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BOOK ONE




  Wake for the Living




Chapter One




  BY THE FRACTION OF AN INCH THEY AVOIDED A CRASH. IT WAS AT the serpentine where the road curved like a double S. The woman

  had been at fault, of course, driving in her imperious fashion at the center of the white line. And with that absurd car, the ancient Rolls gleaming like something behind glass in a museum. Almost

  every morning since he had been staying on the hill, Dr. Volck had seen this woman coast down, rounding the curves in that devil-may-care way. One would have thought her mistress of the hill.




  Through two windshields their eyes met. The length of two radiators measured wrath. The cars stood nose to nose like challenging beasts. It was the woman who gave way, going into reverse and

  backing the Rolls toward the canyon. There was no gnashing of teeth, no grinding of gears. A well-oiled motor and a well-bred woman destroyed fury.




  Her graceful silence mocked Nat Volck’s daydreams. Often of late, seeing these unattainable women in costly cars, he had reflected that the only way to meet them would be to arrange an

  accident. He despised ostentation in both cars and women but the scorn was a distortion of his secret yearning. For he was human and American. In spite of chosen attitudes he was the product of his

  time and place of birth.




  In offering appeasement the woman had been overzealous. Behind the Rolls, with only a six-inch coping as guard, the hill dropped a sheer hundred feet.




  “What are you trying to do, kill yourself?” he shouted. Later, remembering the first encounter with Emmy Arkwright, he saw the commonplace incident as one of those extraordinary

  symbols so often overlooked in the rush of daily living.




  Now he expected his rudeness to be followed by the clash of brakes but the Rolls backed off in oiled dignity. At the edge of the precipice the car stopped. From her place at the wheel the woman

  did not know how close she was to the edge. “Better let me get that monster back on the road for you.” In the silence that followed Nat Volck heard his arrogance echo through the

  canyon. These California women spent their days in cars, handled them as skillfully as men. He stiffened for the rebuke.




  “Thank you so much.” Each sound cut sharply into the silence, without slurs or elisions. An Easterner, thought Nat, a snob, and did not recognize his disdain as another form of

  snobbery. She slid over and offered him her place at the wheel. He had never driven a Rolls but he knew the anatomy of motor cars and in his customary way moved cautiously among new mechanisms. In

  a moment he had her car back, correctly, on the right side of the road.




  She thanked him again. When she smiled her eyes narrowed. They were brown-toned but light, the color of pale sherry. Her short brown hair curved artlessly around her face. Her mouth and teeth

  were large, her nose slightly aquiline. Like her voice her face had distinction. Its real enchantment was its mobility. She made no attempt to conceal excitements. The morning sunshine, a rabbit

  darting suddenly out of a sumac clump, and the flattery of the man’s glance, added to the sum of her pleasure. This was all reflected in the luster and intelligence of her glance.




  She was slender, dressed in brown wool slacks, flat brown shoes, a white silk shirt and driving gloves. Over one shoulder was slung a bag of polished brown leather. There was about this woman no

  sense of acquired glamour, none of the curls, gaudy colors, cosmetics or other adornments which made the women of this world so waxily perfect. Under the white silk shirt the rise of her breasts

  looked natural.




  For an instant the stillness locked these two in a sort of vacuum. The world fell away. No motors disturbed the tranquillity of the hill, no planes roared murderous warnings. But only for an

  instant. They were hardly more than a mile from Sunset Boulevard, on a hill cut by roads and studded by houses. It was inevitable that they should be disturbed by a car.




  Reluctantly Nat moved toward the Chevrolet. If only he had been the glib and easy sort, quick with an attractive speech. “You ought to be more careful on these curves.” This was

  anything but attractive; it showed off one of his worst faults, the tendency toward righteousness. Reddening slightly he added, “I watch you drive down nearly every day.”




  “Oh! Do you live around here?”




  “I’m staying with the Martinsons.”




  “No! Not really,” she said with relish. “I know them well. Harry’s my doctor and Louise, she’s a darling, don’t you think? You must tell her you met Emmy

  Arkwright and that you disapprove of her driving.” Laughing, Emmy Arkwright climbed into her preposterous car.




  He did not start the Chevrolet until she had disappeared around the curve. Her laughter, he thought, had mocked his priggish speeches. From the start he had known that he did not belong on the

  hill, that he was, as they said in that neighborhood, “not the type.” His manners as well as his clothes were inappropriate. He wished he had worn his blue suit that morning, or the

  tweed. The brown wool with the white stripe was the worst of his mistakes.




  At the entrance to the Martinsons’ driveway he stopped the car and looked at the houses on the hill, the Cape Cod, the modern, the Normandy, the Mexican farmhouse, and at the crest, a

  place that stood up like a fortress with a high wall and lamps like gun emplacements around the enclosed tennis court and swimming pool. He hoped Emmy Arkwright did not live in that monstrous

  mansion and wondered which of the others sheltered her.




  From the yard beyond the picket fence Louise Martinson shouted his name. Her house was cottage style, painted yellow with a white trim and geraniums growing out of boxes in the windows. Nat

  admired the place but thought it too stylized, like a stage set, and thoroughly unlike Louise. Certainly there was nothing formal about her now as in faded shorts and bra she sprawled, chewing gum,

  on a yellow pad. Beside her in the playpen her fat baby sucked at the rims of her sunglasses.




