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Somehow He’d Ended Up with Someone Else’s Coat

… and that act could end Robert Bowser’s life before it started. His hand trembled as he answered the phone. “Mr. Bowser?” “Yes.”

“Mr. Bowser, my name is Harvey Plangman.” “Yes, Mr. Plangman. I have your wallet, and jacket, too, I believe.” “And I have yours.”

“Why don’t you drive over here? I could offer you a drink and we could reclaim our things.”

“Mr. Bowser, were you planning on going to Brazil?”

Was this really how the world ended? “You don’t have anything to be afraid of, Mr. Bowser.” “I’d better come there.”

“Yes, I think it would be better if you came here. You’ll know who I am all right, Mr. Bowser. I’m wearing your coat….”
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ONE

“AND HOW is Mother Franklin?” Wilford Clary asked. “Oh, fine! Just fine!”

The truth, of course, was that Robert Bowser’s mother-in-law was embarrassing and unbearable. He remembered last evening on the patio, before dinner. She had had her usual one-too-many cocktails. “During your conference tomorrow, Robert,” she had cackled, “mention me to Wilfred Clary! You just tell him I’m still able to cut me a rug or two, and if he’s nice to you, I’ll be nice to him!”

Her tone of voice suggested several shades of meaning, and she wagged a sly, old wizened finger at Robert Bowser’s nose. Since her seventy-seventh birthday, Margaret’s mother seemed to go downhill in every direction. God knows her doctors’ bills were bad enough — the rest was unbelievable. After decades of teetotaling, purse-lipped Victorianism, she had adopted a liking for gin and a coquettish personality. Along with this, an outdated slang and an unshakable conviction that she was “cute.” Whenever Margaret and Robert entertained, Mother Franklin plunked herself down in the center of things, flirting with the men and warning the women that wine wasn’t the only thing that aged well.

“A grand woman!” said Wilfred Clary. “A grand old woman!”

“Yes, indeed.” Last year she had been $4,202 worth of grand old woman, in doctors’ bills alone. “Still enjoys a martini or two every evening?” “Oh my, yes.”

“Ha-ha! Yes, yes, a grand old woman! And Margaret’s a grand young woman, Robert! You ought to be very thankful to have two grand women to watch out for you.”

“Oh, I am,” Robert said, thinking how glad he was that it was over now; he was free of them. It had been decided for him.

“Ha! Ha! Still enjoys a martini or two every evening! Ha-Haw! Well, well, I guess we’re all settled with our business, Robert.” He took Robert’s hand in a firm grasp. “It’s up to you now. On your say-so, Cranston Biscuit Corporation will or will not become an acquisition of Baker Oats.”

“Subject, of course,” Robert said dully, “to approval by Cranston stockholders and to a favorable ruling by the Internal Revenue Service on the tax status of the transaction.”

Those two things would stall matters — but only as far as Baker Oats was concerned. For Robert Bowser, the boil was finally at a head. He had already written Margaret a letter. It was in the jacket of the suit he was wearing — a full confession, along with a bland announcement that he was leaving the country and — it followed, didn’t it? — leaving Margaret as well.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Clary sighed. “Subject to all those conditions. You were always one for accuracy, Robert.”

Not this time, Robert thought, and not that other time. Years ago there had been another slip, only dear Mother Franklin had come to the rescue. There was no chance of that happening again. Now that Margaret’s mother was living with them, she would not even pay for her shoelaces. “Buy me an ice cream out of my will money,” she would whine; or, “Who wants to take me to the movies with my will money?” Her favorite lead-in to conversation was: “When I’m dead and you two are rich as a result …"

Wilfred Clary said, “That’s one reason I wanted you to have the directorship in Baker Oats. I trust your judgment in this matter, Robert. I know that in the past I’ve been rather cautious about trusting anyone’s judgment but my own, but now … well, I’m getting old. There weren’t all these mergers in my day.”

“Yes, sir.”

