney and Karen Stark is being published in this new edition so that readers can empathize with the ordeal facing people like them, and to put industry and government on notice that there is work to be done. According to the Washington Post, May 4, 2002, U.S. businesses and medical facilities have lost track of nearly 1,500 pieces of equipment with radioactive parts, since 1996.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I wrote The Touch, the use of amniocentesis and ultrasound to reveal the condition of a fetus was experimental. It would not have been available at that time for most parents, like Barney and Karen, to learn before delivery whether a baby about to be born would be male or female, normal or mutant, alive or dead.
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At first he thought he heard someone moving around in the bedroom and he listened: the whirr of the electric clock, his wife breathing regularly beside him, his own heart beating. That was all. He suspected the dream had awakened him with a solution; all he had to do now was to recognize it.


Karen groaned and rolled over. She had been in it, beautiful as ever, but different, possessing qualities that belonged to her sister. Was that the answer? Could he merge the two without Karen knowing he had changed her? Closing his eyes, letting his mind go blank, he invited the dream to return. But it was gone.


Barney Stark opened his eyes and lay awake staring at the glowing hands of the clock. He had awakened several times during the restless night, and each time the bands seemed less distinct. At ten of two they had been bright upraised arms; now they hung limply. Five-forty.


He strained to see the little window on the clock where the date would show, wondering if today was red or black, but the cycle calendar wasn’t luminous. The manufacturers should have thought of that—especially on a Fertility Clock. What would primitive people, seeking supernatural guidance and intervention of the gods for bountiful crops and families, make of such a device? Probably use it to make rain. Perhaps he should pray for a thundershower. He was annoyed that Karen hadn’t been able to take the whole thing in better humor. He had been so careful to be offhand, joking about it when he brought it home, not wanting it to seem, as things always seemed to her these days, a reproach. Still, he should have known she would be repelled by the practicality of it, as she had been by Dr. Leroy’s tests, calendars, and thermometers.


She would rather go on thinking that babies just happened, would rather conceive of them as the culmination of romantic love and moonlit passion, without thinking, planning, knowing; would have preferred, he was sure, the stork purity of her childhood beliefs to the stark computation (she’d have swatted him for a pun like that so early in the morning!) of the monthly cycles and body heat. She hadn’t at all seen the fun in the primitive Earth Mother he had sculptured, with pendant breasts and swollen belly, as a fertility offering to the gods; had actually cried when he playfully put it out on the lawn during the last full moon.


Though she wanted a child as much as he did, she had resisted the medical examinations for several months, even after he had gone first. She would have preferred, he knew, to go on hoping, praying, dreaming, without ever finding out for sure, and even though the tests showed them both capable of conceiving, she was embarrassed at the need to think about it. She went through the motions of taking her temperature, charting her cycle, planning the days, but her irregularity was astonishing, as if her very body rebelled at the idea of consistency, and in the beginning there had been so many heartbreaking false alarms, that he suspected she was doing it all wrong and had lost all faith in her fertility bookkeeping.


The crisis came when she began visiting gypsies for readings, consulting dime-store horoscopes for astral signs, searching her dreams for psychic promises; which was why, when he had read about it in the newspaper, he went out and invested the $17.95 in the Fertility Clock.


The woman had looked at him oddly, as if surprised to have the husband buy it, but she explained how it worked. It was a bedroom clock (naturally!) with a mechanism to count and register probable fertile and infertile days, and once his wife fed into it the information about her longest and shortest periodic cycles, it would thereafter reveal, in that small window on the face, a continuing calendar with numbers—coming up red on probable days of fertility.


“Astounding!” he had roared. “Baby roulette.”


She had laughed at that (would have to tell it to the girls!), but Karen had cried.


As if she sensed he was thinking about her, she rolled back and sighed, her black hair fanned out on the pillow, one arm flung back, the other on her abdomen, as if to feel if anything was there yet. He wondered if her beauty was too strong to change—lashes like Japanese brushwork against whiteness; cheekbones high, but not protruding, under perfect skin. Even in the dim light he could tell there were few wrinkles. But she was the type who would take it hard when the body changes came.