  “Hi, Nat, where’s the master? Following?” She squinted toward the road.




  “Harry won’t be home for lunch. Old Mrs. Donahue again.”




  “Of course, it’s Saturday. The old bitch must have a calendar in her veins. Poor Harry. Shall we have lunch here or in the house?”




  Above them on the hill the Dobermans had begun to bark. These dogs were a nuisance. All the neighbors hated them. They belonged to people whose house was hidden by a twist of the hill. From the

  edge of Louise’s yard a stone terrace could be seen, a row of acacias and a slope overgrown with ivy and candy-pink ivy geranium.




  The maid brought lunch to a redwood table set under an olive tree. As always there was too much food and as always Nat made the same remark. Louise’s response, too, was ritual. “Tell

  me, Nat, will it keep people from starving if we don’t enjoy our meals? It isn’t as if we could share the food.”




  “I know,” Nat said humbly. But the carefully contrived sauces turned sour in his mouth. He had only just come back from Europe where, after his release from the Medical Corps, he had

  given three years to an international refugee organization. Working there, living on American rations, smoking American cigarettes, he had felt himself an overfed island surrounded by a sea of

  starvation. Fun and whisky and sexual diversion had not been enough to dull him to the contrast between himself and the sick and starving who came to the hospital for help. All of his friends and

  colleagues had felt the same; shivered in warm clothes and, after substantial meals, suffered remorse like acid indigestion. Their only comfort was the dream of home. For these voluntary

  expatriates, as for their ancestors, America had become the promised land.




  In the dampness of a hospital in Homburg-vor-der-Höhe, a converted villa whose tarnished watering-place elegance mocked the misery it sheltered, Nat had warmed himself with reveries, not of

  his native Chicago which was grayer and colder than the Taunus winter, but of the everblooming paradise of Southern California. Although he had spent two years in Los Angeles he had known little of

  the lotus land. As an interne and resident at St. Matthew’s, he had never had time to tan his skin, nor had anyone invited him to loll beside a swimming pool. Occasionally in

  forty-dollar-a-day suites he had caught glimpses of opulence but never to his own profit, for he had kept his eyes on the patient’s chart, never inquired about his income tax records. His

  roommate, Harry Martinson, kept a notebook with the names and private telephone numbers of the wealthy patients whose blood pressure he had taken.




  When the war started Nat had gone off to treat hernia, flu and venereal patients in a Georgia training camp while Harry had got a deferment so that he could finish his residency at St.

  Matthew’s. Nat had been shipped off to Italy and gone with the First Army into Germany while Harry was kept in the hospital at the Santa Ana air base, forty miles from St. Matthew’s. In

  his letters to Nat he complained bitterly of the Army bureaucracy which kept him from the excitements of combat medicine, and even after he attained his majority continued to moan over the dullness

  of his war duties which were as necessary, he wrote, if not as heroic as Nat’s. His consolation was a sympathetic girl, a Nurse’s Aid . . . “tall, wears glasses but not

  undistinguished,” he confided in a letter to Nat. That Louise happened to be the daughter of a successful Beverly Hills g. p. was, Harry wrote later, just a lucky break. He had not known

  before he slept with her that the doting girl was Dr. James Q. Burke’s only child.




  This proved a lucky break for Nat, too. All in the same season Dr. Burke decided to retire and live on the Monterey peninsula close to his favorite golf course, Harry needed an assistant in the

  office and Nat returned from Germany. “I want a man I can trust,” Harry had written. “Most of the fellows you take into your office are just waiting till your back’s turned

  so they can grab your patients. You know I’ll be fair as regards financial arrangements.” Nat trusted Harry that way, knowing that no one else would have been half so fair. At

  thirty-six he had only war experience behind him, a few hundred dollars saved, no rich or influential friends, no idea of how or where to start a practice.




  On his way to the new life he had stopped to celebrate Christmas with his mother in Chicago. The gray city, bitter cold and barren of snow, had not looked like the America of his dreams.

  Impatient of steam heat and frostbite, he hurried off by plane to California and overnight found green lawns sparkling with artificial snow, Christmas lights strung on giant cacti and palm trees,

  electric candles clipped onto the branches of the hibiscus. Across the terrace of a Moorish villa a life-sized Santa drove eight stuffed reindeer. From the wrought-iron rail of a Spanish balcony

  his brother waved to passing motorists while a third St. Nick, jolliest of all, spilled his sack of toys into the winey purple of the bougainvillea. On New Year’s Eve Nat drank champagne with

  people who tossed half-smoked cigarettes into the fire and sighed with boredom at a buffet laden with nothing more extraordinary than cold turkey and baked ham.




  At the first taste the lotus turned bitter. The colors looked garish, the foliage too lush. Here, between dry hills and the sea, were deposited the dreams of a shorn world. Here the sun shone

  all year upon abundance. Nat was oppressed by it. Among people accustomed to easy living he felt himself an alien longing for the harsh homeland. Louise Martinson said he ought to relax and let the

  sun work on him. For the next three months, dutifully, on Saturday afternoons and Sundays he let the sun do its work. His skin acquired the correct golden surface but underneath he remained as

  rigid and Northern as ever. Harry Martinson in two-hundred-dollar suits, Harry at the wheel of a Cadillac, Harry in tails seemed, to Nat, like a character in the wrong comic strip; Li’l Abner

  as Dick Tracy, Dagwood among the rowdy companions of Lord Plushbottom.




