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  BOOK I




  
Luise





  


  My children, when you were little, we used sometimes to go for walks in our pine woods. In the open fields, you would run along by yourselves. But you used instinctively to give me your hands as we entered those woods, where it was darker, lonelier, and in the stillness our voices sounded loud and frightening. In this book I am again giving you my hands. I am leading you, not through cool pine woods, but up a narrow defile between bare and steep rocks from which in shadow things uncoil and slither away. It will be dark. But, in the end, if I have led you aright, you will make out three crosses, from two of which hang thieves. I will have brought you to Golgotha–the place of skulls. This is the meaning of the journey. Before you understand, I may not be there, my hands may have slipped from yours. It will not matter. For when you understand what you see, you will no longer be children. You will know that life is pain, that each of us hangs always upon the cross of himself. And when you know that this is true of every man, woman and child on earth, you will be wise.




  WHITTAKER CHAMBERS




  “Foreword in the Form of a Letter to My Children ...”
From Witness




  MAXWELL ISAAC SEAMAN, AWARD-WINNING DIRECTOR, DEAD AT 54.




  London 30 June, Maxwell Isaac Seaman, founder of Elektra Productions and twice winner of the Academy Award, died early yesterday morning in his London home. He was fifty-four.




  As a Hollywood screenwriter he authored many of the films that ushered in the era of psychological realism in American cinema, among them The Winner, The Woman Who Cared, The Frame-up, Little Angel, Escape to Tangier, the controversialBlack in Eden, for which he won the Academy Award in 1949, and the celebrated Tiger in Heaven (Best Foreign Film, 1951).




  Mr. Seaman was born on 19 April 1915, in Bridgeport, Connecticut, the only son of Samuel and Berthe Seaman. Educated at New York University, he interrupted his studies in 1934 to go to war-torn Spain as a foreign correspondent, returning to New York the following year.




  In 1937 Mr. Seaman joined the staff of the now defunct Liberty Press, a job that took him to Hollywood in 1939 to cover a long and bitter studio strike. He remained in California to write his first screenplay, a minor film entitled The Cat’s Meow, which was followed by the highly acclaimed The People’s Case.




  Called before the American House’s Committee for Un-American Activities in 1951, Mr. Seaman was declared an “unfriendly witness” and his Hollywood career came to an end. However, he elected to come to London, where within two years he had established his own production company, Elektra II, and released the gripping and commerically successful Thunder in the East. Mr. Seaman never returned to the United States although his films have been widely shown there.




  Death came to Mr. Seaman early yersterday morning. According to Mr. Seaman’s personal physician, Dr. Wolverley David, death was caused by a coronary thrombosis and was instantaneous. The body was found by Mr. Seaman’s secretary, Miss Edyth Spalding of Kensington.




  Mr. Seaman is survived by his widow, the former Luise Haydyn, who was in New York at the time of his death arranging a film festival of his work which will commence, as planned, on 4, July and by his two children, Anthony Haydyn Seaman and Anthea Seaman, who is also known by her stage name, Anthea Evans.




  The Arj was a Jewish religious leader, who, like Christ, used to walk about the hills of Palestine, teaching and talking with his disciples. One day, the Arj suddenly said, “Let us go down to Jerusalem.” The disciples began to murmur. Some thought of their wives at home. Some thought of their suppers. They said that they would not go. They walked on in silence. Then one of the disciples asked: “Why did you want us to go down to Jerusalem?” The Arj answered sadly: “That was a moment in eternity. If, at that moment, we had all been of one mind to go down to Jerusalem, the people would have been saved.”




  TRANSLATED FROM AN OLD PARABLE BY WHITTAKER CHAMBERS







  



  
Chapter 1





  “The barefoot girl in mink.” That’s what Max used to call her. Not in phase one of their thirty-two years together (well, “together” was not an honest word for the last seventeen years of their marriage, but the total togetherness of their first fifteen equalized things to some extent). If phase one had not been hypoed with happiness it had been rich with mutual purpose. Phase two had been the McCarthy period. Phase three had been all these long years since. In phase three she had heard those words often, could even evoke this moment, the sight of Max saying them to her.




  “Sit in it, sleep in it, wrap it around your ass, Luise! What the hell do I care!” he’d say, smiling all the time, his slightly pugnacious face broadening, flattening, the steel mouth not melting much with the smile, the flinty-gray eyes mocking, laughing. “Lu Seaman,” he’d chant in his low, nearly breathless way, “the original barefoot girl in mink!”




  That was in the years after McCarthy. The years when they were still brutally flogging each other. But this was no time to think of those days. Eight hours of flying time stretched before her. She would do what she could to bring back some of phase one to her conscious in the desperate hope that by the time the giant silver ship set down in a summer’s eve in London, she would know what she felt. Maybe she could even cry.




  But as Luise Haydyn Seaman closed her eyes and sank back into the rough-textured seat, all she could bring forth as images in her mind were the status symbols of the compartment in which she now rode. A pair of red-knitted slippers stamped TWA danced before her lowered eyelids, but somewhere, very far back, she could hear Max again chiding her (phase three), “Who the hell ever told you it only costs ten percent more to go first class!”




  She opened her eyes. The stewardess was at her side with a tray of drinks. The sun came streaming through the window nearest Luise, and she blinked hard, the light making her eyes tear. (Dear Lord, maybe I am going to cry!) She put on her sunglasses, took a scotch from the stewardess, put it down, and then stared ahead of her through the smoky darkness the tinted lenses created. It was now only 10 A.M. She was thankful that first class had been fairly empty and she was traveling without a seat companion.




  Had it only been six hours since the telephone had jarred the dark in her bedroom and she had awakened not knowing if it was night or day? She had fumbled for the receiver rather than turn on the bedside lamp. It was always so difficult for her to sleep that long ago she had installed dark-green shades and used ear plugs to shut out the retchings of the city eighteen floors below. The telephone must have been ringing for a long time, because as she picked it up, the operator was about to disconnect.




  “Mrs. Luise Seaman?”




  Luise pulled the cotton stoppers from her ears. “Who is it?” she asked in a faltering, half-lost voice.




  “International operator. Is this Mrs. Luise Seaman?”




  “Yes, it is.”




  “Go ahead, please.”




  Luise lifted herself up onto her elbows and shifted the telephone to another hand and another ear. She searched the dark in the room for some clue to whether it was night or morning. She listened closely for the telltale traffic sounds. They were a gentle buzz, though the rasp of a siren could be heard off in the distance. Fear suddenly filled her consciousness. It was the middle of the night. Long-distance calls at such an hour had always terrified her. She sat bolt upright and with her free hand struggled to find the wristwatch she so methodically put on her bedside table each night.




  It was 3 A.M. That meant 8 A.M. in England. It had to be England. There was no one anywhere else overseas who would call, her at this hour. She was already braced for the worst by the time Edyth Spalding was on the other end of the telephone.




  “Luise?”




  “Edyth? Is that you?” The siren was drawing nearer, and Luise pressed the receiver as close to her ear as she could.




  Edyth was suddenly convulsed with tears. That meant it was Max. Then somehow Luise knew. Max was dead. For some inexplicable reason, a reaction that would nag at her for years to come took hold. She felt a great calm as though relieved of a tremendously heavy burden.




  “Edyth, control yourself,” she said gently into the telephone, and then, when that did not help, called sharply, “Edyth!” into the instrument that would take her voice across the Atlantic.




  “I’m sorry, Luise. Oh, God!” She was sobbing again.




  “Is it Max, Edyth?” And then, because she knew she had to have it over with: “Is Max dead, Edyth?”




  There was a gasp as if Edyth had suddenly choked on all her tears and then a long moment of silence. “You knew. You felt it, too. Oh, my God.”




  Luise thought Edyth might have gone off the line, as the silence was without life, without breath. “Edyth?”




  “Yes, Luise. I’m here.” Now Edyth used the calm, efficient voice that had taken her through a lifetime of crisis. Why was it that Edyth’s life always seemed like a sea beset with hurricanes and tornadoes, massive waves, thunderous vibrations, and Edyth herself a ship gliding smoothly through the tumultuous waters? “Well, you know. Yes. Max is dead.”




