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The Gardenia


Part I


She did not turn back to look but she knew he was there, close behind, like her own shadow on the stairs. He was a pale, small man who moved like a cat. And indeed there came into her mind the image of a cat that had lived for a season on the crumbling back porch at home and had come padding out of dark places to startle her by rubbing its bristles against her legs. Often, when the elevator was slow in coming, she would rush up from Long Distance on the fourth floor to the Ladies on the sixth and would see him staring from his post in the Radio Test Room, or standing in the door to watch her from the stairs. She was not the only one he stared after. All the girls whispered about this Harry Preble.


At the turn of the stairs, he caught up. His hand closed over hers on the rail. The damp beat of his touch shrivelled her. “Please,” she begged in a bodiless small voice, “please, I’m in a hurry.”


They were blocking the staircase. In passing, a tall girl from Information brushed Harry’s sleeve. “I beg your pardon,” she said in the voice operators used to impatient subscribers. He noticed nothing but Agnes. “You’ve got beautiful legs,” Harry Preble whispered in the voice of a lover. “Your eyes, too. So spiritual. With those eyes and those legs a woman could get anything from a man, anything.”


Her legs, her eyes, were none of his business. Just the same she thanked him courteously for his praise. “And now, please, may I go?”


The tall Information Operator looked down upon them from the floor above. Agnes reddened. She knew it was not good for a girl to be seen with Harry Preble. “Please let me go. My rest period’s only fifteen minutes, you know.”


“Remember what I asked you the other day?”


“Remember what I answered?”


“Why not? Is there someone else? You going steady?”


“Please Mr Preble. I’m in a hurry.


“Call me Harry. I like you, Agnes. You’re a sweet girl and your legs,” his lips trembled with the weight of praise, “your legs are like music.”


Apparently she enjoyed the flattery. Few compliments were paid her and each was treasured like trousseau lingerie laid away in scented paper. Harry Preble was not bad-looking. A delicate man, who looked as though a feather would knock him over, he had the thin-skinned delicate face of a sensitive child. His eyes were large, light and deeply set in bluish hollows and his mouth, as rosy and finely-textured as a baby’s, was always quivering and twisting.


“Why don’t you come out with me some night? I know this town, I know all the best places and I don’t pinch dollars, I can show a girl a good time.”


“I can’t,” Agnes said.


During this interchange, several girls had passed on the staircase. In the afternoon when they were most tired, the operators were most intolerant of the elevators. A pretty little thing weighed down by a great mass of red curls, winked at Agnes over Harry’s shoulder.


“Tell me one good reason,” he argued.


“I told you. I can’t.”


He measured out laughter. “I don’t give up so easy. Not Harrison Preble. What about Saturday night? That’s tomorrow, isn’t it? Are you free?”


Succeeding at last in snatching her hand away, running up the stairs, she knew he watched, licking his lips like a cat. “Is it a date?” he called?


“No.”


“Think about it. You might change your mind. I’ll give you a ring.”


She tried to saunter carelessly in to the Ladies’ Lounge. The room was crowded and filled with chatter. One theme prevailed: “my boyfriend” . . . “my husband” . . . “the man I dated last night” . . . “my steady” . . . “that heel” . . . “that egg” . . . “that jerk” . . . “my darling” . . . Because Agnes was so much out of it, she pretended not to care. Around her the girls preened, clattered, darkened eyelashes, flaunted breasts, swung their hips for the pleasure of watching themselves in mirrors. The girl with the auburn curls moved close to Agnes.


“Isn’t he awful?”


Agnes was not ready to let this girl know she had given a moment’s thought to the encounter on the staircase. “Who?”


“That Preble. He’s just awful. I’d die if he touched me.”


Agnes managed a smile that said she would not bother to die for anything so trivial as the touch of Harry Preble’s fingertips and in the mirror compared herself with the redhead. This Janice was one of the scornful popular ones. On the whole, Agnes’ features were cut better and in neater proportion than Janice’s blunt nose and fat mouth, but Agnes was so tidy, so conventionally dressed, so conservatively made up, that she could pass in a crowd unnoticed. Many girls, less well-made, were more fetching because they had made a legend of their own glamour.