The old man eased into his leather swivel chair, in front of his time-blackened mahogany desk. The office was dominated by a huge safe to the right of his desk. The doors of the safe were black enamel, ornamented with a much-varnished landscape which was yellowed with age. In gold Spencerian script at the safe’s top was lettered KING & CLARY, INVESTMENTS. King had been dead for years when Robert joined the firm. Most of the firm’s business was concentrated on the investment of Wilfred Clary’s money. King & Clary supplied financing for various companies which Wilfred Clary controlled in part. Acting as a silent partner, the investment company exercised a wide-ranging influence on those companies’ management.

At forty-two, Robert Bowser was treasurer. His post had facilitated his embezzlement of $100,043.77 over a five-year period. Of that amount only $25,000 remained. Given a month or two, Robert could have quadrupled that sum, then doubled that in three months more, just as he had been juggling sums for the past five years — waiting for the coup that would make him both debt-free and rich. But it was all over now; the bubble had burst. He had miscalculated. Since King & Clary’s original investment in Cranston (Robert had greatly exaggerated the amount, unbeknownst to either party, then had invested the difference at a good profit), Baker had seemed aloof from any suggestion of merger. Robert had a free hand with the manipulation of King & Clary’s share of Cranston stock. There was no reason to anticipate a necessity for substantiation of recorded paper gains. It was impossible now to undo the damage in time to conceal the fraud. He had taken too many liberties with the account. If he were to keep his appointment in Winston-Salem on Tuesday, he would be found out before the day was over.

• • •

Clary was shuffling papers, and mumbling at his desk. Once Clary said a session was at an end, and they shook hands, Clary always insisted on reiterating everything for an additional ten or fifteen minutes.

Behind Clary’s desk, on the ledge of the Southworth Building’s twentieth floor, was a window washer. He was a man not much younger than Robert. There was a cigarette dangling from his lips, and he wore an old red-and-black checkered cap, the sort hunters wear. Pinned to his light blue work shirt was a huge round button. As he moved from one window to the next, while he slipped the safety belt to new notches, for an infinitesimal space of time the white belt whipped free at one end, dangled … an inch of risk before the man secured it.

Robert was fascinated. He moved closer to Clary’s desk, so he could read the printing on the man’s button.

“… and they closed yesterday at 127¼, up 1? for the day,” Clary was murmuring to himself, “while Baker closed at 199?, down …"

Now Robert could see the words on the window-washer’s button: KISS ME OR I’LL FALL FOR YOU.

• • •

Clary went on with the soliloquy of dry statistics. Robert felt as though he and Clary were figures in a dream, real only as long as the window washer watched them. If the window washer were to fall, even if he were to shut his eyes a second, Wilfred Clary’s office would not exist. It was the window washer’s world which was real, not Clary’s and Robert’s.

It was an idle, fuzzy daydream. If Robert had been concentrating seriously on his thoughts, it would be a familiar one as well. Many times during Robert Bowser’s life it seemed as though nothing were happening to him, nor to the people he knew. Things were happening to people he read about in the newspapers or people he saw for a fraction of a second — here, there — faces in the crowd. A face distorted with anger — a face lit up with wild, uncontrolled laughter. A face of fear (he had seen a woman thrown to the street by a car, once, dragged a few feet — seen her eyes wild with fear). And once — he had never forgotten this face, the face of a man looking at a woman while they stood in a doorway on a New York street, late at night — the face of love. He never knew how he realized that it was love; he was sure that he had never seen it before, and certainly no one had ever looked at him that way, nor he at any woman that way — but he saw it, and he felt a strange give inside him, as if something were being taken out of him — and an emptiness.

Just for a few slow seconds then, while Clary kept on shuffling papers and mumbling, Robert closed his eyes. He had never tried doing that before, but he was not the same Robert Bowser, now that the boil was at a head.

With his eyes shut, he saw himself at a counter in a place that looked somewhat the way Robert had imagined Coney Island. There was a boardwalk like the one in Atlantic City. He stood at the counter and pointed to a rack of buttons. Someone beside him was playfully pushing his old hunting cap down over his eyes. The brim knocked the cigarette from between his lips, but in a quick, nimble flip of the wrist, Robert caught it between two fingers and popped it back in his mouth. He pinned the button on himself. People looked at him and grinned. He gave a smart, cocky salute back. Who was he with? A girl? Some friends? There was music playing, the corny kind heard at carnivals and skating rinks. He was very happy. It was so real!

