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      HEAVEN AND HELL


      On a July day in 1919, beneath the blue dome of the summer sky, the guests watched from the base of a hillock as a young woman

         was joined in marriage to the man she thought she’d lost forever in the war.

      


      Do you—


      She does.


      Do you—


      He does.


      Lazy waves lapped and sucked at the rocks below. Seagulls floated on tilted wings over the gazebo, where a five-piece band

         was waiting to play. A dog down at the far end of the beach plunged into the water to retrieve a stick thrown by a boy who

         had grown bored with the ceremony and wandered away. A soft breeze rustled through the dry leaves of hawthorn bushes.

      


      After the exchange of vows, the bride and groom stood unmoving in front of the pastor for such a length of time that some

         of the guests began to wonder if the young couple knew what to do next. Then the bride reached for the groom’s hands, together

         they lifted the lace veil, and as they turned their lips met perfectly, pressing together in a kiss that two years earlier

         no one thought would be possible. That this kiss almost didn’t happen was enough to draw the assembled guests together in

         shared relief. At last, Gwendolyn Martin and Clive Crawford were husband and wife.

      


      Unfortunately, Tom Martin, father of the bride, was missing the great event, his absence a result of bad luck so typical that

         he almost relished his despair, since it reinforced his sense that he couldn’t help what he did. The fact that he wasn’t where

         he wanted to be at that moment would eventually become an addition to his long list of mishaps, his entire life being a sequence

         of contests with fate that he kept losing, but not without a struggle. To prove that he didn’t give up easily he slammed the

         weight of his whole body against the bathroom door. But the door was made of sturdy oak, and with the newfangled bolt irreparably

         jammed, Tom was stuck inside the bathroom rubbing the darkening bruise on his shoulder while his only daughter married her

         true love.

      


      Seated on wooden chairs arranged in rows along the relatively flat part of Madison Point, the guests were happy to watch for

         as long as the kiss would last, which, with the bride and groom clamped greedily together, was turning out to last longer

         than the usual kiss to mark a union, longer than any wedding kiss anyone had ever witnessed, longer than it had taken the

         couple to say their vows, and, at this rate, longer than the entirety of the preceding ceremony.

      


      The pastor, rotund Father Gaffner, kept his head slightly bent, his posture suggesting infinite patience, making it impossible

         to guess how long it would take until he intervened. Apparently, he saw no reason to intervene. He would let the bride and

         groom go on kissing for as long as they pleased while the guests watched with growing awe that any kiss could last this long—long

         enough to turn the remarkable event into something that would become the stuff of legend. Gwen and Clive had begun kissing

         and would keep kissing. In that other dimension where the miraculous future of their love had been born, they would never

         stop kissing.

      


      Keep kissing, Gwen’s uncle Hugo wanted to urge. Break the record of kissing. Kiss through the day, dear Gwen and Clive. Kiss

         through the night. Kiss for as long as it takes cause and effect to be reversed and all the damage that has ever been done

         to be undone. Kiss away Clive’s blindness. Kiss away the memories of war. Kiss away death. Keep kissing until the end of the

         world, or at least until the arrival of Tom, that scoundrel of a younger brother who had made Hugo’s life difficult for all

         of his fifty-one years.

      


      Where was Tom? Not where he was supposed to be, of course. Tom had never been where he was supposed to be. When he was a boy,

         he could be counted on to drift from whatever game he’d started to play. As a man, he drifted from job to job and woman to

         woman. And as a father, he had just drifted away.

      


      Hugo couldn’t know that his brother had spent the morning locked in the bathroom of a seaside inn, where he was treating himself

         to a hefty dose of self-pity. If he were a better man, Tom thought, he’d accept that the only thing left for him to do was

         put the revolver to his chest and pull the trigger. Click. If only he had a revolver. He had a toothbrush and Arm & Hammer paste. He had Pepto-Bismol. He was ready. No, he wasn’t ready

         and wouldn’t be ready until he’d been given the chance to improve his predicament. Even if he were entirely blameless for

         everything that had gone wrong, he knew himself as well as Hugo knew him and would have readily admitted that he was a selfish

         man. He was also sunken-eyed, yellow-haired, white-whiskered, and hungry for meat after being locked in the bathroom in room

         number 4 of the Tuckett Beach Inn for hours—days, it seemed to Tom, or at least long enough to miss his daughter’s wedding.

      


      No one except Hugo would have cared enough to wonder at his absence. The bride didn’t even suspect that her father had been

         invited. To Gwen, Tom was the strange man with tufted ears and a ridiculous handlebar mustache who appeared in her life no

         more than once a decade. She didn’t pretend to feel any familial attachment to him. It was fair to assume that while Gwen

         stood there kissing Clive, there was no one further from her thoughts than Tom.