On her way back to the fourth floor she travelled by elevator. In spite of her pretence of indifference, the adventure on the staircase had mattered. She wanted to think about him before she let Harry Preble plague her with praise and invitations. At work she had little time for her problems. Her hands danced in a ballet of cords and plugs, her eyes kept watch over rows of flashing bulbs, her voice was part of a never-ending chorus. Duluth, Minnesota; Washington, D.C.; Springfield, Ohio; Wilmington, Delaware; Paris, France; and Greenpoint, Vermont, were part of her daily work. When she had started with the telephone company, place names had excited her; they were the reason she had applied for work in Long Distance.


On the way home she was again reminded of Harry Preble. She and her roommate had just stepped off the kerb when an old polished coupe rounded the corner, its horn shattering their eardrums. Harry waved a blithe hand.


“Isn’t it just like that flash?” asked Crystal. “Almost knocking you down with his car, then making like he’d done you a favour.”


“Just what is it,” Agnes began in a careless voice, “that the girls whisper about him?”


Crystal stopped walking: “What’s it to you?”


Agnes guarded herself. “A girl asked me about him today. In the Ladies. Why is it Harry Preble’s got a reputation, she asked me.”


“Tell her to keep away from him. He’s not a nice fellow. He’s no good, he’s dangerous for a girl, especially a young one or innocent.” Crystal spoke delicately of innocence. She did not want to hurt her best friend. Many of the girls she worked with were married; some, like Crystal, had been divorced; others were knowing. Most of them treated innocence, or ignorance, or chastity – it was the same thing whatever you called it – as a disability. It was innocence that made Agnes unimportant.


Two years in the city had not destroyed the mould of virtue. But now, at last, Agnes had grown bold enough to ask questions. “But why? What’s he done so bad?”


“You’re not interested in him Ag?”


“I bet he’s not so bad,” cried Agnes, less in defence of Harry Preble than of her own vulnerability. “I bet it’s all talk. Some girl, maybe, let him get fresh and then got scare and started the talk.”


In the voice she saved for irascible telephone subscribers, Crystal said, “How do you know so much about him?”


“I don’t know anything. I told you that before. Why do you keep asking me?”


“Then why do you keep screaming at me like crazy?”


“You girls make me sick, always whispering and gossiping, spreading things about people.” Only too well Agnes knew the things they whispered about her. “To that bunch I’m an old maid, I’m twenty-four, I haven’t got a boyfriend. How much do they know about me? Maybe I’ve had things happen you never dreamed about?” All the primness and tightness had burned out; Agnes’ eyes shone, her cheeks were bright with the reflected fire of her passion.


“Gosh, I wish you’d have some luck and find yourself a man. If only you’d meet the right one.”


The climate of Agnes’ feelings changed too quickly. Her friend’s compassion froze the blood in her veins. “I’ll thank you not to worry about me. I can take care of myself.”


“But don’t go getting any ideas about that Preble.”


“No?” Agnes laughed up the scale. “It was that other girl, a new operator. So don’t bother yourself to give me any lectures.”


“Can she take care of herself?” queried Crystal, her voice frosted too, but with scepticism. “That other girl, I mean, the new operator?”


“Any girl can take care of herself. No girl ever had to let a man have his way with her.” The bus came grinding to a stop but instead of its brakes, Agnes heard her mother and the ladies on the crumbling porch, the hot voice of summer afternoons, the whine of middle-aged virtue. “You know what my mother used to say? She always said a girl was safe so long as she had a hatpin.”


Crystal’s laughter impeded the movement of people onto the bus. She stood like a stone, letting strangers push past as she gave in to idiot laughter. Finally she let herself be shoved on, but her mirth did not dwindle until she and Agnes were forced in to the worst places on the bus, wedged between narrow seats with strange elbows poking their ribs and strange legs meeting their calves.


“You’re a scream, Ag, honest, I could die.”


“What’s so funny now?”


“Hatpins. Nobody’s worn hatpins for years. Even when I was a kid, who wore hatpins? You’re living in the dark ages. Get wise to yourself.”


Over his newspaper, a man watched the two girls. He was less excited by Crystal’s shameless curves than by Agnes with her tautness and passion, her brown eyes grown soft in reverie, her slender waist, tapering calves and the mould of her fine ankles. At the same time, both girls became aware of him. To Crystal, the insolence was without importance. Fulfilled, she was indulgent of male curiosity. But Agnes, desperately in need of admiration, was insulted by the commonplace. Her response was a rejection, her glance so frosty that the man turned away, embarrassed, to hide himself in contemplation of a poster advertising a $48 funeral.


