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  Chapter One




  UNEXPECTEDLY the mood returned, harsh and sudden as the change in weather. Jean McVeigh had been walking down Piccadilly (or was it up? You never know

  in a place where they speak of the bottom of the street) in time to a tune played by a one-eyed beggar in a rubbed silk hat. The tune was an old friend. She had danced to it when she was seventeen

  and hopeful. For sixpence the beggar gave her a lascivious, enchanting grin. Farther along she bought a tight bundle of primroses from a crone who muttered toothlessly, “God bless you,

  m’lady.” All of this while the sun slid past innocent clouds and the sky was a pallid arch tinted to show off the luster of London roofs. While she turned her back to laugh at horrors

  in a hat-shop window the clouds betrayed her. In an instant they had massed like devil-driven mobs, turned crystal light to leaden gloom, attacked with icy, ink-colored pellets. Fog crept out of

  chimneys and manholes and narrow alleys.




  Close beside her someone shouted, “Piper, lidy?” Under umbrellas people thronged past, hurrying on important errands or off to meet with gay friends. A newspaper had been thrust at

  her chest; Nylon Clew in Honeymoon Murder. “No, thank you,” she said wearily and raised the hood of her raincoat. She had worn it, as the English do, on a sunny day and now knew why. A

  few days before, when she had bought it, amused because the salesman called it a mac, she had seen herself striding through rain, breathing sweet moisture, absorbing England by inhalation. Now she

  found herself crouched and servile, the dampness cramping her chest. A cab driver saw her and stopped at the curb. Meekly she crept in and in ten minutes of tangled traffic traveled a distance she

  might have walked in three. At The Gloucester a liveried doorman bowed her out of the taxi. Jean floundered with her purse, worked at mental arithmetic, worried about the cars lining up behind the

  waiting cab, overtipped, then fled the ghosts of bad form.




  At this hour the hotel was filled with voices as brittle as its china teacups. Every chair in the great hall was occupied by wraps, handbags, packages and people; in the lesser lounges each

  coffee table surrounded by tea drinkers. Jean wondered whether to endure the mood privately or brave it out among the voices that spoke so cozily of friendships and parties, darling Tony and

  Father, Boo, Pamela and dear old Nanny. The Gloucester had been recommended (by a spinster on the Rome plane) as the one luxury hotel that retained true English character. Jean never walked through

  the halls without feeling she had strayed into a drawing-room comedy.




  Looking around as if she sought friends, she noticed a man’s appraising glance. On her second day at the hotel she had become aware of him because he wore an old-fashioned mustache,

  luxuriant, parted in the middle, spiked at the ends and of a rich, gingery color. He seemed to stare without seeing as though she were transparent. Jean hurried off, along the passage toward the

  Tudor Bar. The door was closed, neither bartender nor bottle in sight. Further along the passage she found a room she had never seen, smaller than the other lounges, cozy as a private sitting room.

  The damasks were worn, chintzes dim, but the brass fender had been kept golden bright with rubbing, the mahogany rosy. Under the Adam mantel a fire burned, of gas logs but certainly pleasanter than

  the sterile stoves set during the war into fireplaces and kept, even in luxury hotels, through the years of coal rationing.




  Pressed together on a settee a pair of lovers held hands behind empty teacups. Jean smiled an apology for her intrusion. Wordlessly they gathered up macs and umbrellas. The desertion unnerved

  her. She plunged into her bag for a fresh paper handkerchief.




  A wall button pressed often and with determination brought the waitress, a squarely built woman who moved at her own pace and had time to be cheerful. “Good afternoon, Modom,” she

  said, not looking at Jean until she had swept up the shilling the male lover had left for her.




  “What does a person do to get a drink around here?”




  “Shall I bring tea?”




  “A drink,” Jean insisted, not wanting one so much as wanting something to go her way. She needed a symbol.




  “The bar opens at five-thirty,” said the waitress, long enured to the ways of foreigners. She spoke gently as to a child. “Five-thirty’s opening time according to our

  law.”




  This was not the way Jean’s imagination had planned it. In English books and plays the people drank their bloody whisky and sodas constantly. “Why five-thirty? If you’re trying

  to keep people from drinking, why not all the time? Of course they tried that in America and it didn’t work.” Her voice dropped off. The fact was well known and could be of no interest

  to the waitress. She had gone on talking merely to exercise a rusty voice.




  “We’ve no law against drinking in our homes. Or a hotel where one is resident.”




  “But I’m staying here. Room one sixty-five. Does that make it legal? A double Scotch on the rocks, please.”




  “On the rocks, Modom?”




  “With ice. No water.”




  “Yes, Modom.” Repeating the phrase with relish, “on the rocks,” the waitress departed.




  “Yes Modom, no Modom, on the rocks Modom. You said it Modom,” Jean murmured and tossed away her primroses. She missed the wastebasket, the bouquet fell apart and she had to pick the

  scattered flowers off the carpet. The gesture and its anticlimax made her laugh, secretly, at herself.




  “Darling!”