      


      The kiss went on and on. The guests stared, their amazement making them simultaneously tense with expectation and confident

         that such a kiss could only be a deserved reward. The scene was marvelous, unending, and unrepeatable. Just to witness the

         kiss gave each guest an expansive feeling of worthiness.

      


      And yet it appeared that Tom Martin had decided he had someplace better to be than at Madison Point on this fine summer day.

         Unless Tom had simply forgotten how to get there. He had last visited the estate when Gwen was eleven, the event preserved

         by Hugo with his Kodak Brownie in a photograph of Gwen perched on the seat of a bicycle and Tom standing by the front wheel

         looking as if he’d just realized he’d taken the wrong road and was hopelessly lost.

      


      Damn that Tom. Hugo had even wired money for his brother’s train fare from St. Louis. But Tom had probably used the money

         to travel in the opposite direction. Instead of coming to his daughter’s wedding—to begin at noon, promptly, Hugo had added on the invitation to his brother—Tom was probably hundreds of miles away, heading nowhere in particular and

         inadvertently attaching himself to some new, doomed scheme.

      


      Down on the beach, the dog, a Newfoundland, emerged dripping from the water, the stick clamped between her jaws. The dog’s

         quick shudder was familiar to the boy, who leaped backward to avoid being soaked as the dog shook herself dry. The boy’s laughing

         shriek, though muted by the shushing wind, startled the guests, who weren’t ready to be reminded that life was continuing

         beyond the circle of their assembly. Though none of the guests made any visible move, a rippling unease traveled forward through

         the rows, passing from one person to another until it finally reached the bride and groom, provoking them to pull slightly

         away from each other, their minuscule separation dramatic enough to suggest that they were preparing to bring their kiss to

         an end. The guests continued to stare, savoring this culminating vision of love. The bride and groom had kissed a wonderful

         kiss and were about to be done, or so the guests thought—mistakenly, as it turned out, for in the next moment the couple fell

         back toward each other, mouths latched eagerly, for after all they had been through they deserved to kiss and would go on

         kissing no matter what.

      


      Uncle Hugo admired their defiance. But he had enough foresight to know that eventually the world would intrude. If only he

         could predict what form the intrusion would take, he’d try to prevent it. Gwen and Clive deserved to kiss for as long as they

         wanted to kiss. And if they kept on kissing, sooner or later Tom Martin would have to show up.

      


      But Tom couldn’t show up unless someone opened the door and let him out. Here he would stay, alone with his thoughts in this

         tomb of a windowless bathroom, a tub for a coffin, water dripping with torturous irregularity from the faucet. What could

         he do to improve the situation? His boss at the furniture store in St. Louis would have advised him to make a mental list

         of ten positive outcomes and ten things that bring him joy. Also, he would have warned him to avoid chocolate, white sugar,

         mushrooms, and foods that had been preserved, reheated, or fermented. And he definitely should avoid thinking about the wedding

         he was destined to miss.

      


      It was a wedding as lovely as the guests had predicted it would be. But no one had expected it to be as transfixing as a dream,

         as deliciously unpredictable. Time itself seemed to have broken from its normal pace and had taken to swooping in reverse

         then swirling forward like the cottonwood seedlings that blew about in the breeze. In the grip of their fascination, the guests

         wouldn’t have exclaimed if nymphs and satyrs had cavorted across the lawn.

      


      A baby, set down by her mother to crawl between the rows of chairs, chortled happily. Bees flitted in the honeysuckle vines

         woven through the gazebo’s trellis. Down at the beach, the boy wrestled the stick from the jaws of the Newfoundland. Women

         enjoyed the sunshine warming their shoulders through silk shawls. Men enjoyed the way the breeze rippled the linen of their

         wide trousers. Even the lemony, thick scent from the mudflats to the south was something to savor, especially when mixed with

         the perfume of honeysuckle and driftwood and salt. The only melancholy element was the vague sympathy that some guests felt

         for those who hadn’t been invited.

      


      Tom Martin had been invited. It could be, Hugo considered, that Tom had planned to attend but was running late. Though ordinarily

         Tom couldn’t be roused to run. He preferred to walk. Hugo’s brother Tom was never in a hurry and considered any commitment

         an inconvenience.

      


      It seemed that Tom Martin didn’t care enough to tolerate the inconvenience of his daughter’s wedding. But Hugo cared. He hoped

         that simply by his being present at this important event, Tom would set in motion what was sure to be a long and difficult

         process of reconciliation, made more difficult because the two people involved were content with their estrangement. Wasn’t

         it always easier to forget rather than forgive? When Tom had left Carol, Gwen’s mother, for another woman, he hadn’t even

         known that she was pregnant. After Gwen was born, it had taken Hugo three months to locate his brother, who was hiding out

         in Cleveland, and tell him that he had a daughter, an effort that Hugo would allow himself to regret from time to time, though

         only in secret, along with the agonizing love he secretly felt for Carol, dear Carol, who was never more than grateful to

         Hugo for offering her and Gwen a haven.