In her hurry to get to the telephone first, Agnes was clumsy, struck her elbow, paused to coddle the hurt and lost the phone to her roommate. “Oh God,” she whispered, “please, please don’t let it be him.” Unnerved by the splintering pain in her crazy bone, she suffered through an eternity while Crystal lifted the instrument with easy confidence. Supposing it should be Harry Preble, fulfilling his promise!


“If that’s for me, I’m not here,” Agnes murmured.


“You expecting a call?” as if Agnes had no rights to the telephone whose cost she shared.


“Someone’s been pestering me lately. I’d rather not talk to him.”


“A man!” Then without waiting for Agnes to answer, Crystal spoke into the phone again. “Oh you,” she said with the tenderness and belligerence with which she teased Danny Hare.


While Crystal talked, Agnes started painting her toenails. Meticulous, she removed all the colour and started again with a basic coat, dreaming as she spread the polish, becoming an heiress in a convertible car, a movie star with orchids on her shoulders, a bride! The doorbell rang but she did not heed it. At last Crystal turned from the telephone.


“That Danny! What do you think now? He’s driving me all the way home and staying over till next Sunday to drive me back. Why don’t you come with us, Ag? It won’t cost you a cent for busfare.”


“No, thank you very much.”


“Why not?”


“I can’t keep sponging off your folks all the time. Besides, you and Danny don’t want a third around while you’re driving and all.”


“You’re so quiet we forget you’re there, Ag. Come on and don’t give me that stuff about hating to sponge on my folks, because it’s a lot of dishwater. Pack up your things and come.”


Agnes shook her head. “I’m sorry. I got too much to do this weekend.”


“Like what, for instance?”


“Things.” And to make Crystal quit talking about it, Agnes went at last to the door.


Lois Johnson stood there with her baby over her shoulder in the proper position for burping and three-year-old Willard tagging behind. “What’s going on around here? I been ringing for an hour almost.”


“I was talking on the phone and the Countess of Lemon County’s been painting her toenails.”


Why don’t you let me paint yours?” Agnes wanted to do something to show that she appreciated Crystal’s concern for her. Certainly she would have preferred the weekend with Crystal and her folks to the loneliness of the bungalow, but her pride would not let her accept too many favours. “Come on, it won’t take long, I got my polishes out and everything.”


“Not now, I got to take a bath and get packed.”


“Would you girls mind letting me use your phone?” Lois Johnson said diffidently, as if it were the first time she asked the favour.


Crystal reached for the baby. She liked holding it so much that she did not mind letting Lois use the phone for her daily, interminable call to her mother. Little Willard squatted on his haunches to watch while Agnes spread the final coat of colourless enamel over the red polish.


“Look, Crys, you ought to let me put on some of this polish for you.” Agnes sounded more as if she were asking, than offering a favour. “With summer coming you’ll be wearing sandals and what’ll people say if they see your feet like that?”


“Who cares? I’m popular enough without painting up my feet.” This was true. In spite of everything beauty columnists preached and advertisements warned, untidy Crystal with her bra straps falling in arcs over her stout arms, hair straggling down the back of her neck, lacked neither friends nor admirers. Girls shared their secrets with Crystal. Her ex-husband had tried for two years to get her back and Danny Hare was all in a lather, waiting until her divorce should become final.


“Well, I like things nice for my own sake,” Agnes said lamely.


“What good does it do you?” asked Lois Johnson. Her hand over the telephone from which came a stream of maternal advice. “I mean, who sees your feet?”


“Agnes don’t care about that, she’s just naturally neat,” Crystal explained. “Her dresser drawers and everything, like a picture in a book, she’s the neat type, Agnes.”


Lois glanced from Agnes’ ruby toenails to her own scuffed moccasins. “Maybe I’m just a slob but I got myself a husband.”


In self-defence Agnes said, “I wear open-toe sandals a lot. I like them. And what’s more today, just this afternoon, a man complimented my legs.”


Crystal looked at her sharply but was diverted as Tex Albers wandered in. As usual Tex wore jeans, plaid shirt and cowboy boots. None of the girls had ever seen her near a horse. But around the bungalow court where they all lived, she seldom wore any other kind of clothes. “I just stopped in to say goodbye. I’m leaving my key in case you smell gas or a cigarette or anything.” Tex knew her own nature.


