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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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      Part I

      EARLY STORIES

      1938–1949






      
      
      THE MIGHTIEST MORNINGS

      
      I

      
      The train, which had been following a clean little river for more than an hour, rounded a wooded bend, blew its whistle, and
         puffed serenely toward a tiny town at the foot of a mountain.
      

      
      In one of the cars, a man who had been scrutinizing each town along the way thrust his face anxiously to the window. His expression
         changed, and he left off the nervous nibbling of his nails. A long thrilling shudder of pleasure ran through him, for he knew
         that this town he had never seen before was the town he sought.
      

      
      Under the overcast sky the place looked rather drab, he thought, yet friendly and accommodating, too, for it seemed to have
         established itself at the very edge of the railroad track for the convenience of anyone who wished to debark here. He could
         see a church, a courthouse, and a main thoroughfare that paralleled the tracks and presented one of every kind of store a
         person might have need of. And beyond this frank and hospitable facade lay neat two-story houses, sewn upon green that blended
         into greener and blue-green mountains that might have covered the rest of the earth.
      

      
      He put his ten fingertips, which were puffed high and clean beyond nearly devoured nails, on the windowsill as though sounding
         a final chord to a tormented symphony. He was about to throw himself on his knees and murmur, “Thank the blessed God!” when
         he heard a hoarse “Boa-ad!” from the platform.
      

      
      With his valise caught up under his arm, he dashed down the aisle and bumped into the conductor on the steps.

      
      
      “I’m getting off!” he said, and leapt from the slowly moving train.

      
      The train crept on northward, carrying into nowhere the prints of his ten fingers on one of its gritty sills.

      
      A few paces from the station, he came to the edge of the tarred main street whose name was Trevelyan Boulevard. The marquee
         of the movie theater loomed before him, its bill of fare a delightful prospect for he loved movies, the pole by the barbershop
         twirled gaily backward, the screen door of a café slapped as a man came out, and two small girls with ice-cream cones, a housewife
         with shopping bag, and an overalled farmer passed before him, pleasing and appropriate as characters upon a stage. Yet it
         was not a stage, but a real little town where probably everyone he saw had been born and would live and die. Already he seemed
         to feel a kinship with them.
      

      
      It was hard to remember that he had awakened that morning with the shriek of an elevated train in his ears, that he had sat
         that morning at the wheel of his cab. Had he driven a fare today? He remembered driving slowly, ignoring people who waved
         and whistled for him, reluctant as always and suddenly unable to plunge into the hysteria of New York. New York that morning!
         As he looked back from a distance of eight hours, its cramped fury seemed like a disease. He thought of New York now, intensely,
         and for the last time. Then he cut his thinking off as he might have a radio that blared a football scramble.
      

      
      Happiness, goodwill, and optimism seemed to lift him from the ground. A new town, virgin, potential, where he might begin
         again! He felt reborn. Sunday he would go to the church, whose black spire, surmounted by a gilt ball and cross, he could
         see above some treetops, and would offer thanks to God with the rest of the townspeople.
      

      
      Just as a grumble of hunger came from his stomach, his eyes alighted on a white structure a few yards away on this side of
         Trevelyan Boulevard. Big black letters spelled EATS down its side, and small neon signs front and back wrote out THE DANDY DINER.
      

      
      The door resisted him, and a voice behind its steamy pane called something that sounded like “Sloy dit!”

      
      Aaron slid it, entered, and closed it snugly behind him. The place was warm and fragrant of eggs-in-butter and of fresh-cooked
         hamburger.
      

      
      
      “Eve-nin’!” the same voice said. It belonged to a husky denim-shirted man behind the counter.

      
      “Good evening!” Aaron replied, nodding to everyone. He seated himself on a stool.

      
      His blue eyes moved pleasurably over the pale-crusted homemade pies, the raft of popping hot dogs on the grill, the bowl of
         bright soft butter, and the novel varieties of sweet buns on plates in the shelves. Ordinarily his eyes bulged, and from the
         side possessed a catlike translucence, but now they projected farther as they searched out every feature of the shop. He lifted
         his hat and gave his brown hair a perfunctory smoothing. He watched the counterman extract a waffle from the iron, butter
         it generously, and set it before a man in the blue-and-white striped overalls of a railroad worker.
      

      
      “Syrup?”

      
      “Betcha,” the man replied, with a rolling inflection that covered several tones.

      
      The counterman set a pitcher of syrup beside his plate, then came to Aaron. “What’ll it be?”

      
      Aaron pressed his palms together, raised himself slightly by the footrest, and called for a hot dog, a waffle, a piece of
         peach pie, one of the sweet buns, and a cup of coffee. While these things were preparing, he listened to the banter of the
         counterman and the railroad worker, and to the softer talk of two Negroes that was interspersed with laughter.
      

      
      The pulse of the electric ventilator bound the world within the diner into a perfect whole.

      
      The telephone rang, and the young girl who had been daydreaming beside the cash register sprang to it. “You-ou!” she drawled,
         smiling. “Mac says I have to wuhk tonight till eight-thuhty.”
      

      
      “Aw, I’ll let you off,” Mac threw in good-naturedly. “When do you ever wuhk anyway?”

      
      When the waffle was brought to him, Aaron touched his chin self-consciously. “I should have got a shave first, I guess.” He
         smiled at the counterman.
      

      
      Mac smiled back. “Oh, that’s all right. We ain’t fussy. Look at me.” He laughed. “Where you from?”

      
      
      “New York.” Aaron ducked his head and began eating the waffle. He poured a discreet amount of syrup on it (even if he were
         from New York, he would not behave like those he had seen in the Automats, so greedy that syrup and cream had to be meted
         to them in decent portions), and between bites turned his head to read the various placards on the walls.
      

      
      

         COME ONE, COME ALL!

         WILLIE WALKER’S FAMOUS SEVEN-PIECE BAND

         ADMISSION $1.50 PER COUPLE

         BRIGHTON RECREATION HALL

         BRIGHTON, VERMONT

      



      
      Its date was a month old. He wondered if the young girl was going to one of these dances tonight. He had not heard of any
         of the towns mentioned.
      

      
      Then he saw a sign that said:

      
      

         ROOMS

         MRS. HOPLEY’S COMFORTABLY FURNISHED LODGINGS

         BY WEEK OR MONTH

         17 PLEASANT STREET

         CLEMENT, N.H.

      



      
      “Where’s Pleasant Street?” he asked Mac, so apprehensive lest this town was not Clement, he dared not ask that question first.

      
      Finally Mac brought his hand down from the back of his neck, pointed to a corner of the diner, and gave instructions that
         Aaron was too excited to attend. His mind was forming images of the house, of the room he would have. He was marveling at
         his good luck to have found a street with the name “Pleasant,” while “Clement” itself was sweet enough to the ear, ringing
         some bell in his memory that conjured up a picture of a sunny landscape and a picnic.
      

      
      “Goin’ to be here awhile?” Mac asked as he handed him the check.

      
      “I hope so.” Aaron smiled, and leaving a dollar on the counter, he backed for the door. “Sure enjoyed that.”

      
      “Come back again!”

      
      
      “’Bye!” the girl said.

      
      Following the direction of the pointed finger, Aaron headed for a street around the drugstore corner. At the intersection
         he stopped to admire a modest war memorial. It was a cement post set in a triangle of grass, bearing a metal plate on which
         some hundred names were listed, Clement veterans of all the wars. Adams, Barber, Barton, Burke, Child—Hopley? Yes, there was
         a Zachariah P. and a William J. Hopley. He might mention having seen them to Mrs. Hopley.
      

      
      He hurried on his way, smiled a greeting to a straggly-haired barefoot little girl who leaned against a tree, said “Good evening!”
         to an old bent gentleman in cracked, well-shined shoes and a starched collar that stood out from his neck.
      

      
      “Howdy do!” the old man replied.

      
      Walking a general uphill way, he arrived at Pleasant Street, which was bordered with large elms that leaned inward, meeting
         overhead. And no sooner did he enter this tunnel of greenness than the sun came out and fell through the thousands of leaves
         like golden rain.
      

      
      Anxiously he watched the numbers grow until he stood before number seventeen, a two-story, yellowish house half hidden by
         lush green vines that sprang from either end of the front porch. He recognized the house as he had the town. It was what he
         wanted. Home! There was homeliness in the cracked brown paint, elegance in the spindling black balustrades that supported
         the porch rail and the banisters of the wooden steps. Two black iron dogs set in profile, one paw raised, symmetrically guarded
         the casual front lawn that was divided by a cement walk.
      

      
      “Lookin’ for some’an?” a voice called from the porch.

      
      Aaron started up the walk. “I’m looking for a room.”

      
      A swing creaked and a short chunky man in glazed manila pants and shirt came toward him. “Think there’s one or two,” he said,
         smiling and inspecting Aaron.
      

      
      “Who wants a room?” This time the voice came from behind the screen door. “Just got one. Y’can come in an’ see if y’like it.”

      
      He followed her through a hall, up a flight of stairs and down another hall. Finally she opened the door of a generous square
         room with three enormous windows.
      

      
      
      “Y’lucky,” she told him. “Fella just moved out yestiddy. Changed his job an’ went to Bennington. Rooms haad t’get anywheres
         in this town.”
      

      
      He nodded, enchanted. “I’ll take it.”

      
      He paid seven dollars for his week’s rent and, left to himself, inspected the view from each window. From one he could see
         mountains, from the others could just touch the leaves of a big tree that grew on the lawn. With a pleasurable sense of efficiency
         and orderliness, he began to transfer his things from the valise to the bureau. The deep newspaper-lined drawers put his wardrobe
         to shame. His four shirts lay flat and lonely in the bottom drawer, and even the loosest sprinkling of his socks and handkerchiefs
         over them helped little. Having nothing to put in the last drawer, he read a bit in its newspaper. Finally he set the empty
         valise in the closet, closed the bureau drawers, and surveyed the room with satisfaction, yet thinking that except for the
         shaving articles he had left out on the round table, his coming had wrought no change at all. Well, he thought, that was what
         happened when you left all your old clothes behind, all the trinkets gathered over the years to ornament furnished rooms in
         New York.
      

      
      There was a knock at the door.

      
      “Come in?”

      
      Mrs. Hopley came in. “Brought y’some towels,” she said in a warmer tone than before, almost an intimate, conspiratorial tone,
         so that Aaron faced her attentively and blinked at her. She laid two bath towels, a face towel, and a washrag separately along
         the bedside, then straightened up and smiled at him.
      

      
      “Fine! Just what I need right away,” he responded, though it was only that morning he had failed to shave. “I’ve been a long
         time on the train.”
      

      
      Mrs. Hopley nodded and regarded him with huge brown eyes behind thick lenses. She fumbled at the slack, somewhat soiled front
         of her dress, which hung just as slackly behind, over her bony, cowlike rump. “Where d’y’ come from?”
      

