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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The author has studied many cases of the type portrayed in this novel, and has discovered that they exhibit remarkably common characteristics and similarities of background. Although this research has formed the foundation for the author’s creative work, the story is purely fictional and has no factual correspondence to any real characters or actual events.




Part One




One


OKAY, I’M DERRY, and I got elected to the job of writing all this down because I’m the only one who knows what’s been happening to us, and somebody’s got to keep a record so people will understand.


Now first of all, it wasn’t my idea to leave the apartment on a rainy April night. That started with Nola thinking about those Greek tragedies she’s always reading and being in a real depressed mood. Then she remembered childhood summers at the beach, and she decided she wanted to see the ocean again. She took the subway from Manhattan to Coney Island and started to walk. All the rides and games were boarded up, and the streets between Neptune and Mermaid Avenues were deserted except for a few poor drunks wrapped in newspapers, huddled in doorways. It made her feel worse, as if time had frozen, waiting for summer crowds. She thought Coney Island on a drizzly April evening was the most desolate place in the world.


Except for Nathan’s. She remembered Nathan’s used to be open all year around, an oasis of light and warmth, and she drifted toward it now. There were a few people out in front on the sidewalk, sipping coffee out of Styrofoam cups, eating French fries, and “the most famous hot dogs in the world.” If I hadn’t been on a diet, I’d have bought a juicy one smothered in mustard and sauerkraut. There is nothing like the smell of hot dogs and french fries on a drizzly night. But Nola wanted to see the ocean. She paused and looked at the clock to check her watch and fix the time in her mind. 10:45.


I saw three young guys in patched jeans and studded denim jackets passing a pint in a brown bag, tilting it upward and eyeing Nola as she walked through the dark alley between Nathan’s and the Frozen Custard stand. She headed toward the seashore, remembering summertime twenty years ago. She’d play on the crowded beach building drip-castles, and then she’d slide into the water to wash off the sand.


As she moved under the dark boardwalk, she smelled wet sand and kicked off her shoes and felt it gritty between her toes. The idea of dying at sea had always haunted her. She was thinking, Homer’s wine-dark sea, as she walked toward the blackness of it and took off her plastic rainhat and tossed it in the sand, but the sands were filthy with garbage and dung and condoms washed ashore after having floated on the sea like messages from another time. And why, she wondered, was she thinking about condoms when she was a virgin about to abort her own destiny? Perhaps she should have left a message, too, saying she couldn’t live this fragmented life anymore and drowning was better than slitting her wrists.


Thinking about it gave her a headache. It felt good to take off her blouse and skirt and feel rain on her skin as she walked along the deserted beach toward the purring surf, dropping her clothes. She walked through the wet sand to where it became hard, and then mud, and then the water bubbled up between her toes, and when it receded the waves pulled the mud out from between them and made little channels. She looked at her illuminated watch to fix the time.


11:23.


She felt the water, warmer than the air, and her feet became alive while the rest of her became chilled, then numb. And that, she thought, must be the opposite of the way Socrates had felt after drinking the hemlock — his feet and legs slowly turning to stone.


Stupid time to have a headache. She fought the neck pain and the head-splitting thoughts that kept saying no … no … no … Someone was fighting her.


The water was warm to her knees and then to her thighs, and it lapped around her as she paused and let it caress her there. Soon she would be in the lap of the gods. She, like Athena, born full-blown from the head of Zeus. But as the water lapped, she shuddered and moved deeper, and found that when you contemplated death your own navel became the center of the universe.


How would it feel to breathe salt water? What if she were really a mermaid, and instead of drowning were to sink into the kingdom of the sea, and with a flip of her tail enter the regions of Neptune along with Captain Nemo and …? Oh, God, she had never finished Moby Dick. Maybe not finishing a book was a sin that would send her floating through limbo, doomed never to know the ending. Maybe her punishment would be to swim eternally against the current of endlessly turning pages, to be beaten back constantly into the Sargasso of unfinished stories.


The water felt good kissing her breasts now, like a demon-lover, but then she moved past the waves, and her shoulders went under, and she grew warmer and became sleepy as she moved in slow motion.


From behind her came shouts, “Hey! There she is, in the water! Get her!”


Glancing back, she saw three dark figures coming across the beach toward her.


“Leave me alone!” she screamed.


They splashed in behind her. She tried to throw herself under, tried to breathe water, but it wouldn’t stay down. She grew dizzy, sputtered, the brine bubbling through her nose. Someone caught her hair and then grabbed her arms, and when they pulled her out she was gasping and wheezing and crying.


Oh, God, please let me die …


She thought they were going to give her artificial respiration, so she went limp. Instead, they dragged her under the boardwalk, and one of them dropped his trousers. The one holding her right arm said, “Hey, let me!”


“Shit,” the one without trousers said, “I saw her first. You got seconds. He gets thirds.”


“Thirds? Hey shit, man!”


Then she knew they hadn’t dragged her out to save her. “Don’t!” she gasped. “Please let me go!”


The one who was going to get thirds grinned. “You were gonna feed it to the fishes anyway. We’ll have a little fun, and then we’ll throw you back. Okay? You’ll never miss it.”