Cutting off her mother with the palm of her hand over the mouthpiece, Lois said, “Going with Montie, I suppose?”


“Who do you think with? Tyrone Power?” Bristling a little, Tex said, “You should get yourself a fellow like Montie. Suppose he is a little old and bald? You can’t judge a book by its cover. In case there’s anything you’d like from my house, a bottle of beer or I’ve got some rye, you’re free to help yourself.”


“I won’t be here, I’m going away myself, to visit my folks,” Crystal explained, “and you don’t need to worry about Agnes’ going in and helping herself to a few swigs of rye.”


They all laughed aloud then with the special spite they kept for teetotallers. Agnes had been brought up strictly and even Crystal, for all of her good nature, could never resist the urge to tease her. Pleased by their laughter, Crystal said, “You kids should’ve seen Ag when I first knew her. Her face, I’ll never forget it till the day I die, the first time she sees me take a beer. She remembers some goofy story in the temperance books about a man drinks beer and strangles a little kid.”


“No, no,” Agnes said. “The man who drank beer was a brewery wagon driver. He fell asleep at his work and tumbled under the wheels. The one who strangled the helpless tot had been drinking gin.”


These girls laughed as if Agnes had been telling jokes. Tex slapped her thigh and opened her mouth so wide that all of her gold teeth glittered. “Good old Aggie. You know, kids, what we ought to do sometime? Take her out and get her drunk just to let her know how it feels.”


“No, thank you very much.” This, for some reason, made them laugh even harder. Stiffening, Agnes went on, “I guess I sound like an awful prune, but I don’t mind if others drink. I just don’t do it myself.”


Crystal saw that Agnes was hurt and abruptly quit laughing. “Aw, quit it girls. Ag’s okay. She’s the best of us all. Agnes is a lady.”


In Crystal’s arms the baby whimpered and spit up a little. Lois took her. Tex and Crystal were talking about places they had gone with their boyfriends, and the fun they had. Lois moved closer to Agnes. In these few seconds her face had grown older, as if she had forgotten fun and laughter.


“Is there anything you need?” asked Agnes gently.


“It’s only . . . I didn’t know till my mother told me,” Lois hesitated so long between words that Agnes felt sorry for her. “It’s my sister’s anniversary tomorrow . . . there’s going to be a party for the family . . . but . . .”


“Spit it out,” said Crystal. “What do you want of Agnes now?”


“I didn’t know my aunt from Kansas City was coming, the well-to-do one. I’d just as soon stay home but my mother wants to show off the kids.”


“What about your navy crepe? It still looks nice on you,” Crystal said.


“I had it before I was married. What would my aunt think?” Lois shuddered and held the baby so tight that it wailed at the pressure. “I’d rather die.”


“If you’d like my green silk print,” Agnes offered, “I’m not going to any place special this weekend.”


“Are you out of your head?” bawled Tex. “That’s a practically new dress, how many times have you worn it?”


They were all watching Agnes. The silence hurt. As though he had become infested by his mother’s pain, little Willard began to cry. Agnes looked down at Lois who had knelt to wipe away the boy’s tears with the hem of her skirt. At twenty-two, thought Agnes, it must be hard for a girl to spend every nickel on ground beef and laundry soap. The green print was a dress, a dress that suggested dancing by the light of lanterns strung under trees. Agnes had bought it with the hope that its magic would produce a worthy date. “You might as well wear it, Lois. I’ve got no use for it tomorrow night.”


“You’re an angel,” cried Lois.


“Yeh, she’s good,” Crystal said. “Agnes is really a good girl.”


“An angel. A lady. By me, that spells sucker,” said Tex harshly. And she began to laugh again. “Look at Aggie now. Like you’d said something wrong about her. She’s blushing.”


For a time the girls’ bungalow with the roses on the wallpaper and the ruffled covers on the twin studio couches had a strong male smell. Danny Hare sat with both elbows on the table, drinking beer and smoking cigarettes. The wrestler type, Crystal called him, adoring his bulk, the swollen muscles, the earthy exuberance. As usual, he was bragging about the big shots, politicians and detectives, lawyers and racketeers who ate hamburgers and drank coffee in the joint, opposite City Hall, which he owned in partnership with another ex-Seabee.


