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( ( ( 1 ) ) )

DULANEY dreamed there was no war. A thousand years had passed and he had come to the end of an endless journey, closing an infinite circle in time and space. But when he opened his eyes it was still Sunday, May 3, 1942.

He had slept less than two hours. The sky outside his window had just gone dark but the moon was up, shrinking his world to a small silver square on the floor, this eight-by-ten room with bars. His eyes probed the shadows beyond his cell—the dark hallway, the line of light on the far side of the bullpen where the office was. He had come awake thinking of Holly.

His peace had been shaken. The steadiness born in his soul now drained away, leaving a growing sense of unease. He heard the radio droning in the outer office. Charlie McCarthy had given way to Walter Winchell with no loss of comedy, but even when the jailer laughed at something Winchell had said, even with the sound of another human voice in close proximity, Dulaney felt isolated, alone on an alien planet in a time he barely knew.

Winchell had a name for Hitler’s gang. The Ratzis had struck again. Exeter had been bombed in retaliation for RAF raids on Lübeck and Rostock. There was an almost imperceptible lull as Winchell hit a word beyond his grade-school vocabulary. Baedeker raids, Dulaney thought as if coaching. They were called Baedeker raids because they were aimed at the guidebook towns that symbolized British antiquity.

Winchell blew the word, but by then Dulaney was only half listening. He was thinking about Holly and the last time he had seen her, almost two years ago in New York. He had collected his pay and gone back to his apartment to clear out his stuff, and there she was waiting for him. She had been sitting on the floor all night, in the hallway outside his door. They walked through Central Park and the air was clear and cold, the trees stripped bare in the third week of autumn and the leaves rustling under their feet. The skyline loomed over the trees and at last she made the effort to say her piece. She looped her arm in his and drew him close. “These things happen, Jack. It’s nobody’s fault, least of all yours.” But he wouldn’t let her get into it any deeper than that, and it was the only time they had touched even the edges of what they both knew had always been between them.

She understood then the hopelessness of it. They walked out of the park and stood self-consciously outside the apartment house that in another hour would be his former address. Dulaney offered coffee but she said no, she’d rather just say good-bye here on the street. She took his hand. “It’s all right, Jack. Everything’s fine.”

Just before she walked away she said one last thing to him. “You told me something once and I can’t get it out of my mind. A man needs something that’s bigger than life, something he’d die for. I’ve been thinking about that all night.”

“That sounds like me. Sounds a little silly now, doesn’t it?”

She shook her head, impatient at his attempt to belittle it. “Goodbye, Jack. I wish only good things for you. I hope you find whatever life holds that makes you feel that way.”

But he had already found it. He knew it then, in New York; knew it now, sitting alone in a California jail cell. This thought sank into silence. Then, from the darkness beyond the bullpen, he heard Winchell’s announcer, recapturing the moment for the makers of Jergens lotion.

( ( ( 2 ) ) )

TODAY, if she should by some trick materialize in the jail beside him, he could do a better job explaining it to her. It began with the fact that his lifelong pal had seen her first. He would always think of them as a couple, even if the stars weren’t working and they never actually married. She knew this, of course, but there are shades of truth. He and Tom had been closer than brothers. 

Most people would say that didn’t matter now. Tom Rooney was at the bottom of Pearl Harbor, but even after his death she was still, in Dulaney’s mind, Tom’s woman. He would not come slithering upon her like some carpetbagger, wearing the shoes of a summer soldier. Tom would come calling, like Marley in chains.

But she was always on his mind as he worked his way across the land, and he’d thought about little else since yesterday noon. It had begun with the clang of the jailhouse door, the deputy waking him from a light sleep. “You got comp’ny, Dulaney. Fella says he’s your lawyer.”

Dulaney didn’t have a lawyer. It had to be Kendall: nobody else would know or care where he might possibly be. The deputy opened the cell and motioned Dulaney ahead of him, along a dimly lit hallway to a little room at the end. The window was barred and the room was empty except for a battered wooden table and two rickety chairs.

Kendall was sitting in one of the chairs. He didn’t look like a lawyer. His clothes, like Dulaney’s, were those of a workingman. His shoes were scuffed and coming out at the toes. He looked like what he was, an out-of-work radio actor who had seen better days.

They shook hands and Dulaney sat at the table. The deputy stayed in the room, at the edge of earshot.

“How’d you find me, Marty?”

Kendall smiled sadly. “You weren’t at the hotel, so I tried the café. I got there just as the paddy wagon was pulling out.”

“I’m a little amazed they let you in here.”

Kendall lowered his voice, cutting his eyes at the deputy. “I keep telling you, Jack, I was a damn good actor in my day. So what happened?”

Dulaney smiled. “Just a little mayhem. Resisting arrest. Assault on a police officer. Kid stuff.”

Kendall stifled the urge to laugh. Dulaney noticed streaks of gray in his mustache and in the curly hair around his ears. He had always thought of Kendall as around forty but now he thought fifty was closer.

He told Kendall how the trouble had started. He had gone out to get something to eat. Some sailors and some girls started razzing him about being in the home guard. “I guess I was the only fellow in the place out of uniform. This is nothing new. In the Civil War women would see a man out of uniform and they’d shame him in public.” 

Kendall said nothing. “They probably don’t bother you,” Dulaney said. “You’re a bit older than me. And most of the time I don’t let it bother me. But this one gal wouldn’t leave it alone. She had the waiter bring me some squash. That’s supposed to be the last word in insults. You feed squash to the home guard so the color’ll stay bright in their backbones.”

“So what did you do?”

“Hell, I like squash. Figured I might as well eat it.” Dulaney leaned forward. “I’ve been hungry enough times that I’m not about to let good food get chucked just because some silly female wasn’t raised right. What happened next is probably in the arrest report.”

“They say you took on the whole café.”

“One thing led to another. I finally told those boys they’d end up in the clap shack if they didn’t quit messing with whores. I didn’t have to say that, but there we were. The sailors had to stand up and they came up short. If those are the best fighting men we’ve got in this war, we may be in trouble.”

The deputy cleared his throat. “You boys start winding it up.”

“It didn’t last long. The gendarmes came, four big cops with their billies out.” Dulaney touched his head, a tender place the size of a peach.

“I wish you hadn’t taken on the cops, Jack.”

“I’ve got nothing against cops as a rule, but the sight of a billy club gets my back up. I’ve known too many good people who got their heads busted open just because they were down on their luck. So here I am.”

“I hear judges get real mean when you start fighting with cops.”

“The guard says he’ll give me six months, unless I’ve got the money for the fine. That seems to be automatic for a first offense. If I volunteer to go to the work camp he’ll cut my time in half.”

“What are you talking about, a chain gang?”

“They don’t call it that and they don’t chain you together. I get the feeling it’s not official and maybe that’s why we get to choose. The word comes back to the prisoners through the guards—if you work, they’ll cut your time; if you don’t, you go to jail and serve it all.”

“Man, that stinks. Goddamn judge is probably getting paid off.”

“Maybe so, but I’m going to take it. I’ll use it in a book.”

Kendall didn’t say anything but again Dulaney felt a strain in the room between them. He couldn’t put his finger on it, what it was about Kendall that had bothered him from the start. He thought there was a lie somewhere, that some part of Kendall’s old life had been omitted or fabricated, and Kendall couldn’t lie without turning away. Kendall had been an accomplished radio actor who could live a dozen lies a week on the air, but in real life he was like Dulaney: he couldn’t lie to a friend.

“What’s the matter with you, Marty? Something’s been eating you since the day we met.”

The deputy’s voice cut across the room. “You boys about done?”

“Give us one more minute,” Dulaney said.

He leaned over, and softly, so the guard wouldn’t hear, said, “Are you in trouble with the law?”

“Hell no. I’ve never even been inside a jail before today. Christ, why would you even think of something like that?”

“I’ve been around enough men on the lam to know another one when I see him. Something’s been on your mind, right from the start.”

Kendall shook his head, a slight movement, barely perceptible. “That doesn’t make any sense. How could I be running from the law and still trying to get back into radio?”

Dulaney waited but Kendall did not enlighten him. The guard made a time’s-up motion with his hands. Dulaney said, “Look, I’d appreciate it if you’d check me out of that hotel. Pick up my papers and my notes. There’s a half-finished story I’m working on: make sure you get that. Put it in a box and stash it in the trunk of the car.”

“Consider it done.”

“You’ve been a good friend, Marty. Even if I’m not always sure I know you.”

“Let’s go, boys,” the deputy said.

But then at the last moment Kendall said, “Just one more thing. Do you know a woman named Holly Carnahan?”

Dulaney tensed. “Yes, I know Holly.”

“There’s a letter for you at the hotel. It just came today. It’s three months old.”

“Go back to the hotel right now,” Dulaney said. “Open it and read it, then come here tomorrow and tell me what it says.” 


( ( ( 3 ) ))


HE thought about Holly all afternoon and occasionally he thought about Kendall. He still thought Kendall had done something somewhere. Maybe it hadn’t been illegal but it had shamed him and kept him looking over his shoulder. Kendall had suddenly appeared at Santa Anita last November, a fellow down on his luck who’d drifted into racetrack life hoping to find some contentment there. It was a lean life. A man could walk horses six hours and make $3. He could sleep free on an army cot in the tack room, and $3 was good money when all he needed was food and an occasional pair of dungarees. Dulaney knew men who had done this all their lives.

A camaraderie forms between men who cook for one another on tack room hot plates and take their suppers together in racetrack kitchens: who pick up one another’s mail, sleep in the same small room, and shower in the same open bathhouse. But the race meet never got under way that winter. Pearl Harbor got bombed and the whole West Coast was a military zone, the racetrack put under control of the army. “There’s a rumor that we’re closed for the duration,” Kendall said one night. “They’re going to turn it into a camp for American Japs.”