“Yeah,” said Seconds. “We’re just borrowing it.”


The headache was still there, nagging, insistent, but she fought it off. She could handle this herself. She had gotten out of dozens of tight spots. She could talk her way out of it. They could be outwitted, outmaneuvered.


Seconds and Thirds had her arms and legs spread-eagled, and Firsts climbed on top of her.


“Fellas, you don’t want to do it here on the sand,” she said. “Why don’t you come over to my apartment? We could have some wine. And I’ve got some aged cheddar, and we could have some music and —”


He kissed her with whiskey breath and cut her off. She twisted and turned, moving her body to keep him out.


“It’s like wrestling an alligator,” Thirds said.


“We shoulda waited till she drowned,” Seconds said.


“Help!” she screamed, “Rape! … Somebody! Help me!”


Then Nola split.


It didn’t take Jinx long to figure out what was happening when she found herself out there wet and naked in the sand, pinned down by two pairs of hands and one guy with his pants off, trying to get in.


“Who the hell got me into this?” she screamed.


“Hold still a minute,” the one on top said, laughing, “and you’ll enjoy it.”


“You sonofabitch! Get the hell off me!”


She twisted and turned, rocking first to one side and then the other. She managed to twist her head sharply and reached Thirds’ hand. She bit hard and hung on, clamping her jaws like a lock-wrench. He screamed and let go, and she swung her right hand down and caught Firsts by the balls and squeezed, digging her nails with all her might. Now he became the bronco, arching his back and then collapsing beside her.


Seconds was so surprised he let go, trying to back-crawl like a crab, but Jinx flung sand into his eyes before he could get away and went after him.


She clawed and kicked, and then got her teeth into his shoulder and tasted blood. He tore loose and ran. So did Thirds. Only Firsts was left, still unconscious. She punched him in the face, smashed his nose, and then looked around for a piece of driftwood or an old board to castrate him with. She wanted him dead and rotting for the gulls to pick at.


Then she heard the car overhead. Looking up, Jinx saw the flashing red and blue lights through the cracks in the boardwalk. The last thing in the world she wanted was to face the cops. She had no intention of being taken down to the station house and asked: Did you lead them on? Did you let them pick you up? What were you doing naked on the beach alone? Did you ask them for money? Have you ever had sexual relations with strange men before?


As much as she would have liked to stay out awhile, steal a car and go joyriding or go see the auto races, she figured she’d better get out of the way. That was always the way it was. Somebody started something she couldn’t finish and got cornered in a lousy situation, and then left it for Jinx to deal with. She heard the footsteps clattering down the boardwalk and saw flashlights glaring, and she figured, okay, let somebody else tow this wreck in.


When Sally woke up in Coney Island General Hospital, she didn’t know anything about the night before. She saw a fat, motherly nurse standing over her bed, smiling at her. Sally had learned, over the years, that it was better to keep quiet after a blackout so she could figure out how much time had passed and what was going on. She didn’t want people thinking she was peculiar. She glanced quickly at the wall clock. 9:53.


The nurse looked at her as if waiting for her to say, Where am I? or What happened? But Sally knew better than that. She saw the white-on-black plastic name tag: A. Vanelli, R.N.


“Do you know where you are?” Vanelli wore a fat, pasted-on smile, but her voice was thin and sharp and slipped under Sally’s skin like a needle.


Sally frowned. “Is there any reason I shouldn’t?”


“Well considering you were nearly raped and almost tore the guys apart, I thought you might be upset.”


“Yes,” Sally said calmly. “Of course I’m upset.”


“Do you remember what happened?”


“Why shouldn’t I remember?” Sally clenched her fists under the sheet. She was terrified, but she’d learned to hide it pretty well.


“When the police got to you, you were unconscious.”


Sally looked away, relieved. “Oh, well, in that case I couldn’t be expected to remember could I? You’re not expected to remember what happens when you’re unconscious.”


“I need to get some information from you,” Vanelli said, pulling her pen out of her side pocket and rearranging pages on her clipboard. “Name and address?”


“Sally Porter, 628 West Sixty-sixth Street.”


Her eyebrows went up as if to ask what Sally was doing so far from home under the boardwalk in Coney Island, but still smiling, she said, “Next of kin? Husband? Family?”


“I’m divorced. It’s been a year. My husband has custody of my ten-year-old twins. There’s no one else.”


“Are you employed?”


“Not right now. But I was planning to look for a job, when this happened.”


“Do you have medical insurance?”


Sally shook her head. “Just send me the bill. I can pay. I get alimony.”


“The doctor says you’re all right. You can leave whenever you’re ready.” She lowered the clipboard and carefully put the pen back in her side pocket.


“I want to talk to someone,” Sally said. “A psychiatrist or a psychologist. Which is which? I get them mixed up.”


“A psychiatrist is a doctor,” Vanelli said, and the eyebrows went up again. “Why do you want to see one?”


Sally sighed and lay back. “Because I tried to kill myself three times this month. Because something inside is forcing me to do things. Oh, God, help me before I lose my mind.”