“So why don’t you bring some of your big-shot pals around to meet us, huh?” Crystal nudged her boyfriend’s elbow. “Agnes and I like to meet some of them important types once in a while.”


“What’s the matter, your not satisfied with what you got? Looking for something better?”


“For myself I couldn’t find nothing better,” Crystal admitted, “but what about my girlfriend? It wouldn’t hurt her to meet a nice guy once in a while.”


“Aggie’s not blind. She can look out for her own friends.” This was Danny’s invariable answer to Crystal’s inevitable questions. “What happened to your friend, Aggie? The one that lives next door to Crystal’s folks? He sure was stuck on a certain girl.”


“Oh, him,” sniffed Agnes.


“So that’s why you wouldn’t come with us, huh? Afraid you’d have to see him?” asked Crystal.


“What’s wrong with the fellow?” Danny scratched his head. “A little dumb, but can you hold that against a guy?”


“I don’t like him.”


Danny went on scratching his head, and looking at Agnes strangely. Crystal said, “She’s got a right to her own opinion.”


“You ought to go out with him anyway, if you want to meet other fellows. Lot of girls do that, don’t they, Fatso?” From Danny to Crystal, this was endearment. To accent it, he slapped her broadest and softest parts.


Vulgarity sickened Agnes. “I wasn’t brought up that way.” She was an echo of prejudices, her mother’s and the sewing circle’s; her voice creaked like their porch rockers. Rebelling and fleeing her home town had done Agnes no good. She was a product of her environment. The city had not remoulded her in its gaudy image.


“Better change yourself then,” advised Danny, gathering up Crystal’s bags. He looked away from Agnes as though he had seen the stamp of virtue, like a birthmark on her face.


There was a great flurry at the end as if Danny and Crystal were off to darkest Africa. “Be good,” Crystal said, embracing Agnes. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


They were gone. Their laughter faded into the twilight. With great energy Agnes set about tidying up the apartment, emptied ash trays, swept the carpet, threw open the window and sprayed a deodorant called Killscent through the two rooms. Loneliness settled in like an evening fog. Other bungalows were filled with the sounds of life, music, the cries of sleepy children, the voices of the radio commentators, of husbands and wives quarrelling. “Leave me alone, you bum,” cried a woman in love and fear, and by contrast the neat bungalow with its Killscent aroma was like the waiting room of a funeral parlour. She watched Tex in her fringed jacket and wide-brimmed Western hat go off with Montie, and the sense of loneliness became so knotted in her insides, she closed all of her windows and pulled down the shades so that the sounds of life should not remind her that other people were not like her, listening to their radios and eating their dinner in solitude. The voice on the radio was like a prune whip. “This is your Hour of Romance. Dedicated to lovers all over the world, to those who remember love fragrantly and those who await love.” She set herself a place with a plastic doily, plate, silver, salt, pepper, bread, pickle relish and mustard, boiled water for tea. “The next song is dedicated to Mr and Mrs Patrick Vitale, of Marysville, tonight’s bride and groom. To Jonathan and Ada Sparks, celebrating their fortieth wedding anniversary. And to Millicent Carson, passing candy to her sorority sisters and the Gamma Gamma House and letting them in on the grand secret about herself and Tom Willett.”


Agnes had made a sandwich on whole wheat bread but it tasted of loneliness, as if it had been salted with tears. The dedicated music began, a tenor solo, Serenade in the Night. The sandwich, wrapped in waxed paper, as put into the icebox, the silver, doily, salt, pepper, mustard and pickle relish returned to the proper shelves. With a steady hand, Agnes cut a wedge of cake, set it on a plate, and covered it with a rose-bordered paper napkin. As she carried it to the Johnson’s bungalow, she rehearsed the speech, “Just some of that special devil’s food, the kind Danny’s customers like so much in the restaurant.” Through the open slats of the Venetian blind, she saw the Johnsons, Willard in the big chair with the sports page open in his hand, Lois perched on the arm, reading over his shoulder. Together, they enjoyed reading about games they could not afford to see, and it was obvious in the way they sat that they would not welcome any interruption of this intimacy, even when it offered bakery items they could not buy.


