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ANGEL WITH WHISK BROOM


HE ALWAYS CALLED ME “ANGEL FACE.” THAT WAS HIS name for me when we were by ourselves. That was a special thing, from him to me. He’d bring his face down close to mine and say it low. He’d say he wondered where I got it, that angel face. And things like that your husband says to you.


Then all at once it stopped. And before I knew it, it was weeks since I’d heard it. I waited for it to come again and wondered why it didn’t. Then that stopped too.


His blue suit was missing from the closet, and that was strange. That was my job, to send things to the cleaner. I worked my way a little deeper in along the hangers. To the left, his side of the closet.


His gray one was missing too, and that was stranger still. Two suits at once? That was all he had, except the one that he was wearing.


If there hadn’t already been one or two little things before this it would have been different. It would have been just a case of a couple of his suits gone from the closet. But there had already been one or two little things before this. And that made it something else again.


A lie now and then where there was no reason for a lie. There was the evening he’d spent with one of the fellows, had a few beers too many. No harm in that. I’d told him so. I’d said, “I didn’t ask you, Kirk. You’re the one is telling me.” Then, only a week or so later, when his companion of that particular night happened to be up in our apartment and I laughingly referred to the incident, why did he develop such a blank, puzzled look and give such a cagey, noncommittal answer? Until Kirk gave him a little signal on the side, which I pretended not to see, that seemed to work wonders with his powers of recollection.


Then there was the powder compact. He’d picked it up on the street and left it in the pocket of his overcoat. He saw me looking at it and he told me how he’d happened to find it. People do lose compacts. Even solid gold ones inscribed “To Mia from Craig.”


But then, on the very next day after that, no compact any more. I asked him what had become of it. “Oh, I got rid of it,” he said offhandedly.


But it had been gold, hadn’t it? I tried to suggest.


“Nah,” he disabused me. “I thought so too, but I had a jeweler test it for me. It was just gilt metal. So I left it there.”


But would they be likely to stamp the symbol “14K” on anything that wasn’t gold, as they had on this? I wondered privately. I didn’t tell him that I’d glimpsed that on it. I don’t know why. When you have an uneasy feeling that happiness is beginning to slip through your fingers you hang on as tightly as you can; you don’t give it an added push away from you.


Little things like that, they made this matter of the two suits something else again, at sight.


But more than anything else, no “Angel Face” for weeks now. Only Alberta, that formal Alberta, never previously used, when he had anything to say to me.


They say everyone has to go through it at least once. They say the best is to let it ride, seem not to notice, and it will work itself out. They say. Try and do it sometime—when you’re twenty-two and it’s your first experience with it.


I’m a coward, I guess. I didn’t tell Kirk I’d been to the jeweler where he said he’d left the compact, to try to reclaim it or at least make sure that it wasn’t gold and he wasn’t cheating Kirk. “What compact?” the jeweler said. “Nobody’s been in here with any compact.” He might have been lying; I couldn’t tell. Maybe I didn’t want to know for sure.


What an odd name, Mia, I thought on the way back.


I saw her later. I couldn’t tell for sure that it was the same person. It might have been somebody else with the same first name. But it was such a rare name. It seemed impossible that there could be more than just one person in the entire city with just that name. It was a publicity picture on the theatrical page of the evening paper. You know, that sort of thing they use at random to fill up space and not because of any intrinsic news value.


I remember I clipped the thing out, with the sort of morbid curiosity that makes you do those things, and slipped it under the lining paper in the bureau drawer, where no one but me was ever likely to find it.


It mightn’t have even been the same person, for all I knew. But that was such an unusual, such a seldom-encountered first name.


I didn’t try to talk to him about it. I was afraid to risk it. I buried my head in the sand like an ostrich, hoping it would blow over, go away, I wouldn’t have to face it.


And now this business of the suits, and here it was anyway.


I turned away from the closet, white in the face. I went to the storage one in the hall, where he kept his valise empty and unlocked between business trips. I crouched down beside it, and the latch tongues wouldn’t open; they were locked. I put my hand through the grip and tried to lift it clear of the floor, and it nearly pulled my arm out of joint, it weighed so much. Everything in it already, ready to go.


I let it down with a clump. It seemed to swim around a little, like a big leather boat, on the lake my eyes made. I said to myself: “It’s not what you think. It’s just a business trip for the firm.” But then why hadn’t he told me? He always told me. He always let me do the packing for him.