  Nat’s sneers wounded Harry, and with good reason. He had been loyal, generous, and naïvely anxious to show his old friend his home, his suite of offices, his card file of

  patients’ names. There was no logic in Nat’s scorn. Harry had not forsaken ethics or lowered his professional standards when he acquired style. Nat had seen enough of the world to take

  evening clothes for granted, to ride comfortably in Cadillacs and be entertained by wealthy bores. There was no sense in his tormenting himself and irritating his friend because he was too stubborn

  to shed the attitudes of a first-year medical student.




  All of this flowed through his mind, and Louise’s, while they ate. The maid took away cold salmon, mayonnaise, cucumbers, asparagus; brought a bowl of fruit, a platter of assorted cheeses,

  a plate of biscuits. Louise poured coffee.




  “I wish you wouldn’t brood, Nat. We want you to be happy here.”




  “Does it strike you that I’m brooding?”




  “Well, if you don’t mind me being frank.”




  “Go ahead, I deserve it.”




  “All this discontent might be,” she hesitated, wavering between the Gorgonzola and the Brie, “a bit of envy.”




  Nat scowled.




  “You don’t mind this, I hope.” She settled for domestic Jack cheese. “It’s probably because you’re so new here while we’re all so settled. All our

  friends married and established . . .”




  “And successful.”




  “You’ll be successful, too.”




  “I don’t know. Perhaps I haven’t the disposition for this kind of practice.”




  “No, no, no.” Her vehemence showed that she had considered the idea. “After you’re really established here, it’ll be different.”




  Nat leaned forward, chin on hands, elbows on the table. A boy with sloppy habits, his mother had warned, could never hope to move in good society. “I’ve got immigrant fever, you

  mean. I’m awkward like a greenhorn.”




  “Don’t be like that. Everyone’s a greenhorn here. My father happened to come before I was born or I’d have gone through it myself. Lots of our friends who seem like

  natives haven’t been here five years. It’s not that.”




  “What else?” His elbows shoved forward on the table, his face found the protection of a shadow. “My clothes. I’m not custom-tailored.”




  “You’re a fool. Self-conscious as an adolescent.” She fingered a pear, studied an apple, selected a bunch of grapes. “Perhaps you ought to find a place of your own. Not

  that Harry and I don’t love you and enjoy having you with us, but sometimes I think if you had a little place of your own, a small apartment, you wouldn’t feel so discontented. So

  transient.”




  She offered this with such good will that he was loath to explain that he cherished his status as a transient. It gave him the feeling that he was still free to choose another place, another

  practice. Rootless at thirty-six, he was unwilling to establish himself anywhere unless he was sure he had come home.




  “Perhaps you’re right. It may be envy,” he conceded, for his was not the transient nature. He had never meant to wander and seek, but to find his place and settle in.

  “You see, it’s not only a question of my not wanting to work here. They may not want me.”




  “Who do you mean? Not Harry.” Her tone was sharp but guarded.




  “Harry,” he said. “And his crowd. The doctors who recommend each other. And the patients.”




  “Why shouldn’t they want you? You’re a good doctor, intelligent and honest. And human, more human than Harry really. You understand people. It’s only that you won’t

  relax and let yourself.”




  “That’s just it. I feel something, a distance between me and them. I can’t get close to anyone out here.”




  “Is that new with you? Hasn’t the distance always been there? Weren’t you always so austere?”




  “Austere?” He examined the word. “I’ve never been called that before. Harry’s so smooth. He’s got the gilt-edged bedside manner.”




  “But the patients like you. Some are crazy about you. Harry’s a little jealous, I think. Nothing’s wrong on the outside, Nat. What’s eating you? Why are you so intolerant

  of successful people?”




  The arrow hit its mark. Nat retreated farther into the shadow. The muscles of his cheeks tightened and his chin jutted forward. “Is that how I seem to you? Intolerant?”




  “You’d be just as successful if you gave yourself a chance.”




  “Perhaps I’ve been too long with the defeated. Winning a war doesn’t give you much satisfaction if you stay on with the losers.”




  “Just what is it you want? Do you know?”




  “What does any man want? A beautiful home, a beautiful girl, a beautiful income.” Scorn was a safer mask than the shadows cast by the olive tree. He despised himself because he had

  ceased to be sure. It was not only the fear of hazards outside but a yearning for the enticements within that held him reluctant in the lotus land.




  “Among the victors there are choices,” Louise said. “Where there’s plenty there’s competition. Is that what you’re afraid of?”




  “Competition? Never.”




  “Perhaps you are.” Her voice mocked but her eyes were fixed on him softly. “You’re such a good guy, Nat. I wish you’d find yourself that girl.”




  “That’d solve everything, I suppose.”




  “A handsome majority.”




  On the terrace above the Dobermans barked toward the sound of a motor. The angle of the hill and the clumps of sumac prevented Nat’s seeing more of the upper terrace than the acacias and

  ivy geranium. . . .