Somewhere in that thought was the idea he had been struggling with in his dream. To change her face, the tilt of her head, perhaps even the way she held her hand. But the changes would have to come from her sister, Myra, as he had last seen her four years ago, before he and Karen were married. Was it possible to blend the best of each without Karen knowing?


Sleep was out of the question now, though it was barely daylight. He got out of bed and dressed. Coffee first, and then he would try it. He hadn’t touched the “Rising Venus” for a long time, and he hadn’t planned to now that things were so hectic at the Center. But he couldn’t put a good idea aside. Inspiration didn’t come that often these days. As he started out of the bedroom, he saw her head was to one side now, left arm under the pillow, right hand still on her stomach. If she conceived after all this time, he would have to do the face differently, add something to it. A woman expecting a baby lived for the future rather than in the past.


He turned on the light in the kitchen and knew he had made a mistake. The sink was filled with dirty dishes; the table hadn’t been cleared. Why hadn’t she just piled them all in the dishwasher? Don’t get angry, he told himself. When you lose your lousy temper it drives everything else out of your mind.


He started to take the electric coffee maker to the basement, but the cover was nowhere to he found. He looked for instant coffee, but the jar was empty. He turned off the light and hurried downstairs.


Taking the damp cloth off the life-size figure, he looked at his work. Unquestionably, Karen was beautiful enough to be his model; firm, classical body, delicate right hand touching her thigh, left hand cupped with slender fingers to her breast, eyes modestly down, full lips sad. But of course it was all wrong, and he knew why. During the past three years, the figure (begun, put aside, destroyed, begun again) had changed almost imperceptibly into a more romantic, distant Venus than he had intended. All that was missing was the shell, and the Zephyrs, and Spring about to cover her. But it wasn’t his own vision at all: nothing but a trite, three-dimensionalized version of Botticelli’s “Birth of Venus.”


In this morning’s dream the “Rising Venus” had been finished, and while he was making the plaster mold, she had come alive and offered herself to him. But when he embraced her, she became violent and resisting, until the clay cracked and crumbled in his arms. The face had been Myra’s. Apart from the obvious sexuality and fear in his dream, there was an insight, he realized: the idea of adding to Karen’s face some of the things he recalled about her sister, giving it the individuality it lacked, and in a way returning to his original vision. He knew the determined line to give her lips, and how to change her eyes. He could feel in his fingertips how the clay would work. But not too anxious now, not rushing it, or he might lose her. There had always been a strength and excitement behind the beauty of Myra that had been lacking in Karen. How to show it …?


Four years ago in college: bubbling, exciting, impossibly alive. Always at the center of things: in the midst of every student strike or fundraising campaign; to challenge foreign policy; to fight for student rights, faculty rights, minority rights; to protest for the dispossessed, the disenfranchised, the poor. And you could be certain, if there was a demonstration, a civil rights sit-in or teach-in or sleep-in, or a march against war or poverty, Myra would be there to help plan and lead it, surrounded by admiring males who would have followed her anywhere.


He remembered her laugh, saw her hand gesture when she argued (palm up, fingers straining to grasp an idea—like Rodin’s “St. John the Baptist Preaching”) and the intense gaze of blue eyes that captured everyone who came close to her and swept them up in her zeal. He had followed with the rest, adoring from a distance at first, and then closer. But always there had been too many admirers. Until finally he contented himself with the dream of Myra as a model for a full-life nude he would call the “Rising Venus.” He had started it from the memory of her one summer in a bathing suit, never telling her about it, began and stopped so many times he feared it would haunt him for the rest of his life. Looking at the figure now, he realized it had been a mistake to change his original conception—that hope of adding a new note to the Venuses sculptured through the centuries by suggesting the struggle between masculine and feminine qualities in the Goddess of Love. He had intended a Venus whose beauty would be heightened by strength and determination, using the fire of Myra’s eyes, the excitement of her arched neck, the taut way she held her hand. And through her he would reveal the tensions of modern woman caught in her own psychic crossfire.