Vanelli flipped the clipboard up again, methodically took out the pen, clicked it, and made an entry. “In that case,” she said, her voice scratching against metal, “I’ll arrange for you to talk to our psychiatric social worker.”


A half-hour later she brought a wheelchair and took Sally up the elevator to the fifth floor, down the long gleaming corridor to the social worker’s office. The name on the door said Ms. Burch-well.


“I’ll leave Sally with you,” Vanelli said, placing the chart on her desk. “She’s been discharged from Emergency.”


Ms. Burchwell was about sixty, a small, birdlike woman with harlequin-shaped glasses and blue-tinted hair who gave Sally the impression that if she was startled by what she heard, she’d fly away.


“Let me get some background,” Ms. Burchwell said. “How old are you?”


“I’m twenty-nine. Divorced. High-school graduate. Two children — twins — a boy and a girl. My ex-husband has custody.” She’d given the litany so often it came out like a telephone recording. She knew Ms. Burchwell must be wondering why the husband was given custody of the twins.


“I need help,” Sally said. “I need to talk to someone about these feelings I have.”


Ms. Burchwell looked at the top sheet on the chart and frowned. “Before we proceed, Sally, you must understand that suicide is no solution to any problem. We have a form here I want you to sign. It states that you agree not to attempt suicide while you are working as an outpatient with me, or anyone recommended by me.”


“I don’t think I could sign that,” Sally said.


“Why not?”


“I might not be able to keep the promise, because I have the feeling I don’t control everything I do.”


Ms. Burchwell put her pencil down and looked into Sally’s eyes. “Would you please elaborate?”


Sally clasped her hands. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but at times I feel other forces inside me. Something or someone is doing things I get blamed for.”


Ms. Burchwell sat back, tapped her desk with her pen, and then leaned forward to write something on a pad. She tore off the page and handed it to Sally.


“This is the name and address of a psychiatrist I know on the staff of the Midtown Hospital Mental Health Center in Manhattan. He also has a private practice. He doesn’t usually take on patients who have tried to commit suicide, but because of your feelings that it’s beyond your control, he might make an exception.”


Sally looked at the name. Roger Ash, M.D. “You think I’m crazy?”


“I didn’t say that. I’m not trained or equipped to handle your problem. You should see someone who can be of more help to you.”


Sally sat quietly and nodded.


“I’m going to call Dr. Ash and tell him about your case. But first I want you to sign the no-suicide contract.”


Sally picked up the pen and slowly wrote out Sally Porter. I slipped out and signed it, too — Derry Hall. Ms. Burchwell pretended not to notice, but her eyes widened, and when she stood up to end the interview, Sally realized Ms. Burchwell had flown away.


Sally left the hospital and as she walked the two blocks to the elevated station of the Brighton Beach Line, she tried to remember how she had gotten here and what had happened, but it was all a blank. She was alert and on edge in the subway all the way to Manhattan.


An hour later she got out at Seventy-second Street, took the crosstown bus to Tenth Avenue, and walked the six blocks south to the apartment. It was almost dark and she clutched her purse tightly, looking around nervously as she headed toward the brownstone building. She was glad to see there were customers in Mr. Greenberg’s tailor shop next door. She always tried to get back before Mr. Greenberg closed the shop. Even though the little tailor was over seventy-five, she felt safe going up the street knowing someone was there.


She ran up all three flights, examined the door to make sure it hadn’t been forced, and let herself in. She checked every one of the four rooms, in the closets, under the beds, double-checked the bar locks on the windows, and when she was sure the apartment hadn’t been broken into, she relocked the three locks on the door, pushed the guard bar into place, and threw herself down on the bed.


Tomorrow she was going to get help, she thought. The psychiatrist would know what to do. She would tell him everything.


I had planned to come out and do some shopping tomorrow, but I figured I’d stay out of the way and observe. Why not? Listening to Sally try to explain us to a shrink ought to be interesting.




Two


SALLY WENT to Dr. Roger Ash’s private office on Fifty-seventh off Lexington Avenue wearing her favorite flowered print dress. She wore her long black hair braided into a crown, like those faded photographs of her grandmother from Poland. If it had been me, I’d have worn the blonde wig.


She sat in the reception room with her hands folded in her lap as if waiting for services to begin. When the nurse finally sent her in and she saw the psychiatrist was good-looking, that scared her. I thought he was great — my favorite leading-man type. He was in his early forties, real rangy, and I’d bet he played basketball in college. A lock of his black hair kept falling over into his eyes. But it was his eyebrows that really got to me — you know? — black and bushy, and they went across and almost connected and made a straight line. I find dignified, mature men very attractive. He was going to get all my cooperation.


I really tried to get out to talk to him, but she kept rubbing her neck where I gave her a headache, and she hung in there. She didn’t dare let go in front of him, and that made me sore because I really wanted to have him meet me. I could tell by the way he was looking at her that she wasn’t making any impression. His deep-set dark eyes were just calm and professional. That’s the way most men look at Sally. She’s so washed-out nobody can get interested in her. I told myself: Derry, your turn will come. She can’t keep you locked in forever.


“Ms. Burchwell called and spoke to me about you,” he said. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Sally. May I call you Sally?” His voice was deep and rich like the announcers on the evening news.


