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      ‘A writer who has created a world of her own – a world claustrophobic and irrational which we enter each time with a sense of personal danger… Miss Highsmith is the poet of apprehension’ Graham Greene

      ‘Highsmith is a giant of the genre. The original, the best, the gloriously twisted Queen of Suspense’ Mark Billingham

      ‘One thinks of comparing Miss Highsmith only with herself; by any other standard of comparison, one must simply cheer’ Auberon Waugh

      ‘Highsmith was every bit as deviant and quirky as her mischievous heroes, and didn’t seem to mind if everyone knew it’ J. G. Ballard, Daily Telegraph

      ‘My suspicion is that when the dust has settled and when the chronicle of twentieth-century American literature comes to be written, history will place Highsmith at the top of the pyramid, as we should place Dostoevsky at the top of the Russian hierarchy of novelists’ A. N. Wilson, Daily Telegraph

      ‘One of the greatest modernist writers’ Gore Vidal

      ‘One closes most of her books with a feeling that the world is more dangerous than one had ever imagined’ Julian Symons, New York Times Book Review

      ‘For eliciting the menace that lurks in familiar surroundings, there’s no one like Patricia Highsmith’ Time

      ‘No one has created psychological suspense more densely and deliciously satisfying’ Vogue

      ‘Highsmith should be considered an essential postwar writer who captured the neurotic apprehensions of her times. By her hypnotic art Patricia Highsmith puts the suspense story into a toweringly high place in the hierarchy of fiction’ The Times

      ‘Highsmith writes the verbal equivalent of a drug – easy to consume, darkly euphoric, totally addictive… Highsmith belongs in the moody company of Dostoevsky or Angela Carter’ Time Out

      ‘Her novels, with their mysterious non sequiturs, weird pairings and attractions and moments of stifled comedy, have an unearthly sheen all their own… Highsmith was a genuine one-off, and her books will haunt you’ Daily Telegraph

      ‘To call Patricia Highsmith a thriller writer is true but not the whole truth: her books have stylistic texture, psychological depth, mesmeric readability’ Sunday Times

      ‘I can’t think of anyone else who writes the kind of novel Highsmith does, and can’t imagine anyone doing it with a fraction of her frightening talent’ Spectator

      ‘Patricia Highsmith’s novels are peerlessly disturbing… bad dreams that keep us thrashing for the rest of the night’ New York Times Book Review

      ‘An atmosphere of nameless dread, of unspeakable foreboding, permeates every page of Patricia Highsmith, and there’s nothing quite like it’ Boston Globe

      ‘Mesmerising… not to be recommended for the weak-minded and impressionable’ Washington Post
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      Patricia Highsmith (1921–1995) was born in Fort Worth, Texas, and moved to New York when she was six, where she attended the Julia Richman High School and Barnard College. In her senior year she edited the college magazine, having decided at the age of sixteen to become a writer. Her first novel, Strangers on a Train, was made into a classic film by Alfred Hitchcock in 1951. The Talented Mr Ripley, published in 1955, introduced the fascinating anti-hero Tom Ripley, and was made into an Oscar-winning film in 1999 by Anthony Minghella. Graham Greene called Patricia Highsmith ‘the poet of apprehension’, saying that she ‘created a world of her own – a world claustrophobic and irrational which we enter each time with a sense of personal danger’, and The Times named her no. 1 in their list of the greatest ever crime writers. Patricia Highsmith died in Locarno, Switzerland, in February 1995. Her last novel, Small g: A Summer Idyll, was published posthumously the same year.
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      Strangers on a Train

      Carol (also published as The Price of Salt)

      The Blunderer

      The Talented Mr Ripley

      Deep Water

      A Game for the Living

      This Sweet Sickness

      The Cry of the Owl

      The Two Faces of January

      The Glass Cell

      A Suspension of Mercy (also published as The Story-Teller)

      Those Who Walk Away

      The Tremor of Forgery

      Ripley Under Ground

      A Dog’s Ransom

      Ripley’s Game

      Edith’s Diary

      The Boy Who Followed Ripley

      People Who Knock on the Door

      Found in the Street

      Ripley Under Water

      Small g: A Summer Idyll

       

      
Short-story Collections

      Eleven

      Little Tales of Misogyny

      The Animal Lover’s Book of Beastly Murder

      Slowly, Slowly in the Wind

      The Black House

      Mermaids on the Golf Course

      Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes

      Nothing that Meets the Eye: The Uncollected

      Stories of Patricia Highsmith
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      The girl trotted, and leapt to a curb. She wore new sneakers, spotlessly white, black corduroy trousers, and a white T-shirt with a red apple design on its front. Dodging pedestrians, she swerved and disappeared into a shop whose window displayed lavender-colored items, scarves of shocking pink, beads, and was out within seconds, moving on, tempted by the other side of the street, but staying on the side where she was. Like a butterfly, she described a half-circle to avoid a shuffling clump of people, then hovered before another shop whose wares extended onto the sidewalk. Not this one either.

      The white sneakers flitted on, the short yellow hair bobbed. She moved toward a spot of red, lingered, and entered. The West Fourth Street shoppers drifted in both directions on the sidewalk. It was nearly 6 in the afternoon of a late August day, and the air was cool and sunny. The blond girl emerged with a beige plastic bag in one hand. Her other hand shoved a small billfold into a back pocket of her corduroys. Her smile was wider on her unrouged lips, a happy smile with a hint of mischief in it.

      She paused to let a car go by, heels together as she rose impatiently on her toes. A young black passed in front of her, made as if to tweak her breast, and she drew back, upperlip curling to reveal a pointed eyetooth. On again she went, lips parted for air, eyes searching for gaps to run through.

      Several yards in front of her, beyond dumpy women and boys in blue jeans, she spotted a male figure with a rather side to side gait and with a dog on a leash. The girl stopped abruptly, and took the first opportunity to cross the street.

       

      God’s lifting his leg and all’s right with the world, Ralph Linderman was thinking as he approached the corner where Grove Street crossed Bleecker.

      It was a lovely summer day, the low sun still poured from the west through certain of the crooked Village streets, and Grove Street looked prettier than usual to Ralph. Grove Street like Barrow and Commerce Streets was neat and tidy, and Ralph appreciated that. People polished their door-knockers and kept their front steps swept. Now Morton Street, just three streets southward, was a mess, scraps of paper in the gutter, ashcans in plain view at the curb. Ralph realized that he usually saw the uglier side of things and people too, but he considered this simply realistic, even wise, because to be suspicious of certain characters, before they had a chance to get at you, could save a man from a lot of mishap. New York for the most part was a sordid town. You had only to look around you at the littered streets to realize that people weren’t pulling together, kids learning early that it was all right to toss paper cups right on the sidewalk, nuts of all kinds walking around muttering to themselves, usually obscenities and curses against their fellow men. Sick people and unhappy people! Then there were the muggers, one of them grabbing your arms from behind, the other fishing for your wallet, fleet of foot they were too. That had happened to Ralph once, coming home from work at around 5 in the morning. A curse upon them, muggers, the scum of the earth!