      
      “New York,” he replied, smiling nervously, for he felt as he had in the diner with Mac, that the people of the small town
         might look upon him with suspicion.
      

      
      
      “Hmm-mm.” Her eyes moved slowly and ceaselessly, resting as often on nearby parts of the room as on him. One of her ancient
         black house slippers with damaged pompon was poised shyly on the toe of the other, as though to mitigate by womanly grace
         the questionnaire she intended to put to him. “Got business here?”
      

      
      He hesitated, then smiled. He could not help smiling at anything that had to do with the pleasant town of Clement. “Well,
         not exactly. You might say I’m in need of a vacation and the town looked good to me.”
      

      
      “Not much doin’ here in the way of vacationin’.”

      
      “I don’t mean an ordinary vacation.” He moistened his lips. “See, I was a taxi driver in New York. My nerves got sort of jumpy,
         so I decided to pull up stakes and come to a new place.”
      

      
      “Permanent?”

      
      “Maybe. I hope so. I sure like this town.”

      
      She thought a minute. “Not much call for taxi drivers around here.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be a taxi driver! I’ve had enough of that.”

      
      She nodded. “What d’y’ think y’ll do, then?”

      
      He saw her look at his hands, and he unclenched them and smiled. “I don’t know yet, see? I’ll have to find out.” He added
         modestly, “I’ve got a little money saved up.”
      

      
      “Hmm-mm.” She scratched her nose roughly with her forefinger. “Wall, wish y’ luck.”

      
      Despite her dubiousness, the words put heart into him. He smiled and thanked her.

      
      She began to talk more easily, told him the best places to eat, where he might find work, and mentioned a baler for the leather
         factory who was staying in the house, whom he might like to talk with because he had worked for a while in New York.
      

      
      Aaron listened, nodded, and resolved to avoid the baler at any cost.

      
      “Yep, we think it’s a nice town,” Mrs. Hopley agreed in an uninspired voice as she withdrew from the room.

      
      Aaron shook the tension from himself, and after a moment went to the bathroom at the end of the hall, where he shaved himself
         at a basin with brass taps. Then he donned a clean shirt and socks and set out happily into the twilight.
      

      
      
      He spent the evening exploring the town, rambling through new street after new street like a young dog exploring a new home.
         He committed landmarks to memory and noted details of architecture and terrain, a labor of love, for he felt it his duty to
         become as familiar with Clement as any native. He peered about more eagerly as the darkness fell and brought forth, sparse
         and significant as the stars of constellations, the lights in comfortable and ancestral homes.
      

      
      It was quite dark when he climbed to a hill southeast of the town, between the river and the railroad tracks, and seated himself
         with a bag of little purchases between his feet. He gazed downward at Clement, which he saw from nearly the same angle as
         he had from the train. But how familiar it all was now, how much more probable its possibilities! He knew how the church looked,
         what the tower was that poked up through trees, what the signpost said on the highway north. He had explored a long covered
         bridge, which he had not even seen from the train, that spanned the river, had stood a long while at one of its windows, listening
         to the conversations of people who walked through.
      

      
      Tomorrow what would he do? He need not worry yet about plans. Over four hundred dollars were sewn into the lining of the black
         valise, and with that he could afford to take his time. He could try his hand at a dozen professions. He might work as a hand
         on one of the outlying farms for a while, and buy his own farm if he liked it. He might set himself up in a store of some
         kind, or go into business with someone he would meet in the town. He could spend weeks merely living, until fate dropped instructions
         into his lap.
      

      
      The scope of his imagination startled him, and springing up, he pressed his fist hard against his breast. He bent his intense
         face toward the town, and believed with all his heart that the course of his life would reveal itself within Clement. He felt
         like one of the figures in a heroic and documentary painting, his posture governed by determination and nobility of purpose.
      

      
      “Hello,” a small voice said.

      
      He turned around, flustered. It was a skinny, barefoot little girl in a dark dress that the wind snapped against her thighs.
         Even in the dimness, he could discern a big pattern in the hem which did not seem to belong to the dress. He remembered her. She was the little girl he had seen leaning against the tree that afternoon on the way to
         Mrs. Hopley’s.
      

      
      “Who are you?” she asked.

      
      Slowly he brought his fist down from his chest. “Who are you?” he retorted, adopting a playful adult tone.
      

      
      “Freya.”

      
      “Freya who?”

      
      “Freya Wolstnom.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Freya Wolstnom.”

      
      “What?”
      

      
      She took a deep breath. “Wolstnom. W-o-l-s-t-e-n-h-o-l-m-e.”

      
      He pieced together the first few letters, but the rest merely fell on his ears. As had happened many times in New York, when
         his fares had given him addresses, his mind refused to collect what he had heard. The memory of those times, of questionings,
         repeatings, final mistakes, the blare of horns as he turned the cab, rose about him and he writhed in the darkness. He passed
         the thumb of one hand near his mouth and brought it down again.
      

      
      “Who are you?” she repeated.

      
      “Aaron Bentley.”

      
      After a moment the child turned and walked slowly about the hillside, between him and the town. She held back with both hands
         the lank black hair that the wind blew over her eyes, and looked at the ground as though she sought something.
      

      
      Aaron sat down and clasped his hands over his knees, thinking she was on her way to the town. But as she lingered, he called
         out, mainly to restore his own confidence, “Where do you live?”
      

      
      She did not look up, but merely brought her arm back. “Over there.”

      
      He could see only black forest. He looked back at her.

      
      She was lifting her feet and parting the high grass with graceful sidewise motions like those of a slow dance. There was a
         stiffness in her figure, not of self-consciousness but of concentration. He felt that she noticed his least movement.
      

      
      Finally, she advanced circuitously toward him up the hill. When she stopped, their heads were almost on a level. He returned her glance smilingly, then, straining his eyes in the darkness, he
         was surprised to see the straight line of her mouth. It seemed sad and tense and old. Behind the moving strands of her hair,
         her eyes were mere grayish areas, but he felt they regarded him with hostility. A sudden swimming dismay and sense of inferiority
         came over him, akin to that he had felt in New York, but now intensified and focused upon him by the child and the town behind
         her. He felt she was too contemptuous to put to him such questions as Mrs. Hopley had, that instead she faced him as an intruder
         upon her property.
      

      
      He fumbled to open the paper bag between his feet. “I don’t suppose you’d like to share some cake with me, would you?”

      
      “Nope,” she said. “I got to go.” She walked slowly around the hillside.

      
      He stood up and watched her until her figure, then the pale hem disappeared into the darkness. “Good-bye!” he called out hopefully.

      
      There was no answer.

      
      He pushed the cake back into the bag, and made his way toward the asylum of his room.

      
      II

      
      He washed and dressed with a frenzied impatience, for the mightiest morning he had ever seen was thrusting through his windows.
      

      
      He rushed again to the window and, gripping the sill, looked out across a green earth to the ponderous sun that staggered
         throbbingly upward. It blazed on the tops of trees, the ridges of roofs, the wings of flying, singing birds. He put out his
         hand and fingered the leaves of the tree. He surveyed a world untouched by greed, bitterness, or the smut of commerce. The
         lost paradise of brotherly love.
      

      
      Pirouetting on the gray carpet, he clapped his hands above his head and laughed for delight. Refreshed by his sleep in the
         pure air, he felt strong as an ox, fit as a warrior, free as—as the butterfly which, as he watched gapingly, fluttered in
         by one window and out by another.
      

      
      Morning aromas of fresh coffee and of frying ham, the sound of families’ voices drifted from open windows as he strode toward Trevelyan Boulevard. In an ecstasy of contentment, he stopped
         to admire a tightly coiled rosebud that projected over the walk. It was of so delicate a shade of green, he hardly dared raise
         it with the tip of his finger.
      

      
      “What will I be doing,” he asked himself aloud, “when its petals are unfolded?”

      
      Suddenly, as he filled his lungs, he realized he had not thought of smoking since he had got off the train. Yet in New York,
         he had smoked all day and even in bed. It was overwhelming proof of the town’s purifying power. And beginning today, he decided,
         he would set himself to grow his nails.
      

      
      “’Am ’n X?” Mac greeted him over the heads of a noisy row of customers. “Got extra-good ham this mornin’.”

      
      Aaron nodded. He did not feel like talking. He was struck by the contrast of this breakfast with those of New York, with the
         bolted coffee and doughnut taken standing up, one eye on his cab at the curb. He had never succeeded in being indifferent,
         as other drivers were. Probably, he thought, it was because he had always had to eke the most out of whatever he worked at.
         Ever since he had left school to support his mother and himself, he had been working like a madman. He had been a soda jerk,
         bellhop, a waiter in a number of places, and for the last four years a taxi driver—all jobs in which good service meant tips,
         but the constant jumping had so torn up his nerves, it was a wonder anything was left of him. He had never had time to think
         of marriage. There had never been an extra quarter to take a girl to a movie! Then, after his mother’s death, he supposed
         the habit of hard work had persisted. And for the last few months, reaching a sort of crisis of loneliness and depression,
         he had saved his money as though toward some goal. “You’ve got to have a goal!” he had often muttered to himself, as he slammed
         the door of his cab for the last time at night. All day he would have been driving people to certain goals, but as for himself
         he had had none, except a shabby furnished room somewhere. Maybe this was the goal, he thought, a small town and peace of
         mind. It was enough. At thirty-four, there was still time to make something of his life.
      

      
      Down the line of stools someone burst into genial guffaws.

      
      
      Aaron smiled. He felt he had not relaxed in seventeen years. He slipped the fork slowly, with relish, under his scrambled
         eggs.
      

      
      After breakfast he strolled along Trevelyan Boulevard, examining store windows as he might have the counters of a museum.
         He looked at all the sports photographs in the barbershop window, then stepped in to get a shave and a haircut.
      

      
      Pete McNary, the redheaded barber, was a talkative fellow, and they had exhausted a dozen topics and had begun to talk about
         themselves before he finished Aaron off with a dusting of white, sweet-smelling powder.
      

      
      “Say, I know a couple of faams around here might could use somebody,” Pete offered, folding Aaron’s bib sheet meticulously
         against his big body. He was an ox of a man, but with pink precise hands and an air of grace in handling his body. “Ain’t
         likely ’ll be seein’ the faamers soon, but we can get a ride out some afternoon when I close up and talk to ’em. You just
         let me know.”
      

      
      “All right,” Aaron said with enthusiasm. “Thanks.”

      
      But he was not done exploring. He would want many more idle days.

      
      Above Trevelyan Boulevard, vanishing into green meadow and forest, lay the most attractive roads Aaron had ever glimpsed.
         He rambled them till midafternoon, stopping to fondle pet calves tethered in front yards, to chat with a housewife canning
         blueberries in an open-doored kitchen, to attend the milking of seven goats, as he sat on the hay-littered threshold of the
         barn. He brought handfuls of fresh grass and distributed the bunches equally among their eager mouths. He learned the best-yielding
         breeds of goats, the market price, the fat content and by-products of goats’ milk.
      