I wondered when he’d found the time to do it. Probably that very morning; I’d found him up ahead of me. But more than that, even, I wondered how he’d found the heart to do it.


Something I’d once heard came back to me: “They’re all cowards about having a parting scene. They’ll grapple with an armed burglar barehanded, but there isn’t one of them that won’t slink out sooner than face a final good-by with a woman.”


I found myself by the phone, and I’d just finished dialing his office number. That whispered plea you heard in the waiting silence, that was me. “Make it a business trip. Oh, please, don’t let it be anything else.”


I asked the big boss’s secretary. She was nice. I’d met her once or twice. And, luckily, Kirk didn’t happen to be in just then; that gave me the excuse to ask her instead.


“You don’t happen to know just how soon he’ll be going away again for Mr. Jacobs, do you? I forgot to ask him before he left this morning, and I happened to be going over some of his clothes just now and wondered if I should put them away in tar paper or wait a while in case he needs them to take with him.”


I wondered if that sounded as lame to her as it did to me.


“You don’t need to worry about that,” she said. “He won’t be going out again for months to come. Not until late spring. Everything’s dead right now. I heard Mr. Jacobs say so yesterday.”


It was like something cold trickling into my ear from the receiver. I said a thing or two after that, but it was only sheer momentum that kept me talking; there wasn’t really anything more to say.


I didn’t even say good-by. She did, in a way. A way that showed she was no fool. Just before she hung up I heard her murmur almost compassionately, “Don’t let it get you too much, honey.”


I don’t remember what I did for a while after that. I think I just sat there on the telephone bench. Then outward movement came back again, slowly at first, in spurts and starts that finally worked themselves up into a flurry of action ending in a crashing exit.


I went in and opened the bureau drawer. I turned back the dust-paper lining and picked up that thing I’d taken out of the papers weeks before.


I knew what she looked like by heart by this time. That scrap of newspaper she was on should have been worn ragged by now, the number of times I’d pulled it out and looked at it when I was alone in the place.


She looked as lovely as only a publicity photograph can make them look. Probably one and a half times as lovely as she really was. She was brunette, as the Rachel powder in the compact had said she would be. Her eyes were wide and languorous, and her lips had a sullen, pouty look. She looked good to stay away from, but then I’m not a man; probably it worked in reverse with them. She was indicating a rose on her shoulder with one slender, upcurved hand. What supported it, the rose, was uncertain. There wasn’t a sign of anything, until the lower frame of the picture cut across her just a moment too late. The caption below it read: “Mia Mercer, one of the attractions appearing nightly at Dave Hennessy’s Hermitage.”


This time I didn’t put it back. I hung onto it. I didn’t want to hang onto her photograph; it was him I wanted to hang onto. I took it out to the kitchen with me and propped it up against something. I reached blindly all along the upper-case cupboards until I’d located and toppled down that bottle of ceremonial gin of his. I didn’t know very much—yet—about the procedure of using it. That was his province, not mine. He was very good at fixing it with things like mint and lemon, but I didn’t want cordiality now; I wanted courage. I let out a little into the jigger glass and gulped it down. I thought some plaster had fallen off the ceiling and hit me on the chest for a minute.


I sat there staring at her picture and hating her hard. I let a little more out and gulped that. The plaster didn’t hit me this time. I started to feel a slow glow inside me instead. I sat there and stared at her some more.


I guess it was the gin made me decide to do it. It must have been. The gin made everything seem so easy, so plausible. I would have shrunk from it, unstimulated. It would have seemed like something out of East Lynne or Camille. The gin made it seem logical, perfectly natural, and by no means a futile thing to do.


I went in and started to get dressed. Dressed for calling, that is. I took more pains dressing for her than I ever had dressing for him. And yet he was the one I was dressing for, in a roundabout way. I had to be careful. Enemy eyes.


Finally I was ready and I got out fast. I knew if I didn’t go quickly I’d never have the nerve to go at all. The two jiggers of gin were wearing off, so I stopped just long enough to gulp a third and last to see me through.


