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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  STRANGER IN THE HOUSE




  There are no sidewalks in Northridge. It is one of those suburbs distinguished in real-estate advertisements by the word exclusive. The

  residents spend large sums to separate themselves from neighbors whom they meet as often as possible at the Country Club. In the better sections, building laws bar business structures, apartment

  houses, bungalows, and home-owners of undesirable ancestry. Well-kept roads curve around lawns protected by stone walls, hedges, and exotic versions of the old board fence. Pedestrians are seldom

  seen. On Thursdays and odd Sundays, the servants are driven to the railroad station.




  The Remsens lived in one of the prettiest but least pretentious homes in Northridge, a two-story house of white boards and whitewashed brick. They had chosen the property and remodeled the house

  because they liked the trees. Two old maples guarded the gate, and the front door was shaded by a weeping willow.




  One day last March a stranger came to their house. It was a cold day and crystal flakes lay on the collar of his dark overcoat, his hunched shoulders.




  “Is this the home of Mr. George Remsen?” the stranger asked. Bonnie told him that Mr. Remsen had gone to the office. “But I am an old friend,” the stranger said, and

  stepped into the hall.




  He was a short man, quick and graceful as a cat. His eyes were small but lively. Hollow cheeks accented his large, slightly aquiline nose. He wore a green felt hat tilted so low that it almost

  hid his left eye. When he removed the hat, Bonnie saw the scar marking the jaundice-yellow of his skin, and curving like a quarter-moon from temple to eyebrow.




  “I’ll tell Mrs. Remsen,” Bonnie said, and walked up the stairs with a light tread. Bonnie was a tall Negro girl with a lean, intelligent face. She wore rimless glasses and

  looked more like a school-teacher than a servant. “He didn’t give his name,” she told Mrs. Remsen. “He says he’s an old friend of Mr. Remsen’s.”




  Eric threw his rubber boat at Bonnie. She was pleased that she could stay and finish bathing him while Mrs. Remsen went downstairs. Bonnie did not like the stranger. Instinct warned her against

  him. But she did not mention this to Mrs. Remsen, who was always tolerant and reasonable, giving everyone a chance before she formed an opinion.




  The stranger watched as Mrs. Remsen came down the stairs. In the blue cotton dirndl she looked like a little girl. Her long dark hair hung in braids caught at the ends with bows of narrow blue

  ribbon. She wore no make-up, but her lips were naturally very red. She offered the stranger her hand.




  “I hope I do not intrude. I have come to see your husband. George Remsen is an old friend.”




  “He’s never at home during the day. He’s at the plant. You should have gone to see him there.”




  “I wished to see him at home. I am a friend, not a business associate.” He spoke carefully. Intonation rather than accent sounded foreign.




  “Perhaps you’d like to phone George at the office. He could arrange to meet you for lunch.”




  “That would be inconvenient. I have dismissed the cab.”




  Alice Remsen, whose hearing was very acute, had been aware of no cab in the driveway. She had so often complained about the noise of wheels on the gravel that her husband had promised to have

  the driveway paved. Then, beside the Queen Anne lowboy, she noticed a cheap suitcase. Perhaps the stranger had not been able to afford a cab and had lied so that she should not know he had walked

  from the station.




  “Have you never heard your husband speak about me? We were once classmates together. My name is Conrad.”




  “Conrad what?”




  “It is my surname.”




  “Like Joseph Conrad?”




  “That was not his real name. He was a Pole.”




  The Salem clock struck the half-hour. On the floor above, Eric ran in padded slippers from the bath to the nursery. Bonnie followed, talking in her soft Negro voice.




  “I am not surprised that you hesitate to welcome a stranger who comes to your door, with no more introduction than the statement that your husband was once his friend,” Conrad said

  gravely. “But let me assure you that Remsen was most earnest in his invitations. If I came to America, he said, I was to come immediately to his home. And this I promised him.”




  “I’m sorry.” She spoke quickly, with rueful eagerness, because her hospitality had been reluctant. “Won’t you come in? I’m having early lunch today. Perhaps

  you’d like to have it with me.”




  “That would be a great honor, Mrs. Remsen.”




  The living-room was gracious, its colors gentle, the furniture polished to a high luster. On the piano red and yellow tulips were arranged with their speared leaves in a pewter jug. Small

  crystal bowls filled with violets had been placed on the tables along with bonbon dishes and cigarette boxes, pottery ash trays and new magazines.




  “Your home is charming. I see that you have taste, Mrs. Remsen.”




  “Thank you. I’m proud of the house. Almost too proud. Sometimes I’m ashamed of myself.”




  “But why?”




  “In times like these, doesn’t it seem shameful and selfish to give so much time and thought, and money, too, to interior decoration?”




  He examined crystal sconces set into the white-painted panel over the mantel. “Would you put a Rembrandt in an inferior frame, Mrs. Remsen?”




  “That’s what George says. He says I take things too seriously. As long as he can afford it, George says . . .” She paused abruptly. Nervous fingers twisted a dark braid.




  “But your husband can afford it. And he is generous, is he not?”




  Alice stood quiet, reminding herself that it was not good sense to confide in a man she had known less than five minutes. George often told her that she must discipline that impulsive

  tongue.




  “He is quite wealthy?”




  For no reason at all, Alice laughed. “He says we’re not rich and he’s always worrying about money, but we still seem wealthy to me. I used to be very poor. I worked in the

  Public Library, and lived in a tiny room at the Y.”




  “Have you been married a long time?”