      
      “You might like a taste now’t you know all about it,” the goat farmer said, returning from his kitchen with a slab of brown
         cheese on white bread.
      

      
      The bread was warm and bent in his hands. Never had he eaten anything so delicious. The moments at the goat farm seemed to
         complete a transformation. Actually, he was elated beyond the power to think, but he realized one thing, that he had never
         before enjoyed merely the fact that he existed.
      

      
      
      III

      
      The twelve o’clock whistle of the leather factory began a white-breathed scream that carried easily over the entire town, and
         under its cover, as he walked a quiet road beside the river, Aaron opened his mouth and shouted his happiness. He heard mountain
         after mountain echo the whistle until its circle expanded beyond his sense.
      

      
      Five men walked from the dark shadow beneath the factory shed. They wore blue work shirts and blackened trousers and caps.
         In long slow-climbing strides they came up the greasy slope to the bridge road that led to Trevelyan Boulevard.
      

      
      “Howdy!” one called to Aaron, and the others followed suit and spoke or waved a greeting.

      
      Aaron leaned against the brick back of the general store and watched them with a kind of envy and awe, these sole representatives
         of the armies of factory workers that cover the earth. They did not carry lunch pails, nor would they go to a crowded cafeteria
         for their meal. Their homes were only around the corner, where a woman would now be setting home-cooked food on a table. He
         blinked his popping eyes at them as they rose like giants at the crest of the road, then dispersed.
      

      
      IV

      
     “Hello.”
      

      
      Aaron turned from the bridge window and saw Freya standing on the wooden floor. “Hello.” He smiled, genuinely glad to see
         her. “How are you?”
      

      
      “Okay.”

      
      She came on her bare feet into the bar of sunlight to the window at which he stood. He could see fine dark hairs on her delicate
         arms, and freckles across her thin, pointed nose. Her eyes were large and of a clear milky gray that suggested blindness.
         She wore the same lavender dress with the broad hem patterned with strawberries.
      

      
      “Want me to lift you up?” he asked.

      
      
      “Nope.” She boosted herself to the sill, resting her weight on her forearms.

      
      The whistle sounded, from the top of the giant stack, and though it split their ears at this proximity, Freya remained motionless
         throughout it, staring downstream.
      

      
      Aaron forgot to watch the five men. He had formed the habit of attending the twelve and four o’clock whistles, for the punctuality
         of the change of shifts was pleasant to observe in the town where nothing else seemed governed by clocks. But now he could
         not take his eyes from the little girl. He had forgotten her since the first evening, and now he was grateful she had troubled
         to stop and speak to him.
      

      
      “That’s my favorite house to visit,” she told him.

      
      He looked where she pointed and saw a house he had not noticed before, set back at the edge of the forest. It was white with
         a purplish roof, and its windows were slaty in the shadow.
      

      
      “Is it? Who lives there?”

      
      “Nobody.”

      
      “Oh.”

      
      “Want to go see it?”

      
      “Sure.”

      
      She hopped off the sill. He followed her down past the factory and up a grassy slope.

      
      The house seemed brand-new, but the white walls were streaked here and there with rain, and grass grew high as the downstairs
         windowsills. Aaron tramped contentedly through the grass beside the little girl, who gazed up at the windows as she walked.
      

      
      Finally she stopped before the red front door. “Now we can go in.”

      
      They walked into a bare house that smelt of paint and closeness. The varnished floors were unmarred save for small dusty bare-feet
         tracks. Freya told him in whispers which room was which. Upstairs, she pointed out the bedroom where, she said, the murderer
         had killed the beautiful wife who had just come to live in the house with her husband.
      

      
      “The murderer lives here now—in the cellar!” Freya whispered.
      

      
      “Does he?” Aaron asked softly. For an instant he had believed it.

      
      “That’s why we have to be quiet, even though we put three circles around the house.”

      
      
      He followed her into the attic.

      
      “See this window? This is where the husband yelled for help the night his wife got murdered, only he was so scared he couldn’t
         really yell so nobody heard him.”
      

      
      Aaron looked at the window. He could see the frantic husband screaming and making no sound. The husband wore pale-colored
         pants like riding breeches, and his black hair was tousled over a handsome head. He looked back at Freya.
      

      
      “Then the husband fell asleep and had awful dreams, and woke up and ran over the mountains and never came back.” Her mouth
         was stern as it had been the night on the hills, and her eyes held the sad memory of tragedy. “Now we better go.”
      

      
      He helped her to close the stiff front door. They walked through deep grass to the road that went into town. She did not talk
         anymore to him or appear even to notice him, but her acceptance of his company sufficed for Aaron. As they walked, a sense
         of companionship with her grew in him. And as if to balance some scale in his emotions, a realization of his loneliness came,
         too. He rejoiced in both sensations. They were an addition to his heart.
      

      
      On Trevelyan Boulevard, Freya walked more slowly and looked into shop windows.

      
      “See anything you like?” he asked brightly as she stopped before the jewelry shop window.

      
      “Nope.”

      
      She moved on and he walked beside her, thinking he might return to the jewelry shop and buy some little thing for her.

      
      She stopped under the marquee of the movie theater and looked at the panels of stills. The stale, organic, and faintly sweetish
         aroma common to all theaters, which had thrilled Aaron under marquees in New York, came now through the open doors of the
         Clement-Olympia.
      

      
      “Let’s go in!” he said.

      
      To share with her the excitement of strange locales, the surprises of the unfolding story, now that he was free of the banality
         to which he had always been compelled to return, seemed the very highest pleasure.
      

      
      “I don’t feel like it,” Freya said calmly.

      
      Aaron swallowed, and uncertainly followed her as she moved on.

      
      
      At the drugstore corner, she stopped and looked up at him. “Well, I’m goin’ home.”

      
      He was confounded, now that the moment had come. “Wouldn’t you like a soda or something first?”

      
      “Nope.” She pushed her hair back. “I know a place almost as good as the house to visit.”

      
      “Where?”

      
      “It’s up the river.”

      
      He looked, but could not see any kind of structure beyond the bridge.

“Maybe we’ll go there tomorrow.” She stepped off the
         curb. “Goodbye, Arn.”
      

      
      He was so astonished by her use of his name, by the fact she remembered it at all, he could only stand looking after her with
         a fatuous smile.
      

      
      When he turned and walked away, a figure strolled into his path.

      
      “Eve-nin’!”

      
      It was George Shmid, the man who had been on the porch the day Aaron came to Mrs. Hopley’s.

      
      “Evening,” Aaron repeated.

      
      George fell in with him. “Got a new friend,” he said.

      
      “What?” Aaron looked down into George’s alert blue eyes, which were fixed upon him smilingly.

      
      George repeated the sentence. His thick lower lip, which he moistened continually, curved up at the corners in a lyre shape.
         “You know, the kid you was with.”
      

      
      “Oh, Freya.”

      
      “That’s right.” George smiled.

      
      They turned onto Pleasant Street. It had begun to rain lightly, but the rain pattered on the leaves as on a roof, and not
         a drop came through.
      

      
      “Where’d you go explorin’ today?”

      
      Aaron glanced at him again, remembering that he had told Mrs. Hopley, when she asked him how he spent a certain day, that
         he had “been exploring.” Still, he could not make himself listen to George with interest, and he did not care. He was too
         happy in himself to want company. With a vague, half-polite smile, he turned in at the cement walk, lengthened his steps and
         left George, still murmuring, behind.
      

      
      
      V

      
      From that day forth, Aaron’s happiest hours were those he spent with Freya. They encountered each other almost every day somewhere
         in the town, and because they never arranged a meeting place or time, their encounters were casual surprises. They greeted
         each other as though they had merely stepped across a room. Clement was the room, filled with heroic furniture, interesting
         bric-a-brac, and magic carpets. Clement was their entire world.
      

      
      The place up the river which Freya had mentioned was a deserted knife factory. It was a long, low building made of narrow
         boards once painted red. The stilts at the rear had given way and those in front had been uprooted, so it seemed the place
         had been half successful at suicide by plunging into the river. Aaron and Freya used an old ladder to enter through a side
         door.
      

      
      “What a magnificent piece of rust!” Aaron often exclaimed, delighted by his own eloquence, as they stepped inside. “What a
         miracle of ruination!”
      

      
      They would make their way down sloping, rotten floorboards that were too dead to creak, toward the broken rear wall where
         imprisoned river water lapped. Here they would sit on a great comfortable rafter jammed crosswise in the corner, and survey
         the conglomeration of smashed and tangled machinery. Fingers of sunlight came through gaps in roof and wall, pointing at certain
         spots as though for their attention. It was their private place. Never had anyone encroached upon it by so much as a glance
         or a word of reference.
      

      
      Generally Freya was serious and quiet here. Aaron swung his heels on the rafter and stared with bulging eyes and a bemused
         smile. He would imagine the place humming, bustling, gleaming, men shouting over the din of machinery, the factory reaching
         a peak of production, then declining, until its owner sold or died of heartbreak, and the building was abandoned to begin
         its still-progressing delapidation. Sometimes he merely stared at the cracked belts, rusted cogs, knife parts strewn about
         the floor, and let anything or nothing ramble in and out of his mind.
      

      
      Freya might point to some rust-riddled object half submerged in the stagnant water below them. “Look!” Her voice would be an articulate gasp. “Could you ever think of anything so old?”
      

      
      Aaron would look, silently, his train of thought gently merging with hers. Nothing ever, anywhere, was so old as this.

      
      “Can you imagine it when it was snowing?” Aaron once asked excitedly. “All the shiny machines and knives and the snow outside?”

      
      At other times the place would strike them as terribly funny. The evidence of destruction by man and nature would make them
         giggle as children must sometimes in church or at funerals. It was this way one afternoon, when they came with bags of penny
         candies Aaron had bought at the general store.
      

      
      He helped her onto the rafter, and they sat munching message-bearing hearts, licorice sticks, and taffy kisses that were wrapped
         in brown and yellow papers which floated in the water below their feet.
      

      
      “Let’s dance!” Freya said.

      
      Catching her hands, Aaron swung her around and around as he turned on the broad rafter.

      
      Then Aaron became conscious of someone’s presence. Looking toward the raised doorway, he saw a figure silhouetted. He let
         Freya swing to a stop against him, her slight weight unbalancing him not at all. The man in the doorway was Pete McNary.
      

      
      “Hello!” Pete said in a voice of muted surprise.

      
      “Hello!” Aaron called out, almost at the same instant. He released Freya and laughed a little, embarrassed and annoyed. “What
         are you doing out here?”
      

      
      Pete remained motionless, his face obscured. “Walkin’ home. What are you doin’?”