  A great sighing wind blew in from the Pacific. All the foliage was disturbed. Eucalyptus leaves trembled like the fingers of old ladies. But the mists were dispersed, the cotton-wool atmosphere

  of fog and smog swept away completely. The light was pure crystal, and from the hill the view had changed so that thousands of roofs and wooded spots and curving areas that yesterday had not

  existed appeared in life-size magic. Clarity transformed space, brought the ocean so close that if you stood on the hill and stretched out your arm, you could feel the chill of the water. Louise

  could not go into the house. Holding the baby against her shoulder to protect him from the wind, she carried him to the edge of the canyon. Here the sun was still shining; down below the shadows

  were indigo. Vaguely, while she looked out at houses and roofs, smaller in perspective than a snapdragon stalk, she heard a car stop.




  Presently there was a voice beside her. “It was made for us, just made for us on the hill to look at. The whole thing.” Emmy Arkwright curved out her arm to include the whole thing,

  the deep blue hills beyond the white needle of the City Hall thirteen miles to the east, and shining angles of the hotels and apartment buildings on the western coast. “We’re very

  special people up on our hill. God made this day for us.”




  They both laughed, not because Emmy had said anything clever but because the wind and air made them unreasonably happy.




  “How are you, Louise? Look at that infant! He’s getting heroic. May I hold him?”




  “If he’s willing. He’s sort of unpredictable these days. And this afternoon he’s had a lot of new experiences. I took him to the pediatrician’s for his

  checkup.” Louise was puffed with pride because there had been another baby in the pediatrician’s waiting room, a boy six days older, who was three inches shorter, eighteen ounces

  lighter, and with only two teeth.




  She told Emmy about it, and Emmy listened. No matter how trivial the talk, Emmy gave herself unstintingly. In the meantime she had shifted her bag to her armpit so her hands would be free to

  hold the baby. Quite as though he were a man bending to a woman’s charms, he urged his body toward Emmy’s hands. And smiled for her! She pressed him close, inhaled his perfume and

  brushed her lips across his cheek. “He’s terrific,” Emmy said. “It’s not dangerous, is it, my kissing him?”




  “Why should it be? We don’t believe in isolating babies nowadays. It’s better that they develop immunities.”




  Emmy laughed again. “How do you know I’m not Typhoid Mary?” Now that her hands were occupied she could not shield her eyes, and the light made her squint. She looked wan. The

  radiance was still there, but it was strained thin.




  “How come you’re home so early?” Louise asked. “You don’t usually get in before six.”




  “Checking up on me, huh?”




  “When I’m waiting for Harry I run to the window whenever a car passes.”




  “And it’s only a female neighbor. What a disappointment. Yes, I’m early today. Playing hooky.”




  “Come in and have a drink, won’t you?”




  “One jigger and I’d be under the fence. You know what time I’m going to bed? Six sharp with dinner on a tray and fourteen hours of sleep. If possible.”




  “Why are you so tired? Too much fun?” For the instant Louise forgot her contentment and wondered how it would feel to be like Emmy, a divorcée, a success at business, with

  variety and excitement coloring her evenings.




  “A little event, tribal rites called the fashion show. I don’t know why it is,” Emmy’s voice sharpened, “no matter how far in advance we start getting ready, making

  up models and hiring the girls and all that, we’re always in a panic at the end.”




  “But you were a huge success.”




  “Only fair.”




  “I saw a picture in the paper. We’re always so proud when we see your name.”




  “It was the most commonplace model in the line. My favorite, the one I thought would tear them out of their seats, got a smattering of polite applause.”




  Emmy sounded absolutely gone and Louise wanted to comfort her. “The best things are never recognized by the public. It’s the mediocre, in ideas as well as in material things, that

  become most popular.”




  “I’m losing my touch.”




  “Don’t be silly. You’re tired. When you’re tired everything looks different.”




  The baby squirmed in Emmy’s arms. She tightened her hold on him. Once she had almost had a child, and now she thought of its being there to hold whenever she needed comfort, not bothering

  to remember that by this time it would have been big, with dirty ears and a will of its own. She handed the child back to Louise. “I’ve got to go on, Louise, but I want to ask you

  something. It’s pleasanter than phoning. Would you come in on Saturday? Between five and eight. I’m giving a thing . . . it’s for Lawrence Littlejohn, but don’t let that

  keep you away. And bring that young man who’s staying with you.”




  “Do you know him?”




  “Hasn’t he told you? We almost had an accident on the hill. It’s my fault, I was driving carelessly. I don’t know what’s got into me lately, my mind wanders.

  Senility, no doubt. He seems quite nice. Will you bring him?”




  Later, when Emmy had gone and she was having a cocktail with Harry and Nat, Louise told them about Emmy’s visit. The wind had grown violent. Eucalyptus acorns rattled like hail against the

  roof. The Martinsons’ bar was small and cozy. The glow of firelight on waxed wood, the slanting beamed roof and drawn curtains gave them a feeling of shelter. It was like being in a tight

  little room on a ship during a storm.




  “Why didn’t you tell me you’d met Emmy?”




  “I didn’t think about it,” Nat said. This was a lie. Every day as he drove up or down the hill he expected to meet the Rolls at the S curve.




  “Have you seen Emmy? Did you ask her to do something about those damn dogs?” asked Harry.




  “Oh, darling, I don’t want to row with the neighbors.”




  “You’d rather have your husband kept awake all night,” Harry said.




  “If you’re so keen to get rid of the dogs, why don’t you mention it to Emmy? She’d take it better from you.” Women, thought Louise, would take anything from

  Harry.