He realized now that his own frustration, his inability to finish it, was because Karen was wrong for it. She was beautiful enough, but her beauty was too romantic, sentimental, maternal.


He had met Karen at several of Myra’s protest-letter-writing-and-envelope-stuffing sessions at the huge Bradley house, and though she never scoffed at Myra’s causes (even helped at times when posters had to be painted or handbills distributed), she never really became involved. She studied modern dance and acting, and she explained to him once, when he teased her about it, that the stage was more real to her than the picket line. Barney had paid little attention to Karen until after Myra shocked Elgin City by running off with her middle-aged assistant professor of sociology (to Southern California, to help organize a union of migrant workers and Mexican fruit pickers), leaving her worshipers to wonder what had become of their goddess.


With Myra gone, Karen had bloomed, become lovelier, more desirable. He began to delight in her naive romanticism, began to see her as someone to be cared for and loved, and later, when they were married, he decided to use her as his model for a more tender, romantic Venus. By the time they had been married three years, he had modeled her body several times, but had never been able to finish the head, dimly aware that the very passive unworldliness that had charmed him now interfered. Try as he might, he couldn’t satisfy himself with her dreamy eyes and petulant lips. In her own way, she was as elusive as Myra.


This morning his dream had shown him that to finish it he needed to add something of Myra—blending the two sisters into one. He worked quickly. It was getting light outside, and he wanted at least an hour of modeling before he went to work at the Center. He hadn’t worked on the Venus seriously in months, hut now it excited him and he hated to stop. Even a little of his own sculpting would make it easier to work, during the day, on clay auto models.


He became absorbed in the changing expression of the face: just the slightest furrow in her brow to suggest Myra’s impatience; the firmer, almost boyish chin; that look of haunted expectation in her eyes. Another time he would change the hand gesture: right palm upturned, fingers cupped as if holding a flower. But even as he began to work it out it occurred to him that Karen would recognize either the expression or the hand gesture, and it would hurt her. He stopped, with his hands still touching the slick clay. No need to decide yet. Come back and look at it again; or—even better—have Karen pose a few times and let her see it developing slowly to get used to it. He would watch to see if she suspected anything. If she did, they would have to talk it out. He dampened the cloth again, draped it over the figure, covered the tub of clay, and put out the lights.


He would get his own breakfast and let her sleep. Working this morning had been good, but she might sense it and ask questions. She was incredibly perceptive, could tell at times not only what he was thinking, but also when he was trying not to think, and she would know something was wrong.


He had forgotten about the mess in the kitchen, and for a moment felt the anger rising. But he calmed himself and searched in the dishwasher for the cover to the electric coffee maker. Then he understood why the sink was filled with dishes; there was no room in the dishwasher. Who but Karen would fill up a dishwasher and forget to set it washing?


He found the cover for the drip coffee maker in the dish-rack on the drainboard, and set the water to boil. But on his second try for a cup and saucer, a glass shattered into the sink.


“Oh, the hell with it!” he said, and smashed the cup and saucer after it.


In half-sleep Karen had felt him leave the bed to go downstairs. She struggled to open her eyes. It was barely light. Why was he up so early? Several times during the night he had awakened her with his restless tossing and turning; something was bothering him. She wondered dimly if she should get up and make him breakfast and lifted her head to peer at the clock. Only ten to six. She stared at the sweeping second hand and wished that by an act of will she could freeze it and herself in this instant of time between dreams and waking. Horrible enough to sleep and wake by the clock—but making love! She dropped back to the pillow and closed her eyes. The doctor’s suggestion to go off on a second honeymoon two months ago and stop trying so hard had been the first intelligent advice she’d heard since this whole conception campaign had begun.