  “What happened?”




  “He didn’t suffer, Luise. I am sure he didn’t suffer. Dr. David said it was a heart attack and that death was instantaneous.”




  “Who called Dr. David?” Luise was sorry immediately that she had asked that.




  “I had one of my feelings,” Edyth said surely, “as I did when Mama died. I woke up at exactly three in the morning with this terrible feeling and I walked around my flat until just two hours ago and I tried reaching Max, but there was no reply, so I called a taxi and went directly over there. I found him on the bed, and at first I thought he might just be sleeping because he looked so at peace. I’ve never seen Max look so at peace.”




  “You called Dr. David then?” Luise asked, trembling but aware that it was out of fear at the shocking calm in her voice.




  “Yes. He came right over and he said—Luise, isn’t this strange?—that Max had been dead for about four hours. That meant he died at three A.M.” Edyth was quiet for a moment, and Luise, unable to question her anymore, fell back against the pillows, thankful for the soothing dark of her bedroom, and waited for Edyth to continue. “He always hated that hour. Remember how he used to quote Fitzgerald? About three A.M. being the dark night of the soul?”




  Luise was irritated with Edyth’s natural use of the past tense. At that moment she would have preferred a fresh onslaught of tears. “Is there a will and instructions?” she interrupted.




  “A will”—Edyth’s tone insinuated, “How could you ask . . . so soon?”—“but Max doesn’t include any instructions. I mentioned that to him when I typed it and he just said, ‘Hell, there’s still time. I don’t plan to die for another lifetime.’“




  Luise’s mind was now whirling. Tony and Thea had to be told and consulted. She decided she would not make any decisions until that was done.




  “Edyth, where are you now?” she asked.




  “At Max’s apartment.”




  “Good God! Why are you still there?” she inquired with heavy distaste at Edyth’s perennial morbidity. “Is Max still there?” Luise asked, unable to think of him as a body, speak of him as such, but having to ask the question.




  “No. I had them take him to a reliable funeral home. But there are so many things to straighten up. Papers to go through. I’ll pack his clothes if you like.”




  “Leave things as they are until I ring you back. I have to tell the children. Go home, Edyth. I’ll ring you there in an hour or two.”




  “Yes, of course. The children. I hadn’t thought about them.” There was a touch of bitchiness in Edyth’s voice as she said the words—the children.




  “Give me your home number,” Luise remembered to ask.




  “Flaxman 7382.”




  “Now go right home, Edyth. Take a shot of brandy and try to get some rest until I ring you back.”




  “I’ll try,” Edyth replied, almost childlike. Then, “Oh, God, Luise, we’ve lost our beautiful Max.”




  “Go home, Edyth, and thank you for what you have already done.” Luise quickly disconnected and fumbled to put the receiver back into place.




  It was a long time before Tony answered his telephone, and when he did, he snarled into it, “Christamighty! It’s three in the morning!”




  “I know it is, Tony, but I have to speak to you.”




  “Oh. Mother.” He seemed to have had all the air suddenly let out of him as he recognized Luise’s voice.




  “I’ll wait until you are fully awake,” she said. “You can go in and wash your face with cold water.”




  “You didn’t wake me. I was just getting ready to go to bed,” he replied.




  Luise wanted desperately to be able to cry as Edyth had so that, perhaps, Tony would guess her news or at least that she was the bearer of bad news, but she felt as dry as her flower boxes must be on this hot June night. “Tony, I—I don’t know how to say this,” she began badly. “Your father—” She took a deep breath. “Your father, Tony, is dead.” She was aware of the flat tone of her voice, then of the silence and then a sound—as if Tony had broken into sobs. “Tony, are you all right?” She recognized the sound now. Yes, distinctly, that was it . . . Tony was laughing! “Tony, you’re hysterical. I’ll get dressed and come right over.”




  “I’m all right. I’m . . . what happened?”




  “Your father passed away at three this morning, London time. He had a heart attack, and Dr. David—”




  “Wolfie David, that damned pill pusher!”




  “Edyth called him. He—your father was already . . . had already . . . passed away.” Luise’s heart was pounding wildly. Not because of the strain of the last few minutes but because of the sound of her son’s voice on the word “that.” It had gone up and balanced there deliberately for several beats before returning to its natural pitch. She was certain that he always chose to do it purposely at least once in every conversation to distress her. He had been doing it since that horrifying afternoon two years before when they had met at the Plaza for lunch.




  “Penela Jordan is such a nice girl,” she had begun innocently enough.




  “Don’t! Not again. Never again. You know it, and yet you won’t admit it. Not to me or yourself. I don’t care about Penela Jordan or any other of your friends’ daughters. Nor will I ever. Not the way you want me to. I am a fag, Luise. A fag,” he repeated, leaning in close across the table in the dark Oak Bar.




  “I have to go to the ladies’ room,” she had replied in a light, conversational tone. “I’ll be right back. Order a vodka gimlet for me, please.” And she had left the table, gone to the bathroom, and returned to find her gimlet waiting and Tony apprehensive, but she had made no further comment and spoke instead about the Pinter play she had seen the night before, and never again had that ugly word passed between them, though Tony kept driving the knife a little deeper as a warning each time he spoke with the tip of his “thats.”




  “Tony, he—he left no instructions for his—”




  “I’m sorry, Mother. I am really sorry.” And the sobs came then, uncontrollable. It was almost too much for Luise to bear. She had hoped Tony would take over the situation, lift all the decisions from her shoulders, but she was aware now that that was not the case, would never be the case.




  “Shall I go there, do you think, or shall I . . . have—” She was unable to complete the sentence, and she stumbled on quickly elsewhere. “Oh, God, Tony, please stop crying!”




  There was a stabbing moment of agony when Luise realized Tony had hung up on her. She sat there in the moist dark now listening to the stuttering air conditioner. It wasn’t working again. Couldn’t be; otherwise she wouldn’t be pouring with sweat. She pulled the nylon gown from her body and threw it on the floor as she got out of the bed and made her way into the bathroom. The cool tile felt comforting under her bare feet. She tried to block out everything but the sensation of the hard, cold tile, feeling with her toes the familiar crevices that created its design.




  The telephone rang and she stumbled back to the side of her bed.




  “Mother, I’m sorry. Don’t say anything. Please don’t say anything, just listen! I think you should go over there. Right away. I’ll take care of the tickets for you. I can at least do that. Make all the arrangements there. I mean end it. Leave him there. Edyth will help. She’s a gloom addict anyway. The scent of death works just like glue for that bitch. There are several flights around ten. I’ll get you on one. You begin packing. It’s half-past three now. I’ll pick you up at eight.”




  “Thea . . .”




  “I’ll call Thea for you. No! I’ll send her a cable. A night letter. She’s in Puerto Rico.”




  “Where?” Luise was sure she heard wrong.




  “With Bob. You weren’t to know, though I don’t see why. Hell, half the city knows she is having an affair with a married man and the other half doesn’t matter.”




  “She may want to come,” Luise said hopefully.




  “She hasn’t talked to that man in two years. Why would she want to go? Never mind,” he went on quickly, “just believe me she wouldn’t go, but I’ll tell her you said to meet you there if she wants. OK?”




  “Yes. Thank you, Tony.”




  There was a long silence, and for the first time since Edyth’s telephone call, though she couldn’t cry, Luise’s eyes filled with tears.




  “Luise,” Tony said softly (he often, in moments of tenderness or deference, called her by her first name), “I just can’t come over there now. I can’t.”




  “I understand, Tony.”




  “I’ll get the tickets and cable Thea and also call Edyth to tell her you are coming and to make a reservation for you at Claridges and to have a studio car pick you up at the airport. Do you have her number? Never mind, I remember now that I have it somewhere. I’ll be downstairs in front of your building at eight.”




  “Yes, Tony.”




  He did not say good-bye, but he was slow, almost reluctant, in disconnecting.