  “Nine years.”




  “You have children?”




  “One. A boy. He’ll be five next month.”




  “And no more?”




  “My little girl died.”




  “I am sorry.”




  She excused herself and went into the hall to call up to Bonnie, asking if Eric’s room was warm. He had been running a temperature all week.




  “You are much younger than your husband, are you not?”




  “There are fourteen years between us. It seems less now than it did at the beginning.”




  “You must have been greatly in love to marry a man so much older.”




  “I adored him from the day I met him,” she confided. Then, ashamed because she had offered so much personal information so readily, she walked about the room, picked up the Dresden

  box, waited while he found a match and brought her a light. “I talk too much about myself,” she told him gravely. “George says it’s juvenile. He says I’m emotionally

  immature, and that people are bored by my revelations.”




  The stranger bit delicately at his thumbnail. “But it is natural for those who love us to wish always that we were perfect. I find your frankness charming. It does not bore me, for I am

  eager to know about the life of my old friend, George Remsen.”




  Bonnie came down the stairs, looked into the living-room, raised her eyebrows, and went through the door that led to the butler’s pantry and kitchen.




  “I’m very impolite,” Alice said, “to talk about myself all the time. Do tell me something about yourself, Mr. Conrad.”




  “There is little to tell. I am neither famous nor wealthy.”




  A delivery truck rattled up the drive and stopped at the back door. Conrad had begun to pace the room. At the sun parlor end he paused, to stare at the garden doors and shake his head as though

  answering some unspoken question.




  “What do you do?” Alice asked.




  He turned and regarded her curiously. “I do not comprehend.”




  “What work? Your business or profession.”




  “Oh.” He offered a smile humbly. “I was confused by the idiom. I am a historian.”




  “I see. Then it was at Heidelberg that you knew George?”




  He began his pacing again. “We worked together in the history of philosophy. Both in Hoeffler’s classes and under Hans Wolfe. You must certainly have heard Remsen talk of those

  days.” With long, silent, catlike strides he reached the front window in time to watch the truck roll out of the gate. “That was long ago, Mrs. Remsen.”




  “Are you German?”




  “Swiss.” He sat beside her on the couch again. “From Zurich, where they speak mostly German.”




  “Yes, I know. I’ve been in Zurich.”




  “Recently?”




  “Six years ago. After my little girl died I was nervous and very unhappy. George took me for a long journey, my first trip abroad.”




  “George Remsen is a good husband, I think.”




  “Yes,” Alice said.




  “And are you very happy?”




  She was twenty-nine now, beyond the age of asking questions of herself when she woke up in the morning. As a young girl she had expected something else, some bright ecstasy that gave a special

  luster to every living day. Now her days were orderly, filled with comfort and errands that brought more comfort. She loved her husband, her son, and her home, in that order. And in summer she had

  her garden.




  She lifted her head, caught Conrad’s waiting glance. “Yes,” she said. “I am a happy woman.”




  Bonnie, quietly disapproving, served lunch. Conrad ate prodigiously. Alice suspected that he had gone without breakfast and perhaps without last night’s dinner.

  Compassion prevented her asking about his plans. She tried to hint that he should telephone George, but he put her off with such weariness that she felt ashamed.




  The telephone rang. She hoped it was her husband. George often called her during the day, to gossip, to discuss plans, to ask how she felt. Bonnie came in to say that Mrs. Burns wanted to know

  if Mrs. Remsen would drive her to the meeting.




  “Please,” the stranger said humbly. “If I am in your way, I should be distressed. Do not let me interfere with your arrangements.”




  “I could drop you at the station,” she said. “There’s an express at one-forty.”




  “You spoke just now of a meeting. What sort of meeting, may I ask? You belong to some political party?”




  “Our club. The women of Northridge. We try to keep ourselves informed on current events and on books and . . .”




  His smile, humorously indulgent, kept her from saying more. “You are amazing, you American women. So pretty, so chic, and you take yourselves so seriously. Why do you envy men? Are you not

  content to be your lovely selves?”




  Alice rose. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll have to dress now.”




  “I have not offended you, I hope?”




  “No, indeed.”




  “Please, Mrs. Remsen, do not frown so. I am old-fashioned, perhaps, in my view of women. But you are unusually intelligent and tolerant, I see. You will forgive me?”




  He had found the soft spot. She valued an understanding and tolerant mind. “I’m sorry if I was rude,” she said.




  “Then you will forgive?” He bowed, bending at the waist.




  Alice was charmed. He brought the flavor of far places into her suburban home. Her laughter was a sign of forgiveness.




  “And now, may I ask a favor? I should like to meet the son of my old friend.”




  Perhaps this was only a gesture designed to touch a mother’s heart, but Alice was proud of her son. Gladly she led the stranger up the stairs.




  Eric was delighted that a visitor had come to interrupt his boredom. Conrad treated the child with respect. Alice could not help noticing the subtle difference between his

  earnestness with Eric and his indulgent gallantry toward her.




  While he talked to Eric, Conrad studied the room. His eyes took note of every toy, every piece of furniture, the sloped roof, the dormer windows that looked out on bare trees and stormy sky. Now

  his glance was fixed upon the portrait of a young man in the uniform of the Royal Air Force.




  “That’s my Uncle Otis,” Eric boasted. “He went to London and joined the war before we were in it. Uncle Otis was mad at Daddy and wouldn’t come and say good-by. But

  he sent me his picture.”




  Conrad smiled and said, “Even American freedom, I see, is no guarantee against family quarrels.”