Then he opened his eyes.

“The precise number of their shares outstanding,” Clary was saying, “will depend on the amount of their preferred stock converted and on the …”

Now Clary was putting papers into Robert’s briefcase on the desk. It was the pigskin briefcase Margaret had bought him at Mark Cross for their twenty-first anniversary last month. He had given Margaret a gold bracelet from Cartier. He had more than his share of animal-skin briefcases, just as Margaret had safes full of jewelry. So it went, so it went.

Clary zipped up the briefcase and handed it to Robert.

Through the window, Robert could see just the legs of the window washer, who wore khaki pants and high-top shoes. The pants looked like old army issue. Robert had bought a pair for raking leaves, though he had a gardener and a lawn boy. During the war, Robert had worked at a desk in Washington. His eyesight was very poor; he wore huge glasses which gave him an owlish look, though without them he was handsome.

The laces of one of the window washer’s shoes were bright red. A whim? Indifference? What? Again the white safety belt whipped in the air, dangled, was caught and locked. Risking so much for so little; why?

“I wish you a good trip, Robert. When will you reach Winston-Salem?” Clary asked.

“Monday afternoon.”

“You’re going by train, of course?”

He always did. It was safer. Suppose there were only a small chance a plane would crash; he had never taken little chances.

“Yes, by train.” He would have to chance it now. Varig Airlines flew to Brazil; he had checked that.

“Good! Good! That will give you time to go over everything again before you see the Baker people Tuesday. You know, Robert,” Clary removed his glasses as he did whenever he made a particularly personal remark, “I used to have Baker Oats for breakfast as a boy. I can still smell it cooking right there on the grate every cold winter morning … snow up to the window. I never thought I’d be part of them one day! Baker is a proud name, Robert. Cranston was bound to be swallowed up by someone. They couldn’t do any better than Baker Oats! You’ll be an asset to Baker too, Robert. Oh, I know all these years you may have thought I was holding you back, and maybe I was — maybe I was. But now I’m ready to give you the reins.”

And if Wilfred Clary had said those words five years ago, would it have made a difference? All the difference, Robert Bowser believed. Three-quarters of Robert Bowser believed it, anyway. The other quarter snickered to imagine the kind of coup he might have accomplished, had he held the reins. Billions, was all! Billions!

“Yes, sir,” said Robert Bowser.

“You’ve done all right by Cranston, Robert. I think the Baker people will see your handiwork after this meeting.”

“Oh, I’m absolutely sure of that,” Robert said. Quickly he softened his assent to, “I mean, I hope so.” He was going to have to watch himself very closely — resist amusing himself with subtle ironies, and continue to behave as Robert Bowser had always behaved — modestly, compliantly — for just a little while longer.

“Give my regards to Margaret and Mother Franklin, Robert. And have a good trip!”

“Yes, sir, thank you. Goodbye, Mr. Clary.” Goodbye forever, Mr. Clary.

They shook hands a second time. Robert looked back once more at the window before he left the Southworth Building for the last time. There was a blur of water obscuring the pane, and for just an instant Robert felt a sudden terror of the future — a sudden loss, as though the window washer had in that instant slipped from the ledge. Then a hand reached out and rubbed the water away, leaving the glass clear, shining. The legs of the window washer appeared again on the ledge. Robert felt a new spring to his step as he went out of Clary’s office.



II



“… but if you have a fourth drink before dinner, then so will John Hark,” Margaret was saying, “and we can kiss the party goodbye.”

The sky was pink; it was around seven p.m. The Lincoln was clocking seventy, just outside Somerville, New Jersey. They were on their way back to New Hope, Pennsylvania. Margaret had driven into New York with Robert on the pretext that she had shopping to do. Robert knew the real reason was that she could not wait to hear whether or not Robert would get a directorship in Baker Oats.

