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PART ONE

one

The name Malibu, California evokes in the minds of the many who seldom leave the world of their imaginings thoughts of sweeping, palm-dressed beaches adorned with bronzed and beautiful movie stars wearing the perpetual smiles of casual lovers; of sleek yachts at anchor on a glassy Pacific; of long fast cars and long cool drinks; and of rich play for idle-rich men and girls dancing under the spangled heavens on the patios of their lush beachside homes.

Stanley Royce, who lived in Malibu part of that summer and who was neither rich nor idle, was reminded of none of these things when the summer was gone. He did not remember Malibu for its idle rich or its rare glimpses of movie stars. He tried not to think at all of that month in August. But when the memory stole upon him, his mind was like a searchlight peering through a dark tunnel. The light was a long narrow cone which excluded all but the one terminal image — so ugly and grotesque that he wished to destroy the light of his memory so he could never again look back.

Royce was just thirty that summer. He looked younger with his flaxen hair, smooth-skinned Nordic clarity of features, intensely bright blue eyes. He was one who seemed vaguely out of place here, belonging more to ski slopes than the cresting hills of Pacific waves.

He was a moderately tall man, slim yet broad-shouldered with a looseness about him, a supple strength. Without being too brawny, he seemed a man who could handle himself quickly and decisively in any physical situation.

His face was pleasant and given to frequent smiling in a calm, withdrawn sort of way. He spoke softly and rather deliberately, a look of careful judgment in his eyes. He was thoughtful and generally well liked. He was the sort of person in whom people just naturally confided. They quickly sensed that he was above passing along confidences and idle gossip. He was a man’s man who also drew women without the least appearance of trying.

Long before he’d graduated from UCLA, he had become interested in television plays and their direction. Not the club-footed artless plays served from the same tired menu, but sensitive and truthful offerings from gifted writers. He had thought to be a kind of one-man crusade against mediocrity. In this he had been partially successful while gaining experience in the direction of plays produced by Little Theatre. But when he joined an ad agency as an assistant TV producer, he met with the stone wall of conformity to the tried, established patterns of commercialism. The formula was set — never risk a new thoroughbred while the sponsor was selling soap chips with the old gray mare.

However he was patient and moved in company with the progressives. His exacting talent as a director was noted and eventually he was taken in by a newly formed agency. He became the producer of a fine series of one-hour weekly plays written by a quartet of coming playwrights who wrote with the feverish intensity of authors who were angry enough and wise enough to have something to say.

The series was replaced in the summer and, for the month of August, it was his custom to come down from the smoggy hills of Hollywood where he maintained a bachelor apartment and rent a beachside den which looked seaward from that structure known as the Pacific Tides in Malibu.

Royce liked Malibu because while he was outwardly gregarious, he was essentially, and of necessity, a lonely person. And Malibu was essentially a lonely little town, having a basic population of two thousand, though this was doubled and better with the flux of summer visitors. Los Angeles was a good twenty-five miles distant and the nearest city of any size was Santa Monica, some ten miles east on Highway 101.

As for Malibu, it was one of the least commercial beach resorts in its look and feel of solitude. It had only a handful of small stores close by the Sheriff’s Station east, and less than a handful in that cluster around Malibu Inn west. Between these points and well beyond, there was nothing much but tight rows of informal dwellings, mostly of the cottage variety; low, rambling apartment houses, motels, gas stations, a few cafes and the Malibu Pier. Most of the movie stars and moguls commanding behind the cameras lived farther west and south of the highway in a section known as The Colony. Their isolation was insured by the necessity of visitors having to pass a guard post before gaining admission to that sacred domain.

Thus a tourist wheeling toward either extreme of San Francisco or San Diego might easily storm through on the coast highway without the remotest idea that Malibu, richly exploited in the journals of the nation, had come and gone.

The Pacific Tides, like the majority of beach apartment houses in the area, was small. It had only six units. There being so few tenants in such close proximity, it was inevitable that, except for those rare holdouts, the vacationers would soon be on a first-name basis of informality. After all, they shared the same slice of beach and water, same patio and barbecue pit, same car port, meeting each other coming and going at every turn. Sometimes they even tossed gay little parties for themselves in one apartment or another. All very cozy.

It was an arrangement which Royce liked. He could mix with the tenants if he wished, or he could withdraw to catch up on his reading, study the manuscripts of plays for the fall season — or just think. He did much of the latter, while it seemed nearly everyone else hated to think, preferring to drift with The Dream. And this was one of the reasons for his remoteness below the surface. But among comparative strangers he was under no real obligation and he was at liberty to take company or leave it alone. It was his belief that if you were deeply aware and thoughtful, you were bound to be pretty much alone anyway, in company or out.