  He stayed with Eric while Alice dressed. When she returned, he was sitting close to the bed. His head and Eric’s were bent over a picture book. He leaped to his feet, regarding Alice with

  undisguised amazement. “But you are transformed, Mrs. Remsen! In your peasant dress this morning you were like a child. By a miracle you have become a chic woman.”




  “The miracle of the coat,” she laughed. “Mink does make you look sophisticated. I said it wasn’t my style, but George wanted me to have it. He gave it to me last

  Christmas.”




  “Mummy, Mr. Conrad knows stories about lions in jungles. He knows stories about planes and soldiers. He’s going to stay and tell me stories all afternoon.”




  “If you do not mind, Mrs. Remsen.”




  “Of course not, I’m delighted. You’re very kind. It’s a treat for Eric.”




  The words, spilled out nervously, gave meager cover to her distress. Her fear had no foundation in reason. At lunch Conrad had talked about Heidelberg, named professors under whom he and George

  had worked, classmates who had since become distinguished scholars. There was no reasonable doubt of his claim to intimacy with her husband. Yet she avoided Bonnie’s eyes when she told the

  girl that Mr. Conrad would stay, and instructed her to serve him tea when Eric had his afternoon milk.




  She telephoned George from Mrs. Burns’s house to tell him about their guest.




  His voice made the world seem solid again.




  “Conrad.” George’s voice quickened. “Of course, dear. You must make him comfortable and tell him to wait until I come home.”




  “He’s arranged that for himself.”




  “Of course, of course.” George laughed again. “That’s like Conrad. He always arranges things for himself. But you will like him, darling; I’m sure of

  that.”




  She was reassured, and remorseful because she had allowed herself to be swayed by emotions unworthy a woman who schooled herself to tolerance and fair thinking. . . .




  The Civic Center had been decorated during the WPA period with murals illustrating Indian battles. The artist, influenced by the Mexicans, had shunned perspective and chosen bright, flat colors.

  The auditorium smelled of cosmetics, steam heat, and damp fur.




  Clubwomen sat forward in their chairs. The speaker’s ardor touched every corner. He was an angry six-footer, this crusading lawyer, rawboned and homely, with thick

  glasses and a shock of unruly black hair.




  “Many times,” Daniel Hale said, “I have been accused of exaggeration.”




  His dark, angry eyes, Alice felt, were peering through the thick lenses at her face. She moved uneasily. Was it because Dan once dreamed of her as his wife that he could no longer be her friend?

  That he took issue with everything George believed in, and with her for agreeing? The memory of their last quarrel still disturbed her, though she had not seen him in nearly a year.




  Dan was saying, “I ask you to remember Gabriel Matthew Haller. Now that Haller’s been convicted, we know that one of Hitler’s agents was moving among us. We’ve all seen

  copies of Haller’s paper, The Pennon, published in this city before any of us knew that he was an unregistered foreign agent . . .”




  Alice pulled at the fingers of her gloves. Her eyes avoided the platform. Once she had dined with Mr. Haller and his buxom, obedient wife. For a time The Pennon had been printed by The

  Remsen Press. George had long since severed all connections with Haller. Probably he had suspected the truth. He had never spoken to Alice about it. But George was not a husband who burdens his

  wife with business problems.




  Dan Hale pounded the speaker’s table. “We hear of the underground movement in Europe. We rejoice in it because it opposes Hitler. But what of the underground movement in America?

  Shall we close our eyes to the fact that there are those in our country who believe in the Axis, and are working to help the Axis defeat us? They have cast their lot with the enemy, and while they

  may not receive compensation today, they hope for their reward when Hitler is our Fuehrer.”




  Mrs. Burns reared like a horse. Other women muttered and nodded to show that their indignation matched the speaker’s. Sheltered though they were by their husbands’ incomes and the

  solidity of prosperous suburban life, these women were neither smug nor ignorant.




  “Let me prove that I don’t speak out of dreams,” Dan continued. “I have here the literature of a so-called patriotic organization. Its sponsors say they want peace. But

  what sort of peace? Peace for our side—lasting, democratic peace? Or peace on Axis terms—victory for Berlin, Rome, and Tokyo? Let’s give their sort of peace its proper name:

  Appeasement!” He thrust a pamphlet toward them. “I’ve marked a few paragraphs that I want to read to you.”




  His fury excited the women. They listened raptly. When he had finished reading he said, “What you have just heard was not published in Hitler’s Reich. Its ideas, its aims, even its

  literary style stems from the World Service of Erfurt, Germany. It was published here . . . by saboteurs. Psychological saboteurs! They are working to destroy our morale, just as their comrades are

  aiming at destruction in aviation plants and shipyards.




  “We’ve all got to fight psychological sabotage! The war isn’t as far off as we think. It’s right here, now, in this city, and with such ammunition as this”—he

  waved the pamphlet above his head—“it may even enter our homes. The war of nerves! And we who cannot bear arms must consider ourselves fighters in the war of nerves!”




  While the others were applauding, Alice jerked on her coat. “Someone else will drive you home, Mrs. Burns,” she said. “I’ve got to hurry. We have a guest in the

  house.”




  For two days a storm had been threatening. Now it had begun. Through the lobby’s glass doors Alice heard the wind’s anger and saw snow swept from the ground in circles of white fury.

  She stopped to button her coat and search her bag for the keys. She gave no sign of having heard footsteps on the lobby’s tiled floor. When a hand touched her shoulder, she jumped.