With all the responsibility Clary allowed Robert to have, he gave him very little in the way of title, prestige, or financial reward. It was supposed to be enough, Robert supposed, to be associated with King & Clary. It was not enough at all, and to compensate for this fact, Robert had made up little titles (director of this and that company) for Margaret’s peace of mind. For his own peace of mind, there was the satisfaction that he was in an excellent position to reward himself as he saw fit, paying — so to speak — the director of this and that company out of the till. No other company for which Robert had worked had set him up so well for the coup. His present plight was his own fault, his own stupid miscalculation.

Margaret’s pleasure with the directorship in Baker (his sixth, as far as she knew) was rooted in her belief that after all these directorships, Robert was now due to be King & Clary’s next vice-president.

Beside him that evening in the Lincoln, she was already planning a dinner for their New Hope friends. It was planned for the day after Robert’s return from Winston-Salem. No matter what sort of party she thought of having, John Hark’s name invariably launched her on a long harangue about why he should not be asked. Hark was a drunk. To Margaret he symbolized waste of manpower, disorganization, nonconformity, and loss of control. All four, in whatever degree, made Margaret nervous and irritable. Robert had an idea that in some other way, too, John Hark reminded Margaret of Robert’s own irresponsibility early in their marriage. That was Margaret’s word for it — irresponsibility. It was Robert’s other miscalculation. Robert had gambled $50,000 (a wedding present from Mother Franklin) into zero, on a highly speculative stock switch. The money was to have been for a new home, already under construction at the moment of disaster. Mother Franklin had stepped in and lent them enough to pay off the debt. Dutifully, Robert paid her back piecemeal, to the tune of $25,000. Then one Christmas, Mother Franklin wrote a note saying her gift that year was a cancellation of the remainder of the loan.

At the time, Robert was involved in another speculative project. With the help of some money “borrowed” from Brown & Forbes, his employers, and the $7000 he would have paid Mother Franklin against the loan, he played with some oil stocks until he eventually realized triple his investment. He then paid back Brown & Forbes and Mother Franklin. There was enough left to buy Margaret an emerald ring. Margaret was very proud of him, very relieved to see that he had learned his lesson and was applying himself so well at Brown & Forbes as to have received “a substantial bonus.” Mother Franklin, never a fan of Robert’s, was bravely disappointed. Her disappointment continued as Robert’s success prevailed. A big chance here … a big chance there … and in between (sometimes two and three years went by without a gamble) Robert simply worked at what he was best at, manipulating money — for himself when he saw the opportunity, for his employers as a livelihood.

As they drove through Somerville, New Jersey, Robert only half-listened to Margaret’s reasons for not inviting John Hark to this party. His plans for the future were so sketchy as to be practically nonexistent. He had never been to Brazil, and he spoke no Portuguese. He had only one contact in Brazil, a man named Bud Wilde, whom he had not seen for six years. Wilde ran a chain of laundromats in São Paulo. Robert knew very little more than that. This information had been scribbled across a Christmas card Robert had received last year from Wilde. There was the address and the telephone number, and a haphazard invitation to Robert to look Wilde up if he were ever down that way. Robert would look him up; beyond that, he could not carry his thoughts that evening.

For a moment, during the first part of their drive, he had pretended to himself that nothing had changed. He had told Margaret calmly about the trip he would have to take to Winston-Salem, about the directorship, and a few details of the merger plan. Then she talked and he listened. Listened, and predicted to himself that she would say just the sort of thing she did say. First, the new things they needed. A new car. A new freezer. All new solarium furniture. And — there was always one item he could not predict — a new tree for the west lawn. Then, the trip. The trip would come after the announcement that Robert was a vice-president. There was the Orient and there was Africa, or they could simply go to Nassau again. Right now, though, the party the day after Robert returned. Not a buffet again, no matter how many guests they invited. Margaret wanted a sit-down dinner. Robert became so caught up in his little game of pretense that he could see himself at the party. He was wearing his new light-tan shantung suit, crossing the lawn where Margaret needed a new tree, carrying a drink to someone. He was saying “Thank you” in response to someone’s “Nice party, Robert.” That had been his life, in a nutshell, for the past twenty-one years. Margaret said something, and he could see it in his mind’s eye; then, before he knew it, the image had already come about, and he saw it on the screen of his memory.

“… so if he comes,” Margaret was saying now, “you just won’t be able to have a fourth drink. Don’t imagine you can sneak one without John Hark noticing it!”