Because he saw much and understood much of what he saw, was constantly evaluating, Royce had a language of his own beyond idle chatter. And it was foreign. He couldn’t use it. He couldn’t communicate. And not to communicate was to be alone. So he was constantly looking for someone who spoke the language. That was why he had no really strong friendships. That was why he hadn’t married. He was always in search of someone who spoke the language. Perhaps that was why, weary of his professional pals, male and female, he came down from Hollywood each summer to Malibu, unconsciously searching among strangers.

The Pacific Tides was owned by George T. Macklin, a real-estate broker who did not live on the premises but had a cliffside ranch house in the Palisades. Every year Macklin reserved the same apartment for Royce during the month of August. From the very beginning Macklin had assured Royce that the Tides was to be a place primarily for bachelors and young married couples — no children allowed. He was renting only to youthful and “very high-type” tenants. Royce was in some doubt as to their agreement on the definition of high-type, as very often meanings got confused in the minds of landlords to whom a money-type was just naturally a high-type. But Macklin did not seem under any financial pressure and so far Royce had met with people who were quite compatible — and sometimes interesting.

On this, his third summer at the Tides, Royce had no reason to suspect that in choosing his tenants Macklin had brought together such lethal components that hate would smolder and flare — and at last destroy.
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The apartment building was located beachside along the coast highway about half a mile east of the Malibu Pier and the tiny shopping center. It was a two-story lime green structure of stucco and white wood trim with great masses of window area for capturing the view of the ocean south and the rolling hills and steep cliffs north. A low modern building, it boasted a fine slope of beach, a wide patio, a lawn decked with palms and flowers and a car port for six vehicles. All the rooms were handsomely furnished.

Royce had a second-floor single-bedroom apartment fronting the ocean. As usual upon his arrival, the house was all but full, most of the vacationers having been on hand long enough to become well acquainted if they were so inclined.

It began quietly enough. The first day or two he kept pretty much to himself, reading, baking in the sun, taking an occasional dip in the never-too-warm Pacific. Meanwhile he shuffled the tenants mentally, placing them in the proper apartments, grading their appearances, occasionally saying a few words of greeting. Other times he would just smile or wave, employing all the usual approaches to familiarity.

Macklin was again true to his word. The tenants, if not yet proved “high type,” were certainly young enough. Royce hadn’t seen but one who looked over thirty-five and the rest were well below. Furthermore, except for a lone married couple, there were only single people. Not a sign of any little free-wheeling brats. As one of the tenants said later, “You can’t have any children in most of these god-damn resort houses — they might wake up the late drinkers or peel the wall paint. But what do people do, drown the little bastards?”

It was several days before Royce had edged into conversation with everyone, had all the names committed to memory and stashed away with the right faces. The least sociable of the tenants was the young woman who lived alone in the apartment just below him. She was Star Osborne. And the name was appropriate because in her strange way, she soon became the star attraction.

Royce got his first impression of her when she came out to the beach on his second afternoon, settling down on a blanket just a few yards beyond him. She had chestnut hair, extremely long and brushed so shiny the sun lighted it with tiny glints of fire when she turned her head. She was just above middle stature and a fraction on the plump side, though she had a long, narrow waist and slender legs. Above the waist her breasts were high and taut in the gold bathing suit. The tanned oval of her face had a soft beauty of outline to the round curve of chin. But the cheeks were a little too puffy full, the mouth too wide, a crimson splash across her face. Her structure was a contradiction — slim here, fleshy there. She wouldn’t get and didn’t need a beauty prize. Royce knew at a glance that her laurels had always been men. For the animal pull of her clung about her. She was lust made visible.

She said nothing to him and he said not a word to her. Oiling her skin with long, busy fingers, falling back to shade her eyes with little patches of cotton, it was as though she were unaware of his presence.

After a bit she seemed to grow restless. She kept changing her position irritably, now sitting, looking out to sea, now reclining again. Then she put on sun glasses and began to read from a pocket novel, swiveling to face the highway. She appeared to read inattentively, her head bobbing up to gaze with a curious intentness at the cars flashing by. Royce could almost feel the pulse of restlessness in her. She seemed a driven creature, tense, nervous. Her drawn face with its pulled-down lips and angry chin screamed of willfulness and impatience.

In five minutes she closed the book, gave a final look to the highway and, standing abruptly, snatched up the blanket and advanced briskly toward the building.

As she approached, her head was held high, her expression withdrawn. Obviously she was going to pass within three feet of Royce without noticing him. Then — suddenly — as she came abreast of his position, she paused, looked down. Her face was without warmth when she announced in a rich husky voice, “My name is Star Osborne.” She stood still but seemed already gone in distracted flight.