She nodded but looked down at the floor, and that annoyed me because I wanted to watch his eyes.


“Now I’m here to help you, Sally. Why don’t you start by telling me what’s bothering you?”


She shrugged.


“Something must be bothering you, Sally. You told Nurse Vanelli at Coney Island General Hospital that you tried to commit suicide three times this month. But she also said you spoke of something inside you forcing you to do things.”


“I don’t want you to think I’m crazy,” she said.


“I don’t think you’re crazy. Why should I? But if I’m to help you, I have to know more about what’s bothering you.”


“Losing time bothers me.”


He studied her. “What do you mean?”


Her whole body shuddered. She had never thought she would reveal her secret to anyone. But something in her mind kept saying over and over, Trust him. Now is the time to tell. Now is the time to seek help.


“I know it sounds peculiar,” she said, “but when a man gets — you know — forward with me, or when I feel in danger or I have to act under pressure, I’ll get a headache, and when I look up time has passed, and I’m somewhere else.”


“How did you explain that to yourself?”


“In the beginning I used to think everyone was that way. I’d see them walk out of the room angry and come back smiling, or the other way around. Or I’d watch two people being friendly, and suddenly one would get violent. I thought they’d just blacked out and lost time the way I did. But now I realize it’s not so. And the suicide attempts scare me. Something’s very wrong with me, Dr. Ash. I don’t know what it is, but it’s hell.”


“Try to relax now, Sally, and tell me about your past. I need to know as much about you as possible.”


At first she felt panicky, as she always did when she had to talk about herself, but she breathed deeply and started talking fast.


“I’m twenty-nine. No brothers or sisters. I’m divorced. I married Larry a year after I graduated from high school — just to get away from my stepfather. My real father — Oscar — he used to be a postman — disappeared one day. Just didn’t come back. And Fred married my mother six months later. I never had any friends. I kept to myself even when I was very little.”


She stopped to catch her breath, and Dr. Ash smiled at her. “You don’t have to rush through it, Sally. Slow down. Tell me about your mother.”


Sally stared at the floor. “She never permitted me to get angry. She beat me if I did. She slashed her wrists when I was about nineteen, right after I left home. I didn’t believe it for a long time, because she was Catholic. Fred’s Baptist.”


“Are you a religious person, Sally?”


“I don’t go to church much anymore,” she said. “I guess I’m all confused about religion. I’m confused about a lot of things.”


“Tell me about your ex-husband.”


“Larry is a salesman in the garment industry. He’s successful because he’s such a great liar. Oh, God, the terrible lies he told the judge about me. He said I disappeared for weeks at a time. Do you know he said I had a violent temper, and that I stormed out of the apartment one day and ran off to Atlantic City and gambled away five thousand dollars of our savings? God, he lied, and lied, and lied, and the judge gave him the twins. Then last month Larry went back to the court and told the judge I bothered him with late phone calls and threatened his life and the lives of my children. Can you imagine that? And he said I worked as a go-go dancer in a nightclub. And that was a lie, too, because my job at that place was just cleaning off tables. Fully dressed, I assure you. And it wasn’t only for the money. I mean, the alimony is more than enough. But I’ve got to work. I’ve got to do something. But the judge believed Larry’s lies and canceled my visitation rights.”


She suddenly realized she had raised her voice and put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, Dr. Ash … I’m sorry …”


“That’s all right, Sally. Nothing wrong with expressing your emotions.”


“I never shout.”


“You weren’t shouting.”


She blinked several times. “Wasn’t I? It sounded like shouting in my head.”


“Well then,” he said. “I think we’ve covered enough history for one day. I can see how painful it is for you to go over the past. We’ll take it a little at a time.”


If only Sally had let me out, I’d have set him straight and saved us all a lot of time and energy. I tried again, but she was still fighting me, the muscles in the back of her neck and on her scalp tightening and twitching so I was afraid she’d have a convulsion. Jesus, all I wanted to do was help. I figured, well, okay, I’d bide my time. Sooner or later Dr. Roger Ash was going to have to come to me.


“What’s wrong with me, Dr. Ash?” she said.


“That’s something we’ll have to find out, Sally. Today, I’ll give you some tests and a complete physical examination, and then tomorrow I’d like you to see me at the Midtown Hospital Mental Health Center for a sodium amytal interview.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s a drug, commonly known as the truth serum —”


“You don’t need that. I wouldn’t lie.”


“Of course not, Sally. That’s not the point. The drug will relax you and let us go deeply into your thoughts and feelings without the barriers that block us from finding out what’s troubling you.”


“I want to be well again, Dr. Ash. I want to be able to live without always watching the clock, terrified I’ll discover I’ve lost another five minutes, or an hour, or a day, and not know where it went. You have no idea how horrible that is — not knowing where you’ve been or what you’ve done. You’ve got to help me, Dr. Ash.”


“I’ll try, Sally. But in return you must promise you’ll abide by this agreement you signed with Ms. Burchwell.” He picked up the folder and shook his head. “I’m sure she told you I don’t usually take on patients who have tried to commit suicide. Because of your unusual time-loss problem and the feelings you describe of inner pressure, I’ve become interested in your case. You’re different from the kind of patients I usually see, and I want to help you. But you must promise not to hurt yourself.”