      


      Beyond the point, whitecaps wrinkled the dark surface of the sound. Seagulls continued to wheel silently overhead. On the

         beach, the boy waded into the shallow water after the dog. The baby, sitting up in the grass, found an empty nymphal shell

         of a cicada and fingered it gently. Still standing humbly in front of the kissing couple, Father Gaffner tightened his jaw

         in a subtle grimace, as though he were suppressing a burp or a chuckle. And buzzing in jerky exploration among the buds of

         the honeysuckle, the bees kept at their single-minded work.

      


      Tom, in contrast to the bees, was an expert at doing nothing. He could sit on the edge of a filthy blue tub staring at a blue

         toilet bowl, the air in the bathroom like an August afternoon in St. Louis. He could play the part of the vagabond his brother

         thought him to be, a man with his slouch hat rolled up in his suitcase, who was never in a hurry. Or rarely in a hurry. Well,

         sometimes he was in a hurry. Sometimes he got hungry for his breakfast. He was hungry now. Someone, let Tom Martin go! Free

         him from the prison of his soul, redeem him, make him innocent again, lift him up, open the door to this stinking bathroom,

         give him beef jerky, ten cents for a pack of cigarettes, and a ride to Madison Point. Believe it or not, he wanted to attend

         the wedding of his daughter, even if she didn’t want him there and greeted him with those icy blue eyes, blaming him for being

         who he was. But really, as he sat in the sapping warmth of the bathroom, it had begun to seem possible that he was not necessarily

         equal to his actions. Even if he couldn’t undo what he’d done he might be able to avoid repeating his mistakes, his worst

         mistake being leaving that crackerjack Carol, the first of the many lovers he’d left behind and the one who died before she

         learned to stop loving him. Carol, Gwen’s mother, never enjoyed the luxury of indifference. For the pain he’d caused her,

         Tom was sorry—sorrier now than ever. With no one but himself for company, he couldn’t be distracted from wondering how things

         would have been different if he’d taken Carol with him when he’d left twenty-three years ago.

      


      Hugo could have told his errant brother what would have been different. If Tom had taken Carol with him, Hugo wouldn’t have

         had the chance to raise Gwen and escort her down the aisle on her wedding day. After all they’d been through together, from

         Gwen’s scarlet fever, her childish tantrums and joys, her engagement to Clive, the war, Clive’s disappearance in France, his

         blindness and slow recovery in a military hospital in Nyons, their reunion, their marriage, Hugo could only be glad that Carol

         had stayed when Tom left, and that he’d kept his love for her a secret until the end, and beyond. He never had to ask her

         what she felt for him—he understood that he was like a brother to her. If she’d known he wanted to be more than that, she

         would have left Madison Point. He would have lost not just her but Gwen and everything that followed, and his life wouldn’t

         be culminating now, despite his brother’s absence, or perhaps because of it, in this record-breaking kiss on a perfect July

         day in 1919, with the guests mesmerized, the seagulls floating like angels overhead, a boy splashing in the water down at

         the beach, a baby lifting the shell of a cicada to her mouth, and one lone honeybee diving into the roses of the bride’s bouquet.

      


      The scene being exactly what Tom was trying not to imagine in the bathroom of the Tuckett Beach Inn. He didn’t have to be

         a genius to guess that his daughter’s wedding would include equal parts of beauty and guilelessness, acceptance, risk, ferocity,

         and resistance. All in the name of love. The daughter of crackerjack Carol wouldn’t marry a man she didn’t love. Right, Carol?

         Carol? It was only out of boredom that Tom called Carol—first in a whisper, then with a murmur, then with a shout. But don’t

         think that Tom Martin believed in ghosts. He didn’t need metaphysics to be certain that death is the end of life, period.

         Still, Carol, you could do Tom a little favor and unlock this door, or, short of that, talk to him. He could use the company.

         Carol, are you there? Carol!

      


      Hugo could have told Tom that it was useless to call Carol, since even if she did exist as a singular entity in the spirit

         realm—a possibility that Hugo, like his brother, didn’t entertain for a moment—surely she wouldn’t have left her daughter’s

         wedding just to open the door for a man who had abandoned her twenty-three years ago. Tom was stuck, and Carol was the last

         person on earth—or elsewhere—who would help him come unstuck.