  “Why are you running away, Alice? Don’t you want to see me?”




  She offered an easy lie. “Of course, Dan. I meant to see you later. I was just going to phone.” Instead of the car keys she brought a nickel out of her purse. She telephoned the

  house, dallied in the phone booth because Dan Hale was waiting. When she came out he took her arm and led her back to the reception-room.




  Women surrounded him. His male presence excited them. Between nine in the morning and six at night there were no men in Northridge. Except for brief, dull moments with hurried grocery clerks and

  delivery boys, these women were as bereft of masculine society as religious celibates or boarding-school girls.




  Dan accepted their tributes cynically. His manners were home-grown and he thought charm a word for sissies. But he managed with a sort of rough graciousness to scatter them and establish himself

  cozily with Alice behind a corner coffee table.




  She felt easier with him now. “Do you realize what sunlight you’ve brought into the drab lives of these good suburban wives? Look at Mrs. Burns. She’s got two married daughters

  and she’s as tremulous as if Charles Boyer had kissed her.”




  “I know one good suburban wife who isn’t tremulous. How are you, Alice? You’re looking as if your life were anything but drab.”




  “Never a drab moment.”




  Behind the thick lenses his dark eyes narrowed. “And George?” he said.




  “Wonderful, of course. Terribly busy. I suppose you’re working as hard as ever?”




  “Harder. All the other junior partners have gone off to fight.” He glanced over his shoulder at the women, who were throwing surreptitious glances in his direction. “Tell me

  something, Alice. Do these dames resent me as much as I think they do?”




  She stared at him. “Are you crazy, Dan?”




  He frowned at his clenched, powerful fists. “Doesn’t it strike them as slightly incongruous that I stand up there on the platform and shout that we ought to support this war, while

  their husbands and sons have to do the fighting?”




  “I’m sure they know you would if you could, Dan.”




  “A lot of guys wear glasses,” he said. “But every time I show up, some jerk of an army doctor yells, ‘What are you doing around here with those bottle-tops on?’

  Maybe I ought to wear a label or carry a white cane!”




  “Still,” said Alice, knowing that he wanted her to say it, “you’ve fought this war in your own way. The Nazis have had you for an enemy for a long time.”




  “Yeah. Back in ’33 I made my first world-shaking speech. Consider the world in ’42. That will show you what I’ve accomplished.”




  “What’s got into you? Your kind of fighting’s just as necessary.” In spite of all that had happened, she was still fond of Dan and, as in the old days, tried to soothe

  his anger. To flatter him, she chose one of his own phrases: “A fighter in the war of nerves, Dan.”




  “It’s what I’ve got to believe.” He fumbled in his pocket and brought out the pamphlet. “By God, somebody’s got to sound the clarion note!”




  George had taught her to value the physical appearance of printed matter. She recognized the type face, noted the paper stock, slightly ridged, unglazed, and marked with a classical profile,

  Athena’s or Diana’s. Alice had seen that profile before. The familiarity taunted her memory.




  “It’s an expensive job,” she said.




  “High-class bait for big fish.”




  “Isn’t it illegal?”




  “A legal detour. Avoids sedition by the width of a baby’s hair. Most of the guys behind these things . . . and I don’t mean the stooges whose names are so bravely printed on

  the back cover . . . are in direct contact with Herr Goebbels. They’re tough and hard to catch. It’s easier for the FBI to get the little guys, the ones who obey, than the masters who

  give orders. But some day,” he gloated, “you’ll pick up your newspaper and read about the execution of some baby whose crimes were committed with a typewriter.”




  She read a few sentences. “But this is such obvious propaganda. How can it do any real harm? Do you suppose anyone is stupid enough to take it seriously?”




  “Spoken like George Remsen.”




  “George has changed,” she said earnestly. “Honestly. You and he could be friends again.”




  “I’m glad,” Dan said without warmth.




  She answered his cynicism with a smile. “I don’t believe he’s angry with you any more. Now that the situation has changed so drastically, you two could get along together.

  After all, a lot of people have changed since Pearl Harbor.”




  “But I was right, Alice. Could George forgive me that?”




  “You’re just as stubborn as he is.”




  “Do you still think that political attitudes are unimportant?”




  “Less important than human relations.”




  “Great God! What are political attitudes except human relations? It’s your emotion toward society. You wouldn’t invite your friends to dine at your home with thieves.

  Then why do you get so angry when your friends refuse to dine with Fascists?”




  She turned her head. Her profile was as cold as Athena’s. Or Diana’s. “You’re as rude as ever, Dan.”




  “Have I offended you again?”




  “I hate your righteousness. You judge everyone from your own point of view and refuse to see any good in a person upon whom you’ve fastened one of your labels.”




  “I see that George has finally persuaded you that women shouldn’t think for themselves.”




  She pushed back her chair. “I’ve really got to go.”




  He jumped up so quickly that his own chair clattered to the floor. The women stared. Alice fled, struggling with her coat. Dan followed. “Have you heard from Otis?” he asked.




  “No.”




  “Your brother is well and happy, he writes. Likes England. Life in the R.A.F. seems to agree with him.”




  They had reached the door. Alice paused because she wanted so much to hear about Otis.




  “In every letter he asks if I’ve seen you,” Dan said.




  A curious perversity, whose roots lay deep in her loyalty to her husband, prevented Alice from asking for her brother’s address. All she said was, “When you write, you can tell him

  that George has changed his views about the war.”




  “But even if he hadn’t, you’d still agree with him,” Dan taunted.