She nodded tearfully. “I’ll try.”


“That’s not good enough,” he said, jabbing his finger at the folder on the desk. “Not just try. I insist on a definite commitment.”


“All right,” she said. “I promise not to hurt myself.”


I wished she’d asked him why he didn’t take on patients who tried to commit suicide. Not that her promise would do any good, because she wasn’t the one who wanted to die — that was Nola. But I figured, okay, I’d help keep an eye on Nola until we’d see what Roger Ash could do.


When she left Roger’s office, I could tell she was scared. She took a taxi right home. After she paid the driver, she started toward the house, but Mr. Greenberg waved to her through the window of his tailor shop. He was a thin, wizened old man with white hair and a stoop that looked as if he were bowing.


She wasn’t sure he meant her at first, but he came to the door and called to her. “Miss Porter, you have here some clothes that have been here a long time. You want to take them out? — I say take them out?”


“Clothes? Mine? I don’t remember.”


She followed him inside, and turned, startled, as she noticed a male window dummy dressed as a policeman: cap, badge, nightstick, and all.


She laughed. “For a minute I thought he was a real policeman.”


Greenberg had to turn his head at an angle to look up at her from his stooped position. “That’s Murphy,” he said. “I just bought him secondhand. Ain’t he handsome? I’m going to put him behind the glass door at night to frighten crooks away. I been robbed four times already — I say four times already. They stole customers’ suits. It’s terrible.”


“But what good would a window dummy do?” Sally asked.


Greenberg was looking through clothes on the rack, pulling several down and laying them on the counter. “It’s not the dummy who does anything. A policeman’s uniform in the doorway will have a psychological effect. Maybe the crook will decide to rob some other store — I say some other store.”


“Why do you call him Murphy?”


Greenberg shrugged. “He’ll get along better with the other policemen than if his name is Cohen — I say Cohen.”


He pushed the garments toward her. “Comes to $18.98.”


She looked at the bright red dress, the tailored black suit, and a blue sheath.


“Those aren’t mine,” she said.


Greenberg peered up at her. “What do you mean? It says here right on all three tickets, ‘Porter, 628 W. Sixty-sixth Street.’ ”


She examined the pink tickets, trying to hide her confusion. Often before she had discovered clothes in the closet that she had no memory of buying. There were always credit card sales slips, or cash receipts. This was the first time she had ever forgotten bringing clothes to the tailor. But she couldn’t let him know.


“Besides,” he said, “I remember when you made me take up the hem on the red dress. Teasing an old man like that. I told you I was old enough to be your grandfather — I say your grandfather. I remember because you wasn’t like that when you had me let out the blue dress or weave the cut in the black suit.” He opened a little plastic bag he had pinned to it. “You left this silver flying-fish pin in the pocket of the suit.”


Then he gave her a grin, clicking his false teeth. “But anytime you want I should take up a hem, I assure you it’s my pleasure — I say it’s my pleasure.”


She remembered none of it. Flustered, she paid the bill. She rushed out, nearly knocking over the dummy in the police uniform, and took the clothes upstairs to the apartment. She was so confused she started toward the door on the second floor instead of the third. Then, not seeing her name on the door, she backed away and ran up to the third floor.


As usual, she checked the door lock and its metal plate for signs of forced entry. She unlocked the heavy gray metal door and let herself in. She looked around her, not knowing for a moment what to do with the clothes. She studied them closely, trying to stir up some memory of buying them. Nothing. She hung them in the bedroom closet, far back out of sight. Some day she would have to figure out how her name had gotten on the receipt and who Mr. Greenberg had mistaken her for. He was old and nearsighted. That was it. He had mistaken her for someone else.


She took off her shoes, put them carefully in the shoe bag, hung her dress neatly on a hanger, and washed her pantyhose. Then she cooked herself a TV chicken dinner and ate a package of Twinkies for dessert. Although the place was immaculate, she dusted, vacuumed the living room, and rearranged the stuffed animals neatly on the bed.


She didn’t understand why she was so tired at eight o’clock, why she got up so sleepy in the morning and felt washed out through most of the day. Tomorrow she would have to find a job. The alimony payments alone, she decided, wouldn’t pay for the psychiatrist. She wondered what kind of job to get, but caught herself yawning. She’d think about it in the morning. She showered, washed her hair, drank a glass of warm milk, and picked up a detective story to read in bed. But she was fast asleep by the time her head hit the pillow.


What she didn’t know was that I liked to stay up late and watch the late, late shows. ABC was running a Bogart festival this week. When she was asleep, I came out, made some popcorn, and curled up to watch Bogie and Hepburn in The African Queen. I’m just crazy about those old movies.


In the morning Sally woke up in the armchair in front of the TV set and panicked. She called the operator to find out the date, relieved to discover she hadn’t lost a day.


After coffee and a corn muffin, she decided to get a job. She wasn’t sure where to begin and kept thinking of things like the last job, operating a machine that squeezed the plastic handles onto the screwdrivers.