  The wind died and they heard the crackle of the fire. Harry settled at the edge of the couch, his hand on Louise’s ankle. Over the cocktail glass her eyes measured the breadth of his

  shoulders, admired the lips, the jaw, the symmetry. A few years before, when he had been slender and in uniform, she had called him a Greek god. He was not fat now for he could not afford to set a

  wrong example to his patients, but his body had thickened and his light brown hair grown so thin that a stranger might say he was bald. Neither he nor Louise ever used that profane word.




  “I haven’t seen Emmy for a long time. Why don’t you ask her for dinner sometime?” Harry said. “She’s a nice girl.”




  The wind had started again. It sighed through the canyon, shivered through the olive trees. If Emmy Arkwright was such a nice girl, reflected Nat, why did she drive that ancient, pretentious car

  and keep dogs that annoyed the neighbors?




  “She’s having a thing on Saturday,” Louise said. “She wants us to come and bring Nat.”




  Nat caught her glance and smiled automatically.




  “A thing,” laughed Harry. “Another party, I suppose.”




  “Cocktails. She’s having it for Lawrence Littlejohn.”




  “Littlejohn.” Harry set his glass down so sharply that drops of liquor spilled over. “Emmy’s traveling high these days. Does she know Littlejohn?”




  “Naturally, if she’s giving a party for him.”




  “The oil man?” Nat asked.




  “Oil’s not the half of it. Pacific Motors, that new combine that’s going to make cars on the coast here. He’s tied up with big steel and aircraft and . . .”




  “Legs,” put in Louise. “He’s got more beautiful legs under contract than anyone else in the movie business.”




  “That’s just a sideline,” Harry said. “Sort of a hobby. Only brings him in about a million a year.”




  “Nice work if you can get it,” said Nat.




  “To Littlejohn peanuts,” Harry explained, picking up his glass and waving it in the air.




  “He does it to cultivate his fetishes.” Louise raised her skirt and studied the modeling of her own slender legs. “His pictures are awful, always the same, legs and

  cowboys.”




  “I’m just a proletarian,” Nat said. “I like legs and cowboys.”




  He did not want to go to a party to meet a man to whom a million a year was just peanuts. Emmy Arkwright would smile at this man and offer her charms, and then she would smile at Nat Volck, but

  it would not be the same. To Dr. Volck, the Martinsons’ guest, she would show courtesy. With Littlejohn it would be all of her womanliness.




  “We can’t go anywhere on Saturday,” Louise told Harry.




  “Why not?”




  “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten. We’re taking the seven o’clock plane. We’ve got to leave this house at six-fifteen sharp.”




  “If I can get off. Let’s not be too sure of our plans, dear. We don’t want to be disappointed again.”




  Louise pouted.




  “You’re a doctor’s wife,” Harry said.




  “I was a doctor’s daughter and we always took vacations. Daddy wasn’t afraid to trust his patients to other doctors.” The insult was deliberate. From time to time Louise

  jarred him out of his complacency by comparing him with Dr. James Q. Burke. “Anyway, now you’ve got Nat here you needn’t worry about being doublecrossed.”




  “Of course we’re going,” Harry conceded. “Only a terrific emergency would keep me.”




  “And Lawrence Littlejohn’s no emergency,” Louise decreed. “We’ve promised to bring the baby for Daddy’s birthday, so don’t give me that business about

  an emergency on Saturday morning. Nat can call a surgeon as well as you.”




  “I’m not interested in Littlejohn,” Harry said. “It’s just that I’m fond of Emmy and don’t want to let her down. Couldn’t we take a later

  plane?”




  “Emmy doesn’t need us, she’s got millions of friends. And we’ll be upsetting the baby’s schedule if we go later. You know how nervous Mother gets when he cries.

  Harry, please, darling, let’s not change our plans this time.”




  “What time’s the party?”




  “From five-thirty on. But we can’t possibly make it and catch our plane.”




  “Perhaps Nat and I could run up for a few minutes. It’d be good for Nat, a good contact.”




  “Good for me or for the office?”




  “Don’t be like that,” Harry said gruffly. “I didn’t mean anything. She’s one hell of a nice girl.”




  “If she’s got that big oil and leg man, what does she need me for?”




  Harry had mixed a second round of Manhattans. As he handed Nat the glass he looked away. The insolent wind entered the room. It crept under the door, curled around their feet. Good God, thought

  Nat, why can’t I hold my churlish tongue. Harry deserved better than this unending stream of insults. Everyone had a different set of rules, and Nat Volck had no right to set himself up as

  arbiter.




  “Sorry,” he said, staring at the cherry in his glass. “I didn’t mean anything. I’ll be glad to go to the party with you, Harry. I wouldn’t mind seeing Miss

  Arkwright again.”




  The next day Nat went into the Beverly Hills shop where grateful patients bought Harry’s Christmas presents. The clerks acted as if customers were members of an exclusive club and Nat let

  himself be cajoled into buying a twenty-dollar shirt and three ties at prices that made him wonder if he had lost his mind. And all because Emmy Arkwright, with whom he had talked for hardly two

  minutes, had taken lodging in his mind. It was not only that he wanted a woman. In this town handsome girls advertised their willingness on the streets, in shops, restaurants, offices, the beach

  and refined homes. A single man—and a doctor—need not even bother to whistle. But Emmy Arkwright had more to offer than sleek good looks and willingness. Just what her enigmatic

  qualities were Nat had not bothered to consider; what he felt was that she had it for him, for Nathaniel Parker Volck, and for him alone.