Until they did, the horses had to be walked. In one sense it didn’t matter: Kendall and Dulaney each had a greater purpose in life. Dulaney had a book to write and Kendall kept talking about returning to big-time radio. Kendall had been one of New York’s busiest radio actors. In his best year, 1938, he had worked fifteen shows a week, hopping across networks and using the full range of his talent on the soap serials of Frank and Anne Hummert. He was an elderly shopkeeper on John’s Other Wife and a high-strung concert pianist on Just Plain Bill. He carried a torch for Young Widder Brown, helped Stella Dallas find her lost daughter, Laurel, and plotted against Lord Henry Brinthrope on Our Gal Sunday. Kendall spoke of these melodramas so often that Dulaney could almost hear them in his mind, though he seldom listened to the radio. To Kendall it was part of a glorious past, lost to alcohol. The Hummerts gave no second chances: Kendall had missed a rehearsal and was fired from six continuing daytime roles. Word spread through the trade: Kendall was on the bottle. Within a year he was finished.

Dulaney had told Kendall little of his life. Kendall knew he was writing a book, but Dulaney had not revealed what he wrote or how long it might take him to finish it. Dulaney had made himself a promise: he would finally get serious about his new novel, which would be dedicated to his dead friend Tom. He rented a room offtrack, where he worked from noon, when the last horse was walked cool and put away, until the creative spark burned out, around seven o’clock at night. Then he’d walk back to the track, across the endless parking lot to the stable area, where he’d eat supper with Kendall and turn in by nine. In the morning it would begin again. They divvied up the chores and Kendall always picked up the mail for both of them. Kendall had a thing about the mail: he was always there when the mail room opened in the morning, and his pursuit of the mail now struck Dulaney as curious. Dulaney never got any mail. He had drifted after Tom’s death, moving from one racetrack to another, seldom bothering with changes of address until Kendall met him at Santa Anita.

On days when his novel bogged down he wrote short stories about racetrackers. His agent had begun placing them in magazines, and one day Kendall saw one of the magazines and asked if he might read what Dulaney had written. It was a sad tale about a man who had bought a cheap and gimpy claiming horse, saving it from the killers: how he’d done this with money he’d put away for his daughter’s education, how he’d nursed the horse back to health, but an unscrupulous trainer, posing as a friend, had stolen the horse through the claiming process just as it was ready to win again. Kendall chased him down with a wild, excited look in his eyes. He followed Dulaney around the tow ring, gushing over the lyrical truth of what Dulaney had written.

Dulaney had published six of the racetracker stories and now Kendall read them all. And in Dulaney’s small success Kendall saw the chance of his own salvation. “Jack, these would make fantastic radio plays. If you can put ’em in script, I know I could get a national client interested. Once you’ve got a client, the networks fight over you.”

Dulaney was intrigued in spite of himself and Kendall was on fire with it. “Man, I’m talking about real radio, not the junk I did for the Hummerts. I’m talking about something so new and exciting that nobody knows how good it can be.”

Dulaney led his horse off under the trees for a roll in the sand. Kendall persisted, following at his heels. “You’ve got a gift, Jack, and I’m gonna be your calling card straight to the big time. I know everybody in New York radio. I’ll be your agent.”

“I’ve got an agent, Marty. His name’s Harold Ober.”

“Get rid of him. He can’t do what I can do for you.”

“I was a long time getting this agent. He represents William Faulkner and some other writers I admire.” Dulaney didn’t like saying this. It made him feel like a cheap name-dropper. But when Kendall still wasn’t impressed, he said, “Maybe you’ve heard of Scott Fitzgerald. Ober was his agent, so if I seem a little too proud of myself, that’s the reason why.”

Kendall smiled sadly, like a man losing an argument he should by all rights be winning. “Goddammit, Dulaney, you could be another Norman Corwin. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Even Dulaney had heard of Corwin, resident genius on the Columbia Network, who was said to be producing the first real literature of the air. Dulaney had always wanted to hear one of Corwin’s programs but had never been next to a radio when they came on.

They stood in the Santa Anita mail room filling out change-of-address forms, and he told Kendall he’d think about it. Maybe he’d write and ask Ober about it when they got up to Tanforan.

The next night Kendall had a radio playing in the tack room. On Monday they heard A Tale of Two Cities with Ronald Colman playing his role from the movie. Dulaney knew Dickens well and he figured they’d caught the heart of it, dressed it up with music and sound, and made it play in his mind, all in sixty minutes, less gab time for Lux soap. He stood in the shedrow and filled his water cup as the guillotine fell, and he looked off to the Hollywood hills, fifteen miles away, where they were doing it at that exact moment, and he was touched by the miracle of it.

They pooled their money, $75, and bought a car: a bright red Essex twelve years old with a radio that played. On a warm Sunday night they drove north looking for work. They listened to a mangy love drama, then an all-girl orchestra that reached across the country from Cincinnati. It was WLW, Kendall said: “Greatest signal in the universe. You can’t flush your crapper in Dayton without WLW comes out of the pipes.”

What amazed Dulaney was the versatility, the scope. You heard something great, then something so bad it almost hurt your ears to listen. Bad or good, it never stopped. Radio consumed material like a runaway fire. It burned words like tinder.

They arrived at Tanforan, just south of Frisco, but again the horses had been moved out and Japanese families were living in the stalls. A cop had replaced the guard at the stable gate and the place had the air of a concentration camp. Dulaney walked around the compound and watched the processing through the high wire fence. New arrivals were unloaded from a truck while a fat man in uniform called their names. “Mr. Ben Doi,” the man said, and Mr. Doi stepped forward and his eyes found Dulaney’s through the wire. The woman who was probably his wife looked at no one. Their children faced the terrors of the camp with brave, dry eyes. The little girl saw Dulaney watching and waved shyly, and suddenly he felt a streak of indignation. What had these Japs done to be yanked out of their homes and locked in a barn still reeking of horse turds? I will write about this, he thought.

It looked like racing was finished on the coast. They heard that Bay Meadows might still have a meet, and Longacres might open if a man wanted to go to Seattle on the chance of it. But there was plenty of work; the depression was over and they had no trouble finding jobs. Kendall had their mail routed to general delivery and they slipped into new lives away from the horses. They were working half days in a labor pool, giving Dulaney five good hours to write. At night Kendall would come and dole out what mail there was; they’d eat supper together and perhaps later they’d listen to the radio and talk about heading east. Soon there’d be a summer lull on the air as the big-time comedians and the established crime shows took their eight-week vacations. This was the time to try something new.

It was a daunting prospect to a high school dropout who had never seen the inside of a broadcast station. He put off writing to Ober and started another racetracker story. Then he got arrested, and now it would be a while before Ober heard from him about anything. 

( ( ( 4 ) ) )

IN the morning he was taken to the same room, where Kendall was already waiting at the same table. Kendall looked pale, like a man who’d slept with a goblin. Or a bottle. Dulaney felt heartsick in the face of news that was sure to be bad, but when Kendall spoke, it was not about Holly at all. “What’s going on with you, Jack?”

“What’s going on how? What are you talkin’ about?”

“Yesterday you asked me what’s going on with me. Now I’m asking you the same question. There’s something you haven’t told me about.”

Dulaney fought back his impatience. “That could be anything. There’s a lot two fellows won’t know about each other when they haven’t been together six months yet. Hell, Marty, you know I’m not the confessor type.”

“I’m not talking about your love life.” Kendall’s eyes were red and watery.

Again Dulaney wondered if he’d dropped off the wagon and he decided to ask straight-out. “Are you drinking again?”

“Not a drop, Jack. I swear, I haven’t had a drink the whole year.”

“Then what’s wrong with you?”

“I just need to tell you something. I’ve been thinking about it for some time now, but I don’t know how to get at it.”

Kendall was sitting half turned in the chair, looking at Dulaney in profile. He’s in pain, Dulaney thought: somebody worked him over.

“What happened to you, Marty? You look like you can barely sit up.”

“I took a fall, that’s all.” But as their eyes met, the truth came out: Kendall shrugged and said, “I got mugged last night.”

Dulaney started to speak but Kendall cut him off. “That guard’s not gonna give us all day.” But again as Dulaney waited the seconds ticked away.

Finally Kendall said, “The road does funny things to two guys. After a while you grow on each other. You know what I’m saying?”

Dulaney nodded, but warily. 

“So what do you think, Jack? Am I your friend, or just some goombah you’re killing time with?”

Kendall was looking straight into his eyes now and Dulaney understood what he wanted. Acquaintances came and went; a friend was for life, and Dulaney had never made friends easily. You never knew about each other until you had passed some test of fire together.

The question hung in the air and now Dulaney had to grope for an answer. What he said was half-assed but the best he could do. “I think we’ve got the start of a good friendship. There’s no telling where something like that can go.”

Kendall gave a dry little laugh.

“These things take time, Marty. But I do believe we’ll be friends.”

Kendall looked at his feet. “Well, I’ve come to think of you as my friend, even if you don’t quite feel that way. But maybe it’s time I moved on.”

“If that’s how it is, I can understand that.”

“There’s nothing I can do for you here. I’d just be marking time. Maybe later, if you wanted to look me up.”

Dulaney just watched him. Something was eating him, you could see it working on him. The lie, Dulaney thought: he’s trying to get rid of all the stuff he’s been lying about.