She had never imagined it would be so difficult to have a baby. When you read of all the unwed mothers who had to give theirs away, and remembered your parents’ warnings, you believed the first time you did it you would become pregnant. She smiled when she remembered the times she and Myra had talked in the dark of their room long after bedtime for girls nine and eleven and finally figured out that babies came from kissing, a theory reinforced when she heard a precocious girl at school boast about deep kissing (“soul kissing,” the girl had called it), and though Myra said it was disgusting, Karen thought how beautiful that the kissing of two souls should create life. But a year later Myra triumphantly reported, on the advice of an older girl who was taking a sex-education course, that there was more to it, something about going to bed and having a man spill invisible seeds into the place where you urinated. Karen had been confused at first (arguing with ten-year-old logic that it didn’t make sense, because when you peed it would wash out), but Myra was disgusted that their mother and father went to bed and did the thing that the bolder girls called laying and screwing that sounded so dirty that Myra made it look horrible in her imagination. But later she tried to tell Myra of the novels she read in which people made love and were transported in flights of ecstasy and passion, and how it could be beautiful if two lovers didn’t think about what happened after the soul kissing and were possessed by passion while it was being done.


That was how she dreamed it would be with her and Barney from the first time she saw him. She had never met a sculptor before, and she studied him secretly when he came to the house with the others on Myra’s committee—Seniors for Student Action. Tall, with big hands and long fingers, his sandy hair curling full at the neck, his eyes pale blue with flecks of brown, his fair skin as smooth as a girl’s. It was the troubled look in his eyes that attracted her. He was an artist, lonely, moody, from a poor family in Hamtramck, and she tried to imagine what he was like when he was off by himself creating beautiful, monumental sculptures. She could never understand why an artist would be as infatuated with Myra as the sociology and political science majors (who followed her as if she were Joan of Arc in their war against society), but still she was pleased that he was shyer than the others. And when he came with them to the house to write letters, address envelopes, or make posters, she found herself drawn only to him, wondering if their eyes would meet and something would happen. But she had never tried to attract his attention. Not as long as he belonged to Myra.


That was something which had been clear between herself and Myra since childhood. She never resented Myra’s hand-me-downs (even when the dresses had been mended and the toys worn or broken) as long as she was sure Myra was really done with them. She had learned her lesson once (how old had she been—five, six?) with Cindy, the wetting doll with missing arms, chipped nose, shredding hair. She had wanted it because it was hurt and unloved, and—since Myra never played with it—she had adopted it as her very own baby. Then one day, when Aunt Lucy, on a committee to get Christmas presents for the orphanage, had mentioned the need for dolls, Myra had gone to their room and brought out all her dolls including Cindy and donated them to the orphan children. Everyone had been so proud of Myra, but Karen had been so heartbroken she begged to be allowed to keep it. This was her own, her true baby, she told them. She would give a different one in its place. But her father had said, “Don’t be such a selfish child. You would do well to learn from Myra,” and she was so ashamed she didn’t come to dinner but hid in the basement until bedtime. From that time she never used anything that still belonged to Myra.


So she was secretly glad when Myra went away with the professor. She would never forget the look on Barney’s face when she met him on campus one morning and he asked her if it was true. When she told him it was, he said in a kind of silly daze, “We made a date three weeks ago, to go to the movies tonight.” She wouldn’t have dared be so forward but for the desperate look in his eyes (wanted to tease him and say, it serves you right for making a date for the movies three weeks in advance), and without thinking she had blurted out, “Why not take me instead?”


She could still recall his stare, as if he were seeing her for the first time. When he didn’t answer right away, she felt the tips of her ears hot and her face flushed, and she wanted to die. But she laughed and said, “I was only joking,” and ran all the way to her drama class with tears burning.


That evening he called and apologized. He hadn’t meant to be rude, he said. He just wasn’t the kind of person who could respond so quickly to the unexpected. Of course he wanted to take her to the movies. She had toyed with the idea of saying she had a date, of putting him off until next week, but she was afraid of starting off their relationship with falseness, and was secretly terrified that someone might take him away from her in the meantime. Several times during the movie she saw out of the corner of her eye that he was watching her, and she knew that with Myra gone he was finally aware of her.