  Luise was now on the edge of the bed. It was impossible to think of going back to sleep. There was the press. She took the receiver off the hook. In a moment the exchange began its automatic signal, and the sound seemed to take over the room. She stuffed the receiver into the bedside drawer, cramming her nightgown into the drawer with it to muffle the sound.




  She made her way through the familiar darkness and lifted her loose robe from the hook behind the bathroom door and then put it on as she crossed to the windows and raised the green shades.




  The street was strangely silent. The siren had stopped, and the traffic was only an uneven murmur. Luise opened the window and looked up and into the night sky. It was a deep slaty gray with patches of dark clouds. The moon seemed to have disappeared, and the sun was not yet ready to rise.




  She was thinking that Max had been alive in London this same night, and she was wondering what he had last seen and heard. He liked German music from Wagner to Weill, which had always disconcerted Luise, whose taste lingered on the more romantic composers. Often when they were still sleeping together, he would place the tape on his side of the bed, loving her to the strident cadences of Die Walküre and at last rolling off her and falling into an exhausted sleep before the tape ended. She would lie beside him, wide-eyed, unmoving, wanting desperately to wake him just long enough to ask him to turn off the tape, to hold her, to talk to her for a while, but she never did. Instead she would wait until his breathing was regular, then slide out of bed and cautiously tiptoe to his side, turning off the triumphant Brünnhilde.




  Max had always been an ardent and demanding lover.




  Perhaps his tastes and habits had changed these last two years. Perhaps he had mellowed. Could he have grown fond of more mystical sounds, like the gentle tapping of rain against a windowpane or the breath of the sea as it swept the shore? She did not even know what his current apartment looked like or what his bedroom window looked out upon.




  There was so much she did not know.




  She left the windows wide open and turned off the air conditioning and then, out of habit, went into the kitchen for some tea and brandy. The room appeared at once unreal, almost clinical. Her senses had become heightened so that each sound she made was sharpened and her eyesight not only magnified but clearer, making everything in the room more defined.




  The kitchen had instantly become a laboratory, and the clink of her spoon against the stainless-steel drainboard filled her with sudden shock because it sounded like the sounds in an operating or autopsy room. Her sense of smell transformed the scent of brandy into the frightening odor of an anesthetic, or was it formaldehyde?




  She just made it into the bathroom, where she fell to the floor, her arms cradling the toilet bowl as the heavings inside her began.




  She remained there the rest of the night, retching. Then, though she could not remember when, she had fallen asleep sitting on the cold tile floor, resting her back against the wall.




  When she awoke, it was half past seven. She went back to her bedroom, threw some clothes into a suitcase, paying little heed to her selection, and ran the water in the tub. She badly needed some coffee, but there wasn’t enough time. She went to pour herself a drink, decided against it, took some soda water instead, and got into the tub of steaming water while it was still running.




  Miraculously she was dressed and downstairs when Tony, ten minutes late, but more on time than usual, drew to the curb. He had not stepped out of the car but sat there as the doorman put the suitcase in the trunk and helped his mother into the front seat.




  Neither of them spoke for several minutes. The streets were already thick with morning traffic. It was a morning blurred by layers of heat, everything misty, ill defined. The air was heavy and impregnated with chemical. “Close your window; the air conditioner is on,” Tony finally said. “Edyth will meet you. She was positively ecstatic about it in fact. ‘We should console each other,’ she said. ‘It would be exactly as your father would want it.’ Bitch! However, she’ll be very helpful, and at this time you need her.”




  “Yes, I guess so.”




  “I sent a cable to Thea and told her to contact you at Claridges.’’




  “Thank you.”




  “I tried to call you, but your line was busy. I told you not to talk to anyone.”




  “I took the receiver off the hook.”




  They drove in silence for several blocks.




  “You understand?” he asked unsteadily.




  “I told you I did, Tony.”




  “I’ll do anything you want me to do here.”




  “I know I can depend on you, dear.”




  He gripped the wheel with both hands. “And please, remember, leave him there.”




  She grew angry for the first time. “I’ll do what has to be done, Tony.” Knowing it would upset him, she opened the window on her side of the seat rendering the air conditioning useless and let the warm wind the car’s motion stirred stab at her face.




  “Excuse me.” It was the stewardess, and she had a tray in her hand. “We’re serving lunch,” she announced.




  Luise turned and settled her glance on the porthole window. They were flying through a bank of clouds. The outside world was now solidly white, blotted out. There was not even a shape to the white, a line, a trace. It was as though they were drifting through a snowbank, slowly, because their motion did not seem to disturb the tranquillity surrounding them.




  It had been a year since she had last seen Max. They had never been separated that long before. Throughout their anger and their bitterness they had, until that terrible night two years before, remained at each other’s side, reflecting each other’s pain and joy and disgust as if each were the mirror image of the other.




  That night had been imprinted in her memory more vividly than any other experience. She could never let go of it, never allow it to fade into the blurred vision of dreams.




  She had felt the cold air as it filled her lungs, for it had been late spring, but the thaw had seemed reluctant to come. They had had words upstairs. Bitter words. Her ears seemed not to hear what she was saying, shouting, for if they had, she knew she would have choked them back into silence. She had always prided herself on being temperate, measured, self-disciplined, and self-controlled, always bearing her hurts and her sorrows with a certain effacement she liked to call dignity.




  On this night it had been different; she had run screaming after him, out of the apartment, down the five flights of stairs, bolted after him into the street.




  She saw him now exactly as he had looked then, his coat left behind in his anger, so that he had huddled himself against the cold, moving into it as if he had a football tucked close to his body and as if Fifth Avenue, with its tangle of traffic, were a field of interference, the goalpost a taxi waiting at the curb on the opposite side of the street.




  “Max! Max!” she had shouted, running, her fury warming her, driving her on until she caught up with him and tore at his arm, trying desperately to, pull it away from his body to drag him back and away from the curb.




  “Castrater!” he had spit at her.




  She had fallen back as though mortally wounded and landed off-balance on one knee, and he had not stopped to help her up, but he had not continued on either and had stood there over her, his face beet red (so that she feared for his blood pressure) and his gray eyes sharp and narrow, stabbing points of ice.




  “It’s perverted,” she yelled. “You’re perverted! She’s younger than your daughter. She’s a child!”




  Luise had never heard his full reply. All that ever reached her ears was the tag phrase “more woman than you’ll ever be!” She had managed to get to her feet and stand erect before him. Her height had always disturbed him. He was a big man, but Luise was tall and their eyes nearly met.




  “This is it, Max. I can’t take any more.”




  “You? Why, damn you, you won’t be done until you cut my balls right off me. You’re a castrater, Luise. The worst kind. The righteous kind. You and your silent, unrelenting look of accusation, and you’ll destroy me if I let you. Well, hear this, now. I damn well won’t let it happen, because I’m leaving you, for good! I’m returning to England and this time alone. Don’t come after me, Luise. Hear me? Leave me be. Take all the bread. Keep everything you want, including my name, but let me be!”




  He had stepped into the street, and she had stood there screaming after him, “No one can destroy another person! No one! You’re doing it to yourself! Damn it, Max, turn back before it’s too late!”




  But he had reached the other side of the street and stepped into the taxi, and her words were lost in the roar of the passing cars.




  The stewardess tapped her on the shoulder. “Coffee or tea, Mrs. Seaman?”




  “Oh. Coffee, please.”




  The stewardess was very young and very pretty. Twenty. Perhaps, twenty-two at the most. She had the kind of slim, small boyishness that Max had always appreciated.




  Luise bit her lip so hard she could taste blood.




  “Phase one,” she prayed over and over to herself. “I have to think only about phase one.”




  They had passed through the cloud bank. The sky was now alive with the sparks that came from the wing of the plane.




  She glanced at her watch. In seven hours she would be there. Two years ago Max had warned her not to follow him, but in seven hours she would once again be by his side.