      


      Yet Hugo knew that it would be just like Tom to lay the fault of his absence with Carol. Go ahead, blame a dead woman for

         the fact that Tom was missing this kiss of all kisses, love making the burden of expiation as light as a feather, with the

         guests restored to their primeval nobility by the advantage of their presence here at Madison Point. What? Simply put, Hugo

         was thinking that this must be similar to Paradise—layers and layers of pure happiness, like pages in a book.

      


      Given the transfixing quality of the scene, it wasn’t surprising that no one noticed when the baby, balanced on her pudgy

         rump between the forest of legs, put the shell of the cicada in her mouth. No one noticed that the seagulls abruptly flew

         away, one after the other, in the direction of a fishing boat on the horizon. And no one noticed when the boy, who had waded

         up to his thighs after the Newfoundland, slipped off the edge of a sandy shelf and disappeared into the deep water.

      


      What the guests did notice was the bee. While Gwen and Clive kissed, the bee that had been exploring the bouquet rose from

         the flowers slowly, like a spider on a thread, hovering for a moment near the bride’s shoulders, and then rising toward the

         buttery sheen of her cheek. Its thorax vibrating hungrily, the bee seemed to search Gwen’s skin for a good place to pierce

         it. Gwen and Clive continued kissing, oblivious, but the guests, along with Uncle Hugo, watched with concern.

      


      Someone had to stop the bee from stinging the bride, Hugo thought, leaning forward, privately trying to reason his way free

         of his reluctance to intrude. Wasn’t there anyone who could help, someone who could intervene without being noticed?

      


      Neither Tom nor Hugo would ever know that they were similar in one essential way: when they needed help, they thought of Carol.

         Watching the bee buzzing near Gwen, Hugo thought of Carol. Stuck in the bathroom of the Tuckett Beach Inn, Tom thought of

         Carol.

      


      “Who’s Carol?” asked the maid after opening the bathroom door with her skeleton key. She addressed Tom with the frankness

         of a child half her age. He noticed that her brown eyes slipped off center as she stared. Her unkempt hair was more orange

         than red. There was a canker scab on her chin, and her cotton dress fell loosely over her hips.

      


      She was too pretty to look so awful, Tom thought. And she was too forward with a strange man standing before her wrapped only

         in a white bath towel.

      


      “You were calling for Carol,” she persisted. She squatted to take a better look at the lock.


      “She was my wife,” Tom lied.


      “Was?”


      He answered with an impatient snort.


      “Bless you,” she said, as though he’d sneezed. She turned the lever of the bolt back and forth until it jammed again. “Not

         a day goes by when something doesn’t go wrong,” she announced, without exasperation. “I need a screwdriver.” When she stood,

         her odd gaze alighted on one side of Tom’s face. Without thinking, he moved his hand through the air as if to bat away a mosquito.

         She started visibly, teetered as if she’d been struck in the face. For a moment Tom thought he had hit her inadvertently,

         and he was seized by terrible, feverish guilt. He wanted to fall down on his knees and apologize. But she smiled at him as

         if to indicate that an apology really wasn’t necessary, especially from a man dressed in a bath towel. Go on, she seemed to

         tell him, lifting her chin and looking toward the room where he’d left his suitcase. You’re free.

      


      While he gathered his clothes, the girl warned him not to shut the bathroom door, and she set off to find a screwdriver. Tom

         scrambled into his suit, combed his mustache, snapped the buckle of his suitcase, and left in such a hurry that he forgot

         to pay his bill.

      


      Out on the road in front of the inn, he waved down a dairy cart being pulled by a round-bellied mule. When the dairyman heard

         that Tom wanted to go to Hugo Martin’s estate at Madison Point, he said he’d take him there himself. Coincidentally, he had

         a wheel of cheddar in back to deliver to the wedding reception.

      


      “Does that ol’ mule go any faster?” Tom asked.


      The dairyman looked at him askance, not unlike the way the maid had looked at him.


      “You want my Rascal to go faster?”


      “Yes, please.”


      “Real fast?”


      “Sure.”


      The dairyman tipped back his cap, revealing the youthfulness of his face. He couldn’t have been older than seventeen, Tom

         thought. Leaning toward the mule as though he meant to grab its tail between his teeth, the dairyman gave a short laugh, warned

         Tom to hold on, and cracked his whip in the air. The mule flattened its ears against its head and took off, trotting faster

         than Tom had ever known a mule to trot.

      


      Tom Martin was somewhere between Tuckett Beach and Hugo’s estate when the wedding guests first noticed the bee rising from

         the bride’s bouquet. Their attention couldn’t have been any more intense at this point; what changed with the bee was the

         unity of their responses. One man coughed into his hand in warning. A woman whispered audibly enough for her husband to hear,

         “Oh no.” And the mother who had set her baby on the grass glanced down and noticed the shiny tip of an insect shell sticking

         out from between the baby’s grinning lips.