So they should not discover her there and take pity on her loneliness, she returned on tiptoe to her bungalow. The radio, which she had failed to turn off, filled the room with dance music. It was so jolly that she was caught up by the rhythm and began to dance, the cake plate still in her hands. From a corner of the room to the darkness beneath the couch, a mouse travelled cautiously. Agnes leaped to a chair, tucked up her feet. The mouse rose on his little behind, and while he waited for his enemy to move, listened to the music with his head cocked in a cute way, like a porcelain mouse in a store window.


“You lonesome too?” asked Agnes with desperate light-heartedness.


The mouse fled into the shadows. Blind and trembling, the girls found her pocketbook, seized her jacket. She had barely heard the door slam behind her when the telephone began to ring.


“I won’t go. It might be him,” she murmured, starting resolutely down the steps.


The ringing continued. Still moving away form the door, she groped in her pocketbook for a key.


Early the next day, before she had washed her cup and the coffee pot, she gave herself a shampoo and set her hair in pin curls. The fair morning promised a warmer evening. Her cinnamon wool would not do, nor her grey suit; neither fitted the weather and the occasion. She saw herself, dashing but correct in the the green print with brown slippers, glove and hat. The Johnsons’ door opened and there was Lois, in pin curls, too, and Agnes’ green dress.


“Hi Agnes. I was just coming over to show you how good I look in your dress. Some fit, isn’t it?”


Agnes smiled over-brightly.


“Willard thinks it’s terrific. He says that’s the nicest thing he ever heard of a girl doing for someone else. It’s a real Christian act, Willard says.” One of the incessant radio bands was playing a dance tune and Lois whirled about like a ballerina. “Gosh, you made me happy, Agnes. I’d feel ashamed about taking it, honestly, if I didn’t know you had no use for it.”


Agnes’ tongue lay like a stone in her mouth. She could not steal, and it would be robbery if she took Lois’ happiness away. And how could she say that she wanted to wear the dress that night? Who, the younger girl would ask, unbelieving, had asked Agnes Codd to go dancing? Whether the truth came out or a lie, the whole bungalow court would watch at its windows when Agnes went out. For this reason she had suggested that Harry meet her at a downtown hotel. Otherwise, Crystal would discover, five minutes after she came home, that Agnes had gone out with Harry Preble.


“Maybe I can do something for you sometime, Ag. If I die first I’ll leave you a million dollars.” To the dance tune Lois skipped off.


The grey suit hung limp on its hanger. Since she had to make the best of her wardrobe, Agnes tied a veil over her little black cap, tried a scarf, like a dark blouse, under her coat, compared herself with the scornful, elongated creature in the newspaper sketch. Half an hour later, she was on the boulevard.


Behind sheets of plate glass were all the exquisite temptations: dresses and hats and furs that cried out, “Own me . . .  buy me . . .  I’ll adorn you . . .  make you desirable;” silk coats, gold wrist watches, imported scarves, ruffled petticoats, spangled shawls, strapless brassieres, gold evening bags, slippers studded with brilliants; and in the hairdressers window, a row of wax heads proved that the drabbest girl could be transformed . . .  in an hour . . .  to a luminous blonde or irresistible redhead. Agnes walked slowly. She doted on shop windows. In one of them she found the black silk blouse she had been seeking.


The interior of the shop suggested good taste and high prices. No customers were there, and for the moment the staff had also departed. While she waited, she studied the cut and fabric of a taffeta suit spread with an air of carelessness on a chair.


“Lovely, isn’t it?”


“I beg your pardon.” Agnes was sure the stylish dark-haired woman had addressed her.


“That suit. I’m mad for it, simply off my head, if you know what I mean.”


“It’s very nice,” Agnes said politely.


“Nice!” Shaven eyebrows became wickets of astonishment. “Is that all you can say my little darling? In my opinion it is a small masterpiece.”


The women’s eyes were feverish and slightly protuberant. Agnes looked away. On the other side of the shop the blouses waited. She started toward them. The woman’s voice buzzed after her. “I see you have a feeling for style. Taffeta is everything this season.”


“Yes, they’re showing a lot of it,” agreed Agnes, putting up a show of worldliness and enjoying herself thoroughly, although she had, with certain reluctance, moved closer to the blouses.


“Just a minute, dear.” The woman’s eager glance held Agnes more firmly than the clutch of acquisitive hands. “I want you to try on that suit.”


“I’m afraid I’m not interested.”


“I’m not trying to sell it to you. I’m sure you have all the clothes you need, but it’s so seldom one meets a person who can appreciate style. Just try it on. You have time, haven’t you? It’ll be hours before you dress for your date.”