  



  
Chapter 2





  The six men sat around the poker table as they had every Monday night for the past ten years. They gathered at Burt Winters’ as a sign of respect. Burt, after all, was the most successful of the group. He had, of course, been a successful agent in Hollywood before leaving the States in fifty-one and coming to England. Correction. He had been a powerful and successful agent, having under his aegis many of the top stars, writers, and directors in Hollywood. He was now owner and executive producer of Panther Productions, releasing through International Films (one of the five largest film companies in the world), and he was responsible for its most lucrative foreign releases. As such, no property, no man, was accepted and bought by the London office of International without Burt’s nod of approval.




  Only one man at that poker table could state he did not need Burt’s paternal and approving yes from time to time, and that man was Burt’s lawyer and a member of the board of directors of Panther Productions, Henry Green (Burt, his wife, Sylvia, Henry and two Englishmen on the payroll, making up the board). Without Burt as a client, Henry Green would have been back in New York City chasing ambulances as he once had chased the “creatively maligned” for cases to defend.




  Though none of the men in the poker game thought it odd, they were all American (as opposed to being all-American), all in the business of making films, and all victims of the dark McCarthy days, the days of the hunts, the dark, ever-dark days of the House Committee on Un-American Activities.




  Burt Winters, Henry Green, and the four other men at the poker table constituted six of the original political victims of the committee who had emigrated to Europe, based themselves in London, and not only survived, but were again actively involved in making motion pictures.




  Not all were that lucky, or that talented, or that young, or that healthy. But these unfortunates were not present this Monday night.




  Burt shifted uncomfortably in his chair, and the men fanned out around him looked toward him with concern.




  “You shouldn’t have eaten those pickles at dinner,” Henry said, bending his long, lean torso forward. “An ulcer can’t be ignored,” he confided.




  Burt got up from the table and walked over to the bar. He was a huge man, barrel-chested, his thick body drawn along on long legs and massive feet. He looked as if he once might have been a formidable halfback and as if he still might be able to throw his weight around a football field. The truth was he had never even made second string during his school days. Burt was never the man to be part of a team. It was the key to his success.




  He poured himself a stiff shot of scotch, no ice. He stood at the bar, not offering his guests a drink, not even acknowledging their presence. Poker had suddenly bored him. The men had bored him. He gulped down the contents of his glass, knowing he would suffer the consequences later, refilled it, and went out and into the living room, closing the door tightly between himself and the poker players (who were, before he shut the door and when he did briefly glance their way, watching him and not playing their hands).




  The room was furnished in what Burt called (but not for Sylvia’s ears) “nouveau Sylvia,” much in the French style, though Burt would not have known what period. It was actually and fairly authentically Louis XV, mixed together with California Informal. The art, however, was Impressionistic, Sylvia’s new and expensive hobby.




  The house was always happier when Sylvia was not there. Right now Burt blessed the illness of Sylvia’s mother that had called her back to California. It wasn’t really a bad marriage as marriages go. They liked each other, respected each other’s opinions, loved their two grown children, and accepted the fact that physically they had not been attracted to each other for more than twenty years. For Burt, the best hours were always spent in his office or at the studio or while he was on location.




  Burt sank down into one of the deep couches that faced each other across the hearth of the paneled fireplace, now filled with dried flowers and green leaves. Max dead. He shouldn’t have felt much reaction to that news. Though he had been seeing Max from time to time at the studio or at the White Elephant or the Curzon Club, they really had not spoken more than superficialities in—oh, God—he couldn’t remember how long. Since they both first came to England. Well, it was a very long time ago.




  Max had called for an appointment several times, and Burt had always politely managed to forestall it. Then on that day he was in the anteroom, and a flustered Shirley (who was his secretary then and now) came in and begged, “What shall I do?”




  “Show Mr. Seaman in,” Burt told her, but it was hardly necessary, for there Max was, standing in the doorway behind her, his face flushed but a sly cat smile plastered across it. Burt watched him appraise the office.




  “Smells sweet,” Max said, still smiling, unmoving.




  “Come in. Come in. Thank you, Shirley.” Burt nodded in dismissal, and Shirley left the room at a skittish gait, all too aware of the meaningful side glance Max bestowed upon her retreating figure.




  The men were still nearly the entire room apart.




  “Come in, take a seat,” Burt said nervously watching as Max walked slowly, his pudgy body sure, almost . . . yes, defiant, a walk that seemed trained in a fight ring, in a straight line, never glancing to one side or the other, and coming to a stop just the other side of Burt’s desk. He stood there for a long moment as if deciding something quite important and then sat down, his eyes never distracted from Burt’s face.




  “They call me an informer,” he said quietly. “Vilify me. Turn away from me. Those of our number, that is. I’m not going to tell you that it doesn’t disturb me. It damn well does.”




  “That’s in the past, Max. We don’t have to talk about that.”




  “The past? Now come on, Burt! You know, I know, there is no such thing as past. Yesterday, last month, last year—but not past. They won’t forget. They can’t forget.”




  “They?”




  “The long and disquiet lines of witnesses.” He leaned forward, and his voice grew softer yet, so soft that Burt had to lean forward to pick up every word. It was a trick Max had always used at decisive moments in story conferences and contract hagglings. “They can’t forget because truth, after all, is only our own interpretation of reality.” He sat back once again, but Burt remained inclined across the desk. “Really they would be desperate without me. I am their conscience and their pride. ‘I betrayed no one,’ they insist to themselves. ‘It was tough, what I did, but as a human being, a mensch, it had to be done, and I did it!’ But that’s their truth. At the time of the hunts, you and I know, to inform meant you might someday work again. To be unfriendly meant you could be blacklisted for life, become totally unemployable in the only profession you ever knew, and in this age to be unemployable means the loss of everything, respect, self-respect, and, most important, bank credit. You and I both know that I did not give one name to the committee that had not already been given and that before that testimony, my own unemployable future smacked me right in the kisser, and I thought, How the hell can I live through another day? My life seemed utterly pointless. I am a creative man, not a businessman. I have a talent. I won’t lie to you or myself. I have a great talent. To silence it was to die. I decided to find my own compromise and to live. That was my truth, my reality.”




  He got up then and breathed deeply, letting it all out in one great gasp as if he had (and of course, he had) removed a great heaviness from his lungs. He walked over to the window and gazed out aimlessly. “How’s Sylvia?”




  “Fine. Just fine. Busy decorating the new house.”




  “Life tastes good?”




  “More often than not.”




  “For you.”




  “Don’t play that game with me, Max. For you, too.”




  Max smiled. He came back to the desk and sat down again in the chair.




  “The old school spirit,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to see.”




  “Can I help you in any way?”




  “You have. I had to say what I said. You listened.”




  “Did I have a choice?”




  Max laughed. “Burt, you’re a big success. You always have a choice.”




  “OK, Max, let’s push all this shit out of the way and get to the main event.”




  Max wasted no time, and his voice was now very audible. “I know, of course, that your closed session was not the brave testimony, the shit, Green publicized it as being. You gave plenty of names to the committee, and most had not been entered into the record before. And you got that closed session, no press, no coverage, no permanent record for libraries, because you won it fair and square. You held in your tight fist contracts to stars and directors and writers that meant millions to guys like Steiner and Warner and Louis B. You effected a trade.”




  “I don’t have to answer any of that, Max.”




  “Of course not. Nor does it matter. I just had to let you know I knew for my record.”




  “You’re wrong.”




  “You’re a goddamn liar, baby—but I admire your guts.” His head bobbed toward the closed door. “Attractive secretary.”




  “Good one, too. I plan to keep her.”




  “That means no hanky-panky, eh?”




  “She’s a big girl, Max. I don’t care what the hell she does.”




  Max was glancing down at the polished desk top. “You keep in touch with Luise?”




  “Something wrong there? Are you two separated?”




  “No.” Max was staring into the light from the window behind Burt, looking much like a blind man who had just seen a vision.




  “I haven’t been in touch, Max, not for a long time. Is Luise well?”




  “Yes, very!’




  “Good. Good. I’m glad to hear that.”




  Max stood up then, his hands in his pockets disallowing the possibility of a parting handshake. “I’ll see you around,” he said.




  “That’s all?”




  “What else! I made it back on talent, guts, and spit. I’m one of the few who don’t need your help, Burt. That tastes good!”




  And he had left. That had been the last time they had ever really spoken. The very last.