      
      Aaron could not quite realize he was there, that anyone was able to look inside the place and see him and Freya there. “Not
         much of anything,” Aaron replied, still smiling. He glanced at Freya, who stood on the rafter with her hands behind her, leaning
         against the broken wall in a way that reminded him of how she had leaned against the tree the first afternoon he had seen
         her.
      

      
      “I heard voices. I didn’t know what was goin’ on,” Pete went on explanatorily but somewhat self-righteously.

      
      “Oh, we come here now and then,” Aaron said.

      
      
      Pete looked at Aaron, who looked just as steadily at him. Neither had anything to say. “Well, I’ll be gettin’ on home.”

      
      Aaron listened to the slow footfalls on the ladder. He put out his hand and Freya took it.

      
      VI

      
      When Aaron asked her again and again about herself, Freya told him she was ten, that she had never gone to school because she
         helped her mother, who did washing and ironing. But Aaron never knew her to leave him in order to help her mother, or to spend
         any time at home except to eat and sleep. A vision of Freya’s mother at work over other people’s laundry never entered his
         mind, nor did any actuality of it seem to trouble Freya. They were too occupied with the pictures of their own minds, which
         far excelled those Aaron had found in movies. Freya would never go to a movie with him and he stopped asking her, having less
         need of them himself.
      

      
      Often they sat on the hill where Aaron had climbed his first evening, where they had a fine view of the town. With a few phrases
         they could create for themselves the world of Clement as it had been in Revolutionary times, or when it was peopled with men
         in tailcoats and women in tight-waisted dresses, when the knife factory sent durable and handsome knives down the river. And
         doubtless the daydreams he lived with her, in which they governed the fortunes of the people they imagined, satisfied to some
         extent Aaron’s compunctions to bestir himself. Comfort enveloped him on the sunny hilltop. He watched the few cars and pedestrians
         on Trevelyan Boulevard as he might have watched a puppet show, and felt in harmony with all he saw. Trains chugged like toys
         into the station, and brought a sense of the benevolence and perfection of the universe. He would try to explain some of this
         to Freya, but if she understood, she made no sign as she sat beside him and gazed impassively at the town.
      

      
      The bond between them was lighter than air itself. It was a bond of complete individual and mutual freedom, for neither knew
         the burden of a single chore or obligation even to each other. There was an understanding between them, however, that they were somehow the chosen people of Clement, that all they saw was mere scenery set for their
         amusement. Joy sat on their heads, and they betrayed their awareness of it perhaps only in the way, whether together or apart,
         they walked and looked at things with a kind of arrogant innocence.
      

      
      VII

      
      “Been seein’ a lot o’ that little Wolstenholme girl, ain’t yuh?” Aaron blinked at her. He had just come out of the bathroom,
         and had nearly collided with her in the hall. “Oh, yes,” he said, smiling and frank. He had left Freya not half an hour before.
         “We take walks quite a lot.”
      

      
      Mrs. Hopley nodded, and looked at Aaron’s belt buckle, which bore the letter B. “Course there mightn’t be no haam in it, but some folks thinks otherwise.”
      

      
      “Harm?” The soap leapt from his hand and flew toward the stairs.

      
      “Might be. Yes. Don’t look s’good. A man an’ a young child like that.” She delivered her words quickly.

      
      Aaron had gone down a few steps to get the soap. It was covered with lint and was disgusting to hold. He blew on it, opened
         the washrag and put the soap in its center. When he looked up, Mrs. Hopley’s eyes were huge and ugly.
      

      
      “Not that I see why folks should care much,” she added contemptuously.

      
      “About what?”

      
      Mrs. Hopley eyed him. Then she glanced to the floor as though casting about for a way to speak. Bitterly, as though voicing
         an opinion to herself, she said, “Not that people should care what happens to trash like the Wolstenholmes!”
      

      
      “What?”

      
      “Yes, trash. Faather killed in a baarroom brawl. Mother just as trashy as him. Worthless people an’ a disgrace to the town.”

      
      “Father killed? Here in Clement?”

      
      “We ain’t got no baarrooms in this town.”

      
      
      Aaron was silent.

      
      “You thinkin’ o’ gettin’ work here finally, I s’pose.”

      
      Aaron’s whirling thoughts were checked suddenly and brought to focus upon his own idleness. “Yes, I am.” He wondered if he
         should explain again, tell her that he had saved his money for just this sort of a vacation.
      

      
      “I’d set about it, then.” Her eyes moved toward the stairs and seemed to draw her after them.

      
      Aaron was rigid with shame and guilt. He would look for work without delay.

      
      VIII

      
      “Morning, Pete!”
      

      
      Pete turned in at his shop, fumbling with his keys.

      
      Aaron’s lips opened to say “Morning” once more, when a shock went over him. Pete had not spoken to him. Of course he had heard
         him, must even have seen him. Pete had snubbed him!
      

      
      Aaron walked quickly past the barbershop before Pete should have time to turn around and to look out his window. He had contemplated
         being shaved that morning before he went to look for work. It was more than likely an accident, he thought, as he walked on
         slowly. Still, he was disturbed because he found he had not the courage to enter the barbershop.
      

      
      He wanted to spend the rest of the morning walking over roads he loved, soothing the irritation Mrs. Hopley’s remarks had
         caused, rationalizing Pete’s behavior, but instead he set out grimly for the leather factory, simply because it was the closest
         place where he might find work and because it was ugly and nothing to his liking. What Mrs. Hopley had said had not touched
         his conscience about his idleness so much as it had suggested the town might think him a ne’er-do-well if he did not soon
         get something to do. Now, suppose Pete, for instance, had not spoken to him because he was beginning to think him a good-for-nothing?
      

      
      The foreman, called outside from a job that had left his hands coated with grease, informed Aaron there was no place for anyone
         in the factory at the moment. “You’d have to know a little about the business before we took you on as anything but a baler anyway.”
      

      
      “Yes, of course.”

      
      The foreman said something else and pointed somewhere, but Aaron did not follow him. He could only stare at the foreman’s
         face. The horrible change in their relationship from nodding acquaintances to that of job-seeker and employer fixed Aaron
         with its torture.
      

      
      When the foreman paused, Aaron said, “Thank you very much,” and fled up the slope.

      
      He entered the covered bridge and went to one of the windows on the side away from the factory. He put his forearms on the
         sill, bent his head, and began tearing at his thumbnails. He tried to crush himself into as small a space as possible.
      

      
      In the last two minutes, in the interview with the foreman, he had completely changed the world in which he had been living
         for four weeks. He had made the relationship between himself and the town ugly, uncomfortable, mercenary. He had banished
         the sense of the unspoiled paradise. He had not only asked, but he had been refused!
      

      
      Suddenly, as he huddled in the window, the town seemed to rise up cold and hostile about him. He shuddered as he might have
         at something supernatural. The familiar riverbank frightened him, and so did the church spire over the trees, the barn whose
         roof he could just see, where he had often visited the goats. He squirmed farther into the window at the sight of Mrs. Coolidge,
         the wife of the postmaster, who was entering the bridge from the other end. He wondered if she would speak to him. He remembered
         she had smiled at him last Sunday in church. Almost everybody smiled at him, and he was handed an open hymnal when they stood
         up to sing. But couldn’t their smiles from the first have been sarcastic or pitying?
      

      
      Aaron flung himself about and, bowing slightly, forced himself to say, “Good morning, Mrs. Coolidge!”

      
      “Good morning!” she returned in an astonished, cracked voice. She cleared her throat and passed on, without a change in her
         pace.
      

      
      Aaron looked after her and a wave of uncertainty passed over him. What had she meant? How had she meant the “Good morning”?
         He held fast to the sill, barely resisting an impulse to run after her and demand his answers.
      

      
      He stared and frowned before him and began to rip his nails. He thought of Mrs. Hopley, remembered Pete in the doorway, recalled
         that Mac had seemed cool last evening. Wally, the switchman, had greeted him with only a wave of the hand. He remembered George
         Shmid’s smiling mouth, asking him questions about Freya. He could recall a dwindling sincerity in people’s voices, even times
         when he might have been snubbed, when he thought he had not been seen. Suppose the whole town suspected evil of him? Of him
         and Freya? Of course, everyone in Clement had seen him with her at one time or another! He tried to remember when anyone had mentioned
         Freya or the Wolstenholmes to him. Were they so bad that no one spoke of them? Did the town suspect evil of him or not? And
         if it did, why didn’t it come out and say so?
      

      
      There was a report like a gunshot behind him. Aaron turned around, as a plank of the bridge floor rattled hollowly into place,
         and a car moved toward him.
      

      
      IX

      
      With the relief that it was only a car came a kind of snap inside him, and a relaxation. Slowly and without passion, the idea
         took form in his mind to go and get his things and to leave the town.
      

      
      Rather than use Trevelyan Boulevard, he chose the quiet road that ran by the railroad tracks and the river, which would bring
         him to Pleasant Street. He passed an old man, then a young woman, neither of whom he knew nor who paid him any notice. And
         though the sight of each had caused a little shock inside him, he began to swing his arms in a physical expression of confidence
         that almost set his mind at rest.
      

      
      A block away now, George Shmid stepped out from Mrs. Hopley’s walk and turned in the other direction. The sight of his squat,
         odiously familiar back was enough. Aaron realized suddenly that he could not face anyone he knew, Mrs. Hopley, the baler,
         any of the roomers. And yet, even now he considered running after George and explaining to him, not for Freya or for himself, but for the town’s sake. If he explained, though, could he change what had happened to the town
         that morning? And how could he explain? What was there to explain?
      

      
      His thoughts foundered in an emotion he could not at once identify. It felt like guilt. But what was he guilty of? Why had
         he not been good enough? What was so wrong with him that his best efforts had not made him fit in the town? His mysterious
         fault seemed to date farther back even than New York, and to be something over which he had no control, and could never grasp
         and cast out of himself. Then, in an instant, his half vision was cut off, and he felt the guilt and its cause both sealed
         in him once more.
      

      
      He faced about and began walking with fast weak steps. He went back to the quiet dirt road that led almost to the factory
         before it turned and went northward beside the river, away from Clement.
      

      
      What hurt was the sense that it had been almost avoidable, the sense of the destruction in the very act of his leaving. The
         town was crumbling at every step, the facade of Trevelyan Boulevard, the Dandy Diner, all the fine trees that grew among the
         houses, Mrs. Hopley’s house and his room, all the fine things he had somehow ruined. And Freya, his best friend. The thought
         of never seeing Freya again made him waggle his head like a drunken man. The river, the railroad, the men climbing in slow
         strides up the slope from the factory, the noonday whistle, the good meals served by Mac’s hands, the mornings in his big
         room and with them the joy in his existence and the sense of the eternal potential.
      

      
      He walked until he had lost the river, until the sun changed its position, not knowing where he walked except that the town
         was at his back. His feet swished dismally through high grass. Then he tripped and was too tired to catch himself. The stillness
         was delicious. The river, the railroad, the facade of Trevelyan Boulevard passed in pictures before his eyes. The grizzled
         old men, the church and the hymnals, the railroad, Freya, the knife factory, the bud on the rosebush, the mornings of the
         eternal potential and the eternal nothing.
      