Then I went out and closed the door behind me, and for the first time in four years I didn’t give a damn what there was going to be for supper.
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VISITING ANGEL


THEY’D TOLD ME OVER AT THAT HERMITAGE PLACE THAT this was where it was. It was one of those remodeled private residences that have been converted into apartments. But of the expensive, not the cheap, variety. It was the type of place that offers extreme privacy. No attendants in the lobby, an automatic elevator. The door was the self-locking kind. Yes, I thought bitterly, she’d want extreme privacy.


I went into the small forward vestibule and found her name beside one of the small door buttons, but before I could put my finger to it a delivery boy bearing an empty box came out. He politely held the door for me, so I got in without having to telegraph my punch and run the risk of being refused admittance from below.


A moment later I was standing before her inner door on the second floor. And now that I was there I wanted to be back home again; I wanted to be anywhere but where I was. By that time the false courage of the double jiggerful of gin had had time to wear off, and I saw this for the preposterous, unlikely to succeed thing it was again. The only reason I didn’t turn around and scuttle off again before she had time to come out and confront me was that, now that I was right there outside the door, it seemed senseless not to wait long enough at least to find out if I had the right person or not. I was almost certain I did have by now. I didn’t like a remark they’d let drop at that Hermitage place when I’d been there just now. Miss Mercer had turned in her notice only two or three days ago. She was going away on a short vacation, she’d said. Yeah? I thought bitterly. On whose time?


The hopelessness of the thing I was trying to do came over me again. I put my hand distractedly to my forehead and thought, “What do I expect to get from this? What good will it do?”


She was taking a long time to answer. My courage was oozing out of me by the minute. If I had to wait much longer for the showdown I wouldn’t be able to open my mouth at all. This was one of those things you had to do at white heat. Once you stopped and let yourself cool off you couldn’t go through with it any more. I rang again, longer, harder, louder.


She wasn’t in.


I gave the knob a twist only as a symptom of frustration. The door wavered loosely inward an inch or two. It must have been off the latch the whole time. I widened the gap and put my face to it. I could see a strip of room about a foot wide, splashed with a lot of vivid turquoise-blue color.


I cleared my throat. I even spoke aloud. I said, “I beg your pardon?” No one answered.


Not finding her in at the moment emboldened me. I forgot about my recent inclination to retreat. I stepped inside, closed the door softly behind me, stood there for a moment like that, with my hand resting on the knob. Then I lingeringly took it off, and entry was complete.


Enemy territory, I thought.


I took it all in. I thought: “So this is how they live when they—live like this.” It was a decorator’s job, that outside room. Almost like a stage setting. Swell to look at, from the door like this, but no good for living in. Too florid. It was flooded with this acutely vivid turquoise-blue color: upholstery, carpet, drapes, lamp shades. Either she or the decorator had a passion for it. Then all over, like flecks of blood, there were dabs of vermilion.


I shook my head, not so much in moral condemnation as in common, ordinary, everyday sense of value. It wasn’t worth it; it was no bargain; she was being overcharged. My way was the better way of the two; worry about a bill now and then, but at least be able to usher your company out when you felt like it, lock the door after them for the night. Every room, I felt to myself, looking around, ought to have at least one ugly or dilapidated piece of furniture in it. That makes an honest room of it, not a bandbox like this.


I moved a little deeper inward. My own reflection glided unexpectedly across a mirror I hadn’t noticed and gave me a guilty little shock, until I’d swerved and recognized myself. I looked out of place here, even in a mirror. The suburbs trespassing on the bright-light belt. Washington Heights taking a peek in on Sutton Place. “Angel Face,” he called me. Well, maybe, but a sort of insipid, timid angel right then. Those eyes couldn’t have looked mysterious if they’d tried, only sort of—guileless, I suppose you’d call it.


An arched opening into the next room came slipping toward me as I slipped toward it. Through it I could see a section of boudoir, and if the note in here was turquoise blue, the note in there was a sort of lush coral pink. It was drenched with it, even the satin-quilted walls.


I could see the foot of a coral satin chaise longue sticking out, with a rumpled coverlet on it and a discarded bedroom slipper or mule lying under it toe-up. She must have dressed in a hurry.


I shifted back and forth outside there, without going any nearer at first, until I could scan both of the side walls from where I was. There was no one in there. This was just a reflex precaution; I knew I would have been heard and challenged long ago if anyone had been in there.