  Male, vital, American, the voice kindled courage. “Hi!” Jean threw back the hood of the raincoat, whirled around.




  He began with a lover’s lilt, “I hadn’t expected you so early,” saw her face and said with diminished vitality, “Sorry, I took you for someone else.”




  She worked at being game. “My bad luck. For a bright moment I thought you were trying to pick me up.”




  “It was stupid of me. She’s at Ealing. The girl I took you for. You’re wearing the same raincoat.”




  “It’s practically a uniform. I thought it so dashing when I bought it but there must be millions in London.”




  The waitress brought Jean’s whisky. “Hi, Molly,” the man said.




  “Oh, Mr. Howell, this is a pleasant surprise.” Molly’s smile was brightened by as fine a set of false teeth as could be seen in any East End shop window. She hurried to accept

  Mr. Howell’s hand. “As welcome as the flowers of May if I may remark it, sir. Did you find it pleasant in Paris?”




  “Paris wasn’t the half of it. I’ve been all over the map since I saw you, Beauty. Rome, Munich, Paris, Tangiers.”




  “Fancy,” Molly said. “I hope the journey was worth the trouble.”




  “Terrific!” exclaimed Mr. Howell.




  His voice had authority and quick enthusiasm. Mr. Howell’s chin was cleft, dimples played beside his rosy, restless mouth. His head was small and well shaped, its structure defined by the

  short haircut. He might have been twenty-eight or thirty-eight; one never could tell with these sun-tanned, crew-cut types. He had a long, strong, muscular neck which accented breadth of shoulder,

  narrowness of head and gave him the proportions of Greek sculpture.




  Molly dusted a dustless table, set down Jean’s drink. “On the rocks, Modom.”




  “Wait,” Jean said as the waitress started away. “Bring one for Mr. Howell. What’ll it be?” At once she regretted the invitation. She had sought relief, some opening

  of the vents that closed off the stifling humiliation of loneliness, but knew, as she waited, that her arrogance deserved rejection.




  “Nothing, thanks.”




  “Please.” She loathed herself for every movement of advance but lacked the strength for retreat.




  “I’d rather not drink now.” Mr. Howell took a chair on the opposite side of the room and began to strum industriously on the arm. For all he noticed Jean might have been

  another chair.




  This became intolerable. As though she were about to propose some gallant toast she held the drink aloft. The gesture was not one which she could keep up. She drank in silence. On the mantel a

  Victorian clock struck a chime like the echo of century-old spinster laughter.




  Mr. Howell regarded Jean thoughtfully. “Lonely, huh?”




  “Does it show?” Like a deformity, she thought, and hastened to cover up. “I hoped it would amuse you to exchange a bit of gay persiflage with a compatriot.”




  “Are you here on business?” At this Jean laughed honestly and the man said, “Your husband’s business?”




  “Wrong again, Mr. Howell.”




  “If you’re lonely, why do you stay?”




  “Where’s it any better?”




  “Haven’t you a home?”




  “You don’t know what it’s like where I live.” Crawling with shame that threatened to appear on her cheeks in uneven blushes, she protected herself with a swagger. It was

  not like Jean McVeigh to pursue the reluctant male.




  “Where’s that?”




  “Heaven. Just super-heaven.”




  “You’re an American?”




  “Can you doubt it?”




  “Where’s home?”




  “Beautiful Pasadena, a suburb of beautiful Los Angeles.”




  “To a lot of people that is heaven.”




  “A lovely place to visit but have you ever tried living there?”




  “You’re talking about home.”




  “An Angeleno!” They both laughed because the word which was common in local papers became, when spoken, synthetic.




  “I was born,” he confided, “in Milwaukee but we went West when I was nine. My father thought he was going to make a fortune.”




  “Don’t they all? Although they’ll tell you piously it was for the sunshine.”




  “You don’t like sunshine!”




  “If you want your brains baked dry. Or your skull turned to a casserole.” She laughed off key. “In my family the gray matter’s been dried out for generations.”




  “You must like London.”




  “How would I know? I haven’t seen it for rain.”




  “Is there any climate you do like?”




  “That’s a question I often ask myself.”




  He looked again at the watch strapped to his wrist by a thin gold band. His nails were manicured, his shirt and suit of fine material, his tie delicately shaded and all of his accessories were

  the kind advertised as necessary to the happiness of young men. From the outer lounges came the chorale of teatime chatter and somewhere far off church bells struck. Jean had finished her whisky

  and rang again for the waitress.




  “This time you’ve got to drink with me.”




  “You don’t need another,” he said.




  “Would it matter very much to you if I had one?”




  “I don’t like to see American women getting drunk in foreign countries.”




  “Please don’t worry about me,” sniffed Jean in what she hoped was the voice of irony. “I’ll never disgrace the Stars and Stripes. I loathe liquor. Whisky, gin,

  cognac, none of ’em do me any good.”




  “Why do you drink?”




  “It makes loneliness poignant instead of just plain dreary.”




  The man cocked his head in order to see her better. Jean thrust out her feet. Her ankles were her favorite feature; she wore extravagant shoes. They failed to capture Mr. Howell. Desperate for

  his attention Jean could think of nothing to say until Molly had come again and gone.