      Ralph sometimes wished he had pulled out of New York twenty or more years ago, after he and Irma had broken up. Or rather, after she had gone off with another man, Ralph reminded himself without rancor now. He might have gone to Cleveland, Ohio, for instance, some place maybe a little more American, more decent. Might have met the right people or person who could have teamed up with him and made something out of Ralph’s ideas. Ralph had a lot of ideas for useful inventions, but not enough training in mathematics and engineering. Then he’d had that fall about fifteen, no eighteen years ago, down the elevator shaft in a garage where he had been on daytime duty as security guard. In the bright sunlight, he hadn’t seen that the floor of the elevator wasn’t there, had thought the black square was just shadow on the floor, and he had fallen about seventeen feet. Nothing broken, amazingly, because he’d been in a heavy sheepskin coat that winter’s day, but everything in him had been shaken up. That was what he had told the doctors, he remembered, and that was the way he had felt, as if his heart had come a little loose from its moorings, his brain too, headaches for a while and all that. They treated him for shock. They couldn’t find anything wrong. But Ralph had felt changed ever since. He took care of himself now, he did, and made no apologies to anyone for it. He was lucky to be alive.

      The black and white dog ambled at a leisurely pace, sniffing with interest at a car’s tire, at a crumpled bit of tinfoil, lifting his leg now in a perfunctory way, having emptied his bladder minutes ago. The dog was about seven, and Ralph had picked him up at the city pound, saved him from death. God was a mongrel, but he had kind eyes, and Ralph valued that.

      ‘God! God!’ he said softly, tugging at the leash, because the dog had for several seconds been riveted to what Ralph saw was some other dog’s excrement in the gutter. ‘Come along now.’

      Was this Elsie walking toward him? Ralph blinked. No. But quite a similarity from a distance, that perky walk, that head held so high, even the illusion of Elsie’s smile from a distance, but Ralph saw as the young blond girl passed him that she was not smiling. Now Elsie – there was one who ought to steer herself in a righter direction before it was too late! An innocent and naive girl from a small town in upstate New York, and barely twenty! It certainly wasn’t too late, and Elsie hadn’t got herself into any trouble yet. But it was her attitude that was dangerous for her. She trusted anybody. She seemed to think drugged people and the crazily made-up prostitutes on Eighth Street and along Sixth Avenue were just as trustworthy as – ordinary people maybe, or himself! Everybody amused her, Elsie said. Well, at least she seemed to be earning her own living so far. Ralph had got acquainted with Elsie about six months ago in a coffee shop on West Fourth. Then she had disappeared for a while, and when he next saw her on the street, she said she had been working at an all-night place somewhere that served espresso and wine. Elsie took temporary jobs. Ralph never knew where she’d turn up.

      God’s stiff walk alerted Ralph to the fact that he was about to do his major business. ‘God – curb now, boy!’ Ralph tugged the crouched dog until all four paws were in the gutter. Absently, Ralph observed that the dog’s bowels were in order, pulled a plastic bag and a scoop out of a jacket pocket, and took up the pile. He carried the scoop with dirty end down in the bag to be washed when he got home. Just as God ambled on at a brisker rate, something in the gutter caught Ralph’s eye.

      A billfold lay in the gutter just two yards from where God had defecated. Ralph bent and picked it up without quite stopping, and he and the dog – whose nose touched the wallet at the same time as Ralph’s hand – walked on, Ralph with his eyes straight ahead. No one was rushing up behind him to claim it. Ralph had always wanted to find a wallet, a wallet full of money and identification, possibly. This wallet was fat with contents, its leather smooth and soft, calfskin probably. Ralph let the wallet slide into a pocket of his jacket. As was his habit, he walked left at Hudson toward Barrow Street, which led to Bleecker, where he lived.

      Ralph and God entered a four-storey building and climbed the stairs to Ralph’s apartment at the back. There had been the usual two kids insolently bouncing a ball right across the doorway downstairs, when Ralph had come in, the usual dark-clad figure of the Italian woman who lived on the third floor, and seemed always to be doing something with a bucket or a broom outside her open apartment door, and as usual Ralph had murmured, ‘Evening,’ to her, not caring if she replied or not, but these people did not irk Ralph now, because he had the wallet.

      With his apartment door closed, Ralph removed God’s leash, then his own jacket, and laid the wallet on a wooden table at his two back windows. He used this table for eating, reading, and making drawings with a long ruler, and sometimes for constructing models of things with moving wooden parts. The table was of pine wood and about five feet long, nicked with saw marks at the edges, and sleek with wear. Ralph sat down in a straight chair and opened the wallet carefully.

      There were a lot of bills in it, lots of new twenties, and Ralph counted it all and arrived at the sum of two hundred and sixty-three dollars. Now the papers, the identification. Ralph discovered that the wallet apparently belonged to John Mayes Sutherland, who seemed to have at least three addresses, one of them a town in Pennsylvania that Ralph had never heard of, another in California, one on Grove Street, surely where he lived now, Ralph thought, and perhaps near where he had lost the wallet. One card with a signature of Sutherland had a photograph of a young man in a turtle-neck sweater stapled to it, and was an admission card to a French film festival as a journalist. The card was a year out of date, but it had Sutherland’s date of birth, from which Ralph saw that Sutherland would be thirty this year. There were four plastic credit cards, and in a flapped pocket Ralph found three snapshots, two of a young woman with long straight blondish hair, the third of the same girl with Sutherland. In the picture with the girl, Sutherland had a happy smile, and he looked younger than in the journalist photo.

      Ralph was not interested in examining every scrap of paper in the wallet, and there were many, cards, scribbled addresses and phone numbers. He was wondering if Sutherland was in the telephone directory? If he were home now? Ralph found himself smiling as he reached for his telephone book.

      There were several Sutherlands, but Ralph found what he wanted, J. M. on Grove Street.

      Now? Ralph hesitated, then decided to savor his pleasure, his victory over dishonesty, a few minutes more. He could even write Sutherland a note. Today was Wednesday. Prolong his pleasure until Friday. No, that was overdoing it.

      Ralph spread the telephone directory on the table and pulled the telephone toward him.

      ‘Aou-u! – Woof!’ said God sharply, dark eyes fixed on Ralph, ready to lead the way to the fridge.