  If he had thought about it at all, he would have seen the concept as romantic and been ashamed. His affairs had been with nurses, with a widow and a schoolteacher friend of his sister’s,

  and he had been careful not to let himself become involved. He was a normal young man, neither diffident nor overpowering; in no way noticeable, neither tall nor short, but sturdily built and of

  the average height. His face was wide, its planes well-defined as if carved of hard wood. Women liked his eyes. They were wide-spaced, soft, brown and sentimental. His hair had begun to go gray.

  Women liked that, too; they thought he had suffered.




  As he drove down the hill on Saturday morning he passed a caterer’s truck, obviously on its way to Emmy Arkwright’s house. He thought of its load of pastries and ices, petits

  fours, salads and thin sandwiches. He had never before been invited to a fashionable party so that his concept of Emmy Arkwright’s “thing” was drawn from books and the

  movies. Now that his prejudices had been withdrawn he was like a child on the eve of a birthday. He felt good that morning, equal to an oil tycoon to whom a million dollars were peanuts. It might

  have been the briskness of the air, the breeze that blew in from the ocean, the sunshine, or again the resurgence of male energy, whipped up by the memory of a woman and the challenge of a

  rival.




  At twelve-thirty, with the promptness which she reserved for pleasant Saturdays, old Mrs. Donahue had a heart attack. She had reached an age where her only pleasure was making a nuisance of

  herself. Her sons and daughters, too dutiful to acknowledge the malice, denied their suspicions by putting on a show of grief for the doctors. And the doctors, when their turn came, gave a

  demonstration of untiring devotion. When the old lady died she would leave Harry Martinson a legacy of children and grandchildren profitably cautious of their bodies.




  Forced to choose between the Donahues’ gratitude and Louise’s contempt, Harry decided that his wife was the better choice. As a compromise he let Nat accompany him on the sacred

  journey to the Donahue estate. It proved to be a stroke of genius. The dowager opened rheumy eyes to inspect Dr. Martinson’s new partner, and ordered her three granddaughters brought to the

  bedside. They were handsome, strapping girls, California bred, distinguished horsewomen. At six o’clock Harry decided that the patient was out of danger and hurried off to meet Louise at the

  airport.




  The Donahues begged Nat to stay and have dinner with the family. With decent dishonesty he told them that he had, for the old lady’s sake, neglected other patients. Admiring his dedication

  to the only profession they respected, they let him off at last, escorted him to his car and impressed upon him the fact that they were not alarmed by Harry’s absence since they had met

  Harry’s partner.




  It was after seven when he drove out of the iron gates. The wind had died but the air had kept its clarity. The starlike flowers on the hill had closed for the night but there were, incredible

  in March, iris blossoming beside the road and the scent of white stock in the air.




  Emmy Arkwright’s party was at its height. The hill was lined with cars. Nat Volck could not go alone into a strange house, make his way through groups of strangers to a hostess who might

  not recognize him. The new shirt and tie were souvenirs of wasted vanity.




  Louise had given the maid a week-end holiday but had left food in the refrigerator and a note of apology, Nat laughed to think that she offered consolation along with a cold chicken, salads,

  steak and cheeses. He was not hungry, and he mixed a whisky and soda and carried it out to the terrace. The ocean could no longer be seen but between it and the hill stretched chains, squares and

  arcs of emerald, ruby, aquamarine and golden lights. From the garden of the hidden house laughter drifted down and piano music punctuated from time to time by the disapproval of the dogs. He

  thought of the woman he had met on the hill and wondered how she would look in her party dress. Lacking knowledge of women’s clothes he thought of misty fabrics encircling her breasts. Her

  face was no longer clear in his memory. All that remained of the encounter was the clarity of her voice, the imperious and gentle manner, the enormous vitality. He returned to the den, closed the

  doors against music and the night scents, and chose from the shelf several medical journals published while he was abroad. With steely concentration he fixed his mind upon the deterioration of the

  flesh.




  Generalized pruritis of internal medical origin may be a premonitory symptom of a grave internal systemic . . . cigarette stubs accumulated in an ash tray fashioned of clay and

  blackened in the huts of the Indians of New Mexico. The majority of the gastro-enterologists present at the Association meeting . . . from time to time the dogs barked and car horns

  sounded on the hillside. Removal of the adnexa is rendered necessary by the direction of the lymphatic drainage. . . .




  A bell rang, startling him so that he almost jerked himself off the couch. He saw that it was two o’clock and that he had slept almost four hours. The air in the room was foul. Opening the

  doors, smelling the flavors of the night which were particularly pungent there on the hill, he remembered the day and the evening, and noted that there was no longer light and music on the terrace

  above. The bell went on ringing.




  He flung open the front door and saw in the oblique light of the roadside lamp a young man whose length and leanness seemed drawn out to caricature proportions.




  “Is Dr. Martinson here?”




  Nat pressed a switch. The amber-tinted insect repellant bulb gave the visitor’s face the color of an unripe lemon. A moth flew close to it and the hand that pushed it off was all bone and

  tremor.