  “What’s your other name, Mr. Howell?”




  “Stuart. Spelled with a u. It’s a family name.”




  “I’m Jean McVeigh. How do you do, Mr. Howell?”




  He glared at his watch again as if his disapproval could push time forward. Jean caught his attention with another harsh, meaningless laugh. Quickly, before the fine thread snapped, she told

  him, “At home we drink a lot because there’s nothing else to do at night. Unless you can lose yourself in bridge. Or canasta. My sister and her husband have three TV sets for two

  people, three cars, too. Otherwise they’d consider themselves sunk. My other brother-in-law’s in love with his ulcer. Last night I had to choose between The Way of the World

  with John Gielgud and Romeo and Juliet at the Old Vic. Shakespeare won. Afterward I drank a noxious brew called coffee and cried into it. Do you think I’m crazy?”




  Mr. Howell contemplated an etching; Salisbury Cathedral. His fingers played another arpeggio on the arm of the chair. Jean smoothed out a disgusting paper handkerchief (the only one she had

  left) and blew her nose. “Fascinating type, huh? Don’t you just love me?”




  “Sorry.” He offered the word with rueful charm. “Fact is, I’ve been worrying about a personal problem.”




  “Aren’t we all? Perturbed and self-engrossed and busy scratching our secret sores.”




  “Mine,” he gave emphasis to the personal, “happens to be important.”




  “Love,” she suggested.




  “I might have known a woman would say that.”




  “Excuse me, I’m a witless female with a single-track mind.”




  “Is love your trouble?”




  “I’m twenty-eight years old and no man’s ever been in love with me.”




  “It’s rare to meet an honest woman,” Stuart Howell said.




  “I’m thirty.”




  “Maybe you’re too honest. The truth never seduced any man.”




  “What should I be? Kittenish? With this face?”




  “What’s supposed to be wrong with it?”




  “Could you make it the object of a love dream?”




  “It’s a good strong face.”




  The room had grown warm. Jean rose to pull off her raincoat. The man sprang forward to help her. They stood close together. “A doll face isn’t the only thing a man goes for. And

  you’ve got plenty of the other thing, dear.”




  “Dear?”




  “It’s just a habit.”




  “Oh, dear,” she sighed in mock despair.




  “Only with girls who appeal to me.”




  This, the game played between men and women, delighted Jean, who was not often asked to join in. “Keep it up. You’re making me feel like five other girls.”




  “Have faith in yourself. Self-confidence is all anybody needs for success. Be audacious.” Tension and sincerity gave life to platitudes. The eyes affirmed ardor, the voice

  commanded.




  Be audacious! “Will you give me lessons?”




  “That’s the stuff, honey.”




  “Private lessons?”




  “You’re quick at catching on. Keep it up and your troubles are over. There’s nothing wrong with your face. A woman doesn’t have to be a beauty queen to land a

  husband.”




  This hurt. She had tried audacity and been rebuffed. Briefly, in darting glances, crackling undertones, flashes of irony, she had found adventure on foreign shores, the romantic encounter of

  travelers abroad who, but for chance, might have bumped fenders on one of the Los Angeles freeways. The last sentence dimmed the sparkle. The meeting had become as lusterless as conversation in her

  sister’s rumpus room. “You sound like my family, thank you. I prefer independence.”




  “Quit fooling yourself. You’re normal. If you’d act like a woman you’d get your man.”




  “How should a woman act? Coy? Imagine me simpering.”




  They were no longer alone. Four Englishmen had settled around a coffee table to talk of debentures. Molly came in and in her slow, good-natured way explained that this was the busiest hour, that

  a staff of four was expected to do the work of eight. When she had taken their orders she turned to Stuart Howell.




  “What about you, sir? Wouldn’t you like your tea now?”




  “I’m waiting.”




  “I hope the young lady doesn’t keep you too long.”




  He looked at his watch again. Jean finished her drink. “How long would it take a person to get here from Ealing?”




  “Ealing?” His eyes were dark, mischievous and knowing. “About half an hour. Why?”




  “Would you like me to clear out?”




  “Whatever you prefer, dear.”




  She saw the word for what it was, flattery tossed with careless charm like his beauty addressed to a stout waitress with false teeth. There could be no lingering now. “Well,

  goodbye.”




  He called her back. “Haven’t you forgotten something?”




  She whirled around, unreasonably happy. He held her raincoat. After the wild thrust of hope she found this a rebuff. “I want to forget it.”




  “Don’t be like that. It’s brand new.”




  “I’m not. The same seedy garment underneath.” Her laughter was unreasonable, raw-edged. The Englishmen were drawn from their debentures. “For a couple of seconds you made

  me forget.”




  “If you don’t value your merchandise enough, how can you hope to get buyers?”




  “Don’t try to build me up again, please. The collapse is too painful.”




  “The trick,” Stuart Howell explained, “is to know what you want and go after it. Don’t let anything stand in your way. Not anything.”