  The five men in the other room had grown weary of their game and had moved away from the table and were helping themselves to drinks at the bar and some sandwiches the maid had left in the bar refrigerator (a weekly routine).




  Except for Henry Green, the other four men had been writers in Hollywood. All victims of the committee and the blacklist, unable to work in the States, who had come to England as their one hope of employment. One of them, Merwin Bibbs, still remained solely a writer. He was a bitter man, now in his sixties and only eking a poor living from his trade. Of the men in the room he had been the only one to serve a jail sentence for his unfriendliness before the committee. He had never written a major film script before this occurred, nor since. Of course, he had remained blacklisted longer than most and only now, working for Burt, had hopes of seeing his name on the screen as film writer.




  Gus Cone was now a producer of low-budget films. Younger than the others, he seemed, though in his late forties, still to have a boyish quality. As a writer, his contribution to the arts had merely been as a co-author of program Westerns. He had been married four times and was presently thinking of getting married again, but this very minute he honest to God could not think of the good woman’s name.




  Milton Stevens was about fifty-five. He had the look of a university don and was certainly the most erudite of the lot. His talent had always been on projects that were called block-busters—the big-budget, Cecil B. DeMille, wide-screen epics that came in and out of vogue like the length of women’s skirts. He was an expert on research and data and trivia and indispensable in the making of such films. At present the vogue was out, which partially accounted for Milton’s extreme nervousness; the rest could be attributed to the difficulties he was presently encountering at home with his wife and two daughters (and didn’t they always seem to go hand in hand?




  The last man to pour himself a bourbon and ginger ale (all the others drank scotch on the rocks) was Saunders Mayberry, called Sandy by all who knew him. Sandy had been born in Soft Bend, Georgia. He was a writer, an actor, and now hopefully a director, but he was also one thing the others were not. He was black.




  Burt came back into the room just as all five men were lined up at the bar.




  “Time for a toast,” Merwin said, his face the vivid red of a man with high blood pressure.




  “Seaman is dead,” Gus intoned.




  “Long may he rot,” Sandy bit off.




  “Ad infinitum,” Milton said with bowed head.




  Burt turned back out of the room. Henry started after him. “You all right, Burt? You look strange.”




  “I just want some air. Stay as late as you want. I’m going to take a long walk.”




  And he left them and went out into one of those damp and mistrustful June nights that London often offers.







  



  
Chapter 3





  It was difficult for Luise to understand her mood. She seemed stifled, disassembled, not at all herself. She walked through the corridors to the customs hall surrounded by her own silence, feeling it press in on her. She supposed what she was suffering was despair, but since she had been through true despair so many times in her life with Max, this despair (if, indeed, it was) seemed numbed, as if an emotion had been anticipated and a drug taken to dull the effects.




  She knew instead an excruciating terror in that one moment when she turned the last corridor and started down the long tiled stairway, the heel and toe tapping and foot scuffling sounding like a hundred typewriters as she made her way to the baggage conveyor in the great glass fishbowl that was the customs hall.




  She felt as if she had entered a courtroom. Somehow her life was on trial, her future in the balance. Inwardly she cried for Max—not because of his death; she simply could not, would not at this moment think about that—but because these oh-so-many years afterward, she knew finally how Max must have felt (had felt) when he had entered that courtroom—that circus arena—in Washington and had taken the stand for the first time.




  She supposed that out there beyond the wall of glass, Edyth was waving frantically to catch her eye, but she avoided looking in that direction and steadied her gaze instead upon the first baggage arriving from her flight. She had only reached the bottom of the stairway and taken perhaps two or three steps in that direction when the familiar voice brought her to an immediate stop.




  “Oh, Luise, Lu-ise, I do hope this all wasn’t too much for you.” Edyth stood directly in her pathway.




  Her first reaction was of anger and frustration; then she grew irritated as one might if not prepared for the intrusion of an early guest. Yes, Edyth being there prematurely—and quite without precedent, since no one except the passenger was permitted into the customs hall while the baggage was being checked, was an intrusion. It did, however, bring her out of her former state of lethargy.




  “How in the world did you manage this?” she asked.




  Edyth took her by the arm, led her to a bench where they paused, asked for Luise’s baggage check, gave it to the porter, and then gestured for Luise to sit down. But Luise remained on her feet.




  “The studio was helpful, of course, and the English are a most empathetic nation,” Edyth said, but all the time her eyes were saying other things, and also, to Luise’s great shock, Edyth was already in mourning, while Luise had been unable to think of such details and was wearing her navy and white checked traveling suit. Suddenly, the bright-red leather bag she clutched felt like a treacherous and alien flag. She hid it against her side.




  “I’m sure it was your idea,” Luise managed.




  Edyth took this as a gesture of appreciation. “It was the least I could do,” she murmured and lowered her head for a moment, the tears seeming ready to brim her eyes, but a brave smile on her face when again she raised it.




  The baggage was now miraculously on a cart and at their side, and Edyth had Luise by the arm and was leading her, the porter following, through the great glass jaws that opened and closed automatically and up the rubber-carpeted and steel-railed aisle, Luise overconscious of the eyes upon her and so lowering her own (the bereaved widow), to the main concourse. A flashbulb exploded nearby. The suddeness of it caught Luise off-balance, and for a moment she thought she might fall.




  “How dare you!” Edyth shouted to a retreating photographer, at the same time placing her arm more protectively around Luise and guiding her a little faster out and to the curb, where a black limousine waited, the door already open. Then she gently pushed Luise forward and into the dark interior, stepped in after her, and made sure the door was closed tight. But as the chauffeur and the porter deposited the baggage in the trunk several photographers crouched just outside the window on Luise’s side.




  “Just look down,” Edyth muttered between tight lips.




  And much to Luise’s irritation at herself for obeying Edyth’s instructions without question, she did. It was only moments before they were moving steadily, but slowly, as if leading a funeral procession, onto the main road to London.




  Edyth finally relaxed. Luise noted the legs now stretched out, the one shoe surreptitiously and only slightly pressed down and angled to relieve their obvious tight fit. “I assumed you would want to go directly to the hotel,” she said, her voice tinged with reproach.




  “Of course.”




  “There was the possibility that you might want to go first to the funeral home.”




  “I have to admit, Edyth, that I never even thought of that possibility.”




  They drove along in silence, each looking away from the other, out her own window and thinking her own thoughts.




  “Are the children coming over?” Edyth finally asked.




  “Tony can’t—he has business. Thea was away. I expect there might be a message waiting for me.”




  “I see.”




  “Yes, I’m sure you do,” Luise said harshly, “but stop sitting in judgment.”




  “I’m sorry.” Tight lips. Little contrition.




  Luise weakened. “No. I am, Edyth.” She placed her bare hand over Edyth’s gloved one. “I understand. You were loyal. No one could have been more devoted than you.” She stopped there, but the words still crossed her mind: I know, I loved him as much but not more than you—and I had his love, his name, and his children, and you were never even given his acknowledgment, his respect, or his gratitude. There was an uncomfortable moment when neither woman dared draw her hand away. Fortunately, the car stopped rather sharply at an intersection, and each had to reach for the strap near her window. An oppressive silence fell and remained until they had turned off the highway and were crawling laboriously through the streets of Earls Court.




  “I do wish the driver would hurry,” Luise said.




  “I can ask him to if you want.”




  “No. We’ll get there soon enough, I suppose.”




  “You must be exhausted, of course! You’ve had no sleep at all.”




  Luise smiled faintly. “I did, but not restful sleep.”




  “I’m sure not. Well, when we get to the hotel, you can rest for an hour or two.” Edyth glanced apologetically at Luise. “Arrangements do have to be made. I’m sorry.”




  “At this hour? They can wait until morning.”




  “If that’s your directive.”




  Luise ignored the insult. “I couldn’t possibly cope with the arrangements tonight. I still haven’t decided what exactly should be done. What Max would want done,” she explained instead.




  “Naturally. It’s too soon. It’s been too great a shock. I know. I know.”




  They rode on in silence through Knightsbridge, onto Rotten Row, through Hyde Park, and then into Park Lane.