      


      A mere few yards offshore from the narrow stretch of beach, the boy, submerged in the murky salt water, was holding his breath.

         Though he didn’t know how to swim, he’d taught himself to hold his breath during bath time. Once he’d even held his breath

         for as long as it had taken him to count in his head from one to twenty-five.

      


      He began counting silently. As he counted, he wondered if it was possible to learn to breathe underwater. He tried to propel

         himself by pulling at the water in the same way that he’d pull himself up to the next branch when he was climbing a tree.

         Five, one thousand, six. When he relaxed his arms and legs, he felt himself turning a somersault, and when he stretched out

         again he couldn’t tell which direction was up. Nine, one thousand, ten. It was strange that he couldn’t see the sky. He was

         glad, though, to have the chance to feel brave. Feeling brave was the best feeling in the world, better even than the sleepy

         feeling when his mother kissed him good night on the tip of his nose. She would think him very brave when he told her what

         had happened, though she’d be angry that he’d gotten his clothes wet. Twelve, one thousand. Or had he reached thirteen? It

         was frustrating to forget how far he’d counted. He’d been hoping to make it past twenty-seven. If he’d been counting straight,

         he might have already reached twenty.

      


      He felt his shirt suddenly tighten around his chest. In the next moment a tugging force caused him to turn on his back, and

         his face broke through the surface of the dark water. It was good to see the sky just where he’d left it. And it felt good

         to loosen his collar with two fingers and take a deep breath. He felt a little disappointed that he hadn’t been given the

         chance to count to thirty underwater, but he was glad to be floating on his back, with that big black friendly dog dragging

         him toward shore by his shirt as though he were one of the sticks thrown into the water for the dog to fetch.

      


      In their chairs around the hillock, the guests couldn’t have said reliably how much time had passed since Father Gaffner had

         declared Gwen and Clive husband and wife. Some believed, in hindsight, that the kiss hadn’t lasted longer than a minute. Others

         were sure that at least half an hour had passed. But to Hugo Martin it was as long as he could have wished, for just as the

         bee dove through the narrow opening below the chins of the bride and groom, a mule pulling a dairy cart came trotting along

         the sandy track leading to the gazebo. Even before the cart stopped, Tom Martin jumped off.

      


      “Was that fast enough?” the young dairyman asked.


      “That was plenty fast,” Tom assured him as his gaze turned toward the mound where the bride and groom were standing and kissing.

         Despite his nearsightedness, Tom could see the couple clearly enough to tell that there was something willfully permanent

         about them as they kissed, as if they were trying to turn themselves into statues.

      


      It took Father Gaffner to finally break the spell. Father Gaffner, who had once nearly died in an anaphylactic response to

         a sting, noticed the bee for the first time when it passed to his side of the bride and groom.

      


      In the seventh row of guests, the mother pulled what was left of the cicada shell from her baby’s mouth. Down at the beach,

         the boy climbed up on the Newfoundland’s back and rode the dog through the few remaining yards of shallow water. At the base

         of the gazebo, Tom suddenly remembered that the name of his daughter’s husband was Clive. And since Hugo had swiveled around

         to watch Tom, he didn’t see Father Gaffner frantically shake a hand to wave away the bee, his gesture causing the bride and

         groom to separate with a sucking sound that one man would later describe as like water going down a drain—evidence that tongues

         were involved, he would insist in a conversation similar to others that would go on through the banquet. What actually happened?

         How long had the kiss really lasted? The guests weren’t sure, and their uncertainty would only increase, every new exchange

         adding details that confused them more until there was nothing left to do but drink too much champagne and dance.

      


   

      STUMBLE


      Frank’s sister Ruth wasn’t exactly beautiful, nor was she ever deliberately coy. She wasn’t stupid or desperate or even naturally

         sweet. She was simply the one girl in town mysteriously identified as easy. And if she gave up trying to keep her willingness

         from bluntly announcing itself, it was only because curiosity got the better of her. She wanted to understand why the value

         of her affection was considered necessary and why necessity was always only temporary. Week by week, with every new invitation,

         she understood a little more.

      


      It was only a matter of time before she understood enough to know that she’d gone too far. Her mother had been right to warn

         her that a reputation couldn’t be washed away with soap and water. By the age of sixteen she’d become the kind of girl nice girls avoided, and though she felt that her ruin was a mean trick played on her while she’d been having fun, she decided

         she had no option left but to make a clean break.

      


      It was late summer in 1927 when, with her parents’ blessing, she moved to Brooklyn to claim space on the floor of her brother’s

         cold-water flat. This was her first mistake—not asking dear Frank to take her in but timing her arrival to coincide with his

         departure. She managed to show up at his door just as he was leaving for the weekend. Frank was sorry, but he had to go to

         his friend’s wedding in New Haven—which left Ruth alone with Frank’s roommate, Boylston Simms.