  She met his glance, audaciously. “I know what I want now.”




  “Then go after it. A girl with your guts can’t miss.” In handing her the raincoat he touched her wrist. “And remember, dear, you’re not homely.”




  “You’re beautiful.”




  She said it not quite aloud. When she was no longer in the man’s presence she saw him alive and beautiful, heard his voice fall and rise in a kind of response that was no mechanical

  flattery, created conversation free of cliché. She slept with his image, woke in the morning to the timbre of that voice. Such dreams, better fitted to an adolescent than this tall, craggy

  woman of thirty, were refuge from bitter loneliness. In a letter to her sister she said she had met a man from Los Angeles.




  For three days it rained and for three days Jean waited.




  She saw Hampton Court, visited Gray’s Inn, Lincoln’s Inn, Chancery Lane, ate a lonely chop at the Cheshire Cheese, walked on the Embankment, paid a second visit to the National

  Gallery, worked her way with guidebook through the crypt of the Abbey, saw the Tate and the Wallace Collection and at night, dazzled, chose theater or opera. For all she saw and heard she might

  have been at home in front of the television. Through speech and spectacle, aria and gag she thought about Stuart Howell. Twice she saw him at the hotel, once in conversation with a man in a

  fur-collared overcoat, once hurrying out to leap into a white Lincoln Continental. She haunted the small lounge, lingered in the halls, drank Scotch on the rocks in the Tudor Bar.




  The weather, always a surprise, turned raw. Five days before its end March threatened to go out like a lion. On the second noon after her meeting with Stuart, she returned from one of her

  sightseeing tours, wind-battered and shivering. As she waited before the elevator doors a hand fell upon her arm. Heat jetted up within her. She whirled about, arranging furs and face, hand clasped

  above the flutter of her heart.




  “Young lady, your bag is open.”




  The voice was fuzzy, strangely inflected. Her temperature plunged down again. “Oh, thank you.” She closed the bag with frosty fingers.




  “Aren’t you going to look inside and see if anything is missing?”




  “That doesn’t worry me.”




  The man moved into the range of vision. He wore a fur-collared overcoat; the man she had seen talking to Stuart Howell! The gates of happy chance flew open. So did the door of the elevator. Jean

  did not hurry into the car.




  “You are too trustful, young lady. I hope you will not be disappointed.”




  She said tartly, “I’ve been disappointed. I’m used to it. But I’ve never had my pocket picked.”




  “You’re an American then?”




  “You think American pockets are never picked?”




  “Constantly. But you are too naïve to notice or too rich to care.” The man laughed, watching Jean from under great growths of eyebrows, twisting a slight mustache. He was

  Continental but his accent, so far as she could determine, was not French, Italian or German. From under the bushy brow he directed a glance at her legs.




  Afterward Jean was sorry she had not lingered to talk to this man and, more important, to listen. While she wondered whether to snub or encourage him, a page boy in the hotel’s

  gold-braided purple uniform brought word that Mr. Howell would return at six o’clock, sir.




  Instead of a picture gallery Jean visited a hairdresser that afternoon. “On the rocks, Modom?” cried Molly, finding her at five-forty in the small lounge. She brought the drink too

  quickly. Jean did not want to finish it because she needed the filled glass as excuse for her presence here. To detain Molly she asked, “Is Mr. Howell still staying in the hotel?”




  “I believe so, Modom.”




  “Does he always stay here?”




  “When he’s in London. He travels a lot, on the Continent and often back to America.”




  “Have you known him long?”




  “Oh, yes, Modom.”




  “What does he do?”




  Molly flicked her napkin at an empty table. “I believe he’s what they call a promoter.”




  “Of what?”




  “I couldn’t say. They make money. Anything else, Modom?”




  Across the room an Englishwoman in a tweed suit with boxed shoulders (circa ’48) drank tea and ate limp sandwiches, bread, butter, jam and lumpy pastries. Jean sipped the whisky, which had

  become sweeter as the ice melted. At six o’clock exactly (both looked at their watches) the woman wiped butter from her fingertips and went to the radio.




  “I hope you don’t mind,” she said as the BBC announcer’s cultured eager voice came through. “The radio in my room’s out of order and Sir Adrian’s doing

  Mozart’s Requiem.”




  “How jolly,” said Jean, concerned because the woman might be here with a holy, music-lover’s look when Stuart Howell came in. There could be no bright interchange, no capture

  if they were obliged to hiss at each other in whispers.




  “Perhaps you don’t care for Mozart.”




  “I don’t care for requiems. Feel too much like one myself.”




  “I’m so sorry.” The woman, shocked by curtness, adjusted herself gently so that her voice suggested a visit to a house of mourning. She snapped off the radio.




  “I’m sorry. Turn it on again, please.”




  “Not if it disturbs you so much.”




  “No, I insist.” Jean swaggered across the room to snap on the radio again. “I don’t want you to go around saying Americans stink.”




  “I doubt that I’d use that word.”




  Both laughed. Jean could not let it go at that. “I like music. Honestly. In Salzburg I went to concerts every night. Most of them Mozart. In Vienna, too.”