Now, I’ve given up talking to Sally because hearing voices freaks her out. But I’ve discovered if I think very hard, I can influence her. I remembered seeing a Waitress Wanted sign at a restaurant called The Yellow Brick Road on the East Side a couple of days ago when I was out jogging. So I concentrated on the name of the place. It didn’t work at first, because what she did was pick up the Yellow Pages. (At least she got the color right!) And she started calling restaurants, starting with the A’s, asking if they needed an experienced waitress. I figured she would never get down to the Y’s. So I tried extra hard, and I knew she was getting more and more confused. Finally, I just yelled it out: “They need a waitress at The Yellow Brick Road!”


She got so scared she dropped the receiver and let it lie on the table while she stared at it. Then she picked it up and said, “Hello?” a few times, figuring the operator or someone must have spoken to her over the phone, but all she got was a dial tone. Then it clicked into place, and she let her fingers do the walking down the list of restaurants until she got to The Yellow Brick Road, Seventy-second and Third Avenue. And thank God they had a big ad: CAFÉ AND RESTAURANT. ENTERTAINMENT AND DANCING NIGHTLY. She dialed, and got someone called Todd Kramer, who said he was one of the partners and if she was interested in the job she should come down for an interview.


She looked through the clothes closet, trying to figure out the best thing to wear for a job interview. I was trying to get her to pick out Nola’s brown pants suit or my blue dress. But she put on the matronly houndstooth check, and I gave up. What’s the use of trying?


The Yellow Brick Road had a long yellow canopy from the street to the double glass doors. Sally walked under it and then followed the yellow-brick carpet down the stairs, through the corridor, past the doors marked “munchkins” and “munchkinettes,” and ended up on the yellow spiral pattern in front of the Emerald City Bar, where a fat bartender was wiping glasses. The place was darkened except for a light over a table across the dance floor where some men were playing cards.


It was so plush and glamorous that she became frightened and turned to leave.


“Help ya, lady?” asked the bartender.


“I had an appointment to see Mr. Todd Kramer. About the waitress job?”


The bartender pointed with his bar rag to the card table. “Blond fella.”


“Maybe I shouldn’t disturb him while he’s playing cards.”


The bartender studied the spots on a glass. “In that case, you’ll never get to talk to him.”


She was torn between interrupting the card game or leaving without the interview. Finally, clutching her purse, she headed toward the table, embarrassed at the loud clicking of her heels on the empty dance floor.


The men looked up as she approached. The handsome blond one with the high forehead and the bluest eyes she ever saw, had a toothpick in his mouth tilted up at a jaunty angle. He reminded her of a movie riverboat gambler, except that he wore jeans and a wrinkled denim shirt.


“Mr. Kramer?”


He glanced up from the cards, looked her up and down without interest, and then looked back at his hand. “Raise five,” he said, and threw in some toothpicks. His voice was surprisingly soft and low.


“I’m sorry to disturb you,” she said. “I’m Sally Porter. I called about the waitress job, but I could come back —”


“Hold on a minute,” he said. Then he leaned forward and grinned as he slowly looked around the table. “Three tens,” he said.


“Sorry, Todd,” said a small man with a face like a seal, “I caught a little straight.” He gloated as he raked in the pile of toothpicks.


Slamming his cards down in a fury, Kramer pushed his chair back as he jumped up, and it fell over. “Sonofabitchin’ cards,” he shouted. “Deal me out a couple of hands.”


He got up and walked ahead of Sally, crooking his index finger without looking back at her. “Goddamned lousy inside straight,” he muttered. “I really think that sonofabitch was cheating.”


He led her to one of the stools at the bar and sat beside her. She was flustered and confused, and she knew she was going to queer the interview. So I started pushing out. Sally usually fights the headache, but this time she was in a panic — as she always was about job interviews — and she felt the chill and saw herself slipping away. The last thing she did was look up at the clock over the bar, that old trick she learned when we were kids to know how much time had passed during her blackouts.


3:45.


Well, thank God. It was about time I got out.


Todd Kramer frowned and looked at me with his head cocked, just like he’d studied his hole cards. “What’s wrong?”


“Hey, what should be wrong?” I said. “You need a waitress, and I’m the fastest, most experienced waitress you’re going to get this side of thirty. Just what this place needs — the wicked witch of the West Side.” I caught his eye, crossed my legs, flashed him some thigh, and smiled.


His Adam’s apple jiggled. “You turned that on like a light-switch.”


“I always do a light switch. I used to be a fashion model,” I lied. “We don’t waste it until the camera is ready and the lights go on. Now, I notice you’ve got entertainment here too. Well, I’m no Judy Garland, but if the mood is with me, I can sing and dance, and I look damned good in a short skirt.”


“I’ll bet you do.”


“Do I get a tryout?”


He studied me from behind those blue eyes. I’d gotten him interested. “Come back at five-thirty and meet my partner. Eliot has to okay anyone we hire. You’d be working with him more than me. I’m really the silent partner here. I’ve got other interests.”


“Like what?” I asked.


His eyebrows went up. “Things.”


“I’m really interested,” I said. “I love to know all about what people do.”