      ‘All right, you first, God,’ said Ralph, and put the telephone back in its cradle. Ralph was not on duty tonight until 10 p.m., so there was time to try to get in touch with Sutherland.
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      Jack Sutherland had had what he considered a fine day. He had been to the supermarket in preparation for his five-year-old daughter Amelia’s arrival tomorrow, then uptown to get some cash from his bank, then a pleasant lunch with his old college friend Joel MacPherson at a pub-like restaurant near CBS where Joel worked. Joel had liked Jack’s four drawings, roughs, for Half-Understood Dreams, and his words had picked Jack up: ‘Just what I want! They look puzzled, discouraged – half-dead!’ And Joel had laughed a bit madly. The book, eighty-two pages in length, was Joel’s and the drawings, at least twenty, would be Jack’s contribution. Jack didn’t care for the title and had told Joel so, but a title could always be changed. The book was about a New York couple with college-age son and daughter, all of whom had dreams and expectations that they could not and maybe did not want to disclose to the rest of the family or to anyone else. So the dreams and fantasies were half-understood by the dreamers, and half-enacted in real life, and were misunderstood or unnoticed by the others. After lunch, and having left his drawings with Joel, Jack had walked to his favorite art supply shop on Seventh Avenue. Laden with a new portfolio and a couple of sketch pads and a bottle of Glenfiddich for Natalia (due day after tomorrow, Friday), he had treated himself to a taxi home instead of taking the IRT down to Christopher Street as he usually did.

      What made him especially happy was that he would have Amelia to himself for about twenty-four hours. Amelia was arriving by bus tomorrow morning from Philadelphia, accompanied by Susanne, their informal nanny. Maybe he’d have Amelia a day more, since Natalia so often delayed her arrivals by one day.

      And Jack also liked the Grove Street apartment, a floor through on the third floor of a well-preserved old town house. He liked it because he and Natalia had done a fair amount of work on it together, painted certain rooms and bought the kind of stuff they liked. They had been given the Grove Street place three or four years ago by a great-aunt of Natalia’s who had gone a bit dotty in her old age. Natalia and Jack paid only the taxes and upkeep. The old great-aunt had a house somewhere in Pennsylvania, and since she was now in a nursing home, she would never set foot either in the Pennsylvania house or in the Grove Street apartment, everyone was pretty sure. Sometimes Natalia visited the old lady who half the time did not recognize her. She was ninety-six, and could go on to a hundred, Natalia said, as this was the habit in her family.

      Jack and Natalia had had a wall torn down to make a larger living-room area, and put bookshelves against two walls. Jack’s workroom was down a hall, closed on three sides with a curtain on the hall. He had a long table of the right height for standing at, and also a chair that swiveled up, if he wanted to sit while he worked.

      For the last three months, Jack had been in Philadelphia, in a studio on Vine Street to which a friend of his had given him the key. In this way he had been able to visit Natalia easily on weekends at her family’s house in Ardmore. He had of course been welcome to stay in the big Ardmore house too, as half its rooms were empty, but Jack preferred a place of his own, however crummy, to work in. Natalia’s mother Lily was at the Ardmore house in summer, her mother’s friends were always coming in, some of them staying a day or two, and meals were served by the butler Fred. Not Jack’s cup of tea, not for more than two days at a time. He also thought it was good for Natalia to spend time away from him. She was the kind of girl, or woman, who would bolt and run off, perhaps forever, if she felt the marital harness chafing even a little. Natalia had been ‘sort of obliged’, as she put it, to stay a few weeks with her mother, and her mother did sometimes make Natalia a present of a thousand dollars, even more, if Natalia or they both needed it or wanted it for something specific. But Jack knew that money was not the reason Natalia visited her mother so often. Natalia got more laughs and pleasure from her mother’s company than she admitted.

      In his workroom, Jack unwrapped his new gray portfolio, so clean now, so free of the charcoal fingerprints, the ink spatters it would get in the next months, undid its three black bows and took a look at its empty interior, then closed it and laid it aside. He pushed the fixative bottle back among the ink bottles, jars of paint and cans of pens and brushes at the back left corner of his table, and laid his sketch pads on his work area.

      He felt hungry. He had bought pastrami and cole slaw for himself at a delicatessen this morning. But first a nice cool drink. The drinks cabinet was of bamboo and had sliding doors. Natalia had chosen it, and it had been expensive, Jack recalled. He poured Jack Daniel’s onto ice cubes, added some tap water, then turned on the TV. Before he sat down in the green slip-covered armchair, he touched his back right pocket, intending to take his wallet out. The wallet wasn’t there. Then it was in the jacket he had worn today.

      Jack lingered for a few seconds, watching the TV screen, before he went to the front closet. The inside pocket of the blue cotton jacket was empty, so were the jacket’s side pockets. Funny. Jack wandered to the kitchen, looking, then to his worktable, then to the bamboo cabinet where he had stuck the Glenfiddich. No wallet. He opened the apartment door. The navy blue doormat’s surface was clear.

      What had happened? He’d paid the taxi out of the wallet, definitely. Had he dropped it on the taxi’s floor? In the gutter? Jack grabbed his house keys and ran down the stairs. With fantastic luck it’d still be there. He recalled where the taxi had stopped. The gutter held nothing but a couple of filter-tipped cigarette butts, a ring from a beer can. Jack looked up and down, each way, then went back upstairs, eyes on the steps the whole way.

      Well, this was a damned nuisance!

      Maybe he’d meant to shove the wallet into his back pocket and missed. Served him right for being a little Western today, wearing levis and sneakers, carrying his wallet in his back pocket as he almost never did. Suddenly he remembered gripping the wallet between his knees after getting an extra dollar out of it for a tip. It must’ve fallen to the cab’s floor, so there was no chance he’d see it again. The next fare would see it and quietly pocket it.

      What pained him was the loss of his favorite snapshot of Natalia and him, just before they got married, and just about the time Natalia had become pregnant. Maybe she had been then. I got married to get myself out of finishing school, Natalia had said a couple of times to friends, smiling. They had also got married because Natalia was pregnant, and she’d been frightened and nervous about having an abortion, frightened of having to give birth too, but fortunately she had given birth, and it hadn’t been too difficult. There were a couple of other snapshots of Natalia in that wallet, one looking so young and sure of herself at twenty-two, smiling, lips closed as usual, and with a bigger smile in her eyes. He’d never see the pictures again, and she would never look quite the same for any camera’s eye either.

      ‘Goddam it!’ Jack got up from the armchair.

      There were the credit cards too, Brooks Brothers, American Express and some gas company. Which one? He’d have to write the credit card people right away, and he hoped he had his account numbers here, that they weren’t in the back of an address book that Natalia might have in Ardmore. Jack went to the kitchen, not quite as hungry as he had been. He’d have to go to his bank again tomorrow for cash, of which he had none now. Lucky he had some change for the subway.