  “You’re very lucky.”




  They sat with the music between them. Jean finished her drink and rang the bell. When Molly came she asked the music-lover to have a drink with her. There was some fussing over this, the woman

  refusing, Jean insisting and finally asking Molly to bring something, whatever this guest usually ordered.




  “Pink gin, Miss Gore?”




  “I’ve never heard of pink gin,” said Jean, delighted by the foreign discovery.




  “It’s nothing but gin and bitters,” Miss Gore explained.




  Jean would not have her pleasure dwindled. “Bring Miss Gore a large pink gin and for me . . .”




  “The same, Modom?”




  “No, no, only a small one. A single.” To Miss Gore she explained, “I’ve got to keep my dignity. I’ve so little left.” Her voice reached a curious pitch. She

  felt awkward and knew she must keep tight hold so that when Stuart Howell came in he would find a composed woman of the world.




  “You’re lonely, aren’t you?”




  This, the second accusation, unnerved Jean. Like a girl who has no date for Saturday night, she tried to draw attention from her guilt. “In almost six months I’ve barely spoken a

  word except, ‘Nice day, isn’t it?’ or ‘Non, merci, pas du poisson.’ All those years of French verbs just to say I don’t want fish.”




  “You have compensations.” Miss Gore became stern. “Vienna, Mozart in Salzburg. We did things like that before the war. Why do you travel alone?”




  “Does it shock you?”




  “Englishwomen traveled alone when no other ladies stirred out of their drawing rooms without chaperones.”




  “I’m not intrepid.”




  Molly returned with the drinks. Glasses were raised wordlessly. The aging spinster and the junior understood each other. Neither gave ear to Sir Adrian and the Requiem. Miss Gore said

  she had seen a most interesting film recently about an American girl traveling in Italy.




  Jean had seen it, too, at home in California. “Just before I started on my trip. I was all agog for an illicit adventure.”




  “Have you had any luck?” asked Miss Gore, twinkling.




  “My hand’s still a virgin for kisses.”




  “The world could be so pleasant. What a pity there have to be men.”




  “I still want one,” Jean declared.




  Miss Gore nodded. “If I were younger I’d emigrate. In Australia they say there’s a shortage of women.”




  It was well past six, the Requiem almost over and no sign of Stuart Howell. A page boy brought in the evening papers, set them out in a neat row on the table. His purple uniform

  inherited from another generation of page boys was too loose at the collar, too tight across the shoulders. Miss Gore looked up, her eyes pretending they had not fed upon the latest headline: New

  Suspect in Honeymoon Murder. Gas fire gave the room a sweet faint acid smell.




  “I think I’ll fly home next week.” Jean’s voice went flat with defeat.




  “To California? You ought to be very happy.”




  “All that sunshine!”




  Miss Gore muffled a cough. “You don’t know how fortunate you are.”




  “I do know, I do.” Jean leaped up, shaken by a fury that rose from nowhere, from darkness, disappointment, the vacuum of frustration. “I don’t appreciate my privileges.

  I’m spoiled, neurotic, selfish, everything you think about American women.” She saw that Miss Gore had turned from her display and addressed the stealthy small flames licking imitation

  logs. “I wish to God I’d spent my life in a lousy climate. Maybe if I’d starved through a war and been cold and lost all my money I’d have courage like yours. Modom, I

  salute you.” She flung her fur coat about her shoulders and stamped out of the small lounge.




  Through the big hall Jean strode with such urgency that people looked up as she passed. At the hotel entrance the doorman, caught by the infection of her haste, hurried to find a taxi. Almost at

  the same moment a cab drove up, its door opening before the wheels had stopped. She waited under the sodden awning while the passenger paid his fare and the driver slowly counted out change.

  “Hi, there, how are you?” asked Stuart Howell and raced past her into the hotel.




  The doorman waited beside the cab, triumphant as if he had brought a miracle to pass. There was no other way for her but to climb in. “Where to, Modom?” Because it was the first name

  that came to her mind, she said, “Covent Garden.” As penance she bought a ticket, not noticing until she had paid that it was for an opera she had heard two nights before.




  In their first conversation (twenty minutes at best) Stuart Howell had let Jean know he was a man whose mind was possessed and heart engaged. Her preoccupation with him was out

  of all proportion to the circumstances, or to sanity. She told this to herself over and over but failed to weaken her intense longing for another meeting. Jean was at a bad point of her life, the

  end of one phase and the beginning of nothing. The European trip had been her challenge to herself. To go home without change could have meant resignation.




  Home was a geographical term. She had seen the Persian and Chinese carpets rolled into vans, the urns, the statues, the firedogs and wrought-iron gates carted off, marble mantels carried on

  pulley ropes through windows. Everything had been too large, too heavy, too substantial; even the Steinway grand too cumbersome for what her sisters called the contemporary mood. The gardens had

  been divided into tracts, each large enough for a rancho-style house with a swimming pool crammed against a wall. She might have bought one of these or set up an apartment but either would

  have been compromise, a spinster’s home. There had been excuse for the unmarried state while she carried the burden, happily yielded by her sisters, of devotion. Like all the other adornments

  of her father’s life, his final illness had been slow and pompous. There had been nurses who resisted bullying, chauffeurs who walked out on his nagging. Long after his first stroke the old

  man had clung to his youngest daughter. The nine years which should have been her most fruitful were given to decay. When her father died Jean had felt herself as deserted as the mansion with the

  For Sale posted on its drying lawn.