“Stan Royce,” he said flatly, looking up but not smiling. He did not like rude or temperamental people and never gave them ground.

“Well,” she said, and there was a flicker of indecision in her wide gray-green eyes. Then she moved off as if she had never spoken, scattering sand with the impatient thrust of her feet.

I’ll be god-damned! thought Royce. You meet them all.

His interest aroused, he inquired about her. But to the others she was just a name. She had come nearly a week ago and still no one knew from where or why — or what she was about. And her manner was too forbidding for questions.

He saw her several times again but she never spoke. Not until two nights later and then under quite different circumstances.

Meanwhile, by comparison, he found the others easy to know. Giving and taking brief snatches of conversation, he learned the barest essentials of their existence.

With the rear apartments staggered to hold the view, the building ran perpendicular to the beach, probably because in that way it took up less of that premium property. Royce and Star Osborne had the two waterfront apartments. Second floor middle was in possession of Rodney “Rod” Lindquist and his wife Muriel. Rod Lindquist was a thin narrow-chested man, pale of face with delicate features and limbs. He was thirty-seven and the oldest. He looked older, perhaps because his light brown hair was sprinkled with premature gray. He spoke with a wryly humorous disdain about nearly everything his conversation touched. He seemed both uninhibited and moody, affable one minute, brusque the next. He was president of a large import-export firm in San Francisco. He drove a new Lincoln Continental but otherwise, in manner and dress, exhibited the casual attitude of one who has long ago found it possible to turn his back to the awesome god of money in the consideration of less tangible problems.

Muriel Lindquist was a young woman who might once have been attractive but had allowed herself to go to fat. The short crop of her dark hair emphasized the round meaty moon of her face. Royce could look at the face, mentally shaving off flesh until he could discern the basic bone structure and find a certain beauty hidden there. The loss of thirty, even twenty pounds would cut away most of her excess. But though she was not bad from the waist up, she had great thighs and hips and a rather absurdly gigantic posterior. Royce figured her for a compulsive eater.

He wondered about the compulsion. Her personality was quiet, indrawn, even shy. She would stand about silently listening to her husband, a wistful kind of worship on her face. Her deep brown eyes following his every movement, she seldom spoke until spoken to, and then in an abstract way, often letting a sentence trail into oblivion.

Below the Lindquists were two bachelors still in their twenties — Jay Humphrey and Bruce Erickson. Jointly they ran a small boat-building concern located inland, somewhere on the outskirts of Inglewood. The boat works had belonged primarily to Humphrey’s father, who had fallen to his death from a ladder while painting the wood trim of their second-story home. Unfortunately the ladder was perched over a stone patio. Royce had found this out when he asked Humphrey how he had established his own business at such an early age. Humphrey spoke of his father’s death with stoic calm.

Humphrey and Erickson might well have been twins. They looked and acted as if this were the case. Both were tall and also big, wide-shouldered, muscle-thighed, hard of bicep. Both had brush-cut blond hair, though Erickson’s was a darker reddish blond, Humphrey’s pale, almost white. There was a college-boy sameness in the clean open cut of their sun-darkened faces and especially in their boundless puppy-dog enthusiasm for almost everything. They seemed constantly to be playing at life, though in repose; especially in the eyes of Humphrey, there was a knowing and slightly cynical quality.

There was, of course, a difference in their features. Bruce Erickson had a round heavy face; Humphrey’s features were longer and narrower with a suggestion of a Roman nose. In any case, both were handsome specimens.

It was obvious to Royce from the beginning that their friendship was no garden variety. It was an uncommon, immensely close attachment. Behind the jocularity, the teasing and poking and ribbing of each other, the matching of strength in Indian wrestling, the water races and other silly competitions of spirited animals, there was a bond of closeness that Royce would have thought unnatural if he could not read maleness in every fiber of them. The bond was there to be seen in the eyes of one watching the other in unguarded moments of secret pride. It was felt in the aura of togetherness which hung about them.

Once, probingly, when he knew them better, Royce said, “Sure can tell you guys are good buddies, the way you go at it together.” Smiling, he added, “If I hung around another joe so much I’d probably wind up clobbering him sooner or later.”

Humphrey frowned. There was a faint edge to his voice when he said, “Listen, most people don’t know what friendship is. That’s because they never went through anything more than a rainstorm together. Bruce and I were non-coms in a line company in Korea. And, brother, that was no rainstorm!”