I lingered outside a moment or two longer. For some strange reason it seemed less reprehensible to be caught trespassing in her living room than to be caught trespassing in the sanctum sanctorum of her boudoir. I roamed aimlessly around, looking over at the door by which I had entered every other moment. I strayed here and there, touching this, tapping that, poising three fingers in tripod formation on something else as I passed by. That was the only outward sign of the tension I was under.


Everything was monogrammed. That seemed to be another fetish of hers. There must have been a time she hadn’t had much of anything, and now that she had plenty of everything she had to show whom it belonged to; she couldn’t let the observer take it for granted. She’d thought up a symbol of two Ms overlapping one another, so that they looked like a single capital with four downward stems. She must have stayed up all one night to arrive at that brilliant inspiration, I reflected. A sixth-grade school kid could have rigged up something more original in ten minutes flat.


It had been sprinkled around wholesale. My only surprise was it had been left off the steam radiators and windowpanes and such. It was on cigarette boxes and on the cigarettes inside them and on matchsafes and worked into the corners of cushions and——


Suddenly the telephone began to ring someplace right there in the room with me. They use the expression “jumping out of your shoes.” I didn’t jump out of mine, but if they weren’t actually clear of the plushy carpet for a moment they felt as though they were, with the frightened heave I gave.


I stood perfectly still for a minute, waiting for it to quit. It didn’t. It kept on and kept on, until finally I couldn’t stand it any more. What made it worse was I couldn’t locate where it was at first, even by the sound. It was someplace near by, right in the same room with me, but there was no sign of it.


I went looking around high and low for it, with furtive, trembling haste. It seemed to grow clearer over in a certain corner where there was a turquoise-lacquered object that might have been a chest of drawers. I clawed at the mid-section of it, and a little slab came down in desk formation. There it was behind that, lacquered turquoise to match everything else, and bleating like something smothering to death. Beside it was a little address book, with its pliable leather cover dyed the same inevitable color and stamped with the same inevitable monogram.


I lifted the receiver finally, to try to silence it in that way. Then, because I already held it in my hand, I put it to my ear, stood quiet with it like that.


A man’s voice said instantly, and with a sort of hurried intimacy, “Hello, Mia?” And then over again, because there was no answer from my end, “Hello, Mia?”


That voice. I would have known his voice anywhere. I put my free hand down on the desk slab and braked myself against it while I curved over weakly above it, like when you have a pain in your stomach.


“Hello?” he kept saying. “Hello, Mia?”


The colors in the room ran a little; a drop or two of turquoise seemed to swim around in my eyes. In this damn place you even shed turquoise teardrops.


I didn’t have the heart for any cheap surprises, for any punishing triumphs. I didn’t want to be cruel to him. He was being cruel enough for the two of us. I put it down again quietly, almost tenderly.


I didn’t have to worry about whether I had the right person or not now any more.


Crazy thoughts without logic took turns slashing at me. “Why do they get you to learn to love them, if this is how they’re going to treat you after you do? Why do they come around you when you’re seventeen and aren’t doing anything to them, are just minding your own business, getting along all right without them, if this is how they’re going to act when you’re twenty-two? Why don’t they leave you alone?” I sobbed deep inside where it couldn’t be heard. “Why don’t they leave you alone if they don’t mean it?”


I walked haphazardly back toward the arched opening leading to the next room again. I think I thought it was the outside door. Then when I noticed what it was I stopped, to turn and go the other way.


But in there, on the vanity table in a crystal frame, I could see her picture smiling mockingly out at me, as if to say: “You see? Aren’t you sorry you came around here now? If you hadn’t you still wouldn’t have been sure.” And hate came on, and bitterness came on, and I strode forward, to go to it and pick it up. I suppose to smash it, or some other equally childish thing.


I didn’t watch where I was going and I stumbled over something as I made my way around the foot of the impeding chaise longue.


A foot, a leg, projecting from the other side of it. What I had taken to be a discarded boudoir slipper until now. Even from where I was standing at the moment, but for the hideous clarity of that one unmistakable silk-clad limb, it still looked like a tumbled mass of boudoir pillows, perhaps a discarded negligee and a chaise coverlet, all intermingled and allowed to fall in a neglected heap to the floor, there in that one place.


I suppose I gave a smothered scream. I don’t remember. I got down waveringly and edged aside one of the pillows. Coral sateen it was, and so soft, so harmless. But someone had smothered her to death with it.