  “When did you last see Max?” Luise asked, quickly adding, “I mean before—”




  “Friday afternoon. At the office. It was such a curious thing. He left early, but oddly he returned about an hour later. He just came back and sat down at his desk, the door to his private office kept ajar. ‘Can I do anything for you?’ I asked. ‘No, Edyth, I just want to sit here for a while.’ ‘No phone calls?’ I inquired. ‘Just pretend I never came back,’ he replied. I started out, and he called after me, ‘Edie, I don’t ever think I’ve thanked you,’ he said quietly. ‘You never had to, Max,’ I told him. ‘That’s why, Edie—why I want to thank you now.’”




  She turned to Luise, her face lighted by a streetlight. Edyth was an attractive woman. Luise only now recalled that she had been an even more attractive young woman, no, she supposed Edyth had been a girl when they first had met. How old was Edyth? Luise did some fast arithmetic.




  Edyth had come to work for Max directly from business school. She had been no more than eighteen or nineteen at the time, with a slim, lithe, almost boyish twig of a body, a shiny cap of short red hair, no makeupy and magnificent pure green eyes webbed with thick dark-brown lashes. If her face had been too angular, her nose too broad, and her skin too splashed with freckles, those eyes had still made her lovely.




  That had been twenty-two years ago. Edyth was now over forty, still trim, eyes even lovelier with their womanly depth, freckles somehow gone or covered with makeup, and yet she was unmarried—alone. Luise reconsidered that. There was no way she could say for certain that Edyth had been and was alone. There could have been someone. No, Edyth was alone. Had been for years. It was a thing one woman could sense in another.




  The car pulled forward, and Edyth rested her head back against the cushions. She sighed almost imperceptibly.




  “Edyth, was there anyone—I mean—it’s no secret that Max and I—” Luise began lamely.




  “I guess so,” she replied thinly.




  “You weren’t sure?”




  “Oh, he was seeing some youngster. But it meant nothing. I really know that.” She rested her hand on Luise’s arm, her expression lost in the half-dark. “Don’t worry, the press—no one will ever know.”




  “There was a girl then?”




  “Her name was—is Bonnie. Bonnie something-or-other. She was—is a silly girl. About nineteen or so. I would guess. She was—was going to do a small part in the new film.” She drew forward anxiously. “It is incredible! This is the first time I’ve thought about the picture. My God! There are so many decisions to be made!”




  “Did they live together?” Luise persisted.




  “No. Max was never that careless.” She pressed in closer now, edging forward on her seat to make sure the glass partition between the chauffeur and themselves was securely closed. “You have to know this, I guess. She was with him when it happened. I onlyjust found that out. They were in bed and— Oh, dear, I am sorry about this, Luise, but you can be sure no one will ever find out.”




  Luise sat back. She could hear Max’s voice. The words filled her head, shutting out all other sounds: Edyth’s heavy breath, the motor, the traffic. Years ago when a well-known actor had died in bed of a heart attack, but had not been alone, Max had said softly with that sly smile he used when pleased, “That lucky bastard. What a way to go!”




  “Are you all right, Luise?”




  “Yes. Yes.” Then after a moment, meaning it: “That poor child.”




  “Don’t waste your sympathy,” Edyth snapped back.




  The car pulled up in front of the hotel, and the door flew open, doorman and porters immediately on all sides.




  “Don’t get out, Edyth,” Luise told her.




  “What time tomorrow morning?” Edyth asked.




  “Say nine?”




  “That’s not too early now?”




  Luise smiled. “It’s not too late, is it, Edyth?” she asked gently.




  “This is a difficult time for you, Luise. I understand. I want you to be sure and always remember how much I understand.”




  “I do. I will.” Luise allowed herself to be almost lifted out of the car by the chauffeur and the hotel staff. Then a thought occurred. “Edyth, do you have the key?”




  “To the office?”




  “No. To the apartment. Max’s apartment.”




  Edyth stared up at her with some shock. “Why, yes—yes, of course, I do.”




  “May I have it?”




  “Now?”




  “If you have it with you.”




  Edyth fumbled in her purse, which seemed bottomless, but finally produced a key, which she handed to Luise.




  “Thank you,” Luise said weakly. “Thank you very much, Edyth.” Then she quickly turned on her heels.




  The manager was waiting for her as she entered the hotel, took her by the arm, solicitously led her to a side lift, and handed her several messages. He said nothing to her, his silence conveying his deepest condolences. He had already pushed the button for their floor when Luise sighted the familiar face across the quiet late-night lobby.




  “Just one moment. One moment, please,” she pleaded.




  The manager instantly leaned on the Open Door button.




  “I’m sorry. Thank you,” Luise mumbled, as she got out of the lift and stood there staring ahead of her and up into the man’s concerned and, yes, loving face.




  “Burt,” she said softly.




  “Am I intruding?”




  “No. No.” She took his outstretched hand and then looked up at him, her expression welcoming him back into her life.




  “Are you too tired to walk?” he asked.




  She just shook her head. They left the hotel and walked up the side street, saying nothing to each other for several moments.




  “Where can we go?” he asked.




  “Any restaurant, I guess,” she said.




  “No. That would be difficult, now and at this hour.” He paused and turned to her. “I’m sorry, Sylvia is on the Coast, but I’m afraid the weekly poker game is still going strong at my place.”




  “How is Sylvia?”




  “Oh, she’s fine.”




  “That’s good. And the children?”




  “Well. Everyone is flourishing.”




  “You?” she asked gently.




  “I’m a very successful man. Hasn’t anyone told you that?” he replied with a trace of good humor in his voice.




  “No one had to tell me. I read. And go to the movies,” she added. “I’m happy for you, Burt. I hope it’s at least part of what you wanted, and if so, I’m most happy for you.”




  “Would you come to my office? I can fix you an instant coffee there, and we can talk.”




  “Yes, of course.”




  “You are not too tired?”




  “I am tired, but I would like to be with you for a time, a short time anyway,” she replied honestly.




  The minute she sat down on the couch in his office and kicked off her shoes and curled her legs beneath her, she was glad she had come. He made some hot coffee and then sat at his desk, not far from her, watching as she blew gently into the cup to cool the steaming liquid.




  “Can I handle anything for you?” he asked.




  “I don’t know. Maybe. I won’t be afraid to ask.”




  “Are you all right financially?”




  “My goodness, yes!” Then with a twinge of bitterness: “Max was very good that way.”




  “I think he knew,” Burt said evenly.




  “About us?”




  “Yes.”




  “I’m sure he did.”




  “You never told him?”




  She looked over to him with mournful eyes. “He once said to me, ‘If you’ve had an affair with Burt, don’t tell me about it. It’s the one truth I don’t want to know.’” Remembering hurt her, and she put the coffee cup down on the table beside her and then nervously clenched her hands.




  “Did it have anything to do with the split?”




  “No. Nothing!” She got up as though to cross to him and then had to turn away. “I think I must be a very stupid and cruel—”




  He was immediately beside her.




  “Let me continue, Burt—yes, a cruel woman. You could not have harmed my life, you see? That is, my life with Max. But I know—oh, worse! I knew all along I had done something irreversible to yours.” She faced him. “Forgive me, Burt. I loved him more than any woman should love a man, and the funniest thing is I am not the only woman to have done so, you can’t understand this. I am aware of what you, the industry, the men and women he betrayed or took advantage of think—oh, dear Lord—thought of him, but Max . . . Max . . . was an exceptional man. I am oh, oh, so grateful I was able to share part of his life with him,” she said squarely, “and yet I’m relieved—my God . . . I . . . can’t . . . believe . . . it—yes, relieved he is dead.” She turned away then, tears in her eyes, her shoulders trembling. “Oh, my messages. I haven’t looked at them.”




  She moved away and to her pocketbook, which sat on the table next to her deserted coffee cup, and took out a fragrant handkerchief and the messages the hotel manager had given her. She dabbed at her eyes before she began to read them. Burt stood helplessly watching her. He was overwhelmed with feeling, well aware that she had aged; yet, he thought, it suits her.