The last tenant, at least in relation to physical position from beach to highway, was Laura Bishop. She had the back upstairs utility apartment, a combination living room-bedroom with bath and alcove kitchen.

Laura Bishop, as she later admitted, was twenty-six. She had medium-length dark brown hair brushed straight back from the forehead and tied in a knot at the nape of her neck. She was a small, slim girl with sensitive features in which the bone structure was etching-clear. She had good legs, was trim with a rather severe kind of attractiveness. She was almost excessively neat.

She had a look of intelligence, her manner was bright and alert and she was not without warmth. But something in her eyes and the tight lines of her face gave a hint of the ascetic, an indefinable suggestion of austerity.

She taught music appreciation at a private school in The Valley. She was an accomplished pianist and occasionally gave lessons at the small house where she lived with her mother. She never mentioned her father and when Royce inquired of him with only polite interest, she said she hadn’t seen him in years and abruptly changed the subject.

She had been ten days at the Pacific Tides, was going to stay the rest of the summer and had come “just to get away for a while.” Away from what, Royce could only wonder.

Oddly, in view of her quite sufficient attraction, Laura Bishop remained single.

The sixth unit below Laura Bishop was not really an apartment, just a living room-bedroom with a bath, the north wall forming a backstop for the car port. It had little you could call a view from the single window; there was the noise of the cars coming and going and the necessity of eating out. Altogether it was the least attractive quarter of the Pacific Tides and perhaps for that very reason it remained empty.

Considering the group altogether, Royce decided that there were the ingredients for an interesting, though not necessarily unusual August. However, as always, he was a little disappointed that the interest must be objective since neither of the two unattached females stirred in him any immediate feeling of real warmth or communion. They were seemingly at opposite ends of the pole while his taste lay somewhere in between. No matter, there was much work to be done and he would have peace for the job.

Yet remembering the insolent electrical qualities of Miss Star Osborne, he wondered what would happen if those qualities were unleashed from their frozen insulation of disdain, became exposed as high tension wires whipping in a storm.

He was not long in finding out.
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She knocked on his door two nights after that first encounter. It was just past eight o’clock. When he opened the door, she was standing there with an oddly loose smile on her face. At first he didn’t get it at all. Then he realized she must be a little boozed up.

“Hi, Stan,” she said, leaning on the door jamb.

“Something I can do for you, Miss Osborne?” he said coolly, remembering their first meeting.

“I’m bored,” she said. “Just wanted to talk. And call me Star. You remember. Twinkle, twinkle?”

“You weren’t very talkative last time we met.”

“I had things on my mind. C’mon, don’t be a wise guy. Let me in.”

He stared at her.

“Please …”

He stepped aside and let her pass, closing the door. She didn’t exactly weave. She walked with a slight list to port. She sank into a chair and crossed her legs, pulling down her skirt with a great show of modesty.

Royce remained standing because he was not sure he wanted to encourage her to stay. There was something about her that made him uneasy.

“Same layout as mine,” she said, lighting a cigarette, looking around. “This is better. I like looking down on things.”

He was silent.

“You don’t have a drink around, do you?”

“What would you like?”

“Scotch. You have Scotch?”

He shook his head. “I have bourbon. And vodka. Do you really think you need anything at all?”

She squinted up at him, her face set in determined lines. She seemed to measure him from behind the smoke screen of her cigarette. She saw something that changed her expression from a demand to a pouting plea.

“Of course I’m a little loaded,” she said. “But I can handle it. Bourbon and just a — ” she separated thumb and forefinger a fraction — ”just a that-much of soda.” She smiled in a way that said, You can’t refuse if I put it so nicely.

He nodded. “A yard of bourbon and an inch of soda.” He went to the kitchen and made a drink that was almost the other way round, hesitated, then made himself one, too. What the hell. He might as well get her number right from the start. And no better time than when she was a little high.

He set the drink on a table beside her and sat down with his own, lighting a cigarette. From an open window came the hollow liquid sigh of the surf.

“Been here long?” he said.

“Oh, no. Less than a week.” She took a sip of her drink, made a face. “No muscle at all,” she said. “You’ll never make a bartender.”

“Less than a week?” he repeated.

“Yes. When I first came, all they had was that stuffy little room in the back. I stayed there because the owner told me he had a cancellation and I could have the front apartment in a few days.”

“You’re from out of town?”

“Uh-huh. Cleveland.”

“Quite a distance. What brings you so far?”

She sighed. “Boredom. It’s like a needle. Keeps jabbing me along. Anyway, I always wanted to see good old Malibu — sin and salt water, movie stars, glamor. God! And then when my husband died, I — well, I — ” Her voice trailed.