  His mockery was designed to anger her. She was aware of that, as she was aware of the inner conflict that sharpened his tongue toward her.




  Nine years ago on the Library steps, standing with him under a cotton umbrella, Alice had told Dan that she was going to marry George Remsen. Her eyes had been fixed on the steps and on their

  feet. Dan had not worn rubbers, and as they stood there the rain darkened his cheap brown leather shoes. With a cold hand he had raised her chin. But he had not spoken aloud; and his eyes had been

  hidden by the rain on his glasses.




  Now, instead of answering the taunt, Alice offered her hand. “I know how fond you are of Otis and how you must miss him.”




  “You manage to get along without the people you’re fond of,” he answered harshly.




  He had taken hold of the hand she offered, but he seemed as far from her as the brother in England.




  “Good-by, Dan. It was good seeing you again.”




  “Good-by, Alice.”




  As she went down the stairs she turned to look back at him, rigid and slender against the oak door. She felt sorry for him and sorry for everyone who was lonely, and when she reflected on the

  question Conrad had asked that morning, she repeated, “Yes, I am a happy woman.”




  She loved her husband. Now, after nine years of marriage, she hurried when she saw his car in the garage. She rang the bell because she had not the patience to unlock the door.




  George held her at arm’s length, studied the effect of mink over her black dress, examined her coral earrings and the tilt of her hat. When she looked well George never failed to praise

  her, and when she was not at her best he criticized.




  “How do you like my wife?” he asked Conrad. “Isn’t she a lovely little thing?”




  “She has already won my heart,” Conrad said. “Few women would have shown such hospitality to a stranger.”




  George had lighted the fire. The crackling of wood and soft music from the radio shut out the sense of storm. The curtains had been drawn against wind and darkness. George poured dry sherry and

  handed it to Alice as though this were the first time he had ever offered her a drink. Firelight warmed his face. He had a fine profile, with a severe, chiseled nose and broad forehead. His mouth

  was too fine, almost prim, and the chin shallow. He wore a short, crisp mustache. His hair was abundant but pale and very straight.




  After he had greeted Alice and made her comfortable with cushions and a chair close to the fire, he returned to the talk that had been interrupted by her entrance. Her librarian’s ear

  caught names: Nietzsche, Hegel, Spengler. The talk lent enchantment to the heavily curtained chamber. Here was a home where cultured minds met and exchanged interpretations of the best in

  literature and philosophy. Alice pitied women whose husbands were merely successful.




  Actually, she understood little of their talk. As George had once indulgently remarked, philosophy frightened her. Metaphysics, he always said, was not for the female mind. So she relaxed

  against the cushions, sipped her drink, and listened to the conversation as one who is ignorant of music listens to a symphony, with the senses only, catching occasional provocative strains of

  melody but missing the structure and meaning of the whole.




  Through dinner this conversation continued. George had brought out a bottle of his cherished Rhine wine, but it was not so much the drink as Conrad’s companionship that seemed to elate

  him.




  While they were having their coffee, George told her that he had invited Conrad to remain as their guest.




  “Unless I am in your way, Mrs. Remsen.” His humility was touching.




  “Of course you must stay,” she said warmly. “We’ve plenty of room, and it’s good for George to have someone to talk to. Most of the men we know nowadays can talk of

  nothing but sports or business.”




  “How fortunate my friend is to have such a gracious wife,” Conrad said. He kissed her hand and promised to give no trouble. . . .




  In many ways he was an amiable guest. He insisted upon making his bed and keeping his room tidy. A few visitors came to see him, but he was always careful to keep them out of Alice’s way,

  and talked to them in his room or George’s library. And he would never intrude if she had visitors.




  Spring was on the way. Crocuses bloomed and snowdrops sprang out of the moist earth. Alice found the sunshine irresistible. She invited Conrad to walk with her or to drive to town when she had

  errands. He always refused. His health was delicate, he said, and if he caught a cold he would be a great nuisance.




  Once a week, however, he dined with relations who lived at the other end of the city. They were apparently rich people, for they always sent a limousine to fetch him.




  “It’s strange,” Alice said to her husband, “that they don’t invite us. When you invite someone’s house guest, you always invite the hosts.”




  “Heaven forbid,” George laughed. “Conrad is kind enough to protect us. These people are very dull—meat-packers, I believe—with hideous Spanish furniture, all red

  velvet and cast iron, and heavy portraits in oil and marble statues. Their conversation, Conrad tells me, is equally ponderous.”




  “Then why does he go there? He’s always impatient when you’re not talking politics or economics or philosophical theories.”




  “They are relations, and you know how seriously Europeans regard family.”




  He said no more, and Alice stopped asking questions. She was always slightly apprehensive when she spoke of Conrad to her husband.




  Bonnie’s antagonism continued. She was never rude to the guest, but she had grown meek, as though the spirit had been crushed out of her. Bonnie had pride; she was never

  servile.




  Alice was distressed by the change. One day she questioned the girl: “Why do you dislike Mr. Conrad?”




  “He don’t like me,” Bonnie said firmly.




  “He’s never said anything unkind to you, has he?”




  “It’s not my place to say anything against your friends, Mrs. Remsen. But . . .” Bonnie hesitated, looking down at the flannel cloth in her lean hands. “Servants belong

  to a house. They can feel who’s a friend to the house and who isn’t.”




  In the yard Eric rode his tricycle, shouting, “I’m a tank, I’m a tank! I’ve got big guns on both sides of me; I’m going to shoot you dead!” He held the handle

  bar with one hand; the other was a gun aimed at a second-story window.