      


      Ruth should have known he’d be a problem. After plying her all day long with highballs, he kissed her. She let him kiss her.

         And then she remembered who she was trying not to be and pulled away, smoothed her skirt, tucked her hair behind her ears,

         and looked around for diversion. She asked about the birds in the cage across the room—a pair of finches, Boylston said, and

         explained that they belonged to his grandmother, who was in the hospital. Ruth asked if she could pet their pretty feathers.

         He shrugged. She sashayed in her usual inadvertently lusty fashion across the room, unlatched the cage door, and poked a finger

         at one of the birds, trying to scratch its soft throat as she liked to do with her cat at home. The bird hopped away from

         her and then fluttered forward onto her finger. Unprepared for the shock of rough talons against her skin, Ruth jerked back

         her hand, carrying the bird with her. The second bird darted out and veered as though ricocheting across the room. The bird

         on Ruth’s finger flew in pursuit of its mate. One after the other, the finches escaped through the open window and disappeared

         into the dusky Brooklyn sky.

      


      Although Boylston Simms didn’t come right out and ask her to leave, Ruth figured she’d better find somewhere else to stay.

         She made her way to the station and boarded the train for Manhattan. It was dark by the time she arrived on the Upper West

         Side, where a friend of her cousin’s was supposed to be residing. But the friend had long since moved from the address. With

         nine dollars and sixty cents in her purse and her suitcase in hand, Ruth walked around the neighborhood until she found a

         vacancy in a boardinghouse on 103rd Street. She slept that night for a solid fourteen hours. She dreamed she ordered a pancake

         breakfast in a fancy hotel dining room and was served a platter of fried birds. She dreamed she had a newborn baby girl with

         a marvelous crop of silver hair.

      


      THE NEXT DAY, she walked along the mall in Central Park. A man who introduced himself as Fitz Greene Halleck sat down beside her on a

         bench by the esplanade and offered to row her around in a party boat. She refused. He bought her an ice cream, which she accepted.

         After a long conversation he told her that he worked as a stage manager, and he asked her to audition for a musical. He wrote

         down the Lower East Side address where the auditions would be held the following Monday and then politely bade good-bye. She

         wondered if a man as easy to be rid of as Fitz Greene Halleck was really as untrustworthy as he seemed. She decided not to

         audition for Fitz Greene Halleck’s play but instead to investigate other theaters.

      


      On Monday she went through the Variety ads. On Tuesday she auditioned at the Princess Theater for a small show called Nobody’s Perfect. In this show, announced the director to the group of auditioners, imperfection would be a virtue. Ruth danced with a strong

         partner who led her easily through unfamiliar steps. Still, she must have distinguished herself as adequately imperfect, for

         she was given a chorus part in the show and was on salary by the following week.

      


      She lasted all the way to the first dress rehearsal, two months later. In the final weeks she became friendly with Sam Amwit,

         a song plugger from Harms Music who was helping the actors learn the tunes. He played his own tunes on the piano during a

         take-five, and everyone in the chorus thought his music was better than the music in the show. When the cast returned to continue

         rehearsing, Sam Amwit’s last song was still playing in Ruth’s mind, and when the chorus moved to the right, she moved to the

         left and tripped over another actress’s foot.

      


      Apparently, her stumble was only the most noticeable of many awkward moves—Ruth’s imperfection was of a different nature from

         the imperfections of the other cast members. The director let her continue with the rehearsal, but afterward he told her not

         to return. In a note she hastily scribbled, Ruth asked Sam to come see her soon and gave him her address. A few days later

         she received an apologetic letter from Sam explaining that he was engaged to a woman from Virginia.

      


      Nobody’s Perfect flopped, Ruth was pleased to hear. She went to other auditions and eventually landed a part in a girl-and-music show at Margot’s,

         a cabaret on East Fifty-second Street. She danced in a chorus line for an entire month there. Certain male customers returned

         night after night to see certain dancers; claims were implicit, though relationships were usually limited to postperformance

         lap-sitting and a few shared drinks. Ruth sat on the lap of an older man named Wallace. She drank gin spritzes and taught

         him the songs Sam Amwit had taught her.

      


      Her brother Frank came to see one of her shows and waited around afterward to talk to her. Luckily, Wallace wasn’t in the

         audience that day. But Frank didn’t approve of either the show or the establishment. He told her to quit, insisting that if

         their parents found out what she was doing they’d drag her back to New Jersey. She refused to quit without another job lined

         up, and Frank promised to find something for her.