There was that flat, emphatic note to her voice that told Robert she would take time out to reach into her bag for a cigarette. She never lit a cigarette when she was making a point, not Margaret. Margaret knew what she was about; Margaret had definite ideas. Robert turned his head away from the road and looked at her very carefully, taking her in with a certain wonder. He saw her in profile, the pale blue chiffon scarf whipping her cheeks in the wind, the creamy beige crêpe dress hugging her body; at the indentation of her bosom, the large gold necklace he had bought her at Jay Thorpe — her cool, soft features familiar, all of them — familiar as his own. Still, an enigmatic sensation filled Robert Bowser when he looked at his wife. He had been married to her for over two decades, yet he could predict only her performance, the same way he could predict the performance of an adding machine, or the Lincoln, or the sump pump at their house. In no way could he predict what Margaret was thinking, or whether she could stray as far from their lives as he so often did in his thoughts.

“There’s a fifty-mile limit on this road,” Margaret said then. “You’re not nervous, are you? It’s all over now, Robert.”

“I wasn’t nervous. You mean about the directorship?” “Yes.”

“I wasn’t nervous about it.”

“There’s always a let-down after a build-up of anticipation. It’s very common. You’re probably a little depressed.”

“Am I?” He wondered if that were true, that he was depressed. The truth was, he decided, he felt nothing.

“Very common,” said Margaret. “A natural feeling.”

“Do you have it ever?”

“Everyone does, of course. I just wish you’d slow down. You’re driving too fast and we’ll get a ticket.”

Robert smiled to himself at her threatening him with the law.

Margaret said, “I don’t blame you for driving fast through this part of the trip, though. I wonder how people live like this. I suppose they don’t even know the difference. They’re too caught up with basics — making a living, paying for the television set, raising children they can ill afford — basics. Slow down, please, Robert. Why don’t we just exclude John Hark? We’ll invite him another time.”

It was a wretched landscape, full of paint-peeling diners and dilapidated houses built too close to the road; Tastee-Freeze stands, discount houses, oil drums for garbage, gas stations and billboards. There was a dump somewhere nearby, a stench from it, and smoke that hung over the area like a tired haze of hopelessness. Still, many, many times when Robert drove this route he felt not a repugnance like Margaret’s, but a fascination — a wonder — and oddly, something akin to desire — not for any one thing, certainly not for any one — but for another way of being. There was a house along this route, somewhere very near where they were, a particular house that always happened to Robert. That was the only way he could think to put it. It “happened” to him. He was watching for it now.

“Do you want to exclude John Hark?” said Margaret.

“So I can have a fourth drink before dinner?” A fourth, he thought, and perhaps a fifth … and he saw himself in a small cafe in Brazil. It was hot and the cool drinks tasted marvellous.

“You’ll feel a little festive when you return, Robert. Why shouldn’t you have a fourth drink? Last week when all this Baker business came up, you were having four and five before dinner. One night I counted five.”

“Were you worried?”

“Of course not! I’ve never once seen you intoxicated! You’re not a John Hark. It’s very simple.” “What is?”

“Don’t be picky, Robert. You know what I’m saying. I can’t tolerate drunkards, not John Hark’s sort. He gets very sloppy, Robert. You never do! It’s very simple.”

“Yes, I guess it is. Very simple.”

“Most things are,” said Margaret. “We just won’t ask him.”

It was precisely then that Robert saw the house, at the very moment Margaret made it definite that John Hark was not to attend their party.