She heard him moving around in the kitchen, opening drawers and closets. What in the world was he looking for at this hour? She opened her eyes again to see what time it was. Six-fifteen. Too early to go down and make breakfast. But she should get up and clear the kitchen. Right now he was probably upset because the dinner dishes were still in the sink. Her body resisted the thought of getting out of bed. It was too early. She watched the second hand sweeping time away. Strange how time seemed to stop when you slept, but kept going for others—for him in whatever he was doing and thinking downstairs—passing you by stealthily, leaving you behind. Time was sneaky.


She frowned at the Fertility Clock. At least she knew that what happened on their third date hadn’t been planned for, prepared for. It was one impulsive moment shared without thought for the future. She had relived that beautiful night a hundred times, conjured it up secretly in the past three months of making love on days regulated by the Fertility Clock. She listened for a moment for sounds of him moving around downstairs, then rolled over and embraced the pillow. It was after they had left a dull party early, and he took her home, she had suddenly, without thinking, whispered to him: “Let’s go inside. My folks won’t be back until very late.” She had led him upstairs to show him the room she had shared with Myra. There he kissed her, tentatively at first, and then deeply, caressing her arms, face, breasts as if he were molding her flesh, and then—as she wanted him to—he laid her back on the bed and began to undress her.


“Not this bed,” she had whispered, frightened at the sound of her own voice. “This is Myra’s bed.”


He looked at her, confused for a moment, and then he carried her over to hers and set her down gently, and turned out the light. He fumbled around with his clothes, and it seemed it took a long time for him to get undressed to join her; and when he finally got into the bed he was nervous and awkward and she couldn’t help crying out with the pain. When he discovered she was a virgin, he became sweet and apologetic for not being more gentle, and held her tenderly in his muscular arms and told her he loved her. When he fell asleep beside her, cradling her head against his shoulder, she thought: Now he is mine.


They awoke to the sound of her parents at the front door. Barney started up from bed, but she put her finger to his lips. They lay there quietly while her parents got ready for bed, and when the house was silent again he dressed and went quietly downstairs and out the back door. Moments later she heard a pebble against her window. He was standing in the moonlight and he threw her a kiss. She wept with happiness when he did that, and she lay awake most of the night thinking, now his seed is moving inside me to create a new life. And she lay very still, afraid to move, whispering over and over: No one will take either of them away.


How naive she had been. It wasn’t that easy at all. At least not for her. She looked at the clock—seven-fifteen. The number in the window was eight, and red. She wanted his children more than anything in the world, but why couldn’t he see how it embarrassed her to make love so clinically, on schedule. This premeditated, scientific copulation, like breeding farm animals or horses or laboratory specimens, was too much. Perhaps Myra could have accepted it. Myra might have caught the spirit of the thing, gone off to libraries, attended medical conventions to hear about the latest gynecological discoveries, and probably ended up working for birth control and planned parenthood. Well, she wasn’t Myra, and she didn’t want to become like Myra. It would happen when it was destined to happen.


Perhaps it had happened already, because she had willed it so hard that night at Torch Lake, in the romantic lakeside cabin—but when she told Barney she had felt herself conceive, he had explained, as if to a child, that it was something you couldn’t feel. Why did thinking of it make her want to cry?


She heard the sound of a glass or dish breaking, and then another one, and she sat up. What was he doing now? She dried her eyes and got out of bed. The thought of going into that kitchen nauseated her, but she fought the feeling. He would be scornful of what he called her “psychosomatic symptoms.” She’d had them before. Well, she could control them. She fumbled with her robe and slippers and headed downstairs. She would get his breakfast and see him off to work. The last thing she wanted this morning was a quarrel.


As he was putting on his jacket, he heard her coming downstairs. She paused at the entrance to the kitchen, pushing hack strands of black hair, yawned, and stretched the sleep out of her back and arms, but he saw she had been crying again.


“Sorry. I forgot it was your day to drive,” she said. “I slept so soundly.” She looked at the sink and table. “Oh Barney, I meant to do them last night after I got back. Here, let me make you some instant coffee.”