      Jack carried his plate of pastrami with dill pickle and cole slaw and a can of beer to the armchair in front of which he had set up one of the little folding tables that Natalia detested but put up with. ‘Dammit to hell,’ Jack murmured as a final remark on the wallet, before he took a bite of his sandwich. The TV was still on, though Jack wasn’t interested. The TV was like another table in a restaurant, making a cozy noise.

      The telephone rang and Jack got up, thinking it was Natalia, hoping she hadn’t already decided to delay her coming. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hello. May I speak to Mr Sutherland, please?’

      ‘This is Sutherland. Speaking.’

      ‘Can you tell me your first name?’

      ‘Ye-es. John.’

      ‘Did you lose something today, Mr Sutherland?’

      What was the guy – he didn’t sound like a kid – up to? Money, of course, but Jack had a sudden hope of recovering at least the photos. ‘I lost a wallet.’

      The man laughed a little. ‘Well, I’ve got it. All safe and sound. You’re the one in the picture? With the blond girl?’

      Jack frowned, tense. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then I’ll know you when I see you. I wouldn’t want to give it to the wrong person. I’m not far away. Shall I bring it over? In the next quarter of an hour?’

      ‘Yes, but – Look, maybe I can meet you downstairs on the sidewalk? There’s someone asleep in the apartment just now, so I —’

      ‘Very good, sir. Down on the sidewalk in about ten minutes? Eight minutes?’

      For a few seconds after he had hung up, Jack felt as if he had been dreaming. Very American voice, that had been, rather like an old man’s. Nevertheless, Jack thought it had been wise not to ask the fellow to come up to the apartment. There wouldn’t be any money in the wallet, but maybe there was a chance of everything else, unless this man, or someone who had found the wallet first, had decided to lift the credit cards too. Jack glanced at his watch. Nearly half past 7.

      Jack got the blue jacket from the closet, and went downstairs. On the sidewalk, he shoved his hands into the back pockets of his levis, and glanced in both directions. A lanky black youth strode toward him and passed him. Two women together, three men walking separate from one another walked by without a glance at him. The minutes passed. Here came a middle-aged guy with a dog, behind him a rabbi all in black with a beard, walking briskly.

      ‘Mr Sutherland?’

      Jack hadn’t been looking at the man with the dog. At that instant, the streetlights came on, though it was still quite light.

      ‘Yes, you are,’ said the man who was as tall as Jack or taller. He had black and gray hair, alert dark eyes. ‘Well —’ He shifted the dog’s leash from right hand to left, and reached into the pocket of his old but rather good tweed jacket. ‘This I think is yours?’ He produced the wallet.

      ‘Where’d you find it? Right here?’

      ‘Yes, sir. An hour or so ago.’

      Jack took the wallet, since the man was extending it, stuck his thumb hastily between its sides and saw the same chunk of new twenties, lifted a flap and saw the snapshots in their transparent envelope. And there was also the little clump of credit cards.

      ‘Two hundred and sixty-three dollars,’ said the man in his husky but precise voice. ‘I hope that’s right?’

      Jack was smiling in dazed surprise. ‘Take your word for it. I’m – bowled over! May I offer you a hundred for your kindness?’ Jack was ready to count the money out. The man looked as if the money might be welcome.

      ‘No, sir!’ said the stranger with a laugh, a shy wave of his hand. ‘Gives me pleasure. Not every day a man finds a wallet and can return it to the owner! I think it’s the first time in my life!’ His smile showed a first molar missing.

      Jack sized him up as a lonely bachelor, maybe eccentric. ‘But – when someone does a good turn like this – it’s only natural to want to say thanks somehow.’

      ‘It’s only natural to return something you find, if you can find the loser. Don’t you think so? – That’s if we lived in a decent world.’ Above his now faint smile, his dark brows frowned with earnestness.

      Jack gave a laugh, and nodded agreement. ‘You won’t change your mind and buy a nice twenty-dollar steak for your dog?’ Jack pulled out a twenty.

      ‘God? He eats well enough, I think. Fresh meat most of the time and not this old fatty hamburger stuff for animals. Maybe he eats too much.’ He tugged at the leash. ‘God, say hello to this gentleman.’

      ‘His name’s God?’ Jack asked, looking at the black and white dog who stood knee-high. The dog had ears that flopped forward, a tail with a curve, giving a pig-like impression, except that its nose was rather pointed.

      ‘Dog spelt backwards, that’s all,’ said the man. ‘I’m an atheist, by the way, so naturally I returned your wallet. I believe man makes his own destiny, his own heaven or hell on earth. For instance to spell God with a capital letter is ridiculous. There’re so many gods. Did you ever think how absurd it would be to see in the newspapers that the President had asked for Jupiter’s guidance? Or Thor’s maybe? Make you smile, wouldn’t it?’

      Jack was smiling, uneasily.

      ‘If we call our god God with a capital letter, makes you think we’ve run out of names, doesn’t it? Africans at least have all kinds of gods, each with a different name.’ He chuckled.

      A nut, Jack decided, sensing that the speech could go on all evening if he let it. Jack nodded. ‘You’ve got something there. Well – my thanks again to you. I really mean it.’ Jack extended his hand.

      The older man gripped it as if he enjoyed shaking hands. ‘A pleasure, sir. – You’re a journalist?’

      Jack extricated his hand and edged toward his steps. ‘Sometimes. Freelance. Good night, sir, and thanks again.’ Jack went up his front steps with his key already in hand. He had the feeling the man was watching him, but when he looked back as he closed the door, he saw the man walking eastward with his dog, not looking back at him at all.

      Funny incident, Jack thought. You could never tell what might happen in New York!

      He sat down at the writing table in the corner of the living-room, and took a closer look at the wallet. Amazing to have it all back! He glanced at the three snapshots first, then checked the credit cards – all there he was sure, and there were four instead of three. He did not count the money, feeling sure every dollar was there. He returned to his cold supper with better appetite.

      The TV was still on, and still uninteresting.

      An odd man, the one with the dog named God. Jack had been about to ask his name, maybe what he did for a living, just to be friendly. Now Jack was glad that he hadn’t. The fellow could become a bore, in his well-meaning way, and he apparently lived in the neighborhood. It would be a funny story to tell Natalia.

      Less than an hour later, Jack was laying out his work for tomorrow, or even for tonight if he felt so inclined. Besides Joel’s project, on which there was no deadline because Joel had no contract as yet, Jack had two book jackets to do, and they had deadlines about two weeks off. One was of a house front with three people at three different windows, a nineteenth-century house in New England; the other a scrambled scene of many people rushing, pushing, like a crowd coming out of a subway exit onto the street at 6 p.m. The editor had liked the preliminary sketches which he had posted from Philadelphia, and yesterday afternoon Jack had gone to the publishing house and they had decided on colors. Jack twiddled, dawdled, daydreamed, and experimented with the white he wanted for the housefront. White, pink and green it would be, with his pen line supplying the black and the outlines of the house. Tomorrow, with Amelia on his hands, he might not be able to work much. He disliked deadlines, preferred to think they weren’t there, and if he could sustain that illusion, he could turn in his work ahead of time.