      
   



      
      
      UNCERTAIN TREASURE

      
      The khaki utility bag was sitting by itself on the subway platform near a post that had a slot machine. He looked at it for
         almost a minute over the top of the Daily News comic strip, and gave finally a convulsive wriggle that ended in a bobble of his large head. Slowly, ingenuously, he examined
         each of the seven or eight persons who stood on the platform awaiting their trains. A train pulled in, changed the pattern
         of the people, but when it was gone, the khaki bag was still unclaimed. He drew closer, limping deeply on his crooked left
         leg, rising tall again on the other, like a running-down piece of machinery, holding the forgotten newspaper before him.
      

      
      A soldier strode in front of him, dropped a penny in the gum slot and leaned there, his shoes crossed beside the bag, which
         was the same color as his trousers. The cripple edged away, shuffling his big feet sideways. When the next train came in,
         the soldier got on it without a glance at the bag.
      

      
      Then as the cripple came forward he saw a man strolling toward him, a smallish man in a green felt hat and a polo coat unbuttoned
         over a royal blue suit. His eyes were small and green, and as they fixed on him, the cripple kept shuffling forward in timid
         fascination. They passed so closely their sleeves touched, and when the bag lay between them again, both turned, the one slow,
         the other foxlike, and looked at each other.
      

      
      The little man’s eyes were steady, but around them the wizened, unshaven face turned this way and that. He sized up the cripple,
         took in the simple, ugly face, the seedy overcoat. He looked straight ahead, sauntered toward the khaki bag, and stopped with
         one tan shoe touching its side. He bounced on his toes, and the wooden heels made assertive thock-thocks on the cement. The cripple retreated a few feet. The smaller man went quickly to the edge of the platform, looked first into
         the black tunnel and then at his wristwatch.
      

      
      When he turned around, the bag was gone, and the cripple was on his way down the platform, rising, falling, scraping toward
         the Third Street exit. He did not hurry, but his face was bent into the upturned lapels of his coat with the effort of walking,
         and one arm threshed the air at his side.
      

      
      The man in the polo coat hesitated, then went after him. The sloping tunnel echoed the high-pitched thock-thocks of the wooden-heeled shoes.
      

      
      The cripple pulled himself energetically up the stairs. Outside it was raining, a tired thin rain. It was about quarter to
         six, but night was already falling. The cripple made his way up Sixth Avenue, past the wire fence that enclosed the cement
         handball courts, the grass plots and the row of benches. As the thock-thocks behind him continued, he realized with vague uneasiness that the green-eyed man was following him. He lengthened his sloppy
         steps and caught the bag up under his arm.
      

      
      After a few yards the green-eyed man called, “Hey!” and stretched forth a crooked finger.

      
      The cripple kept going.

      
      “Hey!” the smaller man said, running up, seizing the wild arm and wrenching the cripple around. “That’s my bag you’ve got
         there!” His face was bristling and determined.
      

      
      The cripple looked at the bag under his arm, and kept the same bland expression. His wide, fluted lips opened but no sound
         came.
      

      
      The smaller man saw the slow eyes, the nose and mouth that were squeezed absurdly between the doughy forehead and the smooth
         jaw. One ear bent under the black-and-white checked cap, but where the other ear should have been was a daub of white flesh
         like the opening of a balloon which is tied with string.
      

      
      He yanked the bag from under the cripple’s arm, ripped the zipper halfway and took a quick look in, then closed it. He shot
         a glance into the calm eyes. “Thief! … Dope!” Then, with a contemptuous movement of his mouth, “I oughta turn you in!” But
         he walked away with the bag, on up Sixth Avenue.
      

      
      
      The cripple looked after him, and at the bag under his arm, watched both become smaller. His figure gave a convulsion, and
         abruptly he flung himself after the polo coat, up the long block toward Eighth Street. So fast did his long legs cover the
         ground that he was only some thirty feet behind when the man with the bag turned into a bar and disappeared.
      

      
      He relaxed his gait and came to a stop outside the bar and grill. He looked meekly from under the cap brim into the mellow
         interior, and put his hand on the slimy iron pipe of a parking sign. Wisps of white steam came fast from his lips.
      

      
      Inside, over the mole-colored curtain that hid half the window, the cripple could see the green hat bend now and then as the
         man sipped his beer. He came closer to the window, and saw the bag sitting on a stool beside the man. After a moment, the
         man in the bar slid open the zipper and put a hand inside. The cripple felt a leaden throb in his chest. Just as slowly, the
         man closed the zipper and, standing up, crossed the muffler under his coat, tilting his head to get the smoke stream out of
         his eyes.
      

      
      Shyly, the cripple moved a few feet down the sidewalk, stood in the doorway of a haberdashery shop and looked toward the bar.

      
      The man with the khaki bag came out and walked straight across Sixth Avenue, past the House of Detention for Women, up the
         left side of Greenwich Avenue.
      

      
      Behind him now came the cripple, exerting himself only enough to match the other’s now-moderate pace. First he had to think
         exactly what to say to the green-eyed man. But his brain seemed to jam. It refused to create the proper picture, the proper
         words, to imagine one moment beyond the here-and-now. He followed doggedly up the street, his eyes fixed on the khaki bag.
      

      
      At Seventh Avenue the first man crossed, while the cripple was caught by a stream of traffic. The streetlights came out suddenly,
         jumping on in groups up the avenue, making the sky darker. The cripple was a block behind when the man turned west onto Jane
         Street. Though the street was dim, the cripple could see the pale haze of the polo coat, and could hear once or twice the
         raucous slip of a heel on the slanting sidewalk before a garage.
      

      
      The polo coat crossed Hudson Street, continued westward, and turned north onto Greenwich Street.

      
      
      Looking after him, the cripple saw perhaps two blocks away a lighted corner, and into this walked the man with the bag. The
         cripple pushed on faster, past the jutting stoops, past the ash cans and lids that his dragging foot struck occasionally with
         unpleasant noise.
      

      
      The light came from a modern, silver-plated diner which resembled a car from an electric train. The cripple approached this
         slowly as he had the bar and grill. The diner was perched high, brightly lighted. He could see through the steamy windows
         the row of black-and-white menus over the big shining coffee urns. Between the black watch cap and a sailor’s hat was the
         green hat. The cripple came to the long side of the diner, where he could see through the glass door. The khaki bag was on
         the man’s lap now, pressed against the underside of the counter. His wet, yellowish shoes were splayed on the footrest of
         the stool.
      

      
      The wind howled up from the river, slapped the rain against the metal side of the diner, and tore at the pale smoke that came
         from the whirling ventilator. He could catch whiffs of frying hamburger meat, bacon, eggs in butter. His stomach gave a thin,
         sick rattle. The fluted lips under the overhanging nose came together harder and the blue eyes blinked.
      

      
      A man behind the counter set, with generous swooping gesture, a plate of yellow eggs before the polo coat, the square shoulders
         bent forward. The right arm working fast forking the eggs in, poking the triangular pieces of buttered toast into the face
         behind the hat. When the eggs were gone, he pulled a napkin from the container and blew his nose so hard the man outside could
         hear it faintly. He dropped the napkin below the counter and started eating pie.
      

      
      The cripple was studying the bag, noticing how the end bulged with something, how the man paid no attention to it. Maybe it
         was dirty clothes, he thought, his heart contracting, or tin cans, or garbage. No, there must be something better inside,
         or why would the green-eyed man want it? Maybe it was something nice like oranges, or sandwiches, or socks, or maybe money.
      

      
      Finally the man at the counter shoved back his plate, and a puff of smoke broke under the brim of his hat. The cigarette was
         white and clean in the hairy hand. He tossed off the last bit of coffee and, getting up, swung the overcoat back and reached
         in his trousers pocket.
      

      
      
      The cripple felt a sudden desire to run away. He retreated to the end of the diner, where he could see a straight line down
         the front. He rested his left foot lightly on the sidewalk, poised to turn in any direction.
      

      
      The man with the bag under his arm came out the door smoking, down one step before he noticed the figure on the corner. The
         cripple twisted himself, embarrassedly.
      

      
      The man with the bag stood a long moment, motionless. Then he came down a step and started walking. The jolt of the step he
         had not seen took the cigarette from his lips. Rattled, he stopped short again, turned his eyes from the cripple and crossed
         directly over the street, going once more up Greenwich Street. He walked faster than before and in a few seconds was out of
         sight.
      

      
      Hearing the cripple in the darkness behind him, he felt the first stirrings of panic. He quickened his steps, and hitched
         the bag higher under his arm, his mouth twisted on one side, smiling, reassuring himself, because the bag wasn’t worth the
         trouble or the fear, or the man following him, and it would only be three minutes at most until he came to Fourteenth Street
         where he would turn off to go to the meeting.
      

      
      The cripple came on with much waste motion, paddling himself by the two long arms, in a gait that was more like falling and
         catching himself than walking. Seeing his gain, he felt more cheerful, began to think how he would climb the stairs with the
         bag and take it into his room and open it sitting on the bed. But first he must say to the man, “I was standing on the platform
         a long time before you was.” He tried this sentence, panting it into his upturned collar: “I-I-I wuz standin’ thur a long
         t-t-t befur you wuz. …” The big egg of an Adam’s apple flowed up and down. “T-t-time befur you wuz!” he gasped.
      

      
      He must say this right. He needed courage to do it. He recalled one of his rare moments of complete happiness, and the voice
         and the words that had made him so happy: “Archie’s all right. When he does say something, it comes out sense.” It was Mr. Hendricks who had said it. Mr. Hendricks, who always smiled at him and spoke to him, too. And he had been talking
         about him, Archie, who pushed the drays around at the newspaper plant. Mr. Hendricks was one of the editors. Archie remembered exactly
         how he heard it. He was by the elevator shaft and Mr. Hendricks was talking to Ryzek, the foreman. “Archie’s all right. When he does say something, it comes out sense.” He had felt so happy then, he could make himself happy at any time simply by recalling these words, and hearing Mr. Hendricks’s
         voice as he said them. “Archie’s all right …”
      

      
      He felt strong and very brave. He would catch up with this man with the bag. He would say words that came out sense.

      
      He began to think of the situation as a mistake that a few words could explain. … His sole caught on a curb and made a loud
         report.
      

      
      The man in the polo coat threw a glance behind him. Fear settled deeper in his spine and shot him forward with supernormal
         energy. He ran across the intersection of Fourteenth Street, over the flattened cobblestones and trolley tracks. He could
         see no people on Fourteenth Street, and for a couple of blocks it was as dimly lighted as the street he was on. He darted
         back into Greenwich. For a while he walked on his toes, hoping the cripple would think he had turned off on Fourteenth Street.
         Then he kicked something that slid raspingly over the sidewalk.
      