Agnes laughed aloud. “How did you know?”


A lid drooped over one protuberant eye. “It’s Saturday, isn’t it? You have that Saturday look in your face, dear. Is he very special?”


“Nothing too special,” Agnes said in the manner of a girl who chooses. “It’s my first with him.”


“You never can tell about these first dates.” The woman’s laughter hinted a subtle intrigue. “I bet he’s had a hard time getting a date with you.”


Agnes, the elusive charmer, the object of much frustrated pursuit, lowered her eyes modestly. The next nicest thing to having a date is talking about it, and there was no one to whom she could brag. Only if the evening turned out as Agnes hoped, if Harry Preble’s reputation turned out as Agnes hoped, could she talk about her victory. Her laughter showed a neat amount of archness. “Yes. He’s been trying to date me for a quite a while.”


“Smart girl. You don’t make it easy for them, do you? Tell me, dear, what are you wearing, if I may ask?”


“I have a suit I like. Grey nubby wool. I’m looking for a black blouse, sleeveless.”


“Suits are always correct. If you’re just dining with him, a suit and sleeveless blouse won’t be too uncomfortable at this time of year.” Carelessly, the woman lifted the hem of the taffeta skirt. The silk rustled. “For a perfect date dress, at any season, there’s nothing like taffeta.”


“I really wasn’t thinking of . . .”


“Sit down before I tell you the price of this. I don’t want you to faint from shock. Thirty-nine ninety-five. Would you believe it?”


“That’s very reasonable.”


“Reasonable!” Astonished eyebrows rose again. “It’s stealing, it’s highway robbery. Wouldn’t you like to try it on?”


“Oh, no, I don’t really need it.” But the taffeta drew Agnes’ fingers like a magnet. “I wasn’t intending–”


“You want to appear your best tonight, don’t you? A lot may depend on it, you know.” Shaven eyebrows rose again, a tinted lid winked understanding. “Even if he doesn’t turn out to be the One Man, a date’s a date. You’ll be seen, you’ll be admired. That’s how you meet men and it gives a woman such self-confidence to know she’s at her best.”


At her best, in black taffeta with her little black cap veiled in the latest fashion, white gloves gleaming on her lap, legs crossed at the ankle as beauty columnists advised, Agnes waited that evening in a tall chair in the hotel lobby. The saleswoman had been right: taffeta was everything this season. Agnes found herself surrounded by taffeta suits, dresses, formal evening gowns, all whispering and rustling as tunefully as the music that drifted from the famous Gold Room.


On Saturday at this hour, the whole city seemed to have been drawn to this spot; lovers, husbands and wives out for an evening of fun, bachelors and divorcées, an organization of manufacturers holding its annual convention at the hotel. Presently she saw Harry fighting his way through the mob. No one could have looked more respectable, more harmless than the delicate small man in the Saturday night uniform, dark blue suit, white shirt, plain tie. The conformity pleased her. She felt that she and Harry were correct, a well-dressed couple, part of the Saturday night world.


They shook hands. “It’s nice seeing you,” he said. “On time, too. I never expect it of woman.”


“I’m always on time.”


“Girls,” he went on, shaking his head the memory of previous experiences, “anyone who expects a girl to be on time is crazy.”


Agnes laughed daintily. “I know it’s not done, but I hate to be kept waiting myself so I don’t like to keep others.”


“Do as you’d be done by. The Golden Rule. You’re like me, always think of the other fellow first.” His eyes sought approbation. She give it with a generous smile. Harry looked her up and down, his tongue flicking mobile lips. “You look very nice. Neat. I like neat women. And your legs are beautiful.” Having thus given his approval, he took her arm. “Well, what about a little drink to start out with?”


She turned away so that he should not discover any change in her face, and pulled her arm free so that his hand should not know the stiffening beneath the silk sleeve. She did not want to start the evening with prejudices; better to reserve restraint for better needs. “Why not?” She looked at him again, archly, and let an eyelid droop in the briefest imitation of a wink.


Taking her arm again and holding it firmly, he guided her down a flight of velvet-carpeted stairs. “We’ll have a couple in here and decide where we want to go.”