      He put on a Glen Gould cassette for background music, though in fact, he listened, part of his mind on the music, and part on the colors and lines before him and under his left hand. The trick was the delicate balance between dreaming and trying, Jack thought, feeling happier by the minute.
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      Jack peered over the throng claiming luggage. How could so many people have been on one bus? Where was Susanne’s long brown hair, her earnest face bending over Amelia who would be out of sight because she was so little?

      ‘Take yer—’

      ‘No, you won’t!’ replied a wisp of a man, addressing a fellow who had been about to seize his suitcases with the promise of a taxi. The little man gripped a case in each hand and seemed prepared to use a foot to ward off the bigger fellow.

      Jack had worked that morning, and had exercised on his hand-rings in the tall hall of the apartment. Again he wore levis and the blue jacket, with his wallet in the inside pocket now.

      ‘Susanne!’ Jack cried, lifting an arm.

      ‘Hi, Jack! – Got one more – to wait for!’ Susanne meant a suitcase.

      ‘Hello, sweetie!’ Jack picked up the little girl in blue jeans and T-shirt. She had long straight hair like her mother’s, only fairer.

      ‘Hi, Daddy,’ replied Amelia calmly. ‘Put me down.’

      ‘You gained some weight.’

      ‘I’m taller.’ Amelia grabbed her small suitcase.

      Jack relieved Susanne of a suitcase, and a knapsack he recognized as Amelia’s. ‘How’re things?’

      ‘Everything’s okay. Fine.’

      ‘Coming down to Grove with us or —’

      ‘Well, not unless you need me, Jack. But if you do, I’ve got loads of time.’ Susanne was twenty-two, serious and rather pretty, though she gave no attention to make-up. She lived with her parents in a roomy apartment on Riverside Drive.

      ‘No-o,’ said Jack. They were walking toward the taxis. ‘Thanks for straightening the place up this week.’ Susanne had looked in at Grove before his arrival to dust and put a couple of things in the fridge. ‘Natalia still coming up tomorrow?’

      ‘I suppose.’ Susanne glanced at him with her easy smile, and brushed her long hair back from her face. ‘Didn’t hear anything different.’

      If Jack needed Susanne for minding Amelia, or if he needed any shopping or cooking for ‘people in’, Susanne said she would be available. That was the arrangement they had had since more than a year with Susanne Bewley, graduate of NYU and now working on her thesis since ages, it seemed to Jack.

      ‘You take this one!’ Jack meant the first taxi. ‘I insist!’ He put Susanne’s suitcase in for her. ‘We’ll be in touch. Thanks, Susanne.’

      ‘Bye, sweetie! See you!’ Susanne yelled to Amelia, as if to a kid sister.

      Jack found another taxi at once.

      ‘Glad to be in New York, Amelia?’ Jack asked when they were rolling southward.

      ‘Yes.’ Amelia sat up straight, looking out the window. ‘I like travelling.’

      ‘How’s your mom?’

      ‘She’s okay. She’s playing golf and she’s —’

      ‘Golf?’ Jack laughed.

      Amelia smiled too, showing baby teeth. There was a hint of knowing amusement in the smile, and the way she tossed her head to get her hair out of the way reminded him of Natalia. Natalia parted her hair on the right, Amelia on the left. ‘But you don’t have to play golf to go there,’ she said.

      Jack knew she meant the club. They were gliding past Twenty-third Street, down Seventh Avenue. ‘And Louis was there too?’ Jack asked, not liking to ask it, but it would be the first and last question about Louis, he supposed.

      ‘Oh, Louis wouldn’t go to the golf club!’ Amelia replied with a giggle.

      But he’s at the house, Jack wanted to say, and didn’t. Don’t quiz the servants, he remembered from his childhood, and it followed that one didn’t quiz the children either. Louis was always hanging around Natalia, like a permanent fact or feature. Louis Wannfeld had a house in Philadelphia, and an apartment in New York in the East 60’s which he shared with his friend Bob. Louis was a stockbroker or investment advisor and also in real estate, professions Jack understood little about. Louis seemed to have endless time on his hands. Louis could sit up till 3 in the morning talking with Natalia in Ardmore, or in a supper club in New York, and like Natalia sleep the next morning to make up for it, Jack supposed. Since Louis was gay, Jack realized that he had no reason for jealousy, but he was still a bit jealous, now and then. What in God’s name did Natalia and Louis find to talk about from 10 in the evening until the wee hours? Why were they so attracted to each other? He’s my soulmate, Natalia had said, more than once. Did you ever want to marry him, Jack might have asked, but he hadn’t. Natalia would have replied, Jack was sure: And ruin everything?

      And Amelia simply accepted Louis as she might an uncle she had inherited. And Louis in his way accepted Jack and Amelia, Jack knew, considering his own presence innocent and unassailable, Jack supposed, because Louis had been a friend of Natalia’s before she had met him, Jack.

      They were turning west into Barrow Street to approach Grove, and Jack pulled his wallet out, mindful now of seeing that it got back into his inside pocket.

      ‘I can carry it!’ Amelia was saying about her suitcase, so Jack let her.

      Upstairs, she announced, ‘I like this place!’ as if she had never seen it before, though she had spent most of her life here. She walked from one end of the apartment to the other, and gazed out the front and back windows.

      ‘Your room’s here. Remember?’ Jack was installing her bigger suitcase on an Austrian chest of pale blue with a pink flower design painted on it.

      The telephone rang.

      ‘Probably for you,’ Jack said. ‘Want to get it, Amelia?’ He was hoping it was Natalia.

      ‘Sutherland house,’ said Amelia. ‘Oh-h, hi, Penny… Yep… Don’t know. I think so.’

      Jack was summoned to agree to a meeting time and place for Penny and Amelia tomorrow at Penny’s mother’s house at a certain address in the East 80’s. Jack wrote the address down in case it wasn’t in an address book here. At 11 o’clock.

      ‘I’ll bring Amelia back around four,’ said Penny’s mother. ‘Is Natalia there?’

      ‘Due tomorrow,’ said Jack.

      Jack turned to his daughter after he had hung up. ‘Busy girl.’ He hadn’t the faintest idea what Mrs Vernon, Penny’s mother, looked like, but he remembered Natalia mentioning her a couple of times. The kids knew each other from Amelia’s school on West 12th Street. ‘What’re you two doing tomorrow?’

      ‘It’s lots of us. Maybe four or five. Penny has some new video cassettes. – Can I have a bath?’

      ‘Sure!’