It was a run-down, squat, two-story house, gray shingle, next to one of Route 22’s ubiquitous diners. The grass around it had not been cut in all the years Robert had been studying it. Many of the windows were broken. In front, the mailbox was damaged, so that the white container dangled off its post, upside down. In the side yard there was a rusty icebox, and on the front porch, bedsprings with a few coils popped. Perhaps this evening Robert noticed details he had not noticed before (he could not remember having seen the turned-over mailbox), but the house itself was the same and his feeling was the same. He knew the psychological name for his sensation was déjà vu — the feeling of having seen it before, and more — the feeling of hiving experienced it before. Lived in it? No, not that at all — experienced it was the only way he could think of it. Robert knew that the psychologists would point out that Robert had made the trip from Bucks County to New York and back countless times in the past fifteen years. He had probably seen the house, without thinking about it, for years, and only in recent years noticed it. Yet did that explain the sudden impact of shocking nostalgia that had overcome him the first time he had noticed it? And the same reaction, somewhat diluted by repetition, each time thereafter? The curious thing about it was that mixed with the nostalgia and the déjà vu was a sharp revulsion, a fear — a feeling that he had already experienced total degradation, and that the smell of it was in his nostrils and its taint all through him. At times he tried imagining himself living there, but he could not really visualize himself in the house. He could only wonder who would ever think to look there for Robert Bowser. It was before he had any reason to believe he would need a hideout. It was back in the years when he was in between risks, after he had left Brown & Forbes, and before he had become treasurer for King & Clary.

They drove beyond the house while Robert recalled those years. There had been opportunities, of course, and temptations. In Robert’s work there always were. Robert’s conceit was that he was selective and cautious — that he would not expend any energy on a project simply for the thrill of a gamble. Robert had a scorn for the petty gambler, the petty thief — the small mind whose ambition could be temporarily satiated by a lucky day at the racetrack or a successful venture through a bedroom window at night. The scorn was mixed with wonder as well — the same wonder Robert always felt when he observed people who had simply let go the rules, senselessly, flatly, and were facing the consequences. When he saw, in the tabloids, photographs of disheveled thugs who had been caught accosting their victims on city streets, in taxis, or hallways (usually with little more profit than ten or fifteen dollars), it was as though he were witness to their nakedness. He felt as though he had come across them walking around nude — a revulsion and a wonderment. What had ever made them think they could get away with it? In those years between risks, Robert asked himself that question often, and always with disgust for them, and for all get-rich-quickers. No, it took time and thought for the coup, and in the past five years, while Robert did not frame the thought exactly in his mind, part of his exhilaration was rooted in a dim awareness that he was not going for little things in a little way. No one would ever have reason — even now — to look in a house like that for Robert Bowser. That thought came to mind, and with it a strange inch of fear, and then Margaret’s voice brought him back to the present.

“I said, shall we have dinner at the Canal House when we get to New Hope, or shall I fix something from the freezer?”

Robert Bowser took hold of himself, let the past moments all go … even the near past and very pressing ones of his dilemma. He came full center to Right Now. Until Sunday night when the Varig jet left the ground, Right Now was the exigency. He must believe that and act in that belief. He was Margaret Bowser’s husband. They were driving home and trying to decide, en route, where to eat.

He said, “I’d rather eat at Chez Odette, on the way into New Hope.”

He even thought of escargots Bourguignons, saw the shells, smelled the pungent odor of the garlic sauce; saw his hands beside the plate, reaching for the silver implements for spearing and shell gripping.

The only trace of strain was the beginning of a severe headache. He could feel the pressure, as though somewhere in his brain was the minute start of a crack, prelude to a gradual crumbling, as though somewhere in the depths of his mind everything would come apart suddenly, if he could not contain the pressure.





TWO

HARVEY PLANGMAN was early.

He parked the MG in front of the Princeton Inn, in New Jersey, at quarter to six.

Lake Budde was not due for fifteen minutes. It had disappointed Harvey that Lake had not simply said, “Come on over to the house!”

Not only had it wounded Plangman’s pride, it had also ruled out the possibility that Lake might invite him to stay overnight. Lake had made everything very clear.

“I have an hour to kill, I guess,” he had said on the telephone. “I’ll meet you for a drink.”

• • •

Unless Harvey could work out something with Lois Cutler, it meant spending money for a motel. He had not planned to call Lois until tomorrow, but after several moments of nervous indecision, Harvey decided to make the call to Pennsylvania from here. It sounded good, too.

“Well, hi there, Lois,” he would say, in a casual tone. “I’m over here in Princeton.”

It would sound as though he were often driving about to places like that, doing this and that, looking up old friends and friends of the family, and sitting around on their grand old wide white porches, sipping something cool, looking out at a vast expanse of very green, long lawn.