      
      “Goddamn!” he said, and his dirty teeth chattered. He turned around and held himself taut, listening. The scrap-slap-scrape
         came on. He started to trot. “Wh-what the hell am I doin’ bein’ chased by a nut,” he whispered, “when I shoulda turned off
         Fourteent’ t’get t’the meetin’. …” His feet hardly seemed to touch the ground, yet he had a sense of being dragged from behind.
         The cripple took fantastic proportions in his mind, became the inescapable, machinelike figure of a nightmare, and he believed
         he was after him now, not the bag, driven by a crazy desire for revenge. He clutched the bag harder and determined to turn
         off at the next street, however dark it might be, to get to some place where there were people.
      

      
      He heard his heart stagger, catch itself up like a pair of heavy feet, and he slowed immediately. He shouldn’t be hurrying
         like this, a guy with a delicate heart. What if he should keel over in the gutter. … “Suppose he don’t leave me alone all
         night! Suppose he don’t never leave me alone! … What would the guys at the hall think if they saw me wit’ a lousy bag bein’
         chased by a nut!”
      

      
      For he was the bookkeeper of a large fraternal organization, and occasionally made speeches, as he had only two weeks ago
         tonight made the speech denouncing Putterman, who had sat on the front row hardly six feet away. “It ain’t often I feel called upon to talk like this about a fellow member,” he had concluded, wiping his mouth with his handkerchief. “But my only concern is the organ-eye-zation! … I say Putterman is a guy who says things are all right to your face an’ then
            … an’ then,” extending a finger, but the gesture reminded him of hailing the cripple, “then goes and spills this crap about the organ-eye-zation to someone higher up! … Gentlemen, I got my facts an’ I present
            them!” Great applause, Putterman ousted by oral vote. Wh-what would the guys say if they …
      

      
      “Huy!” shouted the cripple, very close. “Huy!” He made a pass at the yellow coat with his gangling hand.

      
      The shorter man bounded. “You want it? Take it!” he screamed.

      
      “Huy! … I jus’ … I jus’ …”

      
      But the man in the polo coat was far away, and the thock-thocks were running now, turning off, running eastward.
      

      
      The big bony hands came down, groping over the sidewalk. They found the bag, lifted it, nestled it in the lumpy arms of the
         coat. Archie continued up the street, holding the bag so tightly against him that the affection sprang in him, making him
         warm and happy. The man in the polo coat faded from his mind. He smelt the damp khaki, redolent of clothiness. The fluted
         mouth spread serenely.
      

      
      He kept going for four or five blocks, up to Twentieth Street, where he went east. He did not feel to see what might be in
         the bag. His face had returned to its usual expression of bland contemplation. He looked straight ahead of him, not noticing
         his shadow that the lamplights along the curb passed one to the other, the shadow whose head twisted now and again in bizarre
         design on the sidewalk.
      

      
      At a certain brownstone he pulled himself up by a broad balustrade, produced a key and let himself in. The foyer was lighted
         by a small naked bulb at the ceiling. He climbed the stair, tugging at the shaky banister, turning at each landing with a
         dogged pump of his head. At the fourth floor he stopped at a low squarish door, so kicked and fingerprinted that the brown
         paint was almost all off. He opened the padlock with another key.
      

      
      Inside, he went familiarly and turned on the gooseneck lamp that sat on the oilcloth-covered table beside the gas burner.
         The yellowish light revealed a cube of a room, furnished with a bed that sagged like a hammock, a spool-legged table, a straight
         chair, a bedtable made of an upended crate, and a battered chest of drawers. All around the walls were tiny notations, so closely and equidistantly written
         as to make almost a pattern: the names and addresses and telephone numbers of all the people with whom he had anything to
         do. There were the employees of the newspaper plant down to the scrubwomen, the names and particulars of the grocery men at
         the corner, of the cigar store and the drugstore, and many addresses of miscellaneous direct mail advertisers who had in past
         months sent him letters.
      

      
      He hung his overcoat behind a cloth that made a closet of one corner. His head was quite long and flat on top, seen from the
         side, like the model profile beside a Mercator projection. The hair was blond and very fine, falling in big haphazard locks
         around his head. He moved gracefully in his room, as though he were completely at ease and knew the position of every article.
      

      
      He carried the bag to his bed and sat himself gently on the bumpy quilt. The gold-colored zipper sent a chill of pleasure
         through his fingers. Its purr was a song of richness, of mechanical beauty. His fluted mouth spread wider, his blond eyebrows
         arched expectantly. He parted the sides of the bag and in the dim interior saw many columns of glossy blue and gold paper,
         and red and yellow and green and gray and mauve and white papers, each a block itself, but making one great block together.
         The regular and immaculate wrappings of hundreds of penny chocolates and chewing gums.
      

      
      His eagerness subsided to a troubled, uncertain disappointment. The arched eyebrows dropped a little and the mouth hung loose.
         Then, caught by the spectroscopic colors, he lifted ten or fifteen chocolate pieces from their box, pressed one against the
         other between his thumb and forefinger, and laughed aloud until the column broke, tumbling over his legs onto the bed and
         the floor. He put his hand in again, this time drawing forth many green boxes of chewing gum, which he let cascade off his
         palm onto his pressed-together thighs. He took more chocolates and sifted them through his fingers like coins, dropping them
         onto the bedspread. And there was also, at one end of the bag, in a drab canvas sack, perhaps two dollars’ worth of pennies.
      

      
      He pulled up the spool-legged table, removed the alarm clock and the pencil stub and made a field of the chocolates on the
         top, arranging them in rows of dark blue, mauve, and green, squinting from all possible angles at this panoply of color, at these hundreds
         of pieces of candy which he would have bought only one at a time, and very rarely. Then, luxuriously, indulgently, he chose
         a certain piece and, unwrapping it, put the black cool candy onto his tongue. He pushed himself back against the wall, turned
         his flat-topped head to let the light fall on the little paper in his hand and, humming tunelessly, began reading the ingredients
         of the thing releasing flavor in his mouth.
      

      




      
      
      MAGIC CASEMENTS

      
      I

      
      Hildebrandt knew it was the magic casements that drew him each evening to the deserted bar, but he would have confessed this
         to no one but himself. The magic casements were only doors, made to look like the windows of the galleon’s stern, which, looming
         absurdly from a wall of red brocade, formed the entrance to the gigantesque Pandora Room. Mid-Victorian was certainly not
         his style, yet the casements redeemed it all. Their brass-hinged, golden-hazed arms were influng casually, differently each
         evening, and had a tremulous, suspenseful look of being about to usher forth a miracle.
      

      
      He turned from his brandy to gaze at them once more, and idly recited to himself, “‘That oftimes hath (something) magic casements,
         Opening on the foam of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. Forlorn! The very word is like a bell!’—”
      

      
      Oh, when would someone, be it man or woman, walk through those magic casements and into his life? Or was he becoming one of
         those fixtures that had always roused his pity, sometimes his contempt, the brandy-fuddled, rather asinine gentleman-at-the-bar,
         eternally waiting?
      

      
      He surveyed the Pandora Room dismally. His somber brown eyes were partially shielded by shriveling lids that drew over their
         outer corners. Though there was no one but the bartender to see him, he was conscious of the aristocratic lids as he straightened
         on his stool and inspected the room with an air of thoughtful superiority. Far away amid a cemetery of white-clothed tables,
         a waiter attended a lone dinner guest. Sources high in the walls, concealed by festoons of gray or red velvet, poured recorded music without cease into the ever-empty chalice lined with tapestry, Persian rug, and gilt moldings. Background music
         that backgrounded nothing, Hildebrandt thought. The gargantuan loneliness of the place seemed at times to dwarf his own. He
         wondered if that might be another reason why he came here.
      

      
      “Pandora Room,” he whispered, “what a mockery of your name!”

      
      He slumped lower on the tall, delicately legged stool and turned the stem of the brandy glass that resembled a mounted thimble.
         His slight black-suited figure looked insignificant as a candle wick. The amber bar that occupied only a corner of the huge
         room glowed around him like a fuzzy flame.
      

      
      He began to stare critically at himself in the mirror behind the bar. The ingenuous hope of deliverance from boredom, which
         ordinarily only peeked now and then through the jadedness, confronted him plainly like an imprisoned but still spirited child
         that cried, “What have you done about me? … What are you going to do about me?” It was a face hard to notice and easy to forget,
         a wisp of a face unasserted by the broad, close-clipped mustache. Whatever distinction it possessed was inherited, his own
         contributions tending to its detriment. The eyelids, for example, might have been old when he got them, for they reminded
         him now of outworn lace curtains hanging at oeil-de-boeufs in a decaying mansion. He admitted that it was, already, the perfect face for a gentleman-at-the-bar of one of New York’s
         largest and most conservative hotels, eternally waiting.
      

      
      I am not lonely so much as terribly alone, he thought. For though he could honestly say he had many friends, old friends and new friends, to a man and to a woman they
         bored him and served only to impress upon him that the rut he was in, lest he think it only the sinecure of a job so comfortable
         he would never leave it, included the whole of what composed his life.
      

      
      “Another brandy, sir?”

      
      “If you please.”

      
      He wished the bartender were not so attentive, but what else had the miserable fellow to do? Hildebrandt watched chips of
         bright yellow lemon peel drop from his knife into an old-fashioned glass, looked around the burnished oak curve of the counter
         and saw other such glasses, and wondered when all the martinis would be drunk and by whom.
      

      
      Cluck!

      
      Hildebrandt started, though he knew the bartender had merely vanished behind the small brass-latched door and would reappear
         in a moment bearing a box of sugar cubes or an armful of limes.
      

      
      “A pretty girl—is like a melody—” the music droned, oversweet with strings.

      
      What pretty girl? thought Hildebrandt. Did he want a pretty girl? Really the thought sickened him. He pulled his cuffs out just beyond the
         garnet links and turned again to the galleon’s stern.
      

      
      A plump woman in a large black hat came in, scanned the room for her party, fluttered a hand and plowed across the sea of
         Persian rug toward a distant table.
      

      
      Cluck!

      
      And the bartender appeared, struggling with an armful of limes. Hildebrandt turned his eyes away.

      
      This was his last brandy. In another quarter hour or so, he should have watched the entry of two or three superannuated inmates
         come to take a late dinner, perhaps but not likely a pair of middle-aged men, well dressed but of that incredible colorlessness
         that only the Hotel Hyperion seemed to attract, come and stand a polite distance away from him at the bar and order bourbon
         old-fashioneds. In a quarter of an hour, he should have paid his check and walked leisurely back through the galleon’s stern,
         not abandoning hope for some unimaginable and unimaginably exciting stranger, until he found himself suddenly on the sidewalk
         beneath the hotel’s marquee. There a gust of desolation should divest him suddenly of poetry, tranquillity and will, and he
         would debate whether to take a taxi or the subway to his apartment or to walk to the nearest movie or to call up his friend
         Bracken, who lived just around the corner on Sixth Avenue. As yet he had never called up Bracken, but the possibility offered
         a modicum of comfort, so the thought always crossed his mind.
      