“Well, during the harness-racing season I moonlight at the New York Raceway. But I’ll be here most of the time.”


“Oh, the trotters. I love them. What do you do there? You’re too big for a jockey.”


He laughed. “A friend of mine is the special-events manager. If someone has a political organization or a convention or group fund-raising project, I help him work out the publicity gimmicks.”


“That sounds like fun.”


“It’s work.”


“Could I ask something else?” I said. “I don’t mean to pry. Just curious.”


He nodded.


“How much were those toothpicks worth?”


He took one out of his pocket and put it into his mouth. “A whole box costs just forty-nine cents,” he said. “But we buy them by the case.”


“I meant in the game. You were using them instead of chips, right? What were the stakes?”


“Nothing.”


“Nothing?”


He looked at me like some people do when they’re peering over their reading glasses, except that he wasn’t wearing glasses. “I don’t play cards for money anymore,” he said, nibbling at the toothpick. “This was just friendly poker to pass the time.”


“I hope you don’t mind my asking,” I said.


He shook his head, still looking puzzled, as if he was trying to figure me out. “See you at five-thirty.”


When I left, I decided not to let Sally out again before the interview with Todd’s partner. She’d just blow it. And since I’d be doing most of the work, I figured I had a right to an advance on my share to do some shopping and get the kind of dresses I like. I could never understand Sally’s crummy taste in clothes, always two years behind the right length. I was always embarrassed whenever I came out and found myself the object of pathetic stares. Once I clipped some photographs from the Sunday Times Fashion Section and left Sally a note trying to set her straight. But she went bananas when she saw the pictures and the note, so I never tried that again.


I went to Bloomingdale’s and picked out a blue spring outfit for the job interview with Eliot. I squeezed into a size ten and decided I’d have cottage cheese for dinner. The others don’t give a damn about their figures, and it’s always up to me to take off the pounds.


I got back to The Yellow Brick Road at five-thirty, and they were setting up for the evening. The crystal chandelier was rotating now, throwing emerald specks all over the floor, the ceiling, the walls. Waitresses in emerald-sequinned halter tops and short skirts were setting the tables.


The poker game was just breaking up, and Todd was putting his toothpicks into a plastic baggie. “Eliot’ll be here in a few minutes,” he said. “Why don’t you just wait in his office?”


“Hope he likes me.”


“You’re a woman, aren’t you? No offense intended.”


I laughed. “None taken.”


He led me into a back office that had photographs all over the walls, most of them autographed pictures of beautiful starlets hugging a fat, gray-haired businessman in a pin-striped suit, signed: “To my good friend, Eliot.”


Five minutes later the door opened, but the man who came in bore only a faint resemblance to the pictures. He was real thin now and wore tan slacks and a blue silk sport shirt open at the collar, with a heavy gold medallion around his neck. Big diamond rings glinted on the fingers of both hands, and his hair was dyed black.


“Eliot Nelson,” he said, and seeing my open mouth, he nodded at the photographs. “Some difference, huh? Went on a crash diet last year and lost over a hundred pounds. Like a new man, huh? Not bad for forty-five.”


He smiled. His eyes crinkled and his jaw jutted out. Everything about him looked thin and leathery, but with his puffy cheeks and double chin and the bags under his eyes, he looked like a smiling, friendly bulldog.


“You look twenty years younger,” I lied. I figured he had gone through some kind of middle-age crisis, and I could sympathize with the diet.


“So you want to be a waitress. Any experience?”


“I’ve waited on tables everywhere from greasy-spoon diners to fancy restaurants. My last job was at the Deuces Wild in Newark.”


He nodded and gave me a hungry look. “Okay, we’ll try you out. You can start the dinner hour tonight. You must have made quite an impression on Todd. Usually, he doesn’t give the women a second glance.”


“You won’t be sorry,” I said. “I’m really good, and fast.”


He slipped his arm around my waist. “Fast I like, but not too good, I hope.”


I patted him on the cheek and said, “Fast on my feet and good with my hands. I’ve got a black belt in karate.”


He laughed and threw up his hands. “Just kidding. But maybe we can Kung Fu sometime. C’mon, I’ll introduce you to Evvie, the head waitress. She’ll set you up.”


Evvie got me an emerald-and-yellow-sequinned uniform and showed me where to change. She introduced me to the other waitresses, the cooks, the kitchen help, and the busboys, showed me where the menus were, and went over the system for placing orders.


“The only thing you got to look out for is Eliot,” she said.


“What do you mean?”


“Ever since he lost the weight, he’s become a regular stud. The old Don Juan has Roman hands and Russian fingers. A regular United Nations.”


“I’ll watch for him,” I said, laughing.


“It’s not funny when he corners you behind the counter or in the kitchen. I’m black and blue all over my thighs and my butt from his pinching. He’s been through three wives and seven waitresses that I know of firsthand.”


“How about the other one?”


“Todd? Always used to be too much of a gambling man to have time for the ladies. But now that he’s joined Gamblers Anonymous, you never can tell. He might redirect his energies.”


“I appreciate the warnings,” I said.