“I’m sorry,” he said. But they were just words. He couldn’t feel anything for her.

“You’re sorry,” she said. “Are you really now?” She got up with the drink and crossed to the window, looked down. “Well, don’t be.” She turned. “It’s just an act with me. People expect it. He was a bastard. Grade A, number one. I hated him.”

“Oh?”

“He had nothing good for me. Only money.” She snickered. “Lots and lots of money. But he drank too much. Way too much. And familiarity breeds — contagion. I caught the habit.”

“Well, now that he’s gone,” said Royce, “you can break it.”

She came across the room toward him and suddenly he was sure she wore no bra under the yellow sweater. It was a difficult thing to tell because her breasts hadn’t the least sag.

She leaned over him a little unsteadily, her drink tilted in one hand, the long spill of her hair so close to his face he could detect what he thought was a faint smell of gardenia. Surprising how perfume in subtle measure excites, suggests. And why should it really?

“You’re so damn contained,” she said. “I hate people who are contained. It makes me want to uncontain them. Uncontain — or attain. I don’t know which I mean. What is it with you? A smug quality?”

“Look, Osborne,” he said. “Are you just hunting for someone to fight? Because if you are, if drinking brings out all your cute belligerence, take the gloves with you and go set up the ropes right down in your own little den.”

The truth was that his coldness was a defense. He knew that. She was spoiled and willful and … something else, he didn’t quite want to think about. He didn’t like her. And yet, in spite of this, if he didn’t watch himself, he was going to get involved with her. My God, he didn’t have the stone’s resistance to a magnet. But if he got involved with her it would be a sour-sweet, soiled attraction. She would have a quicksand pull on him. He could feel it. And he wanted this month to be free of that sensual bog which muddies the mind. He wanted to be thoughtful and objective.

She was laughing. “I like you,” she said between spasms, then grew serious. “You’ve got steel coils for guts running around inside you, Stanley. You’ve got a way with women, especially my kind.”

“What is your kind, Osborne?” His head was back and she was leaning over him, and out of the cream-in-coffee tan, the mocha richness of her skin, stretched the red open wound of her mouth, lips back from fine even teeth, moist from the pink dart of her tongue, a small stain of lipstick marring the enamel whiteness of one gleaming tooth.

“My kind? That’s something you’ll have to find out for yourself, Stanley. And the way you’re going at it, you will. If you want to get rid of me, Stanley, you’ve got the wrong approach. For that you would have to be nice to me like the others — sweet, sweet, sweet. Too much sweetness makes me sick, sick, sick, Stanley.”

“For Christ’s sake, stop calling me Stanley. And while you’re at it, move back and give me drinking room, will you?”

He really didn’t want her to go at all. But she kept irritating one side of him and stimulating the other.

She stood and looked at him with a down-twist of smile. “Thatta boy, Stan. You see, I’m calling you Stan and I’m humble and obedient and I’m going back now and sit in my little chair and you’re still on the right track, mister. Mister Stan, sir.”

Now her smile was quite charming as she fell into her chair, sipping her drink with a little-girl pensiveness. And in spite of himself, he was smiling, too.

“You have a nice smile,” she said. “It creeps up on you like wine. But you’re stingy with it. Got any canned music? A radio, even?”

“A radio,” he said, and crossing the room, dialed in a heavy classic to goad her.

“My hair is long, but not that long,” she said.

He changed the station.

“You look like good dancing,” she said.

He shrugged and they danced.

After that she remained pleasant, a complete reverse of herself. And forgetting his resolution, the irritation left him and he began to match her, drink for drink. She had built an immunity for she remained at the same level of intoxication while he caught up with her.

She would not reveal more about herself, so he told her of his work and she made intelligent comments. They danced in silence. The startling effect of her against him sealed his speech.

Around eleven she stretched, said, “Well, guess I’d better take the ladder and go below, mate. Or would you like me to stay?”

He looked at her. Did she mean — They hadn’t even kissed. “You’ll have to translate that,” he said. “Stay means ten minutes or an hour or — ”

“All night,” she finished. “Which would you prefer?”

“Which do you offer?”

“I offer nothing. I simply take. And I have all night for that.”

“I don’t know,” he said. He really didn’t. Again he was uneasy and didn’t quite understand why.

“Reluctance is intriguing,” she said. Once more she was bending over him. But this time her lips drew closer, then spread over his mouth. He grabbed her and pulled her down. He fell into a vortex of desire. The want of her was brutally insistent.

She stood. “Well then, if that’s your answer, darling …” Slowly she eased the sweater upward over a cream expanse of flesh.