      Amelia wanted the blue pellets from the big glass jar tossed in, the bath salts Natalia sometimes used. Jack could smell its pleasant scent in the kitchen. To think I’ve helped create a miniature Natalia, he thought, smiling as he got the lunch ready. He set the white table with plain white plates, green napkins. Ham, potato salad, milk. Custard pie for dessert. Beside Amelia’s plate he laid a long slender object wrapped in red-striped paper.

      Amelia reappeared in white shorts, topless and barefoot. She pronounced it hotter in New York than in Ardmore, but she liked the air. Jack laughed, but he knew what she meant.

      ‘What’s this?’ Amelia asked when she had sat down, picking up the present.

      ‘For you. Open it.’

      The child pulled the slender bow undone. Her blond hair, darkened around her face by her bath, was the dusty gold color of Natalia’s, her brows had the same unusual and unfeminine straightness and heaviness, but her mouth was rather like his, more slender than Natalia’s, more apt to move and change. It seemed to him that Amelia grew, or became a little different, every time he saw her, even if the interval were no more than two weeks, and this was another reason why Jack never tired of gazing at her.

      ‘Ooh, a rec – recker!’

      ‘Recorder, honey. A real one. You can play something really pretty on that.’

      Amelia was trying it, frowning with effort.

      ‘Takes all your fingers, don’t forget. Nearly all. I’ve got a little book on it and I’ll show you later. Come on, let’s eat first.’

      By dusk that day, Natalia had not telephoned, which augured well for her arrival tomorrow. Amelia had practised for nearly half an hour with her recorder and the booklet in her room, and the toots had not bothered Jack while he worked. Then to his surprise, Amelia had taken a long nap. She awoke hungry, but Jack persuaded her to postpone eating for half an hour, because he was inviting her out.

      ‘A place where they serve enormous plates of food. Like this.’ He spread his arms.

      ‘Where’s that?’

      ‘Mexican Gardens. We can walk from here. – Didn’t we ever go there? Seems to me we did.’

      Amelia couldn’t remember. ‘You’ve got ink on your finger.’

      Jack glanced at the middle finger of his left hand. He often had ink there. ‘So what? – I’ve got a story to tell you.’

      He told her about losing his wallet, worrying because he’d never see the snapshots again, and there’d been quite a lot of money in the wallet too. Then the mysterious telephone call, and the meeting down on the sidewalk with the stranger and his dog who was named God. As he spoke, Jack picked up a pencil and the memo pad from the kitchen table.

      ‘He looked like this, hair sticking out a little, sort of needed a shave – frowning and smiling at the same time. And here’s the dog that looks like a pig – but a friendly pig, smiling too.’

      Amelia laughed, watching the pencil move.

      ‘But he had my wallet and all the money was in it, and he wouldn’t take even twenty dollars as a reward. Now isn’t that a nice story? Isn’t that a nice man?’

      Amelia tilted her head and smiled thoughtfully at the cartoon. ‘How old is he?’

      ‘Oh – maybe just over fifty, maybe fifty-five.’

      ‘Fifty-five?’

      ‘Well, your grandma’s maybe nearly fifty-five. Yes, sure. But this is more fun than a bible story, isn’t it?’ Jack asked, recalling that Natalia had told him her mother had been reading some bible stories from a children’s book to Amelia, an effort that probably hadn’t lasted long, because Lily wasn’t the religious type. ‘And this is a true story.’

      ‘Aren’t the bible stories true too?’

      ‘Ye-es. Well, mostly. Anyway, Amelia, if you ever find a wallet or a handbag and if you can find out who owns it – I hope you’ll do the same as this man did, take it back to the person who lost it.’

      Amelia tipped her head again. ‘If I found a purse with a lot of money?’

      ‘Yes!’ Jack laughed. ‘You should’ve seen how happy this fellow was when he gave my wallet back! It really made his day!’
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      Natalia telephoned the next morning, just after Jack had returned from depositing Amelia at Mrs Vernon’s apartment.

      ‘I called before… Oh, just what I thought, the Vernons,’ Natalia said. ‘I wanted to be sure you’re home, because I can’t find my keys – to the apartment, I mean. Maybe they’re packed in a suitcase.’

      ‘I’ll be home. Where are you?’

      She was at a filling station, and she thought she could make it in about an hour.

      ‘Don’t rush it. Take care, darling.’

      Jack went back to his worktable. His house front drawing lay there, lightly penciled in, ready for ink. But for the next couple of minutes, Jack drifted around the apartment, tossed a cushion into place on the sofa, though Natalia didn’t care if things were neat or not. There was food, and it would be lunchtime when she got here, but Natalia didn’t care about regular mealtimes either, and there was never any telling whether she’d be hungry or not.

      He was deep in his work, pulling a brush point delicately upward to create a tree branch, when he heard two notes of a car horn, different to him from other street noises. He went to the living-room window and saw Natalia across the street, opening the hatch of her red Toyota. The street’s surface was dark with a light rain that Jack had been unaware of.

      ‘Hey!’ he shouted, and she looked up. ‘Be right down!’ He saw her wave at him.

      Jack grabbed his keys and ran down. ‘Hi, darling.’ He squeezed her arm in her old fur-collared raincoat, and quickly kissed her cheek. ‘You tired?’ He pulled a suitcase out of the back.

      ‘No, but it was raining like hell in Pennsylvania.’

      The car fenders were spattered with grimy dirt, Jack noticed. ‘This too?’ He held a duffelbag.

      ‘Yes. I’ll take the bookbag.’ She locked the car door, then the hatch, after tugging out a burlap bag lumpy with books and bearing a Harvard University insignium.

      Upstairs, it turned out that Natalia was tired, and from what she said, it sounded as if she’d slept only two hours or maybe not at all. She’d seen Louis and some of his friends for dinner somewhere, and then Louis had telephoned in the wee hours.

      ‘I just got sick of it, so I took off pretty early.’

      But by then she was talking about people coming to the house, about a boring lunch at the golf club with her mother’s friends, not about being sick of Louis.

      ‘Get out of those shoes, at least. Relax.’

      She wore white sandals with heels, a summer skirt and a shirt with the tails hanging out. Maybe she hadn’t changed since last evening, Jack thought.

      ‘Want a shower? A drink? There’s plenty of Glenfiddich.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Natalia, sitting on the sofa, removing her sandals. She lit a Marlboro, and leaned back.

      Jack made a scotch on the rocks in an old-fashioned glass, because Natalia didn’t like tall glasses. He inhaled Natalia’s scent, faint and exciting. Even the whiff of her cigarette smoke was exciting.