When he walked inside the Inn, he saw the telephone booth immediately. He had always been very good at spotting telephone booths and men’s rooms. It was a practiced accomplishment. He liked walking into a place and finding his way around without asking directions of anyone — just as though he were completely at home in his surroundings — as though he had been there many times.

This time, instead of going directly to the phone booth, he dallied by the front desk. He waited for the girl behind it to finish her conversation with an elderly gentleman. Harvey Plangman had decided that the girl had glanced up at him with a peculiar look as he walked in the door.

It was almost as though she were saying: What is he doing here?

Harvey was twenty-three years old, a native of Missouri, living now in Columbia, Missouri. He was very tall and thin, with jet black hair he wore in a combination ducktail-brushcut of his own invention. The white jacket he was wearing this evening was originally a waiter’s. He had bought it at a uniform supply house, cut off the metal buttons, and sewed on white pearl buttons. It was a little something he had learned from the boys at Kappa Pi fraternity, where his mother was housemother. He wore the jacket’s collar turned up in back, and turned up just slightly on the sides. He wore a light blue button-down shirt, a solid white tie, and in the center of the tie, a light blue stickpin. The stickpin had originally been a hat pin, which Harvey had bought in Woolworth’s to match the shirt’s color, then ingeniously filed down to size. The light blue handkerchief in the breast pocket of his jacket also matched the shirt’s color, as did his socks. His dacron trousers were a near match, off-color just enough to blend in nicely. His shoes were white bucks. Harvey tried never to wear more than two colors at a time, and to tie in his accessories with the color scheme. He owned seven different kinds of watch bands, including an all-purpose scotch plaid one.

Harvey Plangman’s father had died while his mother was seven months’ pregnant. His mother had moved in with her mother in Columbia, Missouri, and Harvey was raised by the widows in a rickety, three-story yellow frame house on Wentwroth Street, in the heart of the state university section. As the years passed, the university expanded. Houses were torn down and replaced by bookstores, soda fountains, and haberdasheries. The widows turned down all offers for their house. They cooed over it and fussed with it, the same as they did with Harvey. It seemed neither the house nor Harvey would ever want, so long as the widows were their caretakers. After Harvey’s grandmother passed away, the upkeep of the house and Harvey became too much for his mother. She accepted an offer from Kappa Pi fraternity to turn the house into an annex for them. Harvey slept on the couch in the living room, and his mother converted a side porch into her bedroom. The rest of the rooms were occupied by Kappa Pi’s.

At first, this sudden masculine invasion fascinated Harvey.

He hung about outside their rooms taking everything in with wide-eyed wonder. He noted the heavy, silver-backed hairbrushes, the shoe trees and shaving kits, and the aroma of tobacco, polished leather and costly brands of brilliantine. It was his first acquaintance with the paraphernalia of his own sex. He began to watch and tag after the frat brothers, to retrieve their nearly empty bottles of aftershave lotion from their wastebaskets, placing them on his own bureau, and to collect other things thrown out by them — worn leather wallets, shirts with frayed cuffs and collars, broken cigarette lighters — anything, everything.

There was an embarrassing moment one day when he picked a sweater off the banister, by the trash. There was a hole in the elbow, and spots down the front. He was under the impression it had been discarded by its owner, but that was a mistake. There was a fuss. Harvey returned the sweater, wanting desperately to explain that he had never intended to abscond with it, but the sullen-faced boy whose sweater it was, frightened Harvey into speechlessness. He handed over the sweater unsmiling and without a word.

There were other embarrassing moments. Once, when he was hanging about the third floor, sifting through the trash as silently as he could manage, a young bespectacled boy came from the room opposite, shouting like someone who had lost his senses. He was sick and tired, he declared, of Harvey sneaking around like a goddam Indian; sneaking around and pilfering.

Soon Harvey’s mother received a typewritten, formal note from the proctor in charge of the annex:


It is absolutely essential that no one except members of Kappa Pi fraternity and their invited guests have access to the rooms and hallways which compose their living quarters. The only exception which can be be made is Maud Washington, cleaning woman!