Out of his stupor came a nudge of warning. What in God’s name is wrong with me? he asked himself, as seeing his uncertainty she delayed with the sweater. I want this bitch, whatever she is. And yet … “What the hell,” he said aloud, and flipped open the first button of his shirt. He was just drunk enough not to care.

She was laughing at him. “You’re sure now,” she said. “Don’t make any mistakes. Don’t reach for that next button unless you mean it. Because, darling,” she murmured, “you’re going to be lost for a long time.” She caressed her body. “You may never find your way out of these woods.”

“Shut up,” he said softly.

He gave his shirt a violent wrench that took away all the buttons. And, as he did this, she pulled the sweater over her head and stood smiling at him as her fingers worked with the skirt.

Watching, he knew then why he had delayed. He could see in her what he had first felt that day on the beach. He had been right. The animal pull clung about her. She was lust made visible. She seemed not so much a woman as a consuming force. And while this had merely disturbed him then, it was almost frightening now.

Even so, he was getting up and fumbling with his belt.

And she was standing there naked — laughing obscenely.
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When Stan Royce awoke in the morning, she was gone. It was ten minutes before eleven and there was a bright burst of sunlight in the room. It seemed unreal to him that she had been there at all — the fragment of a confused dream, heavy with a degrading and perverted taint of sensuality. Unreal until he saw the smear of lipstick on the second pillow of his double bed, caught the scent of a perfume once suggestive, now sickeningly sweet against the brackish purity of the air from his window.

His lips felt swollen, his mouth parched, unpleasant tasting, denying the pleasures of too much alcohol and too much oral intimacy. There was the vague pulsing throb of a headache. He saw with some annoyance, for he was generally fastidious, the disorder of his clothing on a chair, the whisky bottle on the night table, glasses with the amber dregs of stale liquor and an ashtray spilling with too many butts.

Yawning, he climbed out of bed, covered his nakedness with the terry-cloth robe and stumbled into the kitchen. He measured water and coffee into a pot and set it to boil, squeezed a glass of orange juice, bringing it with him to the bathroom.

Precisely, deliberately, he went about the details of shaving, brushing his teeth, taking a shower, combing his hair, dressing. The whole god-damn ritual was a bore. Every day the same repetition until you died.

When it was all done, he stood at a window, munching toast, sipping his coffee. The ocean looked calm in the distance, but inshore the jade water rolled itself lazily into steep cliffs, tumbled down and raced in a white avalanche toward the beach, then receded into oblivion, to begin the process all over again….

Well, at least she had been gone when he awoke. He was glad. That made it less complicated, not so messy, not so real.

Damn it to hell! Why did he make anything of it? She wasn’t the first dame who had crept in and out of his bed, leaving only the suggestion of a bad taste. And most had been forgotten for more important things a few minutes after he opened his eyes.

Then why did she linger in his mind with a haunting unpleasantness?

It didn’t take long to figure that one out. Her love-making was not the simple gratification of an animal need. It was the protracted orgy of a limitless appetite. If last night was typical, her lovers were not so much partners as victims. Like the vampire, and with the same stealthy cunning, she robbed them for her needs. And left them enervated physically and soiled spiritually. For in the manner of her love-making there was something too bent and skillful, too hypnotically debased for mundane understanding. It was like an exotic opiate so habit-forming that once it gained dominion, there was no release.

Yet, in another sense, it was ridiculous. For she was one to be desired by all men in search of the sobbing heights of sensual ecstasy. She was a prize beyond the knowledge and imagination of most. And since Royce was far from being a sexual prude, had more than his share of physical drive, he should now consider that he had fallen willy-nilly upon a Pandora’s Box of priceless delights. Indeed, this was exactly how he felt. But only in part. For there was a stronger side of him which would not give itself to anything that left him without the power of full and immediate control. He was moderate in all things physical and lived more with his mentality than his body. And he was certain of a reverse situation if he allowed himself another experience with Star Osborne. She would possess him in such an unwholesome way that she might weaken his individuality. And that was a price he was not willing to pay.

So in the end, he decided that the best way not to form a habit was to leave the drug entirely alone. No thank you, he would have no more Osborne. Quietly, without fanfare, he would make this exceedingly plain to her. And that would be the end of it. He was just a little proud in thinking that most men would not be able to accomplish this feat of control, let alone desire it.

Satisfied, but by no means elated with his decision, he went out to the beach to see what else the day had to offer besides the magnetic and perfumed evil of Star Osborne.