“I don’t have time to wait. I’ve got to pick up Max. And besides, there’s none left.”


“It’ll only take a minute,” she insisted, setting the water to boil again. “You’ve got to have something.”


He wanted to walk out but checked himself. He’d been rough on her lately, last Monday because she couldn’t find her car keys, and the argument yesterday about mislaying the department-store credit card made her cry. He had to let up on her. She really tried, but lifelong habits were difficult to change. He watched in astonishment as she removed a jar of instant coffee from the rear of the bread-box.


“Okay, just juice and coffee.”


“I didn’t mean to wake you last night when I got in,” she said. “I had no idea it was so late.”


“Past one. Did you accomplish anything?”


She set the cup of coffee in front of him, and started searching in the refrigerator for the juice. “Can’t I make you some scrambled eggs or French toast?”


“I don’t have time, and I’m not really hungry.”


“Well,” she said, sitting down to join him with an ill-concealed sigh of relief, ‘we’ve decided tentatively on Hedda Gabler.’”


“You’re going to play Hedda Gabler?”


“What do you mean by that?”


He finished his coffee before she poured the juice for him, and though he had told her a hundred times he couldn’t stand unsweetened grapefruit juice, he drank it.


“Why shouldn’t I play Hedda Gabler?”


“What I meant was, why are they doing Ibsen again?”


“Don’t you think I can play her? Everyone said I was good in A Doll’s House last summer. You said so yourself.”


“The role of Nora suited you.”


She frowned and pulled her housecoat tighter and looked around her. “I see,” her voice trembling. “You’re probably right.”


“That’s not what I meant.” But he knew he had said too much already.


She shrugged. “Anyway it was Dale Wexler’s suggestion, and the committee likes the idea. But we need the approval of the whole company next week.”


“Look, whatever they do you’ll be good. When you married me, Broadway lost a great comedienne.”


She laughed and tried to pinch him, but he escaped and grabbed his jacket, pretending it was a bullfighter’s cape. She chased him, fingers curved upward at her forehead, to gore him, but he spun away and finally caught her in his arms and kissed her.


“I love you,” she said.


He held her tightly. “I love you too.”


He bent to pick up his jacket from where it had fallen to the floor, and she gasped.


“What’s the matter?” he shouted.


“I just remembered something.”


“Well, God, don’t do that! You frightened me.”


“I almost forgot to tell you that Lila and Dale are having some of the cast over tonight and they want us to stop in after dinner.”


He stared at her. “How can we? The Winters are coming for bridge.”


She looked at him in wild terror.


He groaned. “It was all arranged when we played at their place last month, after we came back from Torch Lake. Don’t you remember?”


“Of course I remember. What makes you think I don’t remember? I thought it was tomorrow, that’s all.”


“That’s all? Well, you should have made a memo of it somewhere. That’s exactly what I mean.”


“What do you mean, that’s exactly what you mean?”


“I mean you should have marked it down on your calendar. Is that too much to ask?”


“Yes it is,” she snapped. “My calendar is too damned marked up as it is.”


“Have a good day,” he mumbled, heading for the door. “I’ve got to go.


“We’ll have to break up the bridge game early tonight,” she taunted. “Today is the eighth—a red-number day on your Fertility Clock.”


As he left the house, he saw her watching him through the dining room window and it angered him that their lives should be torn by one minor crisis after another, turning everything inside out because she resented the very idea of keeping track of anything. The result this time was predictable. She would calm down once he was gone and work like hell to get ready for this evening, and the house—on the surface, at least—would be spotless. The junk would be piled into drawers and closets, shoes hidden under beds, newspapers and magazines crammed behind the couch. If she felt like making up before the Winters came, there would be a couple of Martinis with glasses properly frosted, and candlelight in the dining room. And then for two or three days everything would be comfortable between them, as the air is dried out after a storm. For a few days she would even keep her appointments on time. But the change, as always, would be temporary, and after a while it would all be the same as before.