  From the window Conrad called, “Kill the enemy, little soldier. Show no mercy.”




  Bonnie returned to the silver. “It was always so nice here. You and Mr. Remsen were the nicest people I ever worked for.”




  Alice wondered whether she should mention this to George. They dined alone that night. The limousine had called for Conrad.




  “Nice, isn’t it? Just the two of us?” George remarked.




  The knowledge that her companionship could satisfy her husband made Alice very happy. Since Conrad had come, she suffered the sense of inadequacy which, during the early days of their marriage,

  had set her to reading heavy philosophical works that she had never finished nor understood.




  Now her spirits rose. She flirted with George across the candlesticks. After dinner, while they listened to the news broadcast, she sat on his lap. Then a radio orchestra began to play Two

  Hearts in Waltz Time.




  “Do you remember, Alice?”




  “As if I could forget.”




  “How badly you waltzed.”




  “I couldn’t help it. I was brought up in the jazz age.” For nine years she had been explaining it in just this manner. “None of my boy-friends waltzed, and it took me a

  while to get your rhythm.”




  “And I was so very cruel to you,” George laughed.




  “You were a beast. You stopped right in the middle of the floor and said, ‘Slowly, please. Do not try to lead. A woman does not assert her individuality on the dance floor. She must

  follow the man.’ ”




  George laughed again. “And afterward?” he teased.




  “You took me to the buffet and plied me with liquor.”




  “Your first champagne. How sweet you were. But a little tipsy. And how you followed after that, wildly and blindly.”




  He rose, bowed formally, held out his arms. She followed flawlessly now. Every nuance. That had been the pattern of their marriage. At first, resistance, then wild and blind acceptance. She had

  shaped herself to fit his taste in women, had pitied other restless wives making their poor struggles at self-assertion. Their husbands, she thought, were not so gifted at leading a woman to the

  full enjoyment of love.




  The waltz ended. George stood with Alice in the center of their living-room, his arms around her. Then slowly he raised her hand to his lips, kissed the wrist, the forearm, the elbow, and,

  lifting her loose sleeve, kissed her shoulder. This appealed to her imagination and excited her senses. She could not believe that any other husband made love so exquisitely.




  And still, in love-making, George was always dominantly masculine. So that she might enjoy the full sense of his male strength, he picked her up in his arms and carried her to their bedroom on

  the second floor.




  After nine years of marriage! . . .




  Eric’s blunt forefinger traced the outlines of the embroidered coronet. On birthdays they decorated the breakfast table with flowers and used the linen that had been inherited from

  George’s mother. The sun, shining through the dining-room curtains, showed that the cloth was thin in places and yellow from generations of washboards.




  Eric’s long frame and narrow head had been inherited from George’s mother, too. “Look at the boy,” George would boast. “Like my mother, a blue-blood.”




  He told Eric about his noble ancestors, the castle on the Rhine, and the heroes who had borne his name. The boy listened impatiently. He had given his heart to Bonnie’s gift, a mechanical

  dump cart.




  Conrad came down the stairs carrying the package which the expressman had brought two days before. “Eric shall unpack it himself,” Conrad said. “That’s half the

  fun.”




  The box contained dozens of tiny packages wrapped in green tissue paper. There was a small village complete with houses, trees, wagons, and animals.




  Conrad sat on the floor, helping Eric pull off the wrappings. “This is your own village, Eric. You are its master. All the people will have to do as you say.”




  “And the animals, too?”




  “Animals obey their masters instinctively,” Conrad replied.




  George left for the office. Alice went upstairs to fill the paper candy boxes and write place cards for the birthday party. After a while Bonnie came up and told Alice abruptly that she was

  quitting at the end of the week.




  “But, Bonnie!” Alice dropped a paper duck, and candy balls rolled over the carpet.




  Bonnie stooped to pick them up. She preferred to tell the story when she was not facing Mrs. Remsen. Eric and Mr. Conrad had been sitting on the floor when she went into the dining-room with her

  mop and carpet sweeper. The floor around them was littered with the green tissue paper which had been wrapped around Eric’s toys. Naturally, she had started to clean it.




  “Leave that!” Mr. Conrad had ordered.




  “But I got to clean up, Mr. Conrad. There’s the party this afternoon. I got a lot of work to do.” She had gone on with her work, thinking her explanation had satisfied him.




  He had leaped like a cat at her, torn the sheets of green paper from her hand, and said something which she did not wish to repeat to Mrs. Remsen.




  Alice begged her to stay. “I’ll talk to him, Bonnie. “I’ll tell him that we won’t allow you to be insulted. You’re not to give up your job on his

  account.”




  “Don’t worry about my job, Mrs. Remsen. I’d have gone into defense work before this—they pay good money and treat you nice—only you’ve been so good to me and

  I love Eric.”




  “I’m sorry. You’ve been a good friend to us, Bonnie. We’ll miss you terribly.”




  Bonnie’s eyes filled. She went downstairs quickly. Alice tidied her hair and followed. She honestly meant to have it out with Conrad. But all the green papers had been cleared away. Conrad

  sat with Eric on the floor helping him make a procession of toy animals. When Alice came into the room Conrad smiled at her disarmingly.




  Better, she decided, to discuss it with George privately and let him explain to Conrad that the Remsens did not consider servants an inferior race. She was very angry with Conrad, but she

  managed to hold down the resentment and even to smile when he helped her with the table and arrangements for the birthday party. He would not, however, stay downstairs while the guests were there.