  “Dr. Martinson’s gone away. Can I do anything?”




  “Are you a doctor?”




  “I work with Dr. Martinson. What is it?”




  “My sister . . .” the moth flew toward his face but the man did not heed it. Clearly then, like a schoolboy reciting a lesson, he spoke without inflection. “My sister’s

  committed suicide.”




  “Haven’t you called the police?”




  “Our phones don’t work. I think she cut the wires. She’s unconscious. Will you come?”




  





Chapter Two




  THEY HAD LIFTED HER FROM THE FLOOR, CARRIED HER TO THE BED, and the housekeeper had covered her with a quilted comforter of

  wine-colored silk. Forrest Arkwright came back to Emmy’s room cautiously. Dr. Volck had rushed down the hill to the Martinson house to call for the ambulance and give his instructions to the

  hospital.




  As limp as if he, too, had taken an overdose of sleeping medicine Forrest clung to a chair. He could not let the housekeeper see that his self-control was hanging by a thread. When the doctor,

  in order to judge the degree of unconsciousness, had tried to arouse pain by pressing his thumbs into Emmy’s skull, on the sensitive spots over the mastoids, Forrest had chewed his lips to

  keep from whimpering. When the rubber tube of the stomach pump was forced down his sister’s throat, he had raced to the bathroom.




  As the doctor came back, the dogs started again. Forrest looked over his shoulder at the figure on the bed, for once hoping his sister had been disturbed by the noisy beasts. A siren

  sounded.




  “There it is,” Dr. Volck said as he came back into the room. “I can’t see how they made it that fast.”




  “Might not be the ambulance,” the housekeeper said. “Might be the fire engines. The station’s just down the canyon, on the other side. We always hear them.”




  “Don’t you want the ambulance to get here, Ida?” asked Forrest Arkwright petulantly.




  “Wanting won’t bring it faster.”




  Forrest went to the window and looked out on the dark hillside. During the war he had served in the Air Corps and been stationed for a good part of the time in England. The sirens of the Los

  Angeles ambulances and fire engines sounded so like the London air-raid warnings that whenever he heard them he was carried back to that period. He had been happy then, and he let himself drift

  into a moment of fantasy that made it seem closer than now. Closer to his ears than the approaching sirens was the high tea-party voice of a girl . . . the real thing, with an

  “honorable” preceding her name. And her face, which Forrest had not bothered to remember, became vivid and more familiar than the face of the woman he and the doctor had lifted to

  Emmy’s bed.




  For the third time Dr. Volck fingered the box they had found on the bed table. By its size he judged it to have contained fifty pills. Harry Martinson had written the prescription on January 25.

  “One every night as directed.” Had she followed these directions there would not now have been much danger. But no one knew whether she had been taking the pills regularly, nor how many

  had been in the box. According to the maid, Emmy had been trying to get over the sleeping pill habit.




  “Can’t you remember when she told you she was quitting them?” Dr. Volck asked.




  “Not exactly,” the housekeeper said. “It was a long time, more than a month. I was giving her that instead.” Each night it was her final duty to place a Thermos filled

  with hot Ovaltine on Emmy’s bed table. It, too, stood empty.




  “She probably used it to wash down the pills,” the doctor said. “If only we knew how many she had left in the box.”




  “If she’d wanted more she could have gotten them easily. They sell them all over town without prescriptions,” Forrest added.




  The housekeeper hovered beside the bed. Around her spare frame she clutched a dark blue robe. She was a proud, neat woman who felt it shameful to be seen in her employer’s bedroom in a

  kimono. She had pale green eyes and the bleached skin of an almost white Negro. “I never touched the pillbox, Doctor, I never believed in medicine to make you sleep. People ought to go to

  sleep natural. I don’t think it’s right, doctors giving them drugs.”




  “Stop chattering, Ida,” Forrest said.




  The sirens had ceased.




  “Like I said, fire engines,” remarked Ida triumphantly.




  “Why are you so pleased? Do you want her to die?”




  “No use getting yourself worked up, Mr. Arkwright. It won’t help your sister and ’ll only make you feel worse.”




  With every passing moment Forrest Arkwright grew older. He had seemed to Nat Volck, as they came up the hill together, hardly more than a boy. He was very tall with a narrow head, small features

  and a mouth of satiny texture with an underlip that had not stopped quivering since Nat first saw him. His hair was cut crew style and his clothes, evidently pulled on in a hurry, added to the

  effect. In flannel slacks, turtle-neck sweater and tweed coat patched with leather at the elbows he looked like an undergraduate worried about examinations. With the maid he was as arrogant as a

  youth, and to the doctor he showed the deferential manner of a prep-school boy. Behind it all was a sort of wariness, a distrust that reduced his sun tan to a wan pallor and deepened the wrinkles

  around his eyes.




  Nat Volck took out a clean syringe, fitted into it an ampule containing 10 ccs. of coramine. The patient had shown no response to the first injection but there was always the possibility that

  the second might be effective. As the needle pierced the vein he asked, “Do you know why she did it?”




  “I haven’t the slightest idea,” Forrest said quickly. For an instant his eyes met Nat Volck’s. The glance held the two men locked in curiosity, each of the other.




  “She seemed happy,” added Forrest.