“I want you to remember this,” Kendall said. “What I told you about radio is God’s truth. You could set that world on its ass. You already know how to make words live. And you’ve got one other thing. You make people want to do their best for you. I hear Corwin’s got that. Maybe that’s why he directs his own stuff so well. People give him everything they’ve got. This is all gospel now, straight from the heart.”

“I never doubted that. At least I know you believe it.”

“Hang on to that thought because now I’ve got to tell you something that hurts. You’ve already guessed it, I haven’t been square with you. We didn’t just meet by accident. I was sent to find you.”

Dulaney glared across the table. “You found me months ago. Why am I just hearing about it now? And who the hell is this who’s taken such an interest in my habits?”

Kendall shook his head. “I’ve got some more thinking to do before I decide to tell you that.”

“Did somebody rough you up on my account?”

Kendall said nothing but his silence said much. 

“Who beat you up, Marty?”

“Just a thug. Some goddamn mulligan. I don’t know who he was.”

“But you know why he did it. Don’t deny that, I can see it in your face. Somebody sent him to work you over. Something about me.”

Dulaney thought about old enemies, but none he could remember would have gone to such trouble. Suddenly the guard stirred and Dulaney was aware of the time. “What about Holly?”

“I don’t know. She seems to be the cause of it.”

Dulaney absorbed this in a long moment. “This is hard for me to imagine. In all these months you never once mentioned her name.”

“You weren’t supposed to know.”

“Know what, for Christ’s sake?” Dulaney’s anger was so strong now that Kendall could barely look at him.

“I’m sorry, Jack. It was just an acting job to me. That’s how it started. Then we got to know each other.”

“You son of a bitch.”

“I did it because I needed the money. I didn’t know you or this woman.” Kendall tried to look away but Dulaney gripped his arm.

“Tell me about the letter.”

“She . . . said she needed something. Something you’ve been holding for her. She had . . . gotten herself in some kind of jam. Butted heads with somebody, made herself a powerful enemy.”

This sounded unreal. It sounded calmly terrifying. It grew like a virus, gripping him tighter with every heartbeat.

“What was it she wanted?”

“Don’t you know that?”

“How the hell would I know? When was this letter mailed?”

“Postmark was February.”

Three months ago. She had been in trouble three months ago and had written him for help.

“Where was it mailed?”

“Someplace called Sadler, Pennsylvania.”

Her hometown. The weight of it grew as he sat thinking. “This changes everything,” he whispered.

Kendall didn’t seem to hear, or understand what he meant. “Listen, Jack, if you want my strong advice, I say send her what she wants. Tell me where it is and I’ll take care of it for you today. Maybe it’s some little thing her father sent.” 

Again this startled him. “How do you know about her father?”

“That’s not important now. We’re gonna run out of time.”

Dulaney nodded at the guard, hoping to buy a few extra minutes. “I haven’t got anything of Holly’s,” he said. “Her father never sent me anything.”

Kendall leaned toward him, his face flushed. “Jack, listen to me. Whatever it is, let’s give it up. These people aren’t fooling around. Man, I think that gorilla cracked one of my ribs.”

“Who are these bastards? . . . You called the tough one a mulligan. In my lingo that’s an Irish hood.”

“He’s Irish, all right.” Kendall swallowed hard and Dulaney could see the pain in his face. “He doesn’t matter. He’s just a thug.”

Dulaney sat still, listening to time run down in his head. Three months ago she had been in trouble. Three months.

“Time’s up, boys.”

Dulaney said, “Just a minute, please,” and suddenly he had a hundred questions and no time for any of them.

“Did you get my stuff out of the hotel?”

“It’s in the car. But listen, Jack—”

Dulaney held up his hand. “I’m coming out of here.”

“How, for Christ’s sake?”

“You can always run from a road gang if you’re willing to risk taking some buckshot.”

Kendall closed his eyes and shuddered. “Are you crazy?”

“You can help me, or not. Either way I’m coming out.”

Suddenly the thing took another twist. Kendall leaned close and his voice was a trembly whisper. “You’re going to get yourself killed for nothing. Listen to me now, Jack. Listen! . . . There is no letter.”

“Now what are you saying?”

“There is no letter. There never was any letter. I was told to say that. I’m telling you the truth now, Jack. It’s all a ruse.”

The deputy coughed. “Come on, boys, let’s wind it up.”

Dulaney smiled and made a plea with his hands. “I’m coming out, Marty,” he whispered. “It’s up to you whether you want to help me or not.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Find out where the work camp is. Play that lawyer role you do so well, see if they’ll tell you where they took us. If you can leave the car on the nearest road east of the camp, do that. If you can’t, I’m out of luck and on my own.”

Dulaney cocked his head. “This is going to be damned hit-or-miss but it’s the only chance I’ve got. I’ll run east in the morning, just as the sun comes up.”

He stared into Kendall’s eyes. “This means you’ll be on foot. It’s a risk I’m asking you to take, but I’ll be in prison clothes and I’m gonna need that car.”

He reached across the table and gripped Kendall’s hand. This was their test of fire.

Kendall smiled, wary and pale. “That’s what I meant about you, Jack. You always make people do their best for you. Hope it doesn’t get you killed.”


( ( ( 5 ) ))


BY the time he got to the county court it had all been reduced to a formality. He pleaded guilty and that afternoon a bus with barred windows came for the new prisoners and took them into the hills east of Oakland.

Their destination was Camp Bob Howser, a cluster of barrackslike buildings surrounded by a wire fence with squat guard posts at two corners. He was given an issue of clothes, gingham gray, and made to wear a duck-billed cap. He never learned who Bob Howser was. Nobody seemed to care.

The warden, a thin bald-headed man named Murf Ladson, was exactly what Dulaney expected. He walked in front of the ragged men cradling a shotgun and looking into each gaunt face. He stopped and looked at Dulaney and the look was as old as time, coming up through all the endless wars between authority and defiance. This one I’ll have trouble with, the warden thought, and Dulaney could see the thought in his face. The warden leaned close enough to share the last sour memory of his meat loaf and ketchup dinner. “Mess with me, big man, and you’ll wish to Christ you hadn’t.”

So we are slaves here, Dulaney thought: sold down the river to the same mean-hearted overseer Uncle Tom knew. In another time it might not bother him. Now he’d kiss the devil’s ass for a greater gain tomorrow, but a primal loathing lingered between them.

At the end of the line the warden turned to face the sorry crew the county had sent him. “The only thing that matters here is the schedule. We’re clearing land for a state road going through. If the state says get it cleared by July, I want it done by the middle of June. I always beat the schedule. Now, you boys get your asses on that truck. You got five good working hours left in the day.”

They were taken into the hills. There were stumps to be cut out of the earth and burned, rocks to be broken and dug up. The men were watched by guards in plain clothes and the guards carried shotguns but there were no shackles. The men were mostly vagrants and drunks, not violent criminals. Few would ever muster the grit to make a break for it. Kendall was probably right: it was a little pocket of county corruption, with the judge getting kickbacks for free labor.

The country was on wartime. The Daylight Savings Act had been passed in February, giving them an extra hour of daylight for the duration. This meant they could work till eight, and as the summer came on, the workday could be pushed back even later. The men were quiet and grim. Dulaney worked steady and hard and tried to make the guards forget he existed.

That night there was a blackout. The truck had shades over its headlights that were supposed to make it invisible from the air if the Japs were flying over. The whole West Coast was nervous and Japhappy. As Kendall and Dulaney had come north from Los Angeles they heard rumors of a Japanese invasion coming out of every crack and doorway.

At Camp Bob Howser the guard was doubled on blackout nights. It was Monday: the men would change clothes on Wednesday, and again on Saturday when they took their weekly gang shower. They ate in a smoky room with blackout curtains, a mix of flour and beans and ground meat ladled out of a pot by a Mexican cook. In their bunks the men lay soaked in sweat, staring into blackness.

Somewhere in the night came the hum of airplanes. 

“Hey, Billy,” said a voice across the way. “Them sound like Uncle Sugar’s planes to you?”

“Sure they do, sure they do, why the hell wouldn’t they be?”

“I heard the Nip planes got a different sound to ’em.”

“Shaddap, Mac,” said a third voice. “Keep it to yourself.”

Dulaney closed his eyes.

He dreamed of Holly. And there was Tom, alive again.

( ( ( 6 ) ) )

THEY were sitting on the steps of his old apartment house, listening to the Yanks play the Red Sox. DiMaggio homered in the sixth and Tom went to get some beer. But then he’d met some fellows who had a crap game going, and time got away from him.

Holly and Jack talked into the evening and something happened. The air between them was charged with it. At seven o’clock Holly said, “I think we’ve been abandoned. Let’s go get something to eat.”

Over supper in the neighborhood cookhouse he learned about her life. She lived on Keeler Avenue in a Pennsylvania coal-mining town, where her father had taught school for years. But classes were consolidated and the school closed when the depression came; their savings vanished, and with $900 remaining on the house, Holly learned about the threat of foreclosure.

Her father went on the road looking for work. It was 1932, the cruelest year, the year of the hobo whore, when thousands of young girls sold themselves in hallways and sent the money home. Families broke apart but not theirs. Carnahan wrote them every week: sometimes he sent money, but there were days when all he could manage was the penny postcard. He sent that without fail, no matter how hard his life was.

Holly was sixteen. Her mother was an invalid and their survival was largely up to her. She washed and mended for the miners; cooked and carried food to the mines. Corn bread, rice, and black-eyed peas. Hot bean soup dished up from a steaming iron kettle off the tailgate of her daddy’s old pickup. She could sit with the miners and put it away with most of them. A few years after her father left home, a photographer from Life came through and took her picture for a “Faces of a Depressed America” layout. She sat on the running board with her mud-streaked skirt pushed down between her legs, her hair limp from the rain and a steaming cup of soup in her hands. She didn’t know if they had ever put it in the magazine. It cost ten cents a week to find out, and that seemed pretty damned extravagant under the circumstances.