Though no man was the breath of her life, one of them had taken the breath of her life away, and she was dead.


I was sorry I’d tampered with that concealing pillow. For that grimacing, suffused mask with the protruding tongue didn’t look at all like the photograph in the crystal frame over there any longer.


I got up again, cold and sick and frightened. I’d never seen a dead human being before. I couldn’t seem to turn my eyes away. I retreated stealthily backward, a step at a time, as if afraid that if I dared to turn my back on her she’d rise up and come after me.


When I had regained the archway between the rooms and had at least a head start, then panic came on briefly. The panic of any young, unversed, not very bright thing. I made several confused half turns, this way and that; then I located the door and sped for it, my frightened mind screaming: “Let me out of here! I want to get out of here! I don’t want to stay in this place—with her!”


Then at the last moment, just as I’d reached the door, the thought of Kirk came to me, and some sort of protective instinct—I don’t know what it was—brought me up short, held me there a moment.


They mustn’t connect him with her. They mustn’t know he’d known her or——I turned and saw the phone standing there across the room with the slab let down before it the way I’d left it. And next to it that little private address book of hers. I went running over and picked it up and leafed through it. There it was, on the M page, big as life. His name and office number.


First I was just going to tear the page out bodily and leave the rest behind. Then I realized that maybe they would notice that; it would look too incriminating. So I thrust the whole booklet into my handbag intact and snapped it closed on it. They weren’t going to find his name around here, not if I could help it.


I looked around questioningly. There wasn’t anything else out here that I could see that might involve him, and not even for his sake could I have gone back into that—that other room a second time.


I told myself I’d better get out of here fast myself. Somebody was liable to come along at any moment and——


Even so, I knew enough not to bolt out without reconnoitering first and thereby running a risk of blundering head-on into someone on the outside. It’s uncanny how quickly your instincts, if left to their own guidance, will adapt themselves even to the most bizarre, unlooked-for situations, as though you were used to meeting those situations every day in your life. Accordingly, instead of throwing the door open forthwith, I stood there listening intently beside it for several moments before making any further move.


It was because I stood there motionless like that, and with my head tilted at just a certain angle, that I had a chance to become aware of this fleck of color against the creamy expanse of the door. It was in the seam, the opposite one where the hinges were located, and it was just over the lower one of these, as though it had sidled downward until the hinge had blocked its further descent.


Even after it had caught my eye it meant nothing; there was not enough of it to convey any meaning in my present state of tension and anxiety to get out. Only, as I turned the knob and slowly drew the door inward from its frame, motion, the motion of a dab of color, caught my eye back to where it had been again, and I saw that it had fallen out with the reverse widening of the seam at that end and now lay on the floor, a postage-stamp-sized square from where I stood. I reached down and picked it up, and it was only then that I could make out what it actually was.


It was simply the pasteboard cover of a match folder, or rather half the pasteboard cover of a match folder, torn off, then folded still again to smaller size and thrust into that seam to serve as a wedge. Its purpose obviously had been to retard the swing of the door slightly so that, though it might give the appearance of being closed, the latch tongue would fail by a fraction of an inch to meet and thrust into the socket meant to hold it. In other words, it could be reopened later and at will from the outside, simply by turning the knob, as I had done myself.


It had clung to the seam during three entire passages, I felt sure: the entrance and exit of whoever had done this to her, and then my own entrance just now, only to be finally dislodged when I disturbed the door a fourth time, to leave. Until now, apparently, it had simply slid lower down within the seam until the hinge blocked it off.


To my novice’s mind it seemed for a minute a great, a dazzling clue, but then as I breathlessly unpleated it my excited hopes died again and I saw that it was nothing, told nothing, except what was implicit in its being there in the first place.


It was one of hers. It had the ubiquitous M on it. It was blue, but of a darker shade than the turquoise she favored so. It must have been a leftover from some previous color scheme that had preceded the turquoise deluge. I was about to throw it back again where it had been, let them find it for themselves, make what they could of it. And then the thought of fingerprints occurred to my unversed mind, and because I had already handled it generously and had a layman’s typical awe of that mystic science, I thrust it instead into my handbag with the address book.


I peered out through the eye-width gap I had made ready in the door. There was no one in sight. I stepped quickly outside and closed the door after me. There was a staircase beside the elevator, and I chose that in preference to the car, as being both quicker and more secretive. There was no one below either. It was a tactfully serviced building.