  Dr. Volck looked around. Emmy’s bedroom gave evidence of a rich and tidy life. Its surfaces showed nothing of the suicide’s torments and depressions. The plum-colored hangings with

  their printed wreaths and mandolins contrasted pleasantly with blue walls. Ornaments and possessions showed her to have been a woman of intelligent and definite taste. Bookshelves overflowed;

  striking watercolors hung on the walls and on the narrow marble mantel stood two Chinese oxblood vases.




  The sirens sounded again, and the dogs split the air with their foul raging. “Shall I quiet them?” Forrest asked.




  “She can’t hear anything.”




  “They make me nervous and you, too, I’m sure.”




  Forrest had reached the lower flight of stairs when he heard a door creak open. “Is Emmy dead?” Crouched over the banister in a pale nightgown, fair hair falling about her shoulders,

  his wife seemed the ghost in the house.




  “I’m going to lock those beasts in the garage.”




  “Please, please do not beat them,” his wife wailed down the stairwell.




  With a final shriek the ambulance came to a stop in the driveway. Forrest was lucky to have got the dogs in the garage for the Dobermans would surely have attacked the attendants as enemies of

  the household. Dr. Volck hurried downstairs to meet the white-coated men. Forrest did not want to see Emmy carried out on a stretcher. He went into the bedroom he shared with Mia.




  “Are they taking her away now?” asked his wife.




  “I’m going with them in the ambulance.”




  “How will you get back without a car?”




  “Taxi.” He looked in his wallet to see if he had the fare.




  Mia returned to her bed. She lay on her back with her arm raised to shield her eyes from the light of a bed lamp.




  “I suppose you’ll go back to sleep,” Forrest said querulously.




  “How would it help for me to stay awake and worry?” Her voice rose and fell in honeyed cadences. As Forrest started out of the room she called, “What about your

  mother?”




  “No use worrying her. We won’t tell her anything now.”




  Ida had followed the stretcher out of Emmy’s room. On the landing she accosted Forrest. “Suppose your mother rings up, Mr. Arkwright? What should I tell her?”




  Forrest was sure Ida had heard Mia’s question and his answer, but he managed to speak in an unruffled voice. “The phones are out of order.”




  “If she drives over here?”




  “At this time of night?”




  Ida sighed. “You know how your mother is about her diamond wrist watch.”




  “Tell her Miss Arkwright’s asleep. Tell her you can’t disturb her.”




  “I’ll look for the watch. Maybe I’ll find it in her bedroom,” Ida said.




  Shrieking along the streets in the ambulance, riding the clamor, Forrest thought again of the London air raids, of the nights he had spent in furtive basement clubs, drinking and dancing to

  execrable jazz, making love to the “honorable” and whispering promises which both knew would never be kept. Somewhere between the reveries and the siren he heard Dr. Volck. “You

  say she seemed happy. Then why do you think she did it?”




  A vein beat in Forrest’s temple. His right eye twitched in resentment of the impudence. The doctor had been called in to treat Emmy’s body. “Would it help you to save her if

  you knew?”




  “It might. Perhaps not at this stage, but later, when she recovers consciousness.”




  Forrest relaxed against the back of the metal and leather chair. “Sorry if I seem rude. I’m nervous.”




  “I understand.”




  “My sister and I were very close. Always very close.” Forrest’s mouth had gone dry. His lips had difficulty with the words.




  Listening to the heavy breathing that punctuated the statement, Nat Volck saw them together, clean, well-dressed children, their heads bent over a parchesi board.




  “Emmy wasn’t depressed. Not at all. On the contrary,” Forrest offered this as expiation for his show of bad manners, “she seemed very happy lately. In good spirits.

  Tired, of course, from working too hard but Emmy’s always worked hard. She seemed to enjoy being tired. It made her feel—” for the first time since his sister had been discovered

  on the floor of her bedroom, Forrest smiled—“virtuous to work too hard.”




  “What kind of work?”




  “She designs lounging garments.”




  “Lounging garments?” Volck’s ignorance of the language of fashion made it sound like a foreign phrase.




  “Negligees, housecoats, robes, hostess gowns, lounging pajamas. A few playclothes, too. It’s a wide field, growing vaster as women learn to relax,” said Forrest glibly.




  “I see,” Nat considered the catalogue. Negligees, housecoats, robes, hostess gowns, lounging pajamas, the sort of things Harry Martinson’s patients wore when they were first

  able to get out of bed. He had never dined in a house where a woman wore a hostess gown, and it seemed to him that there could not be enough of such things sold to pay for Emmy Arkwright’s

  house and the maid, the car, the dogs, the water colors and Chinese vases. This made him all the more curious about her, and he groped for knowledge by saying in a casual way, “She must have

  done pretty well at it.”




  “Yes, she’s fairly successful,” her brother answered in a voice that accepted success as the usual thing among the right sort of people.




  “This party today? If she was so tired, perhaps—” Nat’s voice filled a pause between the death and rebirth of the siren’s wail—“it contributed to her

  depression.”




  “No, not at all. She was pleased about the party. Emmy always loved giving parties.” Unaware of its significance Forrest used the past tense.




  “She’d been drinking. That accented the impulse, of course.”




  “Not much. Emmy could never drink a lot,” Forrest said in defense of his sister. “The third Martini always went to her head.”




  “The third Martini goes to most people’s heads. What proportions do you make them? Three to one, I suppose.”
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