They were survivors, though. Whenever something threatened the house, a miracle seemed to happen: Holly would get work downtown, money would come from her father—something would happen so she could get up the mortgage. A few times her father had come home. He looked around Sadler and talked of how things were getting better: how maybe in another year or two he could come home for good. But he never did.

Her mother died in 1937. Carnahan arrived too late for the funeral. He hung around for a week, stayed away from old friends, and left again when he saw that Holly could take care of herself. But she always got her penny postcard. It came every Monday, year in and year out.

Tom had met her on a train: her first trip east, to visit her father in New York. She was twenty-two then, in the summer of 1938. Jack had never known anyone that young who bristled with intelligence and wit and had the manners to go with it. But she never showed off: he loved that about her from the start. She dismissed her abilities as trivial and counted her understanding of the world as her father’s accomplishment. “That’s my dad talking,” she would say. “He made sure I knew what to read, from the time I was able to crawl down from the high chair.”

She didn’t know where life was taking her. She had always wanted to sing with a big band but the only singing she’d ever done was in the Sadler Presbyterian Church. Her voice was full at fifteen, and sometimes she thought she could lift the roof off that little wooden building with nothing more than the power in her lungs.

“So that’s me,” she said, blushing slightly. “What about you?”

Dulaney was born in Charleston, and he too was formed by his father. For years Jack’s father had lived in sin with Tom’s mother, Megan Rooney, and the boys were raised as brothers. Aunt Meg was a lifelong Catholic and could not get a divorce from her old husband, wherever he was.

His schooling ended with his father’s death but his education had never stopped. He read hundreds of books before he was twenty and remembered much of what he had read. He and Tom were big strapping kids and had found work even in the worst years of the depression. In their late teens they went on the road together, working their way across the country and through the cities of the East and Midwest. For a time Jack had bounced drunks in a Manhattan speakeasy. He had walked horses at Belmont and had loaded hundred-pound sacks of cocoa beans on the Brooklyn waterfront. He took up boxing and had once sparred with Jack Sharkey. In one furious round Sharkey had busted his ear and made him disqualify ever after for the military. He had uncorked a powerhouse right and dropped Sharkey flat on his ass, but he didn’t tell her that. It would seem too much like bragging.

His love affair with words continued and he began to write, supporting himself with odd jobs. He and Tom drifted through the Midwest, doing terrible grunt work on an Oklahoma pipeline. There he met a writer, Jim Thompson, and in Oklahoma City, Thompson took him to a few meetings of communists. He didn’t like the politics and soon stopped going. But Thompson liked him, and when Thompson became head of the WPA Federal Writers Project in Oklahoma, he hired Dulaney as a writer at $65 a month. They were putting out a road-by-road guide to the state, and Dulaney’s job was to travel the back roads and write what he saw.

Its lasting impact was what he learned from Thompson. Dulaney had always been a careful, plodding writer. He believed in the powers of the unconscious mind and the importance of dreams, and he was trying to teach himself to meditate immediately after sleep, to call up those hidden visions for his use as a writer before they slipped away forever. The mind worked while the body slept, but Thompson taught him another kind of writing. How to get it said fast, because if you wanted to make a living you had to deal with magazines that paid half a cent a word. You couldn’t be Hemingway at rates like that.

Holly was thrilled that he had written a novel. Alfred A. Knopf had published it in the spring of 1937, billing it as a story of the proletariat. Sales had been nil, but it had a short second life when Senator Bilbo of Mississippi denounced it as dangerously communistic and untruthfully sympathetic to the Negro. But Dulaney had lived it. It was neither untruthful nor pro-communist, and he wore the condemnation of rednecks easily and well.

She had never been to New York and she wanted to see it all. Not the tourist traps: she wanted to see the neighborhoods. She waved off the Statue and the Empire State in favor of a day on the Lower East Side. Walking where people lived and worked was what she liked best: browsing in their shops, listening to accents still mired in Old Europe. She had a nose for finding the city’s most authentic eating places and she would eat anything; she had an iron constitution, she never got sick.

At night she was off to dinner with her father, and Tom made his first shivery confession. “I never felt like this before, Jack. Man, I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.” On Friday and Saturday her dad had to work overtime and Tom took her to a Harlem hot spot. The next night they insisted that Jack come along and the three of them wound up in Yorkville. “I’ve heard it’s like some neighborhood right out of Munich,” she said. “We can get a close-up look at what the Nazis are up to.” Their cabdriver was a beefy Irish pug who lectured as he drove. “This used to be a great neighborhood. All kinds of people before the heinies took it over. There’s still an Irish section on Eightieth between Fifth and Lexington but it’s going to hell south of there. Lots of coloreds on Seventy-ninth, nothing but spics on Ninetieth. But this is what you came for. This is what it is today.”

He turned into Eighty-sixth, awash with Bavarian glitter. “They call this street Hitler’s Broadway.”

She wanted to walk. She was charmed by the European flavor as accordion music followed them down the block: lighthearted polkas from the dance halls and heartrending torch songs from the cabarets. They passed an open-air restaurant with yodeling waiters, doormen decked out in high socks and brief leather pants, suspenders, and Tyrolean hats. The neighborhood rippled with nightlife and almost everything seemed to be open.

“This would be lovely,” Holly said, “if only you could separate it from Hitler.” 

They saw Nazi newspapers for sale everywhere. There were Nazi magazine stands, tiny film houses with movies of Nazi content, and in the windows of souvenir shops were brown shirts and swastikas. The young German woman stood in the doorway, smoking a cigarette and smiling blondly as they looked in her window. “Good evening . . . Can I interest you in some flagks from Chermany?”

Holly stepped inside. “I have some lovely things here,” the woman said. “A scarf, perhaps, from Berlin. I just got these last week.”

The scarf was a scenic cloth with subtle black lines separating its panels. But on closer look the lines became hundreds of tiny swastikas. “I was thinking of something more, um, you know, German American,” Holly said, and the German woman looked away and her smile faded to nothing. “You are in the wrong part of town for merchandise like that. Surely you must know where you are.” Holly smiled and said, “Aren’t I in America?” The woman came along behind her, straightening her scarves with exaggerated patience. “You want to go down to Times Square, you’ll find what you want there. Lots of American flagks, maybe even some British. You like the British?”

The woman went away but they could hear her in the back room, talking German on the telephone. Almost at once a group of young men gathered on the sidewalk outside the store. Holly came out and they continued their leisurely stroll with a pack of wolves on their trail. Tom draped an arm over Holly’s shoulder and whistled “The Star-Spangled Banner” in short phrases as they walked. They went into a place called the Konditorei and sat at a table in a corner. The waiter brought them pastries and coffee and was pleasant until the brownshirts gathered in his doorway. “No trouble in here,” he said. “You’ll have to leave now.”

“We’re not done eating yet,” Tom said.

The boys came in. None of them was older than eighteen. They took seats in an intimidating semicircle a few feet away. Their leader spoke: “So. Who are you people?”

Tom leaned forward and said, “So, who are you people?”

“We’re the Hitler Youth Movement. We’re here to save America from the Jews.”

“Lucky America. So what do I look like, a Jew?”

The boy pointed at Holly. “She was rude to Frau Hessin. She should go back and apologize.” 

“Maybe it’s just a cultural misunderstanding. In this country it’s not polite to point at someone when the lady’s sitting right here in front of you.”

The boy cocked an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Absolutely. This is Miss Carnahan. And if you point your finger at her again I’ll break it off and shove it up your nose. Then you can go see Miss Gretchenweiler and tell her about it yourself.”

“You are insulting. You’d better pay attention. There are six of us here.”

“Seven. I guess they don’t teach you to count that high in the Hitler Youth Movement.”

“So, seven of us. Two of you.”

“Which almost makes it even. Maybe you’d like to call for help.”

The boy flushed red.

“Take your time,” Tom said. “We’ll wait.”

“You think the big man there scares us?”

“He does if you’re smart. He doesn’t talk, he just kills.”

The boy pushed back his chair. “He’s an idiot, he doesn’t scare us. I’d get out of Yorkville if I were you.”

They sauntered out the door and Holly let out a long breath. Tom said, “Finish your strudel stuff,” but she had lost her appetite for it. Now when they walked back up the street faces watched them from storefronts. People looked down from second-story windows and eyes followed them from across the street.

That was Tom. Afraid of nothing, impudent and brash. But he was nervous when he met her father, on her last day in town.

“I don’t think he liked me much,” he told Jack that night. “He was way too polite, and I don’t think I ever got to first base with him.”

She came over to say good-bye and Tom did everything but beg her to stay. “Come live in New York if you love it so much. What the hell are you doing back in that little town?”

She never answered that. She had a job there but it wasn’t important. Her mother was gone, her father hadn’t lived there in years, and she seemed to have no close friendships to hold her there. “She’s got nothing back there,” Tom said in disbelief, after she’d gone. “Can you imagine a great girl like her with no friends at all? And she still won’t give up that half-assed town.” 

They wrote each other and in August Tom went to Pennsylvania for a visit. She came east again in the fall and they went club hopping on Fifty-second Street. Jack got a date for himself, a woman he had met a few months earlier. Her name was Bonnie and she was pretty and full of fun. But he couldn’t keep his eyes away from Holly. A dozen times he found himself staring, and when it finally happened that she looked at him, what he saw was what he felt, and he looked away quickly.