I opened the street door and came outside, and with the first fresh air a sense of unreality that I had been where I had been, had seen what I had seen, came over me overpoweringly. I walked quickly away from that bad place without looking back. I was frightened and sick and all the things you are after such a thing, but over and above everything else there was a persistent refrain running through my mind: “I have him back again now. She can’t take him from me ever, ever again.”


For a moment I was glad he wasn’t there yet when I got home. For a moment or two only. I needed time, a little time to myself, to get over this thing, to pull myself together after it. I had the creeps. My hands were cold and clammy, and every few minutes I’d tremble uncontrollably, then stop again as suddenly. I took off the carefully selected outfit I’d worn and put it away out of my sight. It hadn’t been appreciated.


I began to feel better, grow calmer, as soon as the outward vestiges of the horrible expedition had disappeared from view. And then suddenly, just as I was about to brew myself a cup of black coffee to complete the restorative process, fright struck again. But this time full-fledged, direct, and personal, here in the place where I lived, and having to do with me and him. Not the childish fright of some stranger’s dead body in a strange place into which I had had no right to venture in the first place. Suddenly I realized what the real thing was to be frightened of.


He might go over there and become hopelessly enmeshed. I must get hold of him, warn him not to go near there, to stay away. He had already tried to reach her on the telephone right while I was in the place. He might have repeated that again, since I’d come away. And then, that failing, he might go there himself in person.


Even while I dropped what I’d been doing as suddenly as though I’d been burned, fled out to our telephone, I couldn’t understand how I’d failed to take this into account until now. I had even taken the precaution of removing her address book with his name in it, yet it had never occurred to me to take the greatest precaution of all: to forewarn him. My mind must have somehow slipped a cog. Just because I was aware of what had happened to her I seemed to have taken it for granted that he was too. How could he be, until he’d gone there and stumbled on her, just as I had myself?


I was dialing so fast the slotted wheel made a blur beneath my hand. I shouldn’t have waited this long to try to reach him. I still couldn’t understand what had made me overlook such a glaring necessity. I should have called him the moment I was out of there, from the first corner drugstore I’d happened upon.


The office girl down there got on again.


My voice was a spasm of sound that had no words in it, only a thought transfer. “Kirk—Mr. Murray—quick!” At least she got it.


She said, “You just missed him. If you’d called only a minute sooner! He passed me on the way out just a moment before you——”


I let my eyes fall slowly closed, sipped in my own breath.


My voice came back again, frayed uncontrollably. “Frances, go after him; see if you can get him back! It’s desperately urgent! I’ve got to speak to him before he leaves that building!”


I knew that place down there; there was a long walk out to the elevators.


She took fright from my fright. “Wait, maybe I can still catch up with him out in the hall!” I heard the clatter she made getting away from the switchboard, even heard the diminishing patter of her footsteps across the floor. He must have still been in sight outside as she flung open the outer office door, because I even heard her call his name. It came back hollowly and from a distance, as something does echoing down a long, empty hallway. “Mr. Murray!”


There was a wait that I thought was never going to be over. The hell with mutual embarrassment; the hell with diffidence; we were down to essentials now; we were down to bedrock, he and I. I’d say, “Kirk, stay away from that woman! Don’t ask me whom I mean or how I know! Listen to me now, if you never listened to me before. Don’t go near there!” And then I’d have to tell him, “She’s dead—something’s happened to her!” And then, because he’d have to have some direction given to him in that first moment of shock, gently, understandingly, without reproach: “Come home to me; come home where you belong—I’ll have some supper for you, and we won’t talk about it.”


We wouldn’t, either. No, we wouldn’t. Just bring him back to this phone for me now, and I wouldn’t talk about it again, even in my heart.


Her steps came back. I could hear her breathing fast from her efforts even before her voice sounded. She was going to say, “Here he is, Mrs. Murray. I just caught up with him in ti——”


She said, “I saw him getting on down the hall and I called to him, but he didn’t hear me in time. And before I could get over there the operator had closed the door. It must have been an express car; they won’t come back for you no matter how you pound on the glass afterward.” And then those oh, most inadequate of words, when spoken to someone in her death throes: “I’m sorry, Mrs. Murray.”