After that, Harvey threw out every single thing of theirs which he had collected. In his fantasies he helped wizened old men across the street, and was the recipient of vast wealth upon their deaths the following day — a day which invariably ended with Harvey’s brutal announcement to KP’s annex proctor that the fraternity was to be off the premises by sunup.

After that too, Harvey developed a habit of taking things from stores in Columbia — not big things, not important things. He would carry a small razor blade wrapped in gauze in his jacket. Occasionally it would be a label that he would snip from a coat in one of the more expensive haberdasheries; sometimes, a set of handsome buttons from a sports jacket. Once or twice, he managed a tie, a pair of socks — little thefts. But he never took anything again from the Kappa Pi trash cans.

Evenings when Harvey and his mother were sitting down to dinner, a thunder of KP footsteps on the hall stairs would announce their mass departure. They were off to the House for their meal. It was, to Harvey’s mind, very much like the return of the Royal Guard to Buckingham Palace. As they passed the living room doorway, some of them would glance in, wave, or simply gawk at Harvey and his mother, sitting at the card table they used for meals. Harvey always felt as though he were some strange, pathetic species which they had never before seen.

Sometimes, girl friends of the Kappa Pi’s called on them at the annex. None of the girls Harvey knew were that pretty, or that sophisticated. There seemed to be some special aura of splendor about them, even those who were not pretty. There was a way about them; their hands seemed whiter and more graceful, and on their fingers they wore simply-cut gold rings containing a single pearl, or tiny, delicate little-finger bands with real diamonds dotted in arcs. Their hair seemed to shine; seemed softer, brighter, longer. When they spoke, they used their eyes with great self-assurance — an arch of the eyebrow, or a penetrating meeting of their eyes with yours, until you looked away uncertainly.

• • •

On occasion they would peer into the living room and say:

“Is this the Kappa Pi house? Is this 702 Wentwroth Street?”

Then to Harvey everything in the room would look, not just second-rate, but third- and fourth-rate. He wished his mother would stop wrapping the bottoms of flowerpots in aluminum foil. He wished they had window shades which were not torn and weather-stained. He wished, he wished — and outside in the hallway, some chuckling Kappa Pi would be telling a girl: “No, of course, this isn’t the House. This is simply an emergency annex.”

Chuckle, chuckle down the hall, a door slamming behind their Special Selves.

When the Kappa Pi house was finally completed three years later, Harvey’s mother was asked to act as temporary housemother, until they could find someone else. In addition to room and board, his mother received a small salary. Some of it she shared with Harvey to keep their house running. With the rest, she began buying clothes. Harvey often saw his mother being escorted around Columbia by some shiny-faced Kappa Pi pledge. She was either being helped out of a taxicab in front of the local movie house, or being led up the steps of a local church on Sunday, a new hat perched on her head, a strange new smart way about her. Saturday afternoons he waved at her at football games, watched KP’s place blankets across her lap, point out players and strategies to her — and weeknights she was often at the basketball games or track meets, with Kappa Pi boys proffering Cokes and hot dogs, running up and down the aisles to wait on her.

By spring, Harvey was conducting violent anti-fraternity sessions at the house on Wentwroth Street. He was leader of a small band of sour-faced boys who were filled with hard luck stories and liberal ideals. His mother had been asked to stay on permanently at Kappa Pi. Thanks to Kappa Pi, she told Harvey, Harvey could continue his education without her having to worry about him or the house on Wentwroth. More and more in their conversations, she compared Harvey to this one and that — to Farley or Lake or Tub or Blaise. None of them had names like Harvey, it seemed. None of them had names like Earl, Edgar, Harold or Leroy. The boys with names like that were dropping ashes all over Harvey’s living room, leaving Harvey’s kitchen strewn with dirty glasses and empty beer bottles, and agreeing with Harvey that well-groomed, polite, orderly Kappa Pi’s and their like should be abolished. Eventually, Harvey threw them all out and went a solitary way. Some evenings he would call on his mother at the House. It was a huge mansion, built in the grand Southern style, with eight great white columns in front, a vast row of red brick steps, a horseshoe-shaped drive, and a uniformed colored cook, along with two aged Negroes who wore white coats and bowed all the time, and who the KP’s called “houseboys.”
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