Her voice came out of the predawn darkness at Camp Bob Howser, toasting them all that Thanksgiving three years ago. A special toast for her father. “To you, Dad, you wonderful old cuss. You made me think. You made me learn. You gave me hope.”

Carnahan might have been his own father: a man of fifty-something who shared what he knew with reluctance and tact. If Jack had expected a scholar, he was surprised to meet a workingman like himself. A man in dungarees and a flannel shirt, wearing a battered fedora.

That was the beginning of his strange relationship with Carnahan: strange because it largely excluded Holly, who was the reason for it, and Tom, who was Jack’s best friend and Carnahan’s certain son-in-law-to-be. Sometimes on a Saturday he’d meet Carnahan downtown and they’d kill an afternoon prowling through the secondhand-book stores on Fourth Avenue. In the evenings they’d meet in a neighborhood bar, where they’d sit and talk philosophy or their own short brushes with communism. Carnahan too had been to a few meetings in his day. “I was really taken with Marx when I first went out on the road. I was ready to buy the whole package. You see so damned much greed in this country, and the system seems to reward it again and again. But eventually you see the holes in that communistic ideal and you know that’s never gonna work.”

They talked literature and Carnahan read his book. “A damn good and honest work,” he said. In a Brooklyn pool hall he showed Jack how to make a cushion shot. He looked up from his beer and finally, in that quiet but direct way of his, said the unthinkable.

“This thing between Holly and Tom. It’s not right.”

Jack froze over his stick.

“What’s more, you know why it’s not right.”

Jack held up his hands, as if he could push the words away. “I don’t think we should talk like this.” 

Carnahan leaned his stick against the wall. “Tom’s always wondering why she won’t move to New York. Listen, Jack, and know the truth. She won’t come here because of you. That child has seen more trouble and heartache than a dozen others her age. She can’t stand thinking that someday she might be the cause of you and Tom falling out.”

“She won’t be.”

“Maybe she should be, if it’s a lie that holds you together.”

“I really can’t get into this.”

Carnahan circled the table. “Well, somebody’d better get into it. And damn soon too.”

A light clicked on at Camp Bob Howser. The guard came through the barracks, rousing the men for their fifteen-hour day. In the kitchen, with the blackout curtains still pulled tight and the air heavy from last night’s mess, the men ate a breakfast of cold toast and warm mush. Dulaney heard the truck pull up outside, and he faced the coming day.

( ( ( 7 ) ) )

HE dropped off the truck as the sun hit the eastern sky and lit up the earth around him. The guard riding in back with the men turned his face to the west and Dulaney was gone.

He rolled into the ditch and splashed face first into a puddle of standing water. He elbowed up the ditch, ready to jump up and make the forty-yard run to the woods, but the outcry he expected never came.

Slowly he raised his head. Some of the prisoners on the flatbed were watching him but no one gave him away. The guard looked over the top of the cab, the shotgun resting on his shoulder, and the truck turned up a rocky trail and disappeared into the trees.

He ran due east. It was a risky move that would take him right past the work site. Maybe he’d be bold enough to walk up and ask ’em the time of day, like Rebel pickets did with the Yankee enemy in the woods around Charleston eighty years ago. They might not expect that. The dogs would know better, but often simpleminded men wouldn’t listen to dogs if the dogs didn’t do what struck them as logical. Think that and be caught, he thought.

The ground sloped down and he heard water rushing. A stream would be good when they set the hounds after him, but he never came across it. His need to run east was urgent, and gradually the sound of the water faded away.

A vision of Holly chased him down the gulch. He had a sharp premonition that he’d never see her again if he got caught, so he wouldn’t get caught. This is how simple life can be.

The sun was now well over the hills ahead. It shone through the trees and cast the forest in an eerie silver blue haze.

He was good with time and he knew when he’d been running ten minutes. He was good with distance and direction and he knew the work site would be coming up on his left any second now.

He thought of Kendall and the car. His confidence in the existence of a connecting road was not strong. There was a certain logic to it but it could be a mile away or twenty, he had no way of knowing. At best he’d have a forty-minute lead. Without a stream to wash away his scent, the dogs would run him to earth in two hours.

The woods thinned and he heard voices. He was close enough now to see the men. The truck was gone, the third guard with it. One of the remaining guards stood among the men; the other circled the clearing with his shotgun, coming within spitting distance before moving on past.

Dulaney eased away and ran hard to the east. Ten minutes later he saw a power line in the distance, then a narrow gravel road. No telling if Kendall had come, but he turned north with his hope running high.

It was a simple country road, just wide enough for two cars to pass. He kept to the woods, hidden if a car should come from either way, near enough to run out if Kendall should come in the Essex. Underbrush raked his arms and face, drawing blood, but he ran this way for many minutes. Then he heard a car coming and he dropped to the earth.

He ducked his head as the car came in sight. Not the Essex: couldn’t miss that fire engine red. It was a black Ford; he saw no more before it was past and gone. Black Ford with a sticky valve, heading north into the deep woods.

He was up again and on the move, jogging through the brush. Made half a mile before he stopped in his tracks to listen. Heard the same car, same sticky engine, idling in the woods just ahead. The brush was very thick: he had to move slowly so as not to make a rustle. But as he eased ahead he saw what had to be the Essex, its bright red finish flashing through the trees. Then the Ford, which had pulled alongside and stopped with its motor running.

He saw two men but just shapes through the brush; couldn’t get closer without being seen himself. They seemed to be looking through the car, had the trunk up, and when they spoke he heard what they said.

“At least we know where he’s goin’.”

The Irishman.

“What do you want to do?” said the other after a moment.

“Poot everythin’ back, just as it was, and let’s get out of here.”

The trunk slammed shut. The Irishman came around to the shotgun side of the Ford. “If I get me hands on that fooker again it’ll be more than a few bad ribs he’ll be havin’.”

The car backed into the road and drove away south. Dulaney stood still, his nerves tight, until the sound of the engine faded away.

He picked his way into the clearing and looked into the car. Kendall had left the ignition key and some clothes for him on the front seat. He changed quickly, rolling his prison grays into a ball and stuffing them under the seat. He opened the trunk and there were his papers from the hotel: just inside the box, his notebook. He opened the notebook and found a hundred-dollar bill and a note from Kendall.


   Jack,

If you’ve made it this far, I’m glad. I think we will have a lot to talkabout when we see each other again. I’m sorry I was such a rotten friendbut maybe I can make it up. I’m going to tell you what I know.

If you read this in time, check into the Franklin Hotel in Sacramento.Use the name Jerry Sellers and I’ll try to call you tonight. If not, I knowwhere you’re going and I’ll see you there.

The car’s full of gas and I’ve left you some money for the trip.

Marty

A vision of Kendall’s face wafted up from the trunk. Dulaney had a sinking feeling as he listened to the breeze. Then he heard the baying of the dogs.


( ( ( 8 ) ))


HE didn’t stop in Sacramento. Kendall would call and then move on, and if they were lucky they’d meet at Holly’s house in Pennsylvania. He had a need now to get there, and this was stronger than his other needs, to find Kendall and to hear what he’d say.

He drove through the day. Slowed by hairpin curves on both sides of Donner Pass, he felt his spirits rise as he crossed into Nevada.

On the other side of Reno the car broke down.

He got his papers out of the trunk. Somewhere ahead he would mail them to himself, at general delivery in Sadler, Pennsylvania.

He pushed ahead on foot.

( ( ( 9 ) ) )

SHE drew him on. Her face billowed out of the clouds at sunset and her voice beckoned him across the black wasteland. He walked on the edge of the highway, the great U.S. 6 that stretched across Nevada to Denver and points east. A million galaxies lit up the road. Ten billion worlds showed him the way.

A cowboy took him into Elko with its neon-lit whorehouses and its honky-tonk gambling parlors. There was a prewar gaiety to the town, a striking contrast to the tense, embattled climate of the coast. The next bus didn’t come through till nine in the morning, so he bought another canteen in an all-night gas station, filled it with water, and pushed on into the night.

He had rid himself of his papers and now carried only the canteens, slung over one shoulder. Time was no factor. He had slipped into that meditative state that enabled him to stop the clock and shut his mind to anything that turned him from his purpose. If his muscles ached, he wouldn’t feel them. He wouldn’t be bothered by the pain in his feet, or think of food. He was young and powerful, with deep stores of energy that had never been tapped.

Ghosts rose out of the desert.

When they were ten years old Tom had cut their hands and tied them together for an hour. They were blood brothers now. He thought of Holly and heard Tom say, Don’t beat yourself up over something that couldn’t be helped. She was never really mine.

A car came past, slowing as if to pick him up. He hoped he’d get a ride as far as Wells, where he could jump a train, maybe a cattle car going to market in Chicago. But suddenly he cringed as he heard that engine with the sticky valve. Maybe just chance: might be thousands of cars on the road like that, but he braced himself for whatever might come. Then the car went on, and he saw little more of it than a black shape going by.

He caught a ride and walked the last two miles into town. A pale rosy glow had begun in the east.

At a gas station he filled his canteens and headed over to the train yard. As he reached the corner he heard that car again. The ping of its engine caught his ear almost too late, but he looked up to see a black ’35 Ford swing into the next block. He got a glimpse of two men, dark shapes seen from behind.

And a license plate from the state of New Jersey.

He walked across the road and squatted in the bushes. He waited for a long time but the car didn’t come around again.

An hour later he hopped a train, heading east. 


( ( ( 10 ) ))


THE train took him to the stockyards in Denver and another train took him on across Kansas.

In Missouri he saw the effects of war. Long lines of trucks, and troops marching beside the road. He turned north and caught a ride into Illinois. He thought of the Carnahans as he trudged through the darkness, and the thought of her lightened his step and helped him forget that he had not stopped: that he had slept only briefly in the cattle car across Utah.