The cocktail room was dark. Ice and laughter tinkled and old jazz tunes curled through smoke from a piano that was a white blur before her clouded eyes. According to her mother and the temperance ladies in her home town, this was a den of sin. The first step on the ladder that went down, down into burning darkness. The sinners were merry. More and more kept crowding in; respectable manufacturers with badges on their coats, decent wives in gaudy hats, blue-suited, newly-shaved escorts, girls with faces like debutantes in skin-cream advertisements, three deep at the bar.


She would have stood forever, paralyzed, letting aggressive sinners push and jolt her, but Harry’s quick eye had found an empty booth. With swift, soft movements, he pounced, pulling Agnes after him, weaving his way in and out, catlike, until he had darted ahead of others pushing in the same direction. Through the murk he snapped his fingers at a waiter. “Well, what would you like to drink?”


Agnes swallowed her breath. She had forsaken other of her mother’s attitudes when she learned to dance, play rummy and paint her lips. But drinking! “What are you having?” she asked, barely breathing.


“Gibson very dry.”


“I’ll have the same.”


“Are you sure you like them? They are very dry.”


She had committed herself. There was no going back. “Yes, I like them very much.”


The waiter disappeared. Agnes pulled off her gloves slowly. In spite of her taffeta suit, her neat veiled little black hat, her gloves and gestures, she was all raw edges and anxiety. Harry sat silent, too, fingered his tie, searched for himself among the inhabitants of the dark mirrors. Agnes had read that men like women who listen attentively, while the men talk about themselves. She wished he would say something. What sort of remark would draw him out? Painfully, each word a load on her tongue, she managed to compliment him on his neat appearance.


It worked; like magic! He was roused out of his silence, out of a possible regret that he had chosen Agnes for tonight. She heard about his taste in clothes, his interest in music and art, how he had studied violin as a boy and, later, had switched over to painting. Agnes had only to sit with her chin resting in the cup of her left hand and listen. Occasionally, she raised the glass in her right hand and sipped the cocktail. And every once in a while she murmured a phrase of approbation. Not that she was praising him insincerely, as girls do when they want men to like them. His talents deserved appreciation; his problems won her compassion.


“Perhaps it was wicked of me to have deserted my art. But one has to live, you know.” Harry Preble laughed as if this were some sort of joke. “Not that they are paying me a fortune at the present job, but it is enough for a bachelor and only a step toward the future. One has to make some sacrifices for the future, don’t you think? How about another drink?”


“Oh, no, thank you very much.”


“Why not? You handle your liquor well.”


“Do I? Really, do I?” The crumb of praise was tonic to her self-esteem. She had been less afraid of the effects of liquor than the betrayal of ignorance.


“You are different than I thought. Not at all like you seem at work.”


“Different? How?” She fished for compliments boldly.


“You seem to know more. I bet you’re a girl who knows her way around.”


The third Gibson tasted less like medicine. Since the first sip she had been on the look-out for symptoms of drunkenness like those she had read about in the temperance tracts. Which had related stories of innocents, all unaware, turned to maniacs after the first swallow. Harry had raised his glass to toast her, and she followed the example. This worldly attitude, reflected in the mirrors, made her feel like and actress in the movies. On a white leather piano the musician played one of her favourite tunes.


“Well, here is to sin,” said Harry Preble.


She walked out of the bar with dignity, and with her hand on his arm, floated up the stairs like a veteran of cocktail lounges. In the hotel lobby, people crowded toward the entrance to the world-famous Gold Room where, gilded signs told her, Bernie Boston and his Cambridge Bebop were featured.


“You don’t want to go in there?” Harry asked, scornful, as if the world-famous Gold Room had been some low dive.


“Oh, no, of course not.” A debutante with a hundred nights of fun behind her could have shown no greater boredom.


“I’m glad you feel the same way I do about dinner dancing. They always bring your food just as you get on the dance floor, and when you come back it’s cold. So uncivilized, I think. Don’t you?”


Definite as his opinions seemed, he was constantly seeking corroboration; in action, as well. Although he shot out from the kerb at a wild angle and drove recklessly, Agnes was asked to admire his handling of a car. She agreed with him in everything. Her mood was thoroughly compatible. Nothing bothered her, neither the honking and clamour in the street, nor his petty preening. Knowledge of his weakness – his small stature and delicate build caused him constantly to assert his superior manhood – did not repel her. She felt sorry for him and saw no reason to withhold admiration.
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