      


      She asked about Boylston Simms. Frank said that he had fallen in love with an upstate girl and was working for a newspaper

         in Albany. What about the finches? Boylston Simms had bought two new finches for his grandmother, who believed them to be

         the same birds she’d left in his care.

      


      Frank returned to the cabaret three days later to inform his sister that he’d found her a place at the Biltmore as a receptionist,

         a classy job with an unclassy salary. She worked there straight through Christmas and New Year’s, worked ten, sometimes twelve

         hours a day in order to earn enough money to buy silk stockings and silk blouses to wear to work. On her breaks she smoked

         Chesterfield cigarettes and chewed Wrigley’s Spearmint, often at the same time. She had the use of a stove in the boardinghouse

         and liked to prepare simple dinners of sandwiches and canned soup with some of the other girls. Once every two months she

         went home to New Jersey for the weekend.

      


      SHE MET PLENTY OF MEN in her job—fancy young men who would lay it on thick and windy old men who would yammer at her while she was trying to add

         up a bill. One middle-aged Greek man invited her to lunch in the Biltmore’s restaurant. She ate roast beef and mashed potatoes

         and then with a giggle declined his offer to see his penthouse room. A retired jeweler who lived in the hotel gave her a tip

         of five dollars one day, and she went out and got herself a puffy Nestle wave. At work the next day the reception manager

         told her to brush her hair properly or else to leave and not come back. So she left. That was that. It was a cold, drizzly

         March morning and she was out on the street.

      


      She spent the next couple of hours at the nearest el station, standing close to the potbellied stove and trying to figure

         out where to go next. She decided to go to her brother’s apartment. That same day he helped her find a job at the Roxy theater,

         a movie palace where Frank was an usher and wore a uniform with polished buttons. Ruth worked as a ticket taker for three

         months and saw The Crowd seventeen times.

      


      She left the Roxy for better pay at the Rivoli, the Rivoli for the Rialto. She grew older and more confident. She wrote to

         Vitagraph for autographed pictures of Mae Marsh and Norma Talmadge. She dated a man who looked just like Buddy Rogers and

         after she’d spent the night with him a couple of times she asked him to marry her, but he confessed that he was already engaged.

      


      Why were all the men she’d ever known always already engaged? A month passed, and then another month. One day Ruth thought

         anything was possible, and the next day she realized her fate had been sealed when she wasn’t looking. All the men in the

         world were always and already engaged.

      


      She slept with any man who would have her. A medical student, a policeman, and her boss at the Rialto, who had no patience

         for contemporary picture shows and quoted Mary Pickford as evidence: “Adding sound to movies would be like putting lipstick

         on the Venus de Milo.” She wondered when she’d fall in love. She told her boss she loved him, just to try out the sentence,

         and he told her he was—

      


      “Not already engaged!” she interrupted.


      “No. Already married.”


      She quit her job at the Rialto. She worked as a secretary for a stockbroker. She worked as a waitress. One by one her friends

         in the rooming house on 103rd Street moved away, so Ruth decided to move too. She rented a studio apartment for herself on

         Jane Street. She quit her waitressing job and found a ten-dollar-a week position at Woolworth’s, which is where she met Mr.

         Freddie Harvey the Third.

      


      SITTING ON THE SODA-FOUNTAIN COUNTER one day after work, she was arguing with another Woolworth girl, Mary Beth, about the virtue of tattoos, though really she

         was arguing with herself, trying to persuade her more practical side that she might benefit from a tattoo and with it attract

         the kind of man who, for every why not? that can’t be answered, goes ahead and takes a risk. She settled upon her right buttock as a prime location and was idly

         considering the possibility of a pink rose when she heard Mr. Freddie’s voice.

      


      “Pour me a cup of coffee,” he ordered, adding, “pumpkin,” not out of affection but because after a full month he still didn’t

         know Ruth’s name, though they’d had plenty of brief exchanges, mostly concerning the topic of the cash register and Ruth’s

         tendency to come out a few pennies short at the end of the day.

      


      So that was the first time Mr. Freddie showed up where he wasn’t supposed to be. Ruth waited for him to fire her for sitting

         on the counter. But he simply eased himself onto a stool and spun to the left while he waited for his coffee. Coffee? Mr.

         Freddie had asked for coffee—and how about a piece of pie? Mary Beth crept off to finish restocking shelves, and Ruth cut

         a piece of pie for her boss, stale cherry pie stiff with tapioca, the crust streaked with hard-baked lard. She stepped back

         from the counter and watched him eat.

      


      What a remarkable transformation Mr. Freddie accomplished in those few minutes. Up until then he’d cut a ridiculous figure;

         all the girls thought so—he fancied himself a bantam cock in the henhouse when in fact he was too scrawny to be of interest

         and too much of the dandy to be trusted. Everything about him was made up, and the girls enjoyed mocking this amateur trouper

         behind his back.