He had little hope of catching a ride before daylight. But his luck had turned and a salesman with a car full of dresses took him into Pennsylvania.

He walked up Keeler Avenue with his heart pounding hard and his knees buckling with fatigue. He knew her house: Tom had taken a picture on a trip here in 1939. It was a cracker box, Holly had said: respectable enough as long as the paint held up, but shabby now in hard times. There was a giant elm in the yard with a swing hanging from its lowest branch; a fence separating the house from its neighbor to the west and a hedge to the east. But the hedge was dying and the swing gone, a rotted remnant of rope the only trace of it. The front yard was deep in weeds and around the side a window was broken.

The house was abandoned. She was gone.

He clumped up on the porch, walked to the edge, and looked down the far side. The grass was parched, littered with cans and broken glass. The windows were so murky he could see nothing of the inside from the porch.

She was gone, though. Now he would have to find her.

Common sense told him what to do next. He bought some clothes, took a room, shaved, got a shower, rested, and ate.

Five hours later he walked through Keeler Avenue looking and feeling like a new man. He talked to everyone he met and knocked on every door but no one knew where she’d gone. The neighbor across the fence was not home; the neighbor across the hedge had not seen her in many weeks.

He went to her church. The minister had known her most of her life but had not seen her since January. She had always been a loner: long periods of absence were not unusual, and he had never known her to have a confidante or a best pal. She sang like an angel but never stayed around for social activities or Bible studies. The minister hoped she was a believer but you never could be sure. She had always been something of a mystery.

Her life had been full of tragedy. “I heard she had a fellow but he died at Pearl Harbor,” the minister said. Dulaney wondered if there’d ever been another fellow, before Tom, someone she might turn to in a bad moment. “She did have a boyfriend years ago. It was very serious. They had grown up together and everyone knew they’d marry. But he got killed in an automobile accident. Horrible thing, plowed his car into a trailer truck, went underneath, and took his head off. That’s what I mean by tragedy. It’s been a string of things, starting with her sister.”

Dulaney had never heard about a sister. “What happened to her?”

“Swimming accident at the lake when she was ten. Holly nearly drowned trying to save her. Their mother never did get over it and Holly always took the blame on herself. Makes you wonder—doesn’t it?—why God picks some people to suffer like that.”

“Yes it does,” Dulaney said. “It really makes you wonder.”

He walked up Main Street. Everyone knew her and no one had seen her.

Early that evening he was back on Keeler Avenue. Lightning flicked above the trees and thunder rumbled over the earth. He thought of Kendall and wondered where he was, and what he’d do when he arrived and found the house deserted. Move on, most likely: maybe head for Chicago where there might be radio jobs he could do. He wouldn’t wait around long. And neither can I, Dulaney thought. But I don’t know where to go.

He went around the house and climbed the steps to the back door. It hung loosely on its hinges, the wood splintered and smashed. He stepped into a musty kitchen littered with trash. The remnants of a dining table were pushed into a corner and three half-broken chairs were scattered about. There was an icebox, its door open, with tongs hanging on a board beside it and an ice pick on the floor. The sink had no modern plumbing: just a rusting hand pump, with brown streaks where the tile had chipped away. He touched the pump and it squeaked and gave off a puff of dust.

Across the hall someone had ransacked her bedroom. Pictures stripped from the wall, the floor covered with papers, the bed destroyed, pillows and mattresses cut open and thrown about. Everything was pulled out of the closets—dresses, shoes, a coat. He picked up one of her dresses and held it while his eyes scanned the room. He saw a map pinned to the wall—a road map of New Jersey—and a picture in a broken frame. He recognized a young Carnahan with a woman who had undoubtedly been Holly’s mother. He found a magazine, Metronome, with articles on the Goodman, Ellington, and Casa Loma bands, and he carried it for a while with the dress.

He crossed to the window and looked out. Lights were now on in the house across the fence but he had no reason to imagine that whoever lived there would know where she had gone. He felt a deep turn into despair as he began to pick up her things and put them in some kind of order.

Her books were pretty well ruined: cheap editions of Thomas Wolfe and Henry James, Djuna Barnes, Katherine Anne Porter, and Emily Dickinson.

In the parents’ room he found a treasure: a picture of Holly, torn and weather stained, but it lifted his spirits for a moment. He tucked it into the least damaged of her books, the Dickinson, wrapped that in a piece of tablecloth to keep the rain out, and put it in his pocket.

For once in his life he didn’t know what to do. He wanted to spend days here, fixing the house up and making it whole. But there wasn’t anything left to save.

He moved into the front room and there in the fireplace, hidden under a pile of ashes, he found the remnants of an envelope. As if she had thrown a pile of papers in the fire and a few singed fragments remained. Magazines. Bills. Junk. One piece got his attention: just a newspaper headline and a small bit of type:

RADIO ACTOR MISSING FIVE YEARS

March Flack, British Air Thespian, Disappeared in June 1936

There was part of a picture—an eye, a cheek, an officer’s cap—but no text remained. He pulled it out to save and under it found a charred piece of notepaper with a chilling line in Holly’s hand: Don’t you people have any conscience?

That line kept playing in his head. He thought of it now as he finished his search of the house.

There wasn’t much more to see. A basement at the bottom of a creaky stair. A coal room with an outdoor entry. A crawl space that ran deep under the house, dank-smelling, with an earthen floor.

He went next door, to talk to the neighbors across the fence. Bill and Maude Potter were in their early thirties, working people who had come to Sadler just last year. They had not known Holly well. A few pleasantries, an occasional word passed, then she was gone, they had no idea where. Potter had hardly seen her, yet his was a typical working-class, male-dominated household, and he did the talking. The woman stood in the kitchen doorway, a little girl of ten clutching her dress, saying nothing until Dulaney turned to leave. “Tell him about Hartford, Bill,” she said suddenly.

Potter seemed annoyed and said there was no truth to it.

“Then tell him and let him decide.”

It was the little girl who had told them about Hartford.

“Her name is Holly,” Mrs. Potter said. “That’s one reason they became such friends, because they had the same name.”

“She’s got a bad habit, though,” Potter said. “She fibs too much.”

But the woman persisted. The child had told them about Hartford after Holly disappeared, last December or January. Sometimes in the early evenings little Holly would crawl through the fence and they’d sit on the porch eating the apple pie that Holly baked in her kitchen. On this one night she had heard about Hartford.

“What do you think she meant? Was she talking about the city up in Connecticut? Is that where she went?”

Potter scoffed. “Who knows what she meant? Maybe she didn’t say any of that stuff at all.”

“Bill, you can’t send him away like that,” Mrs. Potter said. “Holly honey, let’s go back and get you ready for bed.”

With his wife and child gone, Potter was more reasonable. He offered a drink and Dulaney took a small one to break the ice. They sat and talked baseball. Ten minutes later Mrs. Potter returned.

“Bill doesn’t like to encourage her if she’s been lying to us.” She looked at her husband. “But I think we’ve got to tell him about Hartford.”

Hartford wasn’t a city. It was a man’s name.

The light was on in Holly’s kitchen that night, and the child had climbed to the landing and looked in through the glass. Holly was sitting at the table and there was a man in the room with her. A scary man who talked in a low voice and never smiled.

There had been a threat hanging over that room. Potter sneered but the child could sense such things. “I know that for a fact,” Mrs. Potter said. There was a threat in the room. “Argue with me if you want to, but that’s what she said and I believe her.”

The man wore a dark suit and his tie was knotted tight at his neck. He had taken off his hat, but that act of good manners made him no kinder to Holly, who sat huddled at the table across from him.

Mrs. Potter paused.

Potter leaned into the light. “Well, go ahead, tell him the rest now.”

Mrs. Potter sighed. “The man was blind.”

Potter looked at Dulaney. “Did you ever hear such a bunch of cock-and-bull? A blind bogeyman came and scared her away.”

The man was blind, but when he left he walked straight out of the room, as if he knew it well. Outside, down the front porch, and into his car.

“A blind man driving a car,” Potter said.

“What made her think he was blind?”

“He wore a blind man’s glasses,” Mrs. Potter said. “Dark . . . black glasses, even at night.”

The child had gone into the room. Holly saw her but seemed incapable of speech. Her eyes were watery, her hands trembled, she was in pain. “Some children are sensitive,” Mrs. Potter said. “They know these things.”

I wanted her to feel better, little Holly said. She climbed into Holly’s lap, hoping to make her feel better, and Holly crushed the child against her and held on as if for dear life.

I’m sorry you feel bad.

My father died, Holly said. 

Dulaney felt the shock of it. He stared at Mrs. Potter.

Little Holly asked if her father had been old.

No, she said. Hartford killed him.

Then she seemed to get hold of herself. She smiled at the child as if she had only then realized where she was.

You’ll have to go, sweetheart. I’m not myself tonight.

“The next day she was gone. No one’s seen her since.”

( ( ( 11 ) ) )

HE stood on her porch in total darkness with the sound of the rain heavy around him. The lights had gone out next door: the Potters were in bed by ten and both houses, shrouded by trees, had gone instantly black. In a while he sat against the front door but the wait was miserable. A cold wind blew the rain across the porch and soon he was slick with it. He kept thinking Kendall would turn up, but this seemed far less likely as the night went on and the rain got worse.

He had no clear idea where Holly had gone and no good way of finding out. The map on her wall matched the license plate of that ’35 Ford, but little New Jersey is plenty big when you’ve got to walk it searching blind. Kendall was still his best bet. But if he didn’t show up tomorrow . . . The thought trickled away. Dulaney didn’t know what would happen tomorrow.