  Both sisters had been beauties, important debutantes, photographed brides. Long before her sad debut they had tried to teach Jean the tricks. “Let a man talk about himself . . . flatter .

  . . laugh at his jokes . . . let him win the games. And,” they inferred, “suspect his intentions.” Theirs was an arrogant world of second-generation aristocrats in a young

  community where skepticism was as common, and ruthless, as complacence. The newcomer was measured with a jealous yardstick, his prospects and ambitions reflected in cynical mirrors. Over the years

  a procession of sons of good families, of business associates, of friends of friends’ friends had been marched through a succession of exclusive clubs, smart cocktail lounges, desert,

  seashore and mountain resorts, guest ranches, and the living rooms, gardens, tennis courts, rumpus rooms, dens of friends and friends’ friends.




  All of these young men could not have been so colorless, dull-witted, tongue-tied as they seemed when Jean, placed beside them at dinner, left alone with them in den or garden, sent off to swim,

  ride or play golf, tried to chatter, divert, entertain and show she had personality. There was never any contact. Inevitably a vacuum developed. Her self-consciousness, made morbid by the knowledge

  that her sisters awaited the accounting, infected the man. There were always lame excuses, strained gallantry on the male side; and from Jean stubborn refusal to have another date with the trapped

  creature.




  Her brothers-in-law, who had seen the gawky girl grow up and become fond of her, could never understand the failures. Jean was, when not forced into their molds, the most spirited among them,

  the first to dive into the pool, laugh at a joke, the liveliest at family parties. Her sisters, dutiful workers on committees that promoted culture in their community, never listened as Jean did at

  a concert nor read so intently the words of a visiting author. Intensity, her older sister decreed, was the flaw; she frightened men. After much argument Alice succeeded in getting Jean on the most

  fashionable couch of the season. The effect of three sessions was almost fatal. For years Jean’s spirit had been nourished by a dream; the psychoanalyst’s probing had grazed its edge.

  She would rather have died than yield to his formulae.




  She had come on this journey to prove herself. Far from skepticism, unhampered by prejudice, she could hope without shame. Her courage was slight. A small defeat sent her scurrying off like a

  mouse to its secret tunnel. Fear had caused her to rush out of the hotel before Stuart Howell’s arrival in the cab, pride kept her from returning. She spent a sleepless night arguing against

  the sense of failure. The next morning she hurried out early, idled in shops, bought things she would never use and decided, as she ate a fishy lunch in a restaurant entered at random, that she had

  no reason for staying in England. No sane person would endure such weather. The taxis were all taken and she had no energy for waiting on the curb. She walked back in the rain and was thoroughly

  exhausted.




  After a hot bath and a nap she felt better, telephoned down for a double Scotch and, with the courage it gave her, dared a new dress, unlocked her jewel box and slung her mink coat over her

  shoulders. She sauntered through the halls and lounges, trying to look as if she had a date. In the small lounge she drank a double Scotch on rocks; nothing happened. This decided her. She went

  around to ask the porter if he had an airplane schedule.




  “Overseas or Continental, Modom?”




  “Hi!” Stuart Howell raised his head, smiling as if he had expected her, merely glancing over the Continental timetables while he waited. “Where’ve you been keeping

  yourself all this time?”




  “I’ve been busy,” she said.




  “You’re looking fine.”




  “Thank you.” She was careful to keep down the notes of rising ecstasy.




  “Nice dress.”




  “Do you like it? Really?”




  “Paris, I suspect.”




  The dress was superbly cut, tight at the waist, low-necked, slit to the knee, molded over her breasts, shocking. “I was rather afraid. It’s not my style.”




  “You never knew your style until you bought that. It’s a real man-catcher.” His hand lay warm upon her arm. “Got a date for dinner?”




  Jean could not tell whether this was question or invitation. She lowered her eyelids and waited. This, like the dress, was not her style but she adopted it now, boldly. Fear dwindled; she felt

  herself a woman, a man-catcher. With his hand on her arm, the man started walking. She accepted guidance, smiling at her crazy decision to fly home tomorrow. Stuart Howell had asked a question,

  taken her arm; a matter of life and death had been decided.




  “I’ve got a proposition. This time you have a drink with me.”




  “I thought you didn’t like to see American women drinking in foreign countries.”




  “I’m trying to be friendly to a compatriot.”




  They entered the Tudor Bar arm in arm. Heads turned to look at a laughing woman in a perfect dress, with a perfect escort. Before their drinks were brought they were talking easily. (Get him to

  tell you about himself, show an interest in his business, you’ll have a man eating out of your hand.) For almost a year he had been working on some kind of deal that sounded, in that rapid,

  ardent voice, like an adventure story; six transatlantic flights, all the European capitals, Tangiers. “That’s where you see international money really working. I might settle there

  some day; I’ve been thinking about it.”