  . . .




  The party exhausted Alice. She went early to her room that night, leaving Conrad and George with their brandy and their interminable theories. But she would not allow herself to fall asleep. She

  waited until George had made his night preparations and come out of the bathroom, smelling of soap and toilet water. Even in his dressing gown, he looked tidy and well brushed.




  “Darling, come here.” She signaled him to sit on the edge of her bed. This delighted George. He did not like women to be bold, yet he was man enough to be flattered by a

  woman’s need of him. He held her hand while she told the story.




  There was a long silence after he had heard it. George had become very grave. He closed his lips over his teeth and pressed them together tightly. His mouth disappeared and

  there was only a prim line between his nose and chin.




  “Well?” said Alice, impatient for a verdict.




  “We’re fortunate to be rid of her. She was getting too insolent.”




  Alice sat up. His remark had shocked the weariness out of her. She had naturally thought that he would also take Bonnie’s part.




  “George! How can you say that? Bonnie’s been wonderful. She was never rude before, and she’s been a good friend to us, George, a real friend.”




  “Why must you exaggerate? That’s the trouble with women. You’re so thin-skinned and hysterical you fancy injustice every time one of your inferiors is put in his

  place.”




  This shocked her profoundly. She had known George for almost ten years, and she had never heard him utter such a phrase. She said angrily, “What’s got into you lately? You’ve

  changed.”




  He did not seem to hear. His eyes were intent upon a pattern of vines and urns on the wallpaper. His expression was fixed and arrogant.




  “I’m glad we’re rid of that girl. She’s the wrong influence for Eric. I don’t want my son to be brought up by an ignorant—”




  Alice cut him off. “Let’s get rid of him, too!” she burst out. “He’s the wrong influence. I haven’t been happy for a moment since he came.”




  George stood very still. “I wish you’d speak more intelligibly, my dear. What are you trying to say?”




  “You know what I’m talking about.”




  “Then speak clearly. Use the man’s name.”




  She and George were enemies now. A wall had risen between them. Alice had never opposed her husband in quite this manner. If she had been hurt by him she had concealed the injury, blaming

  herself for stupidity or ignorance.




  “He . . . I don’t want him in the house any longer. Conrad,” she said painfully.




  “He is my friend, our guest, a man of intelligence and culture.” George uttered each syllable with precision. “If you prefer the companionship of a servant . . .”




  “That’s not fair. Bonnie worked for us. Conrad came as a guest, an uninvited guest as far as I’m concerned, and I must say there’s something strange about the way he

  came. And there’s something else the matter, too—the way he stays in the house on the loveliest days and only goes out when they send the limousine.”




  “Sh-sh! You’re talking too loud. He’s not well, Alice; you know that yourself. For my part, I’m happy that my friend finds rest and comfort in my home.”




  “But why does he get so furious when Bonnie tries to clean a room? And then clean it himself as soon as she leaves?” Her voice was broken by dry sobs. “I hate him. I feel that

  there’s something wrong about him. Bonnie felt it, too. She . . .”




  George had taken hold of her wrists. He pressed them together until she felt the bones crack. At another time the pain would have exalted her, she would have looked up at him with wonder and

  helpless longing. Tonight she hated pain, she was ashamed of female weakness. She cried aloud, “Let go! You’re hurting me.”




  He whispered, “Why are you so hysterical, darling? You’ve let your imagination run away with you.”




  She began to cry.




  His voice became tender: “You must control yourself. Nothing will ever happen to you, I promise. Please, my love, there’s nothing for you to be afraid of.”




  He dropped her wrists and began to stroke her arms gently, moving his fingers upward as though they were reluctant. His lips touched her forearm. She closed her eyes, turned toward the wall, and

  said, “Please, I’ve got a headache. Don’t touch me.”




  “I’m sorry,” George said, and went away. In a moment he returned, bringing her a headache tablet and a glass of cold water. . . .




  And then she found the green tissue paper. For a few days after Bonnie left, Alice had to do her own housework.




  George hated living in a house without a servant. When he saw his wife do manual work he suffered. The next day he came home with the news that he had engaged a couple.




  “But we don’t really need two,” Alice said.




  George smiled. “Now you’ll not have to lift your hand,” he told her. “You’ll lie in bed like a princess and let the butler bring your breakfast.”




  “I don’t like breakfast in bed, and I think it’s wrong now, in wartime, when people are needed so badly in essential jobs, to have more help than we need.”




  “What a conscience my wife has,” he teased. “If everyone were like you, darling, this world would be a paradise.”




  The new servants were to come on Tuesday. On Monday, after George had gone to the office, Alice decided to clean the house thoroughly. She could never face new servants if upon their arrival

  they found a dirty house. She spent all of Monday on the first floor, and on Tuesday morning went upstairs to do the bedrooms. The house was very quiet. Eric had gone to kindergarten and Conrad was

  reading in George’s library.




  His room was tidy, his bed made, his clothes hung away. Alice was running the vacuum over the rug, when she saw a shred of bright green in the crack between the slopping front and the sides of

  the old rosewood desk. She opened it shamelessly, and saw arranged in a neat pile the green tissue papers which had been wrapped around the peasants and animals of the toy village. Her heart

  throbbed and her head pounded. But the hum of the vacuum drowned out the protests of her conscience.




  The sheets bore printing in small type with narrow margins. She tried to read the printing, but the lines danced and the letters were unclear. The room had become very quiet. Suddenly she was

  aware that the throbbing had ceased. She steadied herself against the desk.