Sometime after midnight he gave it up and went back to his room. He hung his wet clothes over the radiator and fell into bed, intending to sleep only a few hours. But he was still tired from his long journey and he fell at once into the sleep of the dead. He awoke with a start. It was midmorning at least: nine o’clock by the clock in his head, and he jerked himself into his clothes and checked out. The rain had stopped but the sky remained overcast, and now, as he turned into Keeler Avenue, the house was as empty looking as ever. Kendall wasn’t coming: the thought that he was adrift, with damn few clues and a whole country to search, sobered him sharply.

But he climbed to the porch and sat there, and as the hours crept by he tried to devise some plan. He would go to New York and try to get a line on Carnahan, beginning at the place where he’d worked two years ago. At the same time he would track Kendall through his radio connections. But this was an idiot’s plan and he spent the rest of the day trying in vain to improve it. At five o’clock he decided to leave Kendall some kind of message, hope he found it, and move on.

Again he went in through the back way. He had seen a pencil in the kitchen, but now as he stood over the sink he was aware of all the shortcomings of what he’d been thinking. Where would he leave such a note, so that only Kendall would see it? There was no place, so there could be no note. He would wait another hour, then move on alone, now truly cast adrift, as solitary as those continental explorers four hundred years ago.

He turned away from the kitchen window and his eyes drifted back through the house, as if the spirit of Holly could rise up from those dim shadows and tell him something. Suddenly he froze. Someone had been here. Something, he couldn’t say what, had been moved. Then he saw what it was, a swirl of papers kicked aside, the ice pick that had lain almost in the center of the room gone, then seen a moment later where it had clattered against the door. Signs of a struggle, continuing into the back rooms. And there was Kendall, thrown into a corner, his hands clawlike, clutching nothing. The rope that had strangled him was still around his neck.

“Oh, Marty!” Dulaney fell to his knees and grabbed Kendall’s hand. It was stiff and cold. He sucked in his breath and trembled.

Slowly his wits came back, pushing away the sickness.

He looked in Kendall’s pocket and found a fat wallet. The mysteries began anew.

Cash. Two hundred dollars in twenty-dollar bills. Kendall had always claimed to be broke, yet he had left Dulaney a hundred-dollar bill, and here was three months’ pay in his billfold.

Driver’s license. Issued last fall in Kendall’s name by the state of New Jersey, with a street address in a town called Regina Beach. New Jersey! Kendall had never said anything about New Jersey. He had been gone from the East for two years, he had said, and had lived in Connecticut when he’d worked in New York radio.

Hot walker’s license and stable area pass from the California Horse Racing Board. Only the one track validation, Santa Anita, beginning last November. Kendall had said he’d come down from Bay Meadows.

Dulaney took the money, the cards, the wallet, everything. Suddenly he knew he couldn’t leave anything here.

God knew what he’d touched, going through the house yesterday. He had left his prints on everything.

He manhandled the body down the stairs, across the basement to the crawl space. It was very stiff. Probably dead about eight hours, killed while I was out on my ass sleeping.

His movements were now instinctive. He heaved Kendall up into the narrow crawl space: had to bend his arms down and force him in, then crawl in himself to push him back as far as he would go.

Ten feet, fifteen. He wrestled the corpse through the earthy darkness. Then he found what he could—a pile of burlap sacks, an unused bag of fertilizer, and finally a fat roll of tar paper—and these he pushed into the crawl space to cover up the body.

And he got the hell out of there.

A stroke of good fortune—he passed the post office on the way out of town, otherwise he’d surely have forgotten. He slipped a note through the slot, asking that his papers be sent on.

He had a destination now. Regina Beach, New Jersey.


( ( ( 12 ) ))


HE walked east, into the coming night.

In the morning he saw increasing signs of war fever. On a billboard in the middle of nowhere someone had plastered the words IF YOU SPREAD RUMORS, YOU’RE ONE OF HITLER’S BEST SOLDIERS. Still, people talked. They agreed that spreading rumors was un-American and then they spread them. He heard talk of spies everywhere.

He crossed the Susquehanna at Harrisburg and pushed on toward Philadelphia. Bought a newspaper in Elizabethtown, startled to see a front-page story with a Regina Beach dateline. Yesterday, ten miles off the pier, a German torpedo boat had sunk an American tanker going south from New York. Bodies were washing up and a heavy black oil slick had covered the beach.

He caught a good ride, which took him almost to the coast. Soon the taste of the sea was unmistakable and for the first time since California he saw antiaircraft guns on rooftops. He had hoped to reach the town before dark, but the rain had slowed him. Dusk found him trudging south on a narrow blacktop, somewhere near the coastal highway. The sunset was spectacular, with streaks of fire shooting through clouds over terrain that was quickly breaking into marshland.

He had bought a flashlight and picked up a free map in a gas station, so he had a good sense of the town. It was on a long skinny island between New York and Atlantic City, five miles off the main highway on a two-lane paved road that cut through a thick woods. He saw no houses going in, no lights on either side. The land was deep and dark, the clouds were dense, and his vision was limited to the small arc of light that his flash threw before him.

A fog closed in and the woods broke up in pockets of marsh. The air was salty and cold. Far ahead he heard a ship’s horn, and then he reached the bridge. It was an old narrow job of wooden planks with rusty steel supports. He could hear the surf as his feet clumped on the planks, and soon the road dead-ended into a north-south street. The sea was probably fifty yards away but the fog had locked in everything beyond the reach of his arm.

Dunes appeared to his right, and he sensed a vast presence in the night beyond them. He felt suddenly dwarfed without knowing why.

Then he heard music, wafting out of the surf on the opposite side. He heard the sound of hoofbeats coming, and he stepped off the road and dropped into the sand as two horsemen came riding past on the edge of the road. In the glare of their lights he recognized the uniforms of the coast guard, but to him, now, they were just cops. He pushed on south. He could still hear that music, a clarinet wailing and a swing band driving the melody. The song galloped through the air—“The World Is Waiting for the Sunrise.” In the dunes a red light flashed, flashed again, again. From the beach the music came to a frantic climax with screaming applause. Then he saw what he was hearing, a small party of jitterbugs on the deck of a beach house, with a radio playing in an open window.

“You are listening to WHAR, your Blue Network voice of the eastern seaboard. August Stoner speaking . . . correct eastern wartime is twelve o’clock.”

The light across the road flashed again and the giant took shape in the fog. It was the radio station, with a tower so high it disappeared in the clouds.

( ( ( 13 ) ) )

HE opened his eyes and in the half darkness saw the shape of books on a shelf across from the bed. Slowly he remembered where he was.

A plain room in a hotel on the north side of town. He had signed in after midnight, scrawling his name illegibly in the register.

He was on the second floor looking south from the east corner of the hotel. The road rolled out of his left elbow: beyond it, the beach was an impossible mix of reds and blues. The surf was rough. In the distance he could see the town, lit up like a sapphire in the last long moment before the sunrise.

The hotel wasn’t bad for two bills. The bed was hard and the building was quiet and cool. The owner was considerate: the books on the shelf were cheap editions, throwaways, library discards, put here to help a sleepless traveler get through the night. START A BOOK, TAKE IT WITH YOU, said the sign thumbtacked to the wall. The authors were America’s writers: Hemingway and Caldwell, James Fenimore Cooper, Gene Stratton Porter, and Faith Baldwin. Nancy Drew, Tom Swift, Marjorie Rawlings—something for everyone.

Toss out the Baldwin and the Nancy Drew and he had read them all at some time in his life. Books had always given him a sense of destiny, of self. Maybe now they’d give him more than that.

He would need a new name. It would be beyond stupidity to get caught now because of carelessness. He looked at the names on the spines.

Hemingway spoke: first, of course, and loudest.

Not Hemingway. Too famous, too literary. A name should attract nobody’s attention.

He thought of the people they wrote about. Robert Jordan and the Spanish war. Jody Baxter of the Florida wetlands, and his brawling friends the Forresters. Old Grandma Hutto.

What’s your name, boy?

The voice in his head had a badge pinned to it.

Jordan, he thought.

He looked at the books and thought of their characters. Corny Littlepage from that dusty novel Cooper wrote that no one but himself had ever read. Corny and his Dutch pal Guert Ten Eyck.

I’ll be Dutch, he thought. Not Old World Dutch—a family of transplants in teeming America. Now he could answer a cop’s question.

My name is Jordan. Jordan Ten Eyck.

The rest of it came in a flood.

My parents were immigrants from Holland before the last war. They settled in the South. Not Charleston, not that close to the truth, but near enough to peddle this soft Southern accent.

My family settled in Savannah. We still have relatives in the old country. I’ve got cousins and an uncle in the Dutch resistance.

My father worked on the docks of the Savannah River. I had a brother but he died. My father insisted that we be raised in the customs and language of our new country. We never spoke or learned Dutch in our house. I was given my first name from the last name of the first good friend my father had in America.

Call me Jordan. 
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HE walked across the road as the sun floated over the sea and turned the sky pale. He could smell the oil from the torpedoed tanker and he saw dead fish coated with black scum. The sand ran clear for a stretch, then oily, and puddles of oil were trapped in the gullies as the tide went out.

Teams of men were out in the water, rolling barbed wire and giving the town the look of a war zone. The coast guard again, keeping the Hun at bay. Or so they thought. What were they going to do, fence the whole East Coast, or would they finally have to face the obvious?—that if someone wanted to get into a country as big as the United States, he’d find a way.