      
      Actually, though, he was alone.

      
      In the lobby beyond the galleon a man stopped, looked into the restaurant and walked on. The casements and the chandeliers
         sparkled like coruscating fireworks. The galleon floated in a blur of golden light. And abashedly realizing that tears had caused the
         distortion, Hildebrandt threw the brandy into his mouth. It flamed into his nose, and he saw the galleon through deeper tears.
      

      
      A black line appeared in the center of the goldenness. It was the figure of a woman with hair of the same golden beige as
         the doors. Suddenly Hildebrandt felt a thrill of happiness beyond that which the magic casements had ever caused, a throb
         of recognition. It was the way he had expected to feel when the destined one arrived, but now he smiled to himself, afraid
         to believe. The tremulous, inexpressible promise which for two weeks had emanated from the galleon’s stern seemed to have
         lifted from them and fixed itself on this woman whom the casements presented as its materialization.
      

      
      He turned back to the bar, unable even to look for her in the mirror. Her presence behind him filled the room. Before he looked
         at her again he must know how he intended to approach her. And yet it was, somehow, foreordained and accomplished.
      

      
      He paid his check, turned and walked, with the same leisured grace he would have walked toward the magic casements, toward
         the woman who sat at a table amid the field of empty tables.
      

      
      She looked up as he came closer, and all Hildebrandt could realize, dazed as he was by nearness to her, was that she regarded
         him without surprise, as he had known she would. Surely she would recognize him, too!
      

      
      He bowed slightly. “If I may, I should like to say good evening to you.” She was slim and stately as the casements, the heart
         of their poem. “My name is Oliver Hildebrandt,” he added.
      

      
      She was older, more reserved than he had thought. He could not take in anything definite about her at once except a straight
         fall of light brown hair beneath a small hat with a veil. Her silence confused him.
      

      
      “Are you waiting for someone?” he asked.

      
      “Only for a waiter.”

      
      “Would you mind if I sat with you a moment?”

      
      Perhaps her brows went up a little. Then she gestured to an empty chair. “If you like.”

      
      He slipped a chair out and sat down. She looked pleasant, he thought, though certainly she failed of the interest in him he had expected. Behind the veil her face was narrow and very
         pale, and Hildebrandt was shocked to see a thin scar that began under her right eye and curved out of his sight.
      

      
      “You haven’t been here before, have you?”

      
      “No.”

      
      Even her voice was as he had known it would be. The brandies bore him along, against her indifference. “Strange you should
         happen to come.”
      

      
      “Is it? It does look like a very restricted place.”

      
      Hildebrandt laughed. “I don’t know why anyone comes here, really, but …” He hesitated between sophistication and honesty and,
         not knowing which he chose, said, “I come because of the casements.”
      

      
      He would not have admitted then even to himself how he counted upon a sympathetic answer from her. He watched her gray eyes,
         which looked tired and not amused like her mouth, move to the entranceway, then back to him.
      

      
      “They are rather romantic,” she said in low musical tones that thrilled him. Yet in a way, she had said it like a plain statement
         of fact.
      

      
      “Yes. Absurd—and yet romantic.” He carried a match to her cigarette before she could use her lighter, took one of his own
         for himself and tossed his box of Players on the table. “Won’t you tell me your name?”
      

      
      “Oh”—she smiled—”that’s the least important thing.”

      
      “But I’ve told you mine.” He looked at the green lizard-bound lighter. “I know your initials—H.C. So I might as well know
         your name.”
      

      
      “Maybe legion. That might do for both of us.”

      
      Hildebrandt laughed uneasily, touched the brandy glass that had somehow appeared before him, and watched her sip at hers.
         This was the moment at which he should have had a toast to say. Yet more important it seemed to awaken her.
      

      
      “Look here, I hope you don’t think I’ve been rude,” he said, confident he had not been.

      
      “Not at all. I’m glad you came to talk to me.”

      
      Hildebrandt’s assurance leapt, put him on the edge of his chair, inspired him to fix his eyes dreamily in space for an instant,
         as he often did before embarking upon a rehearsed story. “You know, it’s strange, but I’ve so much to talk to you about—of trade winds and lapis lazuli seas, maybe the mosques of ancient Persia—and the way you
         came into this room tonight.”
      

      
      “Talk to me, then,” she said quietly. “I should love it.”

      
      She had relaxed and seemed suddenly dependent upon him. Hildebrandt felt enormously tender toward her. “Is something the matter?”

      
      She smiled. “Later. Talk to me about everything or nothing.”

      
      It was what he wished. She was delightful. Yet as his mind danced with anticipation of what he would say, he thought first
         of describing all the hours at the bar, the sense of rotting away, the absence of purpose and savor in all he did, the unwordable
         dream of the magic casements before she had come. And what else?
      

      
      “Shall I talk about Austria?”

      
      “I said anything.”

      
      Where had Austria fled? He remembered a ski trip with thermos bottles of American black bean soup. The blond girl he had thought
         he had loved, but not enough to follow her to Hamburg. Or was it Bremen? The foreign scenes he could recall were seen through
         an atmosphere of drifting and gluttony combined. He could not re-create them in words now for her.
      

      
      “There is Paris.”

      
      “Yes,” she said.

      
      The slow kaleidoscope of his past fifteen years revolved around him and the woman beside him like a thin sphere that enclosed
         them and kept the world out. Whatever he said now would be right, since all within the sphere was perfect.
      

      
      “No.” He laughed. “Shall I tell you of the most terrifying adventure of my life? It was my adventure with aloneness. Here.”
         He glanced at the great coffered ceiling.
      

      
      She smiled slowly. “I’ve had those adventures myself.”

      
      “Then you know what they’re about.” He was rather pleased. Then he added, “They’re not nice, of course.”

      
      “No. When did yours take place?”

      
      “Until you walked in tonight.”

      
      She was silent. The kaleidoscope turned slowly, its patterns blurred and forgotten. All that was clear was her narrow face behind the veil that made it seem he saw her at night, in some enclosed
         garden.
      

      
      “Are you sure it ended when I walked in?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “How sure?”

      
      “As sure as I am that you did walk in, that you are sitting here beside me.”

      
      “That you are no longer alone?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      She touched her hair with the backs of her fingers, wearily, as though to see if it were there, and looked away. “It’s nice
         to hear. Yet it’s hard to believe, because I am so lonely.”
      

      
      “But now it doesn’t have to be.” He smiled. “We’ve beaten it, don’t you see?”

      
      “Do you think?”

      
      “Oh, absolutely!” Hildebrandt said with the English accent he affected in his most self-assured moments.

      
      She rested her head against her fingers and gazed at him appraisingly.

      
      “What’s the matter?”

      
      “I don’t know. Perhaps I’m tired. Perhaps I’m already asleep.”

      
      “I can guarantee you you’re not. How about another brandy?”

      
      She shook her head. Then with her long pale hands she drew her cigarettes and her lighter toward her. “I don’t know. Maybe
         I should be going.”
      

      
      “No, please!”

      
      “Thank you. I really can’t stay. I’m glad you spoke to me, though—if you are.”

      
      Hildebrandt was standing as soon as she. “But I may see you again? I mean, I must see you again!”

      
      “I don’t know,” she said vaguely, and moved toward the casements.

      
      The music played “Over the Waves,” as though to point out his comic figure floundering beside her across the silent Persian
         sea. “Really,” he stammered, laughing, “this is no way. I must see you again!”
      

      
      She stopped and turned to him. There was no one in all the wide room to see them. Hildebrandt could enjoy as though they had
         been alone the tilt of her head, the unexpected warmth as she said, “All right, I’ll see you, then.”
      

      
      “Tomorrow?”

      
      “All right. Tomorrow.”

      
      “Where shall I call for you?—May I see you home now?”

      
      “I’ll come here.”

      
      “At the same time?”

      
      “All right.”

      
      He let her go, back to the casements’ wings.

      
      II

      
      He had not wanted their second meeting to be in the Pandora Room, whose one charm, that of the casements, had gone when she
         had entered. But since it was to be, he waited for her at the bar, wishing to glimpse her once more as he had seen her first.
         And finally, toward ten o’clock, her image between the casements was the end of a vigil that had begun really when he had
         stood here the night before, watching her disappear, having nothing but the promise that she would return. He slipped off
         the stool and walked across the soft rug toward her.
      

      
      She held her head higher than she had last evening. A green and brown dress brightened her, and made her less tall and thin,
         though she was almost as tall as he.
      

      
      “I’ve a table over here,” he said, in his intensity forgetting to greet her.

      
      He led her to the table he had elected during his wait at the bar, where two glasses of brandy, ordered long before as a kind
         of bet with himself that she would come, stood ready for them. As he seated her carefully, Hildebrandt felt that the miracle
         of this second meeting made the air quake and shimmer, as though a gloriole were painted about their table. He felt he would
         babble nonsense unless he was cautious. It might have been for this moment the Pandora Room had been created.
      

      
      “I have so much to tell you,” he began in a burst, for though he had forgot in detail what she looked like, he felt their
         acquaintance had progressed and only conversation lagged. He had felt for the first time, since last night, that his life had a focus, which was she. He looked at her, his eyes misty with happiness, and suddenly, though
         she seemed ready to listen, he was afraid to tell her all he felt. He was afraid of exposing himself. It occurred to him she
         had encountered such men as him before, had evaluated and was already bored by their futile, hardly varying stories. She had
         suddenly seemed disturbingly intelligent, and though intelligence was what he had wanted, he could not speak.
      

      
      “You might begin.”

      
      “Oh, can’t you tell me something about yourself first? You might at least tell me what your name is now. Where you live. Or
         even just what you are thinking about.” He felt more like himself now, and he slipped his cuffs out to the garnet links.
      

      
      “I don’t live here. My home’s in San Francisco.”

      
      “San Francisco!” Hildebrandt exclaimed, seizing the fact like a nail to fix her to some background, yet almost at the same
         time he realized he did not want to know about San Francisco. “How long are you staying here?”
      

      
      “Just a short while. As short as possible.”

      
      “Then what luck you happened to wander in here!”

      
      “Is it?”

      
      She was looking down at the tablecloth, running her thumbnail in it as though thinking of something else. It struck Hildebrandt
         that she regretted having met him here tonight, and the thought kept him silent as he watched her taste her brandy.
      

      
      She turned to him and set down the half-empty glass. “I’m sorry. You like to linger over your brandies, don’t you?”

      
      “Oh, not at all!” Hildebrandt smiled.

      
      “Like a gentleman—the gentleman-at-the-bar.”