      ‘Thanks, Jack.’ She smiled at him, lips together, her gray-green eyes warm. There were tiny wrinkles under her eyes which make-up could conceal, if she ever bothered. Her eyes were not large, and their upper lids drew a bit over the inner corners. She seldom smiled broadly, unless she laughed, because she was shy about her teeth, which were not as white as she would have liked, though their color was not due to smoking. Her legs were not her best feature either, being just slightly too heavy. What was it that gave her her fantastic sex appeal, and not merely for Jack but for a lot of other people? Maybe her voice, which was full of humor, and intelligence too, though a little husky sometimes, and Natalia cleared her throat more than most people. Jack often thought that on the telephone, Natalia could simply cough, or clear her throat, and he’d know instantly that it was she. He very much hoped that he could put her into the mood of going to bed with him this afternoon before the return of Amelia at probably half past 4.

      ‘How’s your work going?’ Natalia asked.

      ‘Oh – tell you about that later. Show you. I’m on the book jackets.’ Jack was kneeling in the big armchair, forearms on the chair’s back. He would have loved to leap over, crash onto Natalia, scotch and all, and make love to her on the sofa. ‘And your mum?’

      ‘Oh, Mum,’ Natalia groaned, looking at the ceiling, and laughed. ‘Teddie’s coming Sunday. He’ll keep her amused.’

      Teddie was Natalia’s younger half-brother by a second marriage of her mother’s. Natalia’s father was dead, and Teddie’s father was divorced from Natalia’s mother. Teddie was twenty and in college somewhere in California. He had been raised by his father, who had custody.

      Natalia remarked that the apartment looked in good shape. It was not a usual remark from her. Jack sensed that she was worried about something. Halfway through her scotch, she said she wanted a shower, and got up. While she was in the bathroom, Jack put her suitcase in the bedroom, undid the latches without lifting the lid. His heart was beating with a gentle and pleasant excitement. How’s your work going? Jack had to smile. Half the time she didn’t care, Jack felt. His work was just his way of amusing himself and maybe of earning a little money, he supposed, in Natalia’s eyes. She thought some of his drawings were clever, but she was more interested in painting, needed to look at good art to stay alive, as if art were her vitamins or sunlight. Jack was not a fine artist. And for another thing, she didn’t need his money, he well knew.

      Natalia came out of the bathroom in her yellow terry-cloth robe that had been hanging on the door, blue fluffy houseslippers, her hair darker around her face, as Amelia’s had been yesterday, and Jack averted his eyes, simply because he felt like gazing at her. Natalia detested slavish devotion, he reminded himself, even laughed at it.

      ‘I might help Isabel out a little next week,’ Natalia said, recovering her drink from the coffee table. ‘She’s got a Pinto show coming up.’ She sipped. ‘And he’s a pain in the you-know-what. – You know?’

      ‘Um-m.’ Jack recalled Natalia’s tales of the nervous but self-assured Pinto, a newcomer from Brazil with a couple of shows behind him in Amsterdam and Paris. ‘When is this?’

      ‘The show? In about a week. – I’ll just help her hang and stuff. And she’ll pay me something – which I can always use. We can, I mean.’ She laughed a little on the word ‘use’.

      ‘So she’s dumping Pinto on you?’ Jack’s voice held contempt, for Pinto.

      ‘Twenty-six years old and thinks he’s it.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘Well, he isn’t rotten. It’s —’ She shrugged. ‘He just isn’t good.’

      Jack knew. It was a matter of getting some good reviews and getting his price up, Natalia might have said. Jack remembered Pinto’s stuff, the couple he had seen reproduced in a brochure Natalia had shown him, reddish backgrounds and a lot of gray silvery circles of various sizes daubed on in what looked like heavy paint.

      ‘Might go on into the fall – Isabel,’ Natalia added.

      Jack knew, and in a way he was pleased. Natalia had worked at Isabel Katz’s gallery before. She made a good receptionist, and could even sell pictures, and had. Natalia looked nice, she had pleasant manners, and a pushy saleswoman she was not. ‘Are you possibly hungry?’

      ‘I bet you are. What’ve we got?’

      ‘Sliced roast beef? And horseradish?’

      ‘Yummy!’ She danced on her toes and rubbed her stomach, like a child.

      They laid out the cold things together, and there was also some ham and potato salad left over, and fresh French bread bought this morning. A sweet breeze blew through the open front windows all the way to the back of the apartment where windows were also partly open, and where green tops of trees showed higher than the sills. Jack had poured a glass of Chianti for himself, and Natalia had another scotch. She looked happier now, and a trace of color had come to her rather pale face. Natalia never made an effort to acquire a tan in summer. And she was looking sleepier by the minute.

      Jack buttered a last piece of bread for himself. ‘I lost my wallet Wednesday evening, and a man returned it to me. Everything there, all the dough, credit cards, everything.’

      Her eyes widened with interest. ‘Lost it where?’

      ‘Right in front of the house. On the street. I’m sure just after I’d paid off a taxi – about five-thirty in the afternoon. Anyway an hour or so later after I’d missed it and was agonizing, thinking about the credit cards – no, the photos, pictures of you, in fact – the telephone rang, sort of an old guy’s voice, asking if I was so-and-so and had I lost anything. So I said yes, a wallet. He said he had it, and he’d see me in about ten minutes. Downstairs. And there he was, and he wouldn’t take a reward, not a hundred, not even twenty bucks!’ Jack slapped the table edge with his fingers and laughed.

      ‘All the money was in it?’

      ‘Yep, and I’d just been to the bank. Over two hundred and he knew – exactly. He’d counted it.’

      She gave a short laugh. ‘He must be a born-again Christian.’

      ‘Matter of fact he told me he was an atheist. “So naturally I returned your wallet,” he said. Probably hates churches. Oh, and he’s got a dog named God. Some kind of mixed breed, black and white.’

      ‘Dog named God.’ She smiled, shaking her head. ‘Dog spelt backwards, sure.’

      Jack sighed, happy. ‘Why don’t you conk out for an hour? After that drive – it’ll do you good.’

      But she got up for one more cigarette from the coffee table. ‘I will. – God, it’s nice to be here!’

      That made Jack even happier, but he said nothing. Slowly, he began to clear the table, letting Natalia do what she wished. She carried a couple of things back to the kitchen, went into the bathroom to brush her teeth, then disappeared into the bedroom, saying:

      ‘See you. Wake me in an hour if I’m not up.’

      When Jack eased the bedroom door open a little more than an hour later, he found Natalia asleep with the sheet drawn nearly to her shoulders, face down with her profile clear against the pillow, her right hand curled under her chin. It looked an oddly thoughtful pose, and Jack smiled. An art catalog with a glossy white paper cover was splayed near her, with the word ART in big black letters on the front cover. A thick book by Irving Howe lay closed beside her left shoulder.

      Jack folded his arms and leaned against the door jamb, making not a sound, but her closed lids fluttered and opened. ‘Are you – possibly in the mood?’ he asked.