  Conrad had switched off the vacuum cleaner. His face was flushed, so that the scar on his forehead glowed white by contrast. He extended his hand. “You will give me that,

  please.”




  She crumpled the green tissue paper into a tight ball. This resistance restored her confidence. She said hoarsely, “I don’t want you to stay here any longer. I wish you’d

  leave.”




  “I am charmed by your hospitable spirit.” He directed her eyes to a snapshot in an enameled frame of George on horseback. “I am sure that he will be pleased when I tell him of

  his wife’s courtesy to his old friend.”




  At the thought of George’s disapproval her courage died. Conrad took the green paper from her inert hand. “I thank you,” he said, bowing. He escorted her out of the guestroom

  as though he were the host, she the intruder. He locked the door, put the key in his pocket, and ran lightly down the stairs.




  She had to talk to someone. Not George. He would say again that she was hysterical.




  The choice of a confidante was not simple. After her marriage Alice had dropped most of her girl-friends because George had not liked them. For a while there had been her brother, and Dan Hale.

  . . .




  Impulsively and without thought of George’s disapproval, she ran to her bedroom telephone. Until she heard Dan Hale’s voice she did not realize how she trusted an unvarnished

  Midwestern accent. “I’d like to see you as soon as possible, Dan. I want some advice.”




  “Funny, Alice, I was just thinking of you,” Dan said.




  “Really?”




  “I had a letter this morning from Otis. I know you’ll want to read it.”




  Through the wire she heard a dry cough.




  Alice said quickly, “I’m coming downtown today to shop. We might meet—or shall I come to the office?”




  “How about lunch?”




  “Unless you’ve some important client.”




  “You know I’d ditch any client to see you.”




  As she dressed, Alice hummed a tune that she and Otis had sung when they were children. She wore her new brown suit and a green antelope hat trimmed with a cascade of coq feathers.




  “There’s cold beef in the icebox,” she told Conrad: “Enough for a good lunch.”




  Sucking at a fingernail, he studied her appearance. “You are very chic today.”




  “Thank you.”




  “Like a woman dressed for a rendezvous.” He coughed, and one eyelid drooped in the parody of a wink. The cough was a signal. Conrad wanted her to know that he had heard her

  conversation with Dan. The knowledge was a weapon which he could use against her.




  As she rode into town, she permitted herself a daydream. She heard her voice, pitched to confidential softness, asking Dan’s help in solving the mystery of her uninvited guest. She found

  words for telling him all the facts and asking whether her fear of the stranger had any more substance than Bonnie’s instinctive prejudice. And with Dan’s voice she answered her

  questions, beginning each sentence with the comfortable phrase, “No, Alice, I don’t think you’re unduly hysterical, but . . .”




  The dream never carried her beyond that but.




  When she met Dan in the hotel lobby she was no more ready with her questions than when she had boarded the train. He had made quite an occasion of this meeting. His unruly hair lay smooth and

  there was a red carnation in the lapel of his dark blue coat. He had reserved a table beside one of the restaurant’s wide windows.




  “You see what a Casanova I’ve become. When I take a lady to lunch there’s no detail too trivial for my attention.”




  When they had ordered lunch, he gave her the letter from Otis. “My name’s on the envelope, but it’s meant for you. I’d thought of mailing it to you, but this is the

  better way.” He watched as she read:




  

    

      “Dear Dan:




      “Well, here we are, ready for the big push. Might be any time now. That’s as much as I can tell you. The rest will be history, we hope. I needn’t ask you to wish us

      luck, because I know your life is dedicated to our luck.




      “Do me a favor, will you? See my sister. I know she was unhappy about my leaving as I did, and right to say that I was disloyal. George couldn’t have been more generous if

      I’d been his own brother. But as the world is today we can’t let personal loyalties interfere with our thinking. Make Alice understand that, Dan. I don’t want to write her

      because she’ll feel disloyal to George if she so much as opens one of my letters.




      “I hope she knows by this time that it’s her war, too. And the kid’s. If we don’t win, it’s the end of the world for people brought up as we were. Remind

      Alice of Papa on the porch on summer nights, reciting Emerson and Whitman and Lowell in shirt sleeves. Ask her if she remembers those awful family dinners when we brats had to speak our pieces,

      and me in a sailor suit with an apple in my hand, giving out with:




      “ ‘Once to every man and nation comes the moment to decide,




      In the strife of Truth with False-hood, for the good or evil side.’




      “These are the things I wanted to tell her the night I didn’t go to her house to say good-by. I still want to tell her, Dan, but you’ll have to do it for me.




      “Good luck to you in your fight. It’s another kind of struggle, but sometimes I think it’s the harder way. I’ll see you when it’s over. We’ll get

      roaring.




      “Yours,




      “Otis.”


    


  




  Over a centerpiece of jonquils and white narcissus she looked at Dan’s rough-hewn features. He smiled gently. A string trio played Schubert’s Serenade.




  “Why couldn’t Otis have come to say good-by that night? Even though he’d fought with George? We were his family, the only people who were close to him.” She blew her

  nose, pretending that she was about to sneeze.




  “He couldn’t afford to be weakened.”




  “Weakened by seeing us? I’m afraid I don’t understand.”




  “Otis is young, and passionate in his convictions. When he was with George he felt as if he were in a mental concentration camp, forced to stand still and suffer while his basic

  integrities were attacked.”

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
ke

NEW YORK TIMES





OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