  “Tony called. I should call him back,” she said.




  “Use this phone.”




  “No, I don’t think I can cope with it now. There’s also a cable from Thea.” She looked up at him with complete honesty. “She won’t come. I’m sure of that. There was a terrible anger between them.”




  “You want to talk about it?”




  “No.”




  He went over to her and took her narrow, high-cheekboned face in his large hands. She had allowed her naturally deep-auburn hair to turn gray, but it was still beautiful and fell voluptuously over his hands. “You never had to be alone,” he said in a strong, positive voice.




  “I chose it, Burt,” she replied, not pulling away from him.




  “And you don’t have to be now,” he continued.




  She put her hands up to cover his tenderly. “Thank you.” She broke away. “Thank you,” she repeated with her head high and her shoulders braced. She was smiling. “There weren’t many other messages.”




  “Max was not generally a well-liked man.”




  “I know.” She never flinched. “A great many people thought he was a bastard.”




  “If it makes it any easier for you, one hell of a lot of people think the same about me.”




  She grinned that wise old grin of hers that always amused and pleased him. “I sure know how to pick them,” she cracked.




  “You sure do,” he agreed.




  She breathed deeply and reached for her pocketbook.




  “Ready to go?” he asked.




  “As ready as I’ll ever be.”




  He took her by the arm and led her out of the office and down the corridor to the lift.




  “Let’s walk down,” she said.




  They went down the four flights at a healthy clip. Burt let them out, locked the door behind them, and went to flag down a taxi. She pulled back his arm.




  “No. I think I’ll walk.”




  “All right.”




  “Would you hate me if I said I want to walk back alone?” she asked.




  He merely shook his head and laughed gently. “You are the damnedest woman, Luise,” he commented.




  “Yes, I know,” she replied and then left him there as she marched off, lost to his sight within moments.







  



  
Chapter 4





  The cable from Thea said: “Returning to New York immediately. Will call you on arrival. I love you. Thea.”




  Luise crumbled it and threw it into the wastebasket next to the small desk in her room. Then, reconsidering, she picked up the crumpled piece of paper, smoothing it out and placing an ashtray on it to iron the creases. It was a funny thing to do but the “I love you. Thea” seemed to bolster her spirits. She left it sitting where she could see the words.




  The morning was crisp and azure blue, a totally unexpected June morning for London. It did little to lift the oppressive weight she felt as she dragged herself into the bathroom to shower and dress. In an hour Edyth would be downstairs to accompany her to the funeral home, but she had known since arising what else she had to do this morning. No, while sleeping, as her restive dreams had stirred the first thoughts in her. She could not recall exactly what the dream had been about. But she remembered—in fact, thought she could still hear—the dim echo of Max’s voice, calling to her. Then she seemed to be opening doors. In the beginning they led nowhere, just great spaces filled with rising vapors, but when she had awakened, it had seemed she was about to open a door that would surely reveal to her some special and as yet unrevealed—what? Fact, she surmised.




  She would go to Max’s apartment as soon as she was dressed and had had some coffee. She would go alone—she instinctively felt that was one of the conditions, the terms, that her dream imposed—and further, she would not tell anyone she was going. (That meant Edyth, of course!)




  Her absolute conviction that she was doing the right thing remained with her as she waited for room service, then a taxi and even as the taxi drew up before the building that had been Max’s home the last two years, two years she had not shared, a building she had never entered, and a street, though she knew London exceptionally well, she was not aware existed.




  It was a cul-de-sac off Kensington Church Street, a curious site for Max who in the past had always leaned toward—no, insisted upon—more elegant addresses. The short street itself was a surprise and a delight, and Max’s building (a block of—Luise counted the names on the mailboxes—nine apartments) was at the far end. There was a garden dividing the two sides of the cul-de-sac. No cars could enter. It was really lovely, quiet, set apart, almost suburban in feeling.




  She had not been able to contradict Burt the night before. No, Max was not a bastard. Max had been—God, the past tense had set in like rigor mortis!—a very neurotic, complex, deep, profoundly deep man. He had also been exciting, completely unforgettable, a force of life. She had tried from time to time, if not to forget the man, at least to weaken his hold on her. She had not succeeded.




  Max had used the truth like a whip. Perhaps that was what made others consider him a bastard. It was after all his truth, not theirs, and she could never make him face the fact that unless you were dealing with a positive, like science or mathematics, truth was terribly ephemeral, since no two people ever saw things in the same light. But his was always self-flagellation, and it did not have its origins in masochism, not intentionally at least, but in an obsession of Max’s that he had become (his words) “an honest historian of human emotions.” “Honest” thereby being the key word, for it was his honesty or how he saw people and interpreted their reactions.




  More than once she had heard people say, “There is no excuse for Max except his talent.” Well, Max was one of the great film innovators of his time, one reason being that Max’s own persona always became the essence of each of his films. He had made every Seaman film a step in his autobiography. One had to sit through all his films (except for one or two done for the studio—but not before terrible pressure—to honor the contract he later sued to break) to get the full, almost larger than life portrait of Max as an artist—and as a man.




  It was curious that at this moment and for the first time a festival of his films was under way. The theater owner had come to her, and she had passed on his suggestion to Edyth to discuss with Max. For a year now this was how she and Max had communicated. Max had sent back word that it was agreeable to him. Luise was then invited to organize it. First instinct made her withdraw, but in the end she had lent her insight into what film should follow which, as their filming sequence did not necessarily follow, in fact seldom followed, the order of self-revealment of Max as man or artist.




  Max was always concerned—personally and in his work—with ordinary people. He considered himself an ordinary man, and could never strive for baroque backgrounds—as, for instance, Burt did—but functioned best and most creatively in commonplace settings.




  Same reviewer once said that Max’s dedication to the common man in commonplace settings but in uncommon situations made his a cinema of the voyeur. Luise knew he had been mistaken. The festival would reveal that. Max was instead using film as one used a psychoanalyst’s sessions. He was baring his most intimate self. A blatant sign of his megalomania and so perhaps to some of his colleagues though most suffered the same “disease” not to be admired.




  But in spite of what Max believed, he was not an ordinary man. He was the opposite, a rare and extraordinary man (as were all his film protagonists) with extraordinary feelings, and the only thing ordinary in his life had been his backgrounds or settings. And because of this and because of Max’s great talent for seeing a story, he always brought a brilliant touch of insight, of reality (Max would have said “truth”), to each of his films. And they were his, especially once he broke his studio contract as a staff writer and began to produce and direct his own screenplays as an independent.




  Luise had to look on the mailbox for the number of the apartment. The building had three floors, Max’s apartment occupying the top floor by itself, and the hallway had been decorated differently from the communal ones on the lower floors. There was a French hand-blocked fabric on the walls, alive with yellow flowers in an all-over design. Unusual cherrywood trestles lined in copper and filled abundantly with living greens stood against the baseboards. Next to the door itself was a unique and charming white wrought-iron umbrella stand that mushroomed up and out in the shape of a tree and was studded with pegs meant to hold coats and hats. There were finely etched black and white lithographs of famous composers, surprisingly all French and probably taken from an old book.




  It was an inviting anteroom, but it was not in Max’s style and did not reveal his hand. It vibrated with the nuances of a woman’s touch—but not Edyth’s—a woman with individual, though somehow too cultivated a taste.




  The key was not an easy one to work. Luise tried it in several positions before the door gave way and she could open it and enter the apartment.




  The entry and living room contained the same strong female vibrations. It was done in clear yellows and true whites with warm fruitwood furniture. There was a collection of antique glass set on glass shelves in the window that Luise could now see overlooked the yard behind the building. It successfully let in the light and still blocked out the unpleasant view. The other windows all overlooked the gardens and brought a melee of color and movement into the room, as the leaves stirred with the breezes.




  A portrait dominated the room. It hung over the fruitwood mantel against a clear white wall and was subtly framed in antique white so that your eye moved instantly to the incredibly young woman, her long, straight mahogany hair shining beneath a full moon, her slim body sheathed in white satin. She seemed incongruously to have stepped out of the underbrush in some primitive land. A jungle of Gauguin-like greens backed her. Her feet were bare, and it looked as if they had been painted to intimate she was about to flee.