      
      Hildebrandt’s drooping lids quivered a little. He had needed to tell her nothing. She knew. He saw himself perhaps a month
         from now, perhaps tomorrow evening, slumped on one of the high stools. No, not this bar, however. Some other, at least. But
         he lifted his head and smiled. “Shouldn’t you like dinner?”
      

      
      In a voice so gentle it hardly seemed an interruption, rather the quiet entrance of an idea, she asked, smiling, “Tell me,
         aren’t you married?”
      

      
      
      Hildebrandt leaned back with a feint of surprise. “What prompts you to ask that?”

      
      “Don’t you have a wife? Or didn’t you?”

      
      He put out his cigarette and slowly lighted another. “Yes, I was married once. Years ago. It’s funny you should ask that out
         of the blue. I’ve been divorced—going on eleven years.”
      

      
      “But it lingers. Doesn’t it?”

      
      “You seem to think so. Though my marriage didn’t.” There began stirring in him the desire to tell the story of his life, a
         desire so strong it overruled his fear that she knew it already, that it would bore her and kill whatever affection might
         have grown in her for him. But also, he reasoned, he wanted her to know. He smiled, captured by memory. “You see, my idea
         of life was to travel up and down one romantic river after another in Europe, just the two of us and a servant or so, until
         we got ready to come home.” He was making it short, beginning near the end. “We were both very young. I was only twenty-four,
         with an income from my father, so I saw no reason to work. I hate work anyway, actually. Only—she fell in love with someone
         a bit richer before we’d even left the States.” He laughed a little, sadly and tolerantly, like a gentleman who related sordid
         facts reluctantly, though they showed him to advantage.
      

      
      “But you went on to Europe.”

      
      “Yes, I did. Went though all the advances I could get on my trust fund and finally went through the principal. Then I came
         home and sobered up and found a pleasant spot in my father’s advertising firm. Which brings you practically up-to-date. Now
         I drift around, trying to put an edge on a hopelessly dull existence.”
      

      
      She was looking off again, toward the casements now, and suddenly he realized she knew he had said the same thing in the same
         words many times before. It had never mattered before that he had, but it mattered now because she was different. He looked
         at her and bit the end of his tongue and cursed himself.
      

      
      “Not by yourself all the time.”

      
      “Oh, yes. Quite,” he replied, contritely. “It’s not often I meet anyone like you.” He puffed nervously on his cigarette. “I
         mean, I never have. Do you know how it is sometimes,” he began again, trying to turn her eyes to him, “when you are lonely for something, you want something and you can’t discover what it is? Not friends or lovers or
         any spot on earth. Something less graspable than any of those.” His hand closed with a grasping gesture on nothing. He had
         not said this to anyone before, and he was pleased with his articulateness and also with his honesty.
      

      
      “I know.”

      
      He nodded, believing she did know. He felt his eyes were stretched wide the way they were sometimes when he looked into bar
         mirrors and saw the ingenuous hope. But now he did not care. He wanted to go on, to tell her that at the times he wanted this
         mysterious thing, he sat in bars where he could heighten the sense of its absence and so possibly discover one day what it
         was he wanted. But remembering her phrase, the gentleman-at-the-bar, he dared not. He brought his face under control, leaned
         closer to her and said quietly, “I know it’s to meet you that I’ve wanted.”
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” she said, her slow words making it sound somehow final and irreparable, “that you’re so lonely!”

      
      “Lonely? I’m never lonely!”

      
      She only smiled at him now, and he did not know what to make of the smile.

      
      “No, I’m not lonely!” He laughed, feeling that such an admission would be a weakness, as though loneliness were a disease which even when cured
         left some unattractive trace.
      

      
      She said nothing. Now the smile was gone and only the corner of her mouth was drawn up a little, with what expression Hildebrandt
         could not see, for her head was bent over the table.
      

      
      “At any rate, have you had dinner?”
      

      
      “Yes, thanks.”

      
      “I wish I’d thought to ask you last night.”

      
      “But I had an engagement.”

      
      “You might have broken it.”

      
      “No, a business engagement.”

      
      “Business?”

      
      “Legal business.”

      
      “Oh?”

      
      “Tell me what you do on Sundays.”

      
      
      Hildebrandt smiled, wanting to embrace her. “But I’m very curious about you.”

      
      She reached for a cigarette. “I’m here to settle some accounts—having just got a divorce.”

      
      “Oh, I see,” he said subduedly, while within he fell into small quiet pieces. He realized he had thought of her as isolated
         from everyone but himself. If she had had a frame in his mind, it was that of the magic casements and the red and gold lobby
         beyond. Now all at once she was estranged, and to learn more of her was to risk thrusting her yet farther away.
      

      
      “Do you have any children?”

      
      “No.” She smiled at him. “I’m quite free. I suppose I can’t believe it yet.”

      
      Hildebrandt relaxed. In the moment of crisis the magic of the casements had all but left her. She had been the divorced wife
         of another man, the former mistress of a household in San Francisco. He might have ceased to love her, he thought, but instead,
         his love had metamorphosed to one that loved her as a creature of reality. He felt he had become real himself. He had risen
         suddenly far above the dreary gentleman-at-the-bar.
      

      
      He sat upright, solicitous, beside her. “Could I ask you—if I’ve a right—to tell me about it?”

      
      “No, don’t ask me that!” she said with a laugh.

      
      Hildebrandt watched her face return to its poised, somewhat preoccupied expression. He saw, despite his love for her, the
         distance that separated them now unless he could span it somehow. Yet this was not the time, either, to tell her he loved
         her. He wondered if her husband had been cruel to her. Or unfaithful. Or if he had given her the scar on her cheek! He wanted
         to hunt down the monster and kill him!
      

      
      “Is there nothing I can do?” he asked searchingly. “I do wish you’d tell me even the least important things, if you will.”

      
      “The least important things are the least important things—like my name. And the most important thing I think you know.”

      
      “No, I don’t.”

      
      She was silent again, and Hildebrandt continued. “I just can’t bear to see you unhappy.”

      
      
      “But I am not so unhappy.”

      
      He pondered her reply as though it had been a riddle.

      
      III

      
      She was more than an hour late.
      

      
      Hildebrandt, scanning the people who walked from right and left on the sidewalk, paced once more across the long cement step.
         He dared not leave to call the St. Regis, for it had now reached a time at which she, arriving and not finding him, might
         think he had grown tired of waiting and gone away.
      

      
      “Of course she will come!” Hildebrandt said to himself. “She has never failed, has she?” He could look back on the one occasion,
         last evening, when she had kept their appointment in the Pandora Room. And because she had been later than he expected, he
         told himself she was probably late for all her engagements.
      

      
      “You may think this is funny,” he could still hear her say. “I wanted to go to the Metropolitan while I was here.”

      
      And he had assured her he could take the afternoon off and go with her. He had begged her, in fact, to let him see her today,
         because last night while they had had eggs and toast at midnight in the sandwich shop, she had said something—He could not
         quite remember it. Something like, “You mustn’t think I’ve cured loneliness in you. Only someone who’s never known it can
         cure it.” And while he had laughed at her theory, it had hurt him, because he had realized she might be saying in this way
         that she knew he was inadequate to cure her own loneliness, to give her what she needed, perhaps in the way that mattered
         to her was inferior to the man who had been her husband.
      

      
      But these doubts had vanished before the promise of the afternoon at the Metropolitan, which last night had seemed a gay adventure.
         He would learn, later when they took tea in some quiet place, all the things it was absurd he did not know already, her name,
         when she would come back from San Francisco and why she had to go in the first place. He would tell her then that he loved
         her. He would begin all over again, somewhere besides the Pandora Room, as though he had never been lonely or inadequate.
      

      
      The museum had been enchanted by her presence when he had run up the steps at three o’clock to search the lobby. Now the place
         was melancholy. He found himself staring at a man who walked down the steps with a small boy on either hand, and only when
         they reached the sidewalk did he remember he had seen them go in at three o’clock. He paced slowly back along the broad step.
      

      
      Even in the outdoors, with the collar of his black overcoat thrown up carelessly, his tapered face below the gray homburg
         stiffened against the cold twilight, he was the gentleman-at-the-bar, the anxiety of waiting but externalized upon his face
         by the discomfort of chill. There was a finicalness in the rigidity of his arm, the gloved hand that held the other glove,
         and in the precise click of his heels. He might have been impatient at having been delayed in reaching his bar at his usual
         hour.
      

      
      He could not endure the scene any longer. The gap between three and five on the face of his watch seemed enormous. He ran
         down the steps and began walking south on Fifth Avenue, still watching both sides of the street, still turning to inspect
         taxis that drew up.
      

      
      He tried to outstrip the darkness, for it seemed if he should reach the hotel before dark, it would be still afternoon, still
         conceivable she had been only delayed. She might, as he walked into the lobby, be coming from an elevator to meet him.
      

      
      When he turned the corner and saw the hotel, he began running toward it. He expected at every second to see her. He glanced
         around the lobby, then went to the desk.
      

      
      “Listen,” he said to the clerk, “can you tell me the name of a woman who’s staying here whose initials are H.C.? Miss H.C.,
         I think. Matter of fact, I’m not sure of the C.” He began to feel embarrassed. “She’s from San Francisco.”
      

      
      The clerk came back from the registry. “Would that be Miss Helvetia Cormack?”

      
      “Yes, it might. What room is she in, please?”

      
      “Miss Cormack checked out this afternoon, sir.”

      
      “Then it isn’t she. Look again.” He gestured impatiently to the registry, but suddenly he knew it was she and that she was
         gone.
      

      
      
      “No other from San Francisco by those initials, sir,” the clerk said, scanning the book. “Checked out at one P.M.”
      

      
      “A blond woman? Tall and slender?” Hildebrandt persisted.

      
      “Yes, sir. I remember her. Have you got something of hers? She may write us and ask for it.”

      
      “No. She left no forwarding address, either?” he asked desperately, on a wild last chance.

      
      “No, sir.”

      
      Hildebrandt sank back on his heels and slapped his glove into his palm. “All right. Thank you.”

      
      Outside, under the marquee of the hotel, he stood a moment as he did each night beneath the marquee of the Hotel Hyperion,
         while he decided what direction to take, what to do. And suddenly, realizing it was not the Hotel Hyperion, that the circumstances
         were quite different, he felt loneliness spring up like a dark forest all around him. The odd thing was, he felt no impulse
         to hurry after her, to find her somehow. What would he have to offer her except the history of weakness, loneliness, and inadequacy,
         the decline and fall of himself? He himself was the core of the loneliness around him, and its core was inadequacy. He was
         inadequate even in love.
      

      
      His eyelids trembled, but he raised his head indifferently, pushed his gloved hands into his overcoat pockets, and walked
         toward the avenue.
      

      
      
   

OEBPS/images/Art_Papple.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_f007.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349004778.jpg
ATRIC
i

NOTHING
THAT MEETS
THE EVE





OEBPS/images/Art_Pauthor.jpg