Laura Bishop was there on the sand. She lay prone on a candy-striped beach robe. Her white bathing suit emphasized the deep black of her hair, the sun-darkening of her skin. At her elbows there was a pocket-sized portable radio from which eddied faintly the strains of some indistinguishable melody. Her head was raised slightly, chin cupped in the palm of one hand, the other holding sun glasses. She chewed on one stem of the glasses as she watched with a half-smile and squinting interest the movements of Jay Humphrey and Bruce Erickson. These two were preparing to launch their sixteen-foot boat into the surf, loading it with oars and fishing tackle, including a cruel-looking, long-shafted harpoon, a gaff, rods and other paraphernalia. At the moment, they were checking the gas supply in one of the bright red tanks and had not yet mounted the eighteen-horse Evinrude at the stern.

Royce observed that it was a trim little green boat, sleek and sturdy, though apparently light. It had a nice flare at the bow, good freeboard and beam for a small craft, a solid transom to sustain the weight of a heavy motor.

Humphrey and Erickson had brought the boat with them on a trailer and kept it beneath the overhang of Star Osborne’s seaview balcony, which projected above the beach. Even at high tide the water wouldn’t rise that far, though as a precaution they had the boat tied to a beam. It was also covered with a tarp to keep moisture from the interior. Each day when the pair brought the boat in they cleaned it lovingly, storing the outboard motor in a compartment next to the car port.

Royce sauntered over to inspect the boat closely. Both men wore faded green coveralls and identical yachting caps. Erickson was bent above one of the two portable gas tanks, peering at the gauge. Humphrey stood looking out to sea, hands on hips.

“Sweet-looking design,” said Royce to Humphrey. “One of your own?”

“Sure thing,” said Humphrey with a toothy grin of pride. “We have a smaller job, fourteen feet, and an eighteen-footer. But I like this one best — fast and dependable. She’ll ride dry in some pretty tough water. Even so, fill ‘er up like a bath tub and she won’t sink.”

“Is that so? Won’t sink?”

“Nah. Look there, under the seat. Flotation tanks.

Long as you don’t punch holes in those, she’ll stay up forever. As a test we sank ‘er to the gunnels in a swimming pool, let half a dozen people swarm all over ‘er, and she wouldn’t go down.”

“Good sales point,” said Royce. “I notice you use an eighteen horse. Won’t she take more?”

“Sure. She’ll take a thirty-five. Look at the beef in that transom. But that’s a lot of motor to be lugging around and it’s too heavy to fool with through this surf. Boat’s too sluggish until you can get up power.”

“I wouldn’t want to launch in that surf today,” said Royce. “You guys have guts.”

“It doesn’t take guts,” said Erickson, kicking the tank lightly with the toe of his sneakered foot, giving his brush-cut a quick fluff with one big hand. “You just have to be a god-damn fool, like Jay, here. I only go along to see he doesn’t get into trouble.”

Humphrey gave him a hard, playful poke which he took on the blade of his shoulder without flinching or giving ground.

“Don’t pay any attention to my father,” said Humphrey. “Old dad is cautious, you know. Actually, going through this surf is like anything else that looks dangerous. You’ve got to know how. Takes good timing and a little skill, that’s all.”

At that moment Royce had an eye-corner glimpse of Laura Bishop. She was watching Humphrey intently, approvingly, and with a wistful air of speculation. There was already the beginning of something between them. It must have been underway before Royce came. He had seen them sprawled together head-to-head on the beach only yesterday. Humphrey did not notice that she was watching him.

Of the two, it seemed to Royce that Humphrey was the mature, the dominant one. He exuded confidence and strength. The force of his ego was tempered by an impression of amiable forthrightness. Yet Humphrey also seemed shrewd and there was about him the barest hint of self-concealment.

“Well, it’s a fine boat,” said Royce. “Must be a good seller. I should think you fellows would be on vacation at just the wrong time. Isn’t the summer your best season for sales?”

“That’s right,” said Humphrey. “But you can’t sell what you haven’t got.”

“I don’t follow,” said Royce.

“He means,” said Erickson with boyish pride, “we’re at saturation.”

“Our line is moving so fast,” said Humphrey, “we’re still working on back orders. It isn’t a matter of having a lot of stock on hand we have to get out and push. Seller’s market. At least right now.” His smile held a shading of condescension. “What better time for a vacation, wouldn’t you say, Royce?”

“I’d say,” Royce answered quietly.

“C’mon,” said Erickson. “Get the lead out. We need more gas for this buggy.”

“No hurry,” said Humphrey. It was a rebuke.

“Where you headed?” said Royce.

“We’ll take a run over to Paradise Cove,” replied Humphrey. “Lot of blue shark there on the surface. You can count the fins. We might stab a couple for kicks. Maybe next time you’d like to go along.”

“Sure,” said Royce. “Any time. Well, then — ” He turned to leave.