There was no way I could reach him in time now. He was going there to that place, and there was no way I could stop him. The slender thread had snapped. I’d been given my half an hour’s grace, from the time I left there until the time I got back here, and I’d thrown it away. And thrown him away with it. And thrown myself away with him.


In the twilight I stumbled around there, like a dimly focused figure moving through the steam room of a Turkish bath. That was what it was like inside me, anyway, no matter what it was like on the outside. More terrible than anything else was the knowledge that while I floundered here helplessly, dying by inches, unable to interfere, to prevent, he was moving steadily through the streets—on foot, or in a cab, or on a subway—toward that grim destination. And in my overheated fancy I could see a grinning death’s-head waiting for him behind that boudoir door, bony arms stretched out to clutch him in a more terrible embrace than hers had ever been in life, to twine about him and never let him go.


Once it occurred to me I might have saved him by reporting it to the police myself, if I’d only done it in time. Then at least he would have walked in there after them, not ahead of them. I could see why I’d shied away from this until it was already too late, though. I’d been afraid of bringing on the very thing I wanted above all to avoid: his involvement. And now it was too late; I daren’t do it now any more; it might only succeed in bringing them there right on his heels.


Dusk had inked into night now, and I still didn’t light the lights. What for, what did I want to see? Lights are to see something by, and the only thing I wanted to see was his face. They couldn’t show me that because it wasn’t here.


A light green circle with twelve slanting eyes, like a kid’s outline drawing of a face, peered at me from where the clock was. And all it did was hurt, and hurt, and hurt some more. For a little while there’d been a slim chance that he might have intended coming back here first after all; even if only to pick up his packed valise, even if only to say, “Alberta, I’m leaving you.” But that slim hope was long since gone now. The eyes on the clock had killed it. It was long past his time for coming home now. He hadn’t intended coming here first. It was already the hour for me to do the dishes. It was already the hour for him to tune in the Bob Hope program and sit in there laughing with that choked sound he made when he was laughing to himself.


And the rooms were dark. There was no laughing sound in them, no odor of cigarette smoke. I was alone, a lost, frightened thing straying around, my whole world crumbled away all around me like the shell of an egg.


Once I took the clock and lifted it and squeezed its cold round shape between my hands and shook it as if to wring some pity into it, pleading with it: “Oh, make him come—please make him come! Give him back——”


It just tittered, “Tk—tk—tk.”


Sometimes I stood by the window, cooling my heated face against the glass. Sometimes I sat still, pressing my eyes against my hands. Sometimes I got up and moved around from room to room, in and out and in again, but never going anywhere. Sometimes I would go to the door and swing it wide and stand there looking for him, as if hoping the draft would sweep him in to me. But it never did; he never came.


It seemed to have been going on for so long. This couldn’t be the same night, could it? This must have been some trick arrangement of a week of nights, a month of them, lumped solidly together without any days in between.


Then finally, like an unmistakable warning inside me, came the point at which I knew I couldn’t stay on in here any longer. Oh, I’d said to myself I couldn’t stand it a hundred times over already, but that was just saying it; this was the real feeling now. This was the strange calm, the lull, that precedes hysteria. I knew if I didn’t get out, even if only to roam the streets, I’d begin screaming his name out in another minute, and the neighbors would all open their windows and——


I jammed on my hat in the dark—the first, the last, the only time I ever did it that way. I found my way to the door; I wrenched it open—and there he was, standing right on the other side of it, nearly filling the narrow frame.


It was uncanny; it was almost like mental telepathy. I put my hand up and I touched him where the necktie went down into the vest. He felt so good. So good and solid and warm and present. I’d never known that gladness was a lot like gin; they both burned like the dickens inside you.


Hysteria deflated into a couple of bedraggled whimpers that crept out and slunk off, as if ashamed of themselves, and that was the end of it.


I reached out with my other hand and threw the switch and lit him up. Lit him up from in front, from inside our place, as well as from that dim light way down the hall.


He’d been standing there like that, in that funny way, looking for his key, I supposed. He almost never could find it at the moment he needed to use it. I could even hear the faint clash of metal as he fumbled for it in his pocket.


He’d been in a fight. As if I cared! He could have been in ten, so long as he’d come back to me now. His lip was split, and there was a cut over one eye, and a strand of his hair hung down in a dank fishhook over his forehead. The only thing that was strangely missing was the whiff of alcohol to go with it.