      


      Ruth, however, didn’t laugh at Mr. Freddie that day. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t fired her, and she stared at him from

         beneath the smoky blue of her eyelids. Unexpectedly, she found herself growing interested in him. Maybe it was because she

         suspected that there was more to him than she’d thought. Or maybe she was just ready to believe that she’d finally met a man

         who would treat her fairly. Whatever the cause, Ruth was no longer simply one of the girls in Mr. Freddie’s eyes by the time

         he finished his pie.

      


      “Call it favoritism, sweetheart, but I’m going to do something special for you,” he said with a wink, brushing crumbs from

         his mustache with his knuckles. “I can tell you’re deserving.”

      


      How did Mr. Freddie know she was deserving? Ruth must have had neediness written all over her—a whole set of tattoos that

         only the manager could see. Clever man. The draw by the end of their conversation was his implied knowledge of her. As she

         watched him walk away from the counter she became aware of a new curiosity, the kind that once in a while would take her by

         surprise—when she was deep inside a tedious novel, say, and the plot abruptly thickened. She didn’t trust Mr. Freddie and

         because of this she wanted to be intimate with him, to circumvent his evasions and find out who he really was.

      


      Life went on after that conversation, routine continued to dominate the days, and Ruth worked the register for an extra five

         cents an hour. But within the routine the challenge of Mr. Freddie grew. He learned her name. He’d wander out from the back

         office to chat with her about the weather. He’d join her at the counter during her lunch break. He’d tell his war stories,

         which all seemed contradictory versions of a single story about a U boat sunk off the coast of Ireland. Ruth would hardly

         listen, having long since concluded that all his testimonials were lies, or at least exaggerations. What she liked better

         than his puffery were those promises, those delicious representations of the future, about how she would get her promotion,

         and Mr. Freddie’s mysterious investment in an outfit on Long Island would begin to pay off. The accumulation of profit seemed

         a much more certain thing than the adventures of his past, and Ruth liked the man all the more because of his contagious optimism.

         So she hung with him, as the other girls noticed, and in doing so became the store outcast, having contracted, in their opinion,

         the disease that was the boss.

      


      What began for Ruth as curiosity became, in part, defiance. She was Freddie’s girl, though how she made that leap to the possessive

         she’d never know for certain. It was one of the few hypotheticals in her life that ever came true. One morning she woke up

         in her room on Jane Street, and her first thought was of Freddie’s smooth-as-silk hands caressing her, even though at that

         point she had never met the manager outside the confines of the store.

      


      Freddie’s girl she became—in her eyes and in the eyes of her coworkers. Yet as far as she could tell, Mr. Freddie had no opinion

         about the matter. Or at least that’s what he seemed to want her to believe. Yet as time went on she became convinced that

         the enigma of Freddie the Third would be irresistible once he let her know who he was.

      


      He kept her believing that they were guaranteed a happy future together right through most of their first night out on the

         town, when Ruth in her boa and heels and Freddie in his Panama were a head-turning smash. She enjoyed the admiration of strangers.

         But even more than that, she enjoyed watching Freddie in action, handing out five-dollar tips and ordering oysters and rib

         eye and champagne. Somehow, after a series of taxis and nightclubs, they ended up in a back street south of Linden Boulevard,

         in a pleasure palace hideaway, where Ruth was willing to throw caution to the wind. Throw caution to the wind. A lovely phrase, she thought with a giggle as she stepped out of her dress, having already been assured by Freddie that

         there was nothing to fear.

      


      “What’s so funny, precious?”


      “You are, Freddie!”


      Her opinion had been influenced by innumerable glasses of champagne, and right then Freddie the Third was about as amusing

         as they come, pretending to be Mr. Debonair when in fact he was an awkward dancer who didn’t know the next step. What fun

         Ruth had stripping for him, all the while thinking that she had finally found the true Freddie—a meek little understudy who

         preferred hiding in the wings.

      


      She’d never known a man to be afraid of her. No sooner was she stark naked, her remaining stocking flung across the cracked

         lacquered bureau, than Freddie started stuttering about how he hoped she was having a good time. She assured him that the

         good time was just beginning, and she grabbed him by the collar and pulled him onto the bed.

      


      They did have a good time together that night, though Ruth had to teach Freddie a thing or two. When they were done, she felt

         pleasantly sleepy, and she closed her eyes to better enjoy the tingling aftereffects inside her. She didn’t bother to open

         her eyes when she felt Freddie rise from the bed, so she didn’t see him gather his clothes. She kept her eyes closed all the

         while he was getting dressed, blinking only when she heard the clink of coins on the bureau.
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