Humphrey caught his arm. “How do you like the Star gazing?” he asked.

“Pardon?”

“I mean the Star with the curves, not the points,” said Humphrey with a sly smile.

“She’s beautiful, don’t you think?” said Erickson reverently.

“Star Osborne, you mean,” said Royce. “Of course.” He forced a smile. Did they know? Had they been watching? He studied their faces. Nothing revealed but Erick-son’s worship and Humphrey’s lusty smile of approval. “Well,” he said ambiguously, “she’s a lot of woman. Anyone can see that …”

“You don’t have to see it,” said Humphrey, turning toward her apartment meaningfully, “you can feel it. Christ! It’s in the god-damn air.”

“Jesus,” said Erickson in a hushed, awed tone. “If she didn’t act like she belonged to someone, I’d — ”

“She belongs to me and I’m not selling,” said Humphrey.

“You can’t sell what you haven’t got, remember?” Erickson teased.

“We’ll see about that,” said Humphrey.

“She hasn’t shown any signs of being friendly up till now,” said Erickson. “Besides, you’ve got your little bundle. Don’t hog it all.”

“What bundle?”

Erickson inclined his head slightly toward Laura Bishop.

“Her? Nice, but cool, man. You can’t live in a deep freeze all the time.”

“They’re all cool until you break them down,” said Erickson. “Patience. You got to stalk the game through a whole god-damn jungle of words first, man.”

“You know anything about her — the Osborne dame?” said Humphrey, turning to Royce. “What gives with her? Where does she come from?”

“Not much I can tell you,” said Royce with a fair degree of honesty.

“You haven’t staked a claim?”

Royce looked at him and couldn’t tell. “No claim,” he said. “Open territory.”

“Thanks,” said Humphrey.

“For nothing,” said Royce.

Erickson seemed left out and brooding.

“Don’t forget about the ride,” said Humphrey. “Next time, Royce, okay?”

“Sure,” said Royce.

He departed with a small salute. He and Laura Bishop exchanged pleasant smiles and he walked off down the beach.

 

five

She must have been spying from the window because she came striding along in her gold bathing suit to meet him. He had walked almost to the long thrust of the Malibu Pier spilling itself into the ocean holding bent blobs of ragged-looking people indolently fishing under the high glare of sun. He had come halfway back and was watching some boys adjusting the sails of a graceful catamaran when she approached with a twist of possessive smile which denied nothing of the night before. There was a savage, dynamic quality in the roving-over-him of her eyes, the willful push of her chin. Seeing her, he felt a twinge of distaste arguing against a latent bloom of desire.

“No bathing suit, darling?” she said. “It’s positively unwholesome to go about dressed on such a day.”

“I don’t feel wholesome.” He began to walk and she fell in beside him. “I didn’t know the word was in your vocabulary.”

“Nice try, Stanley. But you don’t have to insult me today. After last night, I’m completely won over.”

“Last night was last night,” he said. “Consider it as an isolated incident.”

“Maybe you don’t feel like the beach, darling. A change would be good for you. All those beautiful hills up there looking down on the little people. We could take a blanket and some sandwiches and a thermos full of — what? Martinis? And a couple of good books to read. Or maybe we wouldn’t need the books.” Chuckling. “And we could have a regular picnic, just the two of us.”

He could picture it. Between the lines she made it visual. Under the naked sun, the naked bodies entwined, the wet embrace in the dry air with the grassy, woodsy smells attending. The slow dragging on cigarettes, relaxed after the spent pleasure, supine on the blanket, the mind vapid of its jagged content, at rest. Another Martini, darling? How about a sandwich? Oh, he could picture it, desire it — almost need it. In the memory of last night the urge was demanding. With someone else he might have gone gladly. With someone else it would end there. Or go on for a space without compulsion. But this one wanted to absorb him, use him up. And if there was an end at all, it would be in some final degradation, the essence of which he could already feel.

“I never cared much for picnics,” he said. “Besides, I have some work to do. One of the reasons I came here was to jell some ideas I have, get them down on paper. Quietly. And alone.”

“Stanley. You’re avoiding me, Stanley.”

“Yes, I suppose I am.”

“You know, Stanley, I’ve let a lot of men drown in their own little graves of unrequited tears. But I’ve never had a man drop me after he had his bliss. It would be a new experience for me, Stanley. I wouldn’t like it. Not at all.”

He paused, swung her around to face him. “Listen, don’t give me any of those cute little veiled threats. Big bad men don’t scare me, let alone neurotic little girls with prize-winning chests. Why, for God’s sake, we hardly know each other. One night together and you act like you own me.”
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