  “Tangiers. Why?”




  “Money’s free. Any currency in the world is good. And flexible. And there’s no income tax.”




  “You make it sound so interesting. Usually I’m bored when men talk about money.”




  “It can be the most exciting thing in the world.”




  “Perhaps it’s why I’m so dull. My income’s mostly from real estate and tax-free bonds.”




  A young girl in a buccaneer’s hat waited at the door of the bar. For an instant her eyes rested on Stuart’s face. Jean raised her glass to hide the twitching of her mouth. A man

  hurried across to her and the girl followed him, pausing the fraction of a second as she passed Stuart’s’ table. His eyes were intent on Jean’s face. “McVeigh Packing? M-V Dried

  Fruit Products? Golden Poppy Brands?”




  “We don’t own them any more. They’re part of All-American Foods.”




  “I know. But that deal didn’t hurt any of the original owners. You did all right.” He laughed with masculine indulgence at her pained silence. “What’s the matter?

  Don’t you like having people envy you?” There was still no response and he grinned. “You don’t have to worry about me, Jean. I’m not envious. I like my work. When you

  accomplish things yourself, you know you count. Bet you can’t guess who I’m meeting at the airport tonight. Marcus Hellbron!”




  Jean murmured, “Oh,” but was no actress and could never hide insincerity. This did not worry Stuart Howell. He liked talking about Marcus Hellbron. “Name’s in the papers

  all the time. One of the biggest of the new financiers. Swiss.”




  “Oh, yes, I think I’ve read the name.”




  “He’s as rich as Onassis, maybe more so, and much more important. In financial circles, of course. Not a playboy though. You’ll never find Marcus Hellbron dashing around the

  resorts and casinos. When his name’s in the papers he’s done something really worthwhile, like taking over an industry. He’s in this deal with me.”




  “It must be tremendous,” Jean said.




  “Biggest thing that ever happened in my life. Everything depends on it, my whole future.” On the man’s hands veins rose in high relief. He rapped the wooden table.

  “Don’t laugh. There are times when you’ve got to be superstitious. A chance like this doesn’t come to a young man every day. You’ve got to use everything, including

  witch doctors and voodoo.” He offered a rueful wink as though he expected Jean to laugh at his faith in magic. Just the same he was in dead earnest about the wood-rapping.




  The nervous ardor was like an infection. Jean found herself involved. She offered faith. “You won’t fail.”




  “What makes you so sure?” His anxiety endowed her with mystic power.




  “There’s something about you. An air. You look like a man who gets what he wants.” She paused, he said, “Go on,” and she did. “Some people carry the

  atmosphere of failure around with them, no matter how loaded they are with things.” She pulled at her pearls. “Others live in an aura of success.”




  Even as he said, “Keep it up, lady, you talk sense,” Jean could not believe him serious. The compliments that skipped from other women’s lips were usually deadlocked at hers.

  Now she heard the laughter around them, caught bits of conversation, was disturbed by guests and waiters surrounding their table.




  “Don’t jerk at your pearls.” Stuart slapped her hand playfully. “You’ll break them.”




  “It wouldn’t be the first time.”




  “Are they real? Oriental?”




  “They were my grandmother’s.”




  “Go on, I want to hear more about that aura of success.”




  His ardor isolated them. Voices from the other tables no longer reached their guarded zone. Jean relaxed. “Do you know how you struck me at first? Like a man who’s right, exactly,

  precisely right.”




  “Right in what way?”




  Her hand rose to the pearls, fell penitently. “The man who drives the right car, carries the right insurance, marries the right girl. Like a color ad in a magazine, only real, not just a

  photographed phony.”




  “Thank you for that.”




  He ordered another round of drinks. Time had struck a new pace. It raced by while he stared out of a window that had no view. Beyond leaded glass a yellow light burned; what was he seeing? Jean

  was overcome by panic lest he demand comprehension. “You’re wrong about me.” He spoke, not toward her, but at the yellow glow. His mouth was askew. “I can fail. I’ve

  been way down, deeper than you can even imagine.”




  Her heart beat at the new pace, frenzied. If he lost interest now she would not want to go on living. She chose the words he liked to hear. “You climbed back.”




  “I’m still climbing. On a greased pole.” His hand curled and beat the table, not to placate gods but to punish some distant enemy.




  “You’ll capture the prize pig.”




  “On the greased pole? That’s easy to say. But you wouldn’t know.”




  “About failing?”




  “My grandmother didn’t leave me any pearls.”




  “Failure’s my middle name.”




  “Yeah?” His fist kept on beating the table. “Someone like you, you can’t imagine. Do you know what it is to wait?”




  Jean drank uneasily. She would have liked to offer a toast to his project but there seemed nothing the daughter of McVeigh Packing could say to a man who considered his the only legitimate brand

  of suffering.