As the newest waitress, I got the station farthest from ringside, so I had a chance to watch the maître d’ greet and guide the customers to their seats. I watched Evvie write out the orders, go back to the bar to call in the drinks, and then turn the slips in to the kitchen. Easy enough.


Finally, a party of six was seated at my station. Just my luck it was three middle-aged, grouchy couples, and I could tell right away my first party was going to be a stiff.


“Anything from the bar?” I asked.


“A very dry vodka martini,” said one of the men, winking at me. He was big, with the thick neck of a football player. I figured him for a used-car dealer.


“Cancel that,” his wife said. “Leonard, if you have even one drink, I’m getting up and walking out of here.”


He canceled the martini, sulking. And none of the others wanted anything from the bar, either. I took their dinner orders, and on the way to the kitchen I told the bartender to make a very dry vodka martini without the olive and to put it into a water glass. I managed to avoid being pinched by Eliot as I picked up the drink.


When I went back to the table, I pretended I saw something wrong with Leonard’s water glass. “There’s dirt in this one, sir. I’ll get you another glass.” I substituted the martini and winked at him so he’d get the idea. “No charge for the water.”


When I came back with the seafood and prime ribs, Leonard winked back at me and handed me the empty glass. “I’d like some more water, please.”


He slipped me extra to pay for the martinis and added a five-dollar tip. As he was leaving I asked him what his line was, and he said he owned a fish market.


I handled the other tables quickly and efficiently, kidding with the women customers and joking with the men who flirted. It was fun. Of all the jobs Sally ever held, I’d always liked waiting on tables best, because no matter what kind of place it is, I like meeting all kinds of people and trying to guess what they do or where they’re from. And, let’s face it, it’s always exciting to find money on the tables after they’ve gone, or to see how they’ve appreciated your service when they add a big tip to their credit card slips.


The part I don’t care for is closing down the station and setting up for the next meal, filling the salt and pepper shakers and the condiments, and wiping the ketchup bottles, and setting out the tablecloths and silver. So I figured I’d let Sally handle that. After I changed my tips into bills and tucked them into my bra, for safekeeping, I stepped aside.


Sally came out, dazed. As she remembered it, she was sitting on a bar stool asking Todd Kramer for the job. She glanced up at the clock. Six hours and fifteen minutes had disappeared. It was ten at night, and she was in a sequinned, low-cut halter top and a very short skirt. The place was still nearly empty, but now the tables were cluttered with dirty dishes, the aisles had papers and napkins on the floors, the other waitresses were sitting at the bar counting their tips.


“Hey, baby, how ’bout another scotch ’n soda?”


She heard the voice, saw the short, fat customer out of the corner of her eye, but she wasn’t sure his call was for her. She stood there, unable to move because her mind wouldn’t control her body.


“Anything wrong?” said a soft, low voice.


She looked up into Todd’s concerned face. He was chewing on a toothpick, studying her. “No. Just a bit of a headache. I … I …” Then she saw the order pad in her hand. “I can’t remember where I put my pencil.”


“You have it in your hair.” He reached up, slid it out, and handed it to her. Then he put his hand reassuringly on her arm. “You’ve done a great job tonight. You’re a fine waitress. I think that customer is trying to get your attention.”


She got herself into motion and went to the fat guy waving his glass at her. She took his order for a scotch and soda, but when she turned away she felt his hand sliding down her behind and squeezing it.


She let out a screech and dropped the glass. It shattered, and she ran out of the dining area into the ladies’ room and tried to compose herself.


Now, that’s what I mean. She shouldn’t have gotten flustered and taken him so seriously. She should have kidded with him, played him along. Guys like that. And then everything goes smoothly and you get a nice big tip. So what if he grabs for you? A little feel doesn’t cost you anything. But not Sally. She goes up in smoke if a guy puts his pinkie against her breast. She sat in the john telling herself she had to hang on. Things like this had happened often before, but now Dr. Ash was going to help her understand why. He had to help her take control of her own mind.


She felt a lump in her bra, reached down, and found a roll of bills. Forty-three dollars. Well, she thought, whatever she did tonight, she hadn’t done a bad job. Todd Kramer had said she was a good waitress, and the tips proved it.


When she came out of the ladies’ room she felt in control, but edgy. She jumped when Eliot asked if she was okay. She didn’t know who he was, but he looked like one of those middle-aged dance hall Romeos.


“Just a little tired,” she said, guardedly.


Eliot smiled. “Go ahead and take off,” he said. “I’ll have one of the other girls finish up your station. First night can be a strain. But Todd and I want you to know you don’t have to worry. The job is yours.”


So he was the partner who’d hired her. She’d never have guessed it.


She thanked him, and when she saw two of the other waitresses head back to the room marked “Employees Only,” she followed them, confused at first because she didn’t see the dress she had worn that morning. She stalled around, waiting for the others to get dressed, and when they took their clothes and hung up their uniforms, there were three others left — a green pants suit, a blue dress, and a yellow and red skirt and sweater. She went back to the bathroom and sat there until the other two waitresses were finished. Only the blue dress was left, and she tried it on. A little tight, but she hoped it was hers because otherwise she was going to have some explaining to do.
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