Watching him back the car out of the garage and then drive out of sight, she felt angry and lonely. She hated herself for having forgotten about tonight. She turned on the radio, but the throbbing beat made her think of TV headache commercials, and she turned it off. She hadn’t wanted him to find the place in such a mess. She should have done the dishes last night, no matter how tired. She sighed and rested her head on the table.


Before their marriage, it had seemed like a wonderful life: keeping house while he sculpted, bringing his food, shielding him from distractions, watching him shape dreams into clay, and helping him cast them into permanence. At first, she had thought they would move to Greenwich Village or to the artists’ quarter in San Francisco, where they would find friends who were painters and sculptors and struggling young theater people. If they ran out of money she could work as a fashion model and help him through the difficult years until he became recognized.


But he had convinced her it would be better to stay in Michigan, where their roots were, away from the phonies and the poseurs. Sensible, of course, just as it was sensible for him to take the job her father had gotten him at National Motors. Working with other people’s ideas and forms, he had explained, was good discipline for a sculptor. And besides, there would be a decent income for a home and the children they both wanted. They could buy this lovely house, and he could have a studio in the basement to do his own work evenings and weekends. The best of both worlds.


But he had been kidding himself. In the last two years he had completed only two small abstractions that had meant nothing to her (pieces he had started during his graduate fellowship at college). And when she asked him to explain them he got angry and sulked for weeks afterward. The terrible thing was her fear that in some way she was to blame for his inability to create. If only she were different, practical enough to take everyday problems off his hands, fertile enough to give him a child without all this fussing and worrying that strained both of them. She stared at the sinkful of dishes, struggling against her revulsion. She had to change. Be efficient, she commanded herself. Organize! Get started. Have someone come in to clean the house for tonight and work at keeping it orderly. Keep the temperature charts carefully, and watch the little window on the clock.


If only she could force herself out of this chair, she’d get started. But her body refused to obey. She sat struggling for several minutes and then with supreme effort got up. She started the dishwasher, forced herself over to the sink, shook in the detergent as she turned on the water, and plunged her hands into the soaking pile of dishes.


She didn’t know she had cut herself until the stain spread quickly through the soapy water, tinting dishes and the back of the sink with droplets of red. She stared, dazed, at the cut palm and fingers of her left hand, watched the threads of blood, and then screaming and crying, she smashed dish after dish into the sink.


Damn him for not picking up the broken cup and saucer! Leaving it all for her. She wasn’t ready to change and be a housewife, cooking and washing and cleaning and every damned thing else on demand! She wasn’t Nora in A Doll’s House to be picked up and put down whenever it pleased him. She was herself. Why did she have to change into someone else?


She wanted to talk to someone. She wrapped a towel around her hand and started toward the phone to call her mother. Then she remembered that the company had sent her father to California to settle some lawsuits out of court for National Motors. She wished they were back already and wondered if they would try to find Myra while they were out there. She hoped not and then felt ashamed of the thought.


When the blood soaked through the towel, she wrapped another around it, pressing tightly against the wound, and lay down on the couch. Exhausted and limp, she nevertheless smiled. That took care of tonight’s bridge game. She’d call Helen Winters and cancel for that evening. Barney would be concerned about her when he came home. He’d apologize, be gallant and attentive and affectionate, and they’d have a wonderful evening. She’d plan something special. And she would pretend today wasn’t either on Dr. Leroy’s calendar or in red on that stupid clock.


At that thought, she smiled and closed her eyes to sleep.
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Max Prager was waiting on the sidewalk in front of his house when Barney stopped to pick him up. “S’matter, Barney?” he said, his pink round face unmercifully jolly as he slipped in and slammed the car door. “You look like a guy that’s got troubles.”


Barney grunted his apology for being late and sank into silence. He decided that the ten-mile drive to the Center would he an ordeal. The car pool originally had five members who could talk among themselves. Then one had been transferred to Toledo, and another had moved to the West Side. For a while, Max Prager from Research and Collins from Safety Engineering had a great deal to talk about—technical things—and Barney had been content to listen. But Collins had retired three months ago, and now the two of them were alone in the car pool.
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