  Luise did not walk all the way into the room. There was a door to the left of the entry. It was slightly ajar, and Luise could make out the shape of a bed. The shades were drawn in that room, and it was quite dark. She pushed the door open and stood there a moment, accustoming her eyes to the dimness.




  There were massive Max-like pieces. A clutter of papers and books and newspaper clippings were strewn over the desk. Resting on the floor and propped up against one wall were various cross plots, a familiar, welcomed sight. They were strips of cardboard on slatted boards printed boldly with all the scenes by number and all the characters who must appear in each scene. Hours, sometimes days and weeks were spent moving those slats of paper about so that an actor’s work could be lined up in a way that presented the greatest saving for the production.




  The bedroom was very Max. And something else. There on the table next to his bed (his side obviously, for the telephone was also there and the pad and pencil he always left close by in case he should get an idea during the night), there was a framed picture of Thea. Luise sighed gratefully. The rift between father and daughter hadn’t been irreconcilable then.




  Luise closed the door securely behind her so that the rest of the apartment was shut out. The room was now close and very dark, and walking on tiptoes (she did feel she was intruding), she opened the drawn blinds and let in the light, the day, the living.




  She could now see the objects obscured or unidentifiable before. The bed had not been made up since the discovery of Max’s body and the covers were thrown back, the linen bunched in some places and pulled loose in others. The pillows had been tossed onto the center of the large bed.




  Now that she was here, she wasn’t sure why she had come or what she wanted or thought she would find. With the door sealing off the rest of the apartment, she did feel less an intruder, but an intruder all the same. Even so, she made her way to the bed, telling herself she just wanted to get a closer look at the picture of Thea, to see if it was signed in Thea’s own hand, but the first thing she did was lean over to read the few words she could now see were written on the bedside pad in Max’s precise and even script, the lead pencil having been pressed down hard. The four words inscribed seemed to form one exclamation mark. They read: “The game of truth!” He had underlined it three times and made the exclamation point with the broad side of the pencil so that its thickness made it look as if two such marks had banded together in a show of strength.




  The words had an immediate impact on Luise. In fact, she was rather shaken by them and the intensity with which they had obviously been written. She felt weak in the knees and started to sit down on the edge of the bed, but then a reflex brought her to her feet again, for it seemed somehow disrespectful to sit on the bed in which Max had just died. Luise stumbled across the room and to Max’s desk chair.




  To anyone else, the phrase would mean nothing more than some philosophical comment that had come to Max’s mind, but to Luise it was terribly clear what Max had been thinking not more than a brief few hours before he had died.




  The game of truth had been quite simply exactly that: a game where any number could play. One person at a time would mount the “witness chair” (usually a straight-backed kitchen chair), and all the others would then have the right, in turn, to throw questions at the one in the “box.” No matter how personal the content, the “witness” was obliged to answer with absolute truth.




  They had played it for the last time two years after they had married and just before Max had been offered his “opportunity.” It was not difficult for her to reconstruct the entire evening, so vivid was it still in her mind. It had been such a violent and frightening experience that neither of them had ever willingly exposed themselves to the game in public again, although Luise knew Max had often employed it through the years with her, attempting to intimidate her into revealing the truth “for the good of herself,” he would say.




  She had thought about the game when Max was in the witness box—this time for real—in Washington.




  In the past two years the release from Max’s game of truth was one of the few compensations for her being alone. Max had never faced the fact that there are times when the truth, our own truth, is simply too painful for us to face without self-destruction. To survive, one has to lie, mostly to oneself. That’s how it was with Luise, with most people, but not with Max. The search for the truth, the battle to expose it (always his truth, of course), was what had kept Max alive and out there fighting and creating. It was at the very base of his monumental talent.




  They had been living in Greenwich Village for nearly two years when Max managed to obtain the assignment to cover the film strike in Hollywood. They had, however, just signed a new lease on their apartment, and to avoid litigation before they left, or worse, the possibility of their possessions being “detained” in lieu of the rent they could not pay, they had been packing things up and letting friends take them singly, to avoid suspicion, out of the apartment and store them for them, so that by this particular evening (they were to leave in three days) the apartment’s two rooms were barren except for one kitchen chair too humble to save, the double bed, which they had regretfully decided they would have to leave behind, and their suitcases, which they were using until departure as tables and chairs.




  Burt and Sylvia had come over to pay their “last respects.” Burt was an apprentice in the agency business at the time and though his take-home pay was not grand or his position exactly executive, he was already showing the enterprising spirit that would make him the success he would later become.




  All four were young political animals. It was difficult for Luise to recall when she stopped being a political animal, when the apathy had set in, when she first noticed the same apathy setting in on the others. She was certain, though, that it was many years after—knew their involvement had lasted at least through the McCarthy period and into the first years of the blacklist. But that evening in the Village, when they all were young, she could never have believed that such a time of political apathy would ever come.




  Sylvia held the only party card at the time and was the most militant. Burt and Max joined the party later when they were all in Hollywood, but Luise somehow never did get around to it. She put it off purposely she was sure because, though she could intellectually accept party membership, she found anything of an organizational nature repellant on a personal level. When the children were school age, she was even unable to join the PTA, and though for years after she and Max were married, she had planned to take time out to become a Jew, so that for the children’s sake she and Max would be of one faith, she could never do that either because organized religion disturbed her.




  Max, of course, was not a practicing Jew, professed, in fact, that he was an atheist. But regardless, Luise felt his faith was stronger than hers. (Her parents were Mormons, and when Luise left Salt Lake City at sixteen, she was confident that she had left all that behind her.) Max always claimed he was an American, not a Jew. Still, in all the years she had lived with him, she could not recall his ever working on Yom Kippur though there were many Fourth of July weekends in which he never left his typewriter. And he insisted Tony be circumcised for his health and welfare. He scorned such rituals as a Bar Mitzvah but, after Tony was thirteen, would always answer when Tony came to him for advice with, “Well, now you are a man you should be finding your own answers.” And when Burt legally changed his name for business reasons from Weintraub to Winters, he had been incensed for weeks.




  That had been the year previous to the evening of the last game of truth, and Max had by then been reconciled to Burt’s name changing but not to many other things now showing themselves in Burt’s personality.




  It had all begun innocently enough, at least for the personalities involved who insisted on conflict in every meeting as assiduously as a producer insists on it in every film scene.




  “Merwin Bibbs is having a helluva time getting milk for his kid,” Max began. “Why don’t you get one of Sylvia’s friends out on the Coast to give him a job?”




  “Merwin’s a loser,’’ Burt had replied.




  “What the hell kind of a remark is that? He’s an intelligent man. I’ve seen some good writing he’s done,” Max snapped back.




  “He’s a desperate man. Always will be. Desperate men compromise,” Burt answered quietly.




  “He’s a writer, a good writer, and you’re an agent, an ambitious son of a bitch agent at that, but both of you are supposed to be intelligent. Get him milk for his kid, and he’ll stop being desperate,” Max stated.




  “I understand Burt’s point of view completely,” Sylvia interrupted. “The party is having the same reservations about Merwin. We certainly can’t afford a desperate man.”




  “What do you think your husband is then, Sylvia? He is the goddamnedest most desperate man I have ever known! The only difference between Burt and Merwin is that Merwin is desperate to survive and Burt is desperate to succeed, and by his own admission desperate men compromise. Before you let your sacred party take your husband in, you had better figure out if they can afford his kind of desperation—because, baby, that’s the first-class, go-for-broke kind!”




  “Max.” Luise gave him a restraining look.




  Max got up, the anger seeming to have been throttled, a look of mild amusement on his face. Luise recognized the signs. He was now playing a scene.




  “Okay. Okay, Burt. You say that there are two teams—winners and losers, eh?”




  “That’s right, two teams.”




  “And you’re a winner, Burt?”




  “Damned right.”




  “And so am I, because you wouldn’t be my agent, my friend, if you didn’t think I was.”
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