  “Waiting. That’s what this game is, purgatory. Worse. Hell, until it’s finished, until you’ve got all the signatures and okays, the lawyers, agents, the vultures. Until

  you’ve got the money in your hands.” He opened his hands, empty and ready to receive. “How much longer, oh Lord?”




  “If this Hellbron person is coming tonight, it can’t be so long to wait,” said Jean, offering strained solace.




  His hands could never stay still. Although he had just crushed out a cigarette, he snapped out his gold case, took another, jerked flame out of his gold lighter. “I’m not going

  through this any more, you bet. Never! Hereafter I’ll be the one that keeps ’em waiting. I’ll show those vultures, I’ll show the world.”




  “Your deal won’t fail. It can’t.”




  Her voice rang like counterfeit metal. For a little time Jean had held a man’s attention but now he seemed not to care whether she admired his courage or wished him good fortune.

  “Last year,” she said, “almost a year ago, I took an overdose of sleeping pills.”




  He was caught again, his eyes raised to her face but half concealed by discreet lids. Jean clung with all of her strength to this thread of attention, gripped the table’s edge, trembled

  through the explanation. “I don’t usually talk about it. It’s only that you seemed so worried, and you thought I wouldn’t understand about waiting and failure. And . .

  .” out bounced a brassy giggle, advertisement of anxiety, “I wanted you to know that people recover from everything.”




  “I’m glad you did.”




  “Thank you,” she said primly.




  “Why are you always on the defensive? You’re a terrific dame.”




  She wished she were away from here, alone with him in a darker place. During adolescence she had suffered from acne. Even now there were times when she felt her face covered with revolting bumps

  which people pretended tactfully not to see. (Talk to a man about himself, his business, you’ll have him eating out of your hand.) “I’m terribly excited about this deal of yours.

  But really I don’t understand it. Will you think me too terribly stupid if I ask what a promoter does?”




  Happily he launched into an account of his work, going back into the history of his career, telling about a partnership with his old Air Force pal, Leonard Hodges . . . “now a banker in

  Paris” . . . about connections and contacts, earlier deals . . . “AJM, for instance, you know AJM Machinery, there’s a piece of business I like to talk about. AJM’s making

  millions out of my idea. Not that Len Hodges and I did badly. And,” he lay back in his chair, smiling and winking as at some cautiously whispered secret, “it was a lot of fun,

  too.”




  “You certainly seem to enjoy your work.”




  “Why not? Life’s short enough. I could have had a lifetime job, pension and insurance, in California. Not bad as jobs go. But,” he inhaled smoke with a connoisseur’s

  pleasure, “I get more of a kick out of it this way.”




  “Is that why you live in Europe?”




  “I live everywhere.” This was less of a boast than an expression of enjoyment. A buccaneer . . . across the bar a girl’s hat created the image . . . would have shown the same

  zest for this work. Stuart Howell had been everywhere, to Africa and Japan, the Indies, behind the Iron Curtain. “Jugoslavia could be a gold mine if the right people were allowed to develop

  its resources.” In the Argentine he had acquired hormone interests, ten days later disposed of them in Paris, where his associate, Leonard Hodges, took credit and a fat share of the cash.

  “Funny thing about Len, used to be the damnedest pilot, nothing daunted him. Now he won’t risk his fat hide fifty miles from his favorite bistro.” How different Stuart Howell,

  lean, eager, in love with piracy.




  For once Jean’s intensity worked in her favor. “How few women really listen!” Stuart Howell said. He barely touched his second highball yet seemed intoxicated by her fervor in

  hearing of his exploits. These had not all been victorious. He told her frankly of doubt and disappointment, of periods when blow followed blow and he had walked the floors of lonely hotel rooms,

  awaiting news of deeper defeat. Months of time and work had been wasted on a three-nation deal (the United States, Canada and Norway) that had looked, at the start, like the greatest. The

  catch had been the absence of uranium in rocky hills where rich deposits had been claimed by the crook who had brought the original proposition to Leonard Hodges.




  “Really? I never thought Norwegians were crooks. I mean . . .” and she laughed at the naïveté of a belief at this moment shed, “they’re said to be such an

  honest nation.”




  “It’s not a matter of nationality. In my line you find bastards everywhere.”




  “You must take terrific risks.”




  “What can you hope for if you’re afraid? Peanuts, buttons . . .”




  This, with another drink for Jean, launched him on a new story, the description of a scheme which he and Len Hodges had worked out for the benefit of Swedish investors who had seen the need of

  unifying the European sardine market. There had been a long and colorful tussle with a couple of Portuguese fish packers who thought, because they had stayed neutral and grown rich during the war,

  they could outwit a pair of shrewd Yankee operators. “In this line you learn plenty about human nature,” Stuart observed, telling about the Portuguese packers who did business in hot

  black suits, spoke devoutly of home and church, seemed as old-fashioned as all hell until the Yankee operators proposed a week-long conference at Estoril. Here among the baccarat tables, the

  midnight suppers and the exiled princesses, human nature had been put to the test. “Probably the first time in history caviar was used as bait for sardines.”
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