I reached up and fondly pushed the fishhook back in place, but it came right down again. I put both my arms around his neck, tight, and hid my face against him and took a great big deep sigh.


I kept waiting to feel his arms close around behind me, but they didn’t. “He’s still off me a little,” I thought ruefully.


But I didn’t care; he could be sore at me all he wanted, if he’d only stay with me while he was being sore.


He shoved me unexpectedly back before him, and when I looked up in surprise I saw it wasn’t he but the two men who were with him, one on each side, who had shoved him.


I hadn’t seen them until now; the doorway wasn’t terribly wide—and then there’d been him to look at. There was a glistening little chain from his hand to one of theirs, even though he was holding it in his pocket, trying to hide it from me. And his other one—well, the second man was holding that down at his side, with the cuff all twisted around like a wringer.


But it was that chain; I couldn’t take my eyes off it. It hurt; it was wound so tight around—my heart.


He said to me quite gently, “Don’t be frightened, Alberta. It’s all right.”


One of the strangers close beside the two of us said, “It’s all right, is good.”


But we only had eyes for one another, even after they were inside with him and the door was closed. We stood there, the two of us, in a frightened little world of our own, with nobody else around.


He said, “They think I——” He stopped and started over again. “Well, look, there was a——”


“I know, I know about it. It wasn’t you. Tell them. Kirk, not you. Tell them.”


“Yeah, tell us, Kirk,” one said.


We didn’t hear them; we didn’t even know they were there. One had wandered off, anyway, to look around the place.


“How did you know? The radio——?”


“I was there,” I said. “I was right there when you——”


I saw the start of surprise he gave. He reached out with his free hand and touched the extreme corner of my mouth in a sort of caress. But one finger lay across both lips at once, the upper and the lower, so I knew what the caress was for.


A voice from somewhere outside the two of us said, “What’d you just say, lady?”


Kirk said quietly, “She didn’t say anything.”


His foot slid out a little along the rug, unnoticeably, and touched mine warningly. I had sense enough not to look down.


“She said she heard it on the radio,” Kirk said.


“Tell them, Kirk,” I kept repeating futilely. It was the only thing I could think of to say.


He smiled at me a little. “I have been, for hours past. It doesn’t seem to help.” The point was he was coming back to me, more and more every minute; I could feel it. Not from this police business, from her, I mean.


“You don’t think so, do you?” And when my swimming eyes had told him the best they could, he said: “Well, I have that much at least.”


I had him back again.


I turned to the one who had stayed right beside us. He’d had to, because of that little steel chain. “He couldn’t have, don’t you see?” I even plucked at the chain, childishly trying to get rid of it, but that only brought both their hands up at once in a double gesture that was somehow horrible. “He couldn’t have,” I kept on saying. “He was at his office. He was at his office until after six. I phoned him there; he’d just left; the girl’ll tell you——”


It was like talking to stone. Even his eyes were stone. They were fixed on me, but they gave no sign of mobility.


The other one came in from the hall. He was carrying Kirk’s packed valise with him. “Yeah, here it is,” he announced quietly.


The one with us said, “We better let him go, Flood. She says he couldn’t have done it.” He didn’t even crack a smile. He had refined cruelty down to a science. Or maybe he didn’t even know he was being cruel at all.


Flood said, with a touch of lazy compassion, a sort of passive tolerance at best, “Aw, don’t rib her, Brennan. I’ve got one of my own home. I know how they are.”


“Yeah,” Brennan marveled, as though I wasn’t within hearing of them at all. “Ain’t it wonderful the way they’ll go to bat for these guys? They don’t even know what it is, where it is, or anything else about it, but right away it couldn’t have been him because they say so.” He sucked something and it made a pop inside his cheek. “All right, ready? Let’s go.”


I flung my arm convulsively around Kirk’s neck, as if to hold him there with me. Across his shoulder I pleaded to the one called Flood, in whom I thought I’d detected a soft spot: “But he was still at his office after six, don’t you see? I was over there myself at her place; I was there, I tell you, around five, and she was already——”


Kirk’s cuff mate gave me a withering look; he was plainly disgusted by such a transparent prevarication; that was an insult to their intelligences. “Sure,” he said dryly, “you were over there. You had tea with her, I suppose. They were going away together tonight, and you dropped in for a sociable farewell visit. Or maybe to help her pack.”
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