      She turned over and opened her arms to him, smiling a little. In a trice he had his clothes off, and had slipped in beside her. Our own house, he thought, finally, after three months of Ardmore. He loved the faint scratchiness of the fine blond hair on her thighs, her waist that was smooth and quite round, not flattish before and behind, like most women’s waists. And she kissed him with enthusiasm.

      But at the last, it wasn’t the success Jack had hoped for. Feeling sure she was ready, he had let himself go, he had felt her breath in his ear. And afterward he had known from the way she breathed, that she hadn’t reached a climax. He kissed her breast.

      ‘Sorry. Dunno what’s the matter. – ’S nothing.’

      Jack raised his lips from the firm flesh under her breast. ‘Next time.’ He got up.

      But the next hour held a curious heaviness for Jack. He was certainly not sleepy from the glass of wine or from having made love to Natalia, but his feet felt weighted. Amelia was due back. He and Natalia talked about her school on West Twelfth Street, the Sterling Academy for Young People, a name that usually made Natalia lift her lip with an amused and deprecatory smile.

      ‘You really think it’s good enough, considering what it costs?’ Natalia asked in a somewhat irritated way.

      They had been here before. It was a place to park tots and kids up to school-entering age and even up to nine years, and the Sterling Academy presumably taught them something too, like the three R’s. It was within walking distance, and a schoolmarm would walk Amelia home, unless Jack or Natalia rang up and said they would fetch her. For two hundred dollars a week, a five-day week, Amelia got a good lunch too.

      ‘I think you told me the Vernons thought the school’s okay,’ Jack said, feeling that he’d said this maybe twice before, ‘and they come a long way to get here.’

      What was Natalia really worried about, he wondered? Something not serious, perhaps, but the slightest worry always showed on her face.

      ‘What we need is a grandma taking over,’ Natalia murmured, ‘with the patience to teach them reading and arithmetic and all that.’

      ‘A grandma living at home?’ Jack laughed.

      ‘No, I mean some —’ She jumped and shook her fingers with nervous impatience as the telephone and the doorbell rang at the same time. ‘I’ll get this one,’ she said, moving toward the telephone.

      Jack pressed the release button, left the apartment door ajar, and ran downstairs to say hello to Mrs Vernon and thank her.

      But Amelia had been brought home by a girl of about twenty, whom Jack had never seen before, but recognized as the opposite number to Susanne.

      ‘Hi,’ he said, ‘I’m Jack Sutherland, the father of this.’

      ‘Oh. How do you do? Here’s Amelia.’ The girl smiled. ‘Everything’s okay, I think. No skinned knees to report.’ This girl was English.

      ‘Good. Thanks a million.’

      The girl nodded, said, ‘Bye-bye, Amelia,’ and was gone.

      They climbed the stairs. Amelia was chattering, and Jack hardly listened. Natalia would have said something to Amelia about her not having said thank you and good-bye to the girl who had brought her. Rudeness.

      ‘Afternoon, Mr Hartman!’ Jack said to a middle-aged man coming out the door of his apartment on the second floor. ‘Yes, we’re back – for a while.’

      ‘Glad to see you again. Hi, Amelia.’ With a friendly smile, Mr Hartman went down the stairs, carrying a neat plastic sack of garbage.

      Natalia was still on the telephone, leaning against the wall by a front window, smoking, murmuring. Jack at once sensed that the caller was Louis Wannfeld, and rather switched off. The conversation could go on for fifteen minutes.

      ‘Had a good time?’ Jack asked Amelia.

      ‘Yes. I’m thirsty.’ She pretended to reel against a wall. ‘We had LSD – Ooh!’

      ‘Take some water,’ Jack whispered, repressing a smile. ‘LSD, f’gosh sake!’

      ‘We did and I feel aw-w-ful!’ Cross-legged, leaning against the kitchen wall, Amelia tried her best to look bleary-eyed.

      ‘Quiet, your mom’s on the phone.’ Jack drew a glass of water and handed it to her.

      ‘… outrageous…’ Natalia was saying. ‘No. No, I wouldn’t. Look, I’ll call you back, there’s so much – Ten minutes, maybe? – Okay.’

      ‘Mom, I’ve had LSD!’ Amelia spread her arms and seized her mother round the thighs.

      ‘Ow!’ said Natalia as the child crashed into her. ‘I don’t believe a word of it.’

      ‘Mom – Jack – Daddy, what did the mayonnaise say to the lettuce?’ asked Amelia, changing her act, because the LSD had fallen flat.

      Natalia groaned. ‘I don’t give a damn. These awful kids’ jokes, Jack. I get ten a day.’

      ‘I don’t know. What?’ asked Jack.

      ‘Close the door, I’m dressing!’ said Amelia.

      ‘Oh-h-h.’ Jack feigned boredom and he was bored, suddenly. Or was he merely ill at ease? He wanted to go into his workroom and draw the curtain. He looked at Natalia. ‘I think I’ll take a walk. You want to phone back —’ He glanced at the white telephone.

      Natalia started to say something, looked at the child, then beckoned to Jack to come into the bedroom. She whispered to him with the door almost closed, the knob in her hand. ‘That was Louis. He thinks he’s got cancer. May as well tell you now.’

      Tell him now, Jack thought, as if it would break his heart? ‘Cancer? Of the what?’

      She closed the door. ‘Stomach. Well, he thinks so. His doctor in Philadelphia —’

      ‘Isn’t it more likely an ulcer?’

      Natalia gave one of her short laughs. ‘You’d think, with his nerves. And he’s got some bleeding. – He mentioned it a couple of months ago. Pains. The doctor in Philadelphia wanted him to see a specialist here, so he did, this afternoon. Louis rode up with me.’

      ‘Oh. – Well, he can’t know anything today, can he? Already?’

      ‘Mommy!’ On the other side of the door, Amelia wanted attention.

      ‘He said they did some kind of scraping today. Sounds awful.’ Natalia winced, as if she were enduring it. She looked Jack suddenly in the eyes. ‘He’s awfully brave about it.’

      That was something, Jack supposed. ‘I can understand that you want to talk with him. – Shall I pick up something for dinner while I’m out? Or we go out?’

      ‘Let’s have something here.’

      A couple of minutes later, Jack was down on the street, walking east toward Bleecker, turning right when he came to it, not left as he usually did. The stores he usually went to lay to the left. It was only just past 5, and it wouldn’t matter if he didn’t get back until 7. The brisk walking felt so good, he began to trot. In no time he was at Washington Square, where he slowed to an ordinary pace. Kids on bikes rolled up the gray cement hill, and down. It was a miniature hill, in proportion to what Manhattan could afford by way of juvenile recreation, Jack supposed, hardly four feet high and thirty feet in diameter, but the small fry loved it.
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