The town was a typical Atlantic beachfront resort, with a boardwalk and amusement park. The pier jutted a quarter mile out to sea and had a pavilion the size of the Titanic. To the north, the radio tower seemed small now in the distant sunlight.

In a beachfront diner he ate breakfast and read yesterday’s P.M. daily from Newark. A boxed sidebar told of operations at Regina Beach to contain the oil slick, but Jersey had been lucky. Most of the oil had been unloaded in New York and the tanks had been less than 10 percent full. But the town’s Festival of the Sun might be shut down for the first time in its eighty-year history.

He talked to the waitress, a woman in her fifties with a tired face. He showed her Holly’s picture but she shook her head. Her world was this diner, this counter, that kitchen, and a small flat off the beach. She had two sons in the service and on Sundays she rolled bandages for the Red Cross. “I’ll bet ten thousand women like that come through this beach every summer.” She wished him luck and he hit the boardwalk.

He hit the pier, the beach, the streets. He looked in every face and said her name to everyone he met, and he showed her picture everywhere.

He was stopped on the beach by the mounties, who were courteous but inquisitive. Where had he come from? What had he been doing there? What did Dick Tracy do yesterday? No offense, but it was wartime and they were asking these questions of many new people on the beach. They asked his name and he looked in the man’s eyes. “My name’s Jordan. Jordan Ten Eyck.”

He moved on, climbing to the sidewalk that led into town. Nothing was open yet. He passed some people and showed them Holly’s picture.

He was crossing the street when he saw a car pull into a parking lot. The car got his attention, then the man, then the building. It was a twelve-cylinder Packard, a seven-thousand-dollar automobile. The building was five stories high, unusual in a beach town of this size. His eyes scanned the building’s facade and a shock went through him. The legend over the door said HARFORD 1937.

Harford, not Hartford.

Not a city. A building.

And the man wore dark glasses, and looked like a blind man.


( ( ( 2 ) ))


SOMETHING moved on the southwest corner of the rooftop, and Jordan stood still and watched. There seemed to be a utility room, a tin shed at the far edge. Telephone wires crisscrossed above it, and suddenly a man appeared near the edge, there only for a moment at the eastern rim.

Jordan moved on past. Judgment warned him to tread softly until he found Holly.

The sound of a small jazz band pulled him into a one-block court, packed with bars and swing joints on both sides of the street. The sign said Chicago Avenue, and his heart quickened with the certainty that she would come here. He followed the music into a room where daylight never came and saw a small swing combo jamming away. They were playing a head arrangement, with clear touches of “Somebody Stole My Gal” rippling in the riffs. It was the kind of red-hot number that wrapped up a set, bringing a crowd to its feet as the clarinet locked horns with the tenor and dueled him to a raging finish.

But it ended in silence. There were a few scattered coughs from the bandstand and a laugh from the clarinet at the expense of the trombone. Jordan could see the stage and the empty tables around it and the bar across the room with its row of stools, also empty. The men were bathed in a ghostly velvet light, cool looking now that the spotlight was off. The trumpet called for “After You’ve Gone,” with something new from everybody, and they exploded into it, infusing it with tradition and an occasional shot at the moon.

When it ended, the silence again was sudden and deep. It was so quiet that the voice in the dark place just inside the door seemed amplified.

“We’re closed, pal.”

Jordan didn’t need an introduction: he had seen enough bouncers. A wiry fellow, young, with muscles.

“I’m looking for somebody.”

“You won’t find him in here. We’re closed till three.”

“This would be a young woman, possibly a regular. Twenty-six, pretty, with long honey-colored hair, sometimes tied back.” He took out the picture and held it into the light. “She might’ve gotten to town in February, or anytime since then. Her name’s Holly Carnahan.”

The pause was long enough: she had been here but the bouncer wasn’t telling. “Come back at three and we’ll be glad to serve you a drink. But listen to what I’m saying, Kilroy. Don’t come in here pestering customers with a bunch of questions, or else you’ll be talking to me again.”

“My friend’s name is Holly,” Jordan said.

“I heard you the first time. Look, the boys’ve had a long night. They just want to jam a little and let their hair down. Now, you look like a smart customer. I don’t need to draw you a picture.”

He reached out as if to grab Jordan’s arm. “I wouldn’t do that,” Jordan said, and something in his voice made the bouncer hang back. He leaned into the light so the kid could see his eyes. “I’m an easygoing fellow, but I don’t push easy. The good part is, we don’t need to push at all. You could answer a civil question and I’d go on about my business.” 

The bouncer made a show of making up his mind. “This woman . . . you say you’re a friend of hers?”

“I may be the only one she’s got.”

“Maybe I’d be her friend too if she’d let me. I see a lot of women in here, but she’s really something. The caterpillar’s kimono.”

“I’ll tell her you said that. She can be a little slow warming up to people but she’s worth the trouble.”

Jordan leaned back in the dark and waited. The rest of it was coming now. The bouncer said, “Yeah, there’s a woman like that on the beach. The name she goes by is Holly O’Hara, but she’s the one you want. Loneliest goddamn eyes I ever saw. I bought her a drink when she first came around but I never could get her to sit still for a repeat performance.”

The kid coughed. “She’s got something else you didn’t mention—a voice that’ll stop time dead. She’s a singer in a joint up the street. Place called the Magic Carpet, halfway down on the other side.”

( ( ( 3 ) ) )

THE Magic Carpet was locked and dark in the early morning. It didn’t seem to matter now. She was here. She was safe. He would see her.

From a sign in the window he learned that she sang here weeknights with a group called the Windy City Seven. On Saturdays they could be heard from eleven thirty till midnight on WHAR, the local radio outlet.

He decided to approach her cautiously, choose his time with care, contact her quietly, and then let her come to him.

He didn’t like this decision much. Something told him to find her now, with no more delays, and it was only calm judgment that held him back.

In the department store he bought some clothes: jeans and shirts, shoes, socks, underwear. He stopped for a respectable haircut and in a pharmacy bought a razor, lather brush, toothbrush, and shoe polish.

He checked into the same hotel and rented the room for a week. Told the old man he’d be needing a radio and got the one behind the counter, four bits for the week.

His room faced north, on the opposite end from where he’d been last night. The window gave him a clear view of the road and the radio tower looming over the dunes. He plugged the radio into a wall outlet and listened to what came out of it—some fellow in Washington talking about sugar rationing and the fuel cutbacks scheduled to begin in a few days. Now everyone would need a ration card to buy gasoline. Even Mrs. Roosevelt was learning to ride a bicycle and would get by on her three gallons a week.

He sat at the open window and tried to curb his uneasiness until tonight. He had deliberately not thought of Kendall but now he did, and he faced his conscience as he thought back over what he had done. It was too late for that now, but he would think about it in times to come. Until I put it to rest, he thought. Until I find out who did that thing and why.

He told himself he was doing right by waiting. It made no sense to stir up the town looking for her now. He opened Holly’s Emily Dickinson and sat staring at her picture and, beside it, that scrap of newspaper headline. March Flack, British radio actor, missing since 1936. Suddenly it all seemed to jumble—Holly, Kendall, Harford, Carnahan, March Flack—and the day seemed endless.

In the bathroom at the end of the hall he shaved and took another shower. Now his room seemed different, as if someone had been in here. He had been foolish, given all that had happened, to leave his door unlocked. It was a habit that came from living in tack rooms, which were never locked, and he stood for a moment wondering if he had imagined some intruder out of his own immediate past. Then he realized what was different. It was the radio . . . someone with two good ears had turned the volume down, not by much, but the sound had been part of the room and it had changed. He cocked his head and listened, then slowly turned up the volume until the room felt right again.

Suddenly he knew why: they turned down the radio so they could hear me coming, so I wouldn’t walk in and surprise ’em. Then, when they left, they turned it back up, but not far enough. 

So they know I’m here.

He sat on the bed. The rationing show was gone, and a local announcer was talking about the oil slick and the prospects for the Festival of the Sun to go on as scheduled. An exciting Saturday lineup of local and national programming was promised, with afternoon music by Jimmy Dorsey and Lionel Hampton. At six thirty those funny fellows from Pine Ridge, Lum and Abner, would kick off the Blue Network evening schedule. The Green Hornet would air from Detroit at eight, and Ripley’s Believe-It-Or-Not from New York at ten. He turned off the radio, closed the window, and locked the door as he went out.

The sun was hot on his skin. The beach was crowded now, the road into town clogged with cars. The stores were all open and even from this distance he could see people congregating on the pier. The pavilion beckoned, promising cold beer and talk with interesting strangers. But he turned north, surprising himself.

There were a dozen reasons why he should lie low till dark, but it was too late for reasons. He felt the sand under his shoes as he hiked across the dunes toward the radio tower, shimmering in the noonday heat.


( ( ( 4 ) ))


THE radio station was in a large building a quarter mile off the main highway on the west side of the island. The parking lot on the north end was almost empty; a smaller lot to the south was half full. Beyond the building was the tower, with a small tin shed at the base of it. A stand of trees ran along the creek and around the point to the north.

He started down the hill without a plan; then, as if on demand, he was struck by a dangerous notion that grew as he walked. He would present himself as an old friend looking for Kendall. He knew he was playing blindman’s bluff with killers but he didn’t see much added risk in it. Kendall’s enemies would know him on sight anyway, so what good would a lie do?

He had a few small advantages. He had smelled them out back in California; he knew they were there but they didn’t know that. And he figured they wanted him alive yet. They could’ve killed him in Nevada, on that lonely desert road, if that’s what they’d wanted.

He crossed the oyster-shell road and was suddenly aware of the island’s marshy back side: the almost seminal scent of mud and a faintly sweet decay where sea things had died and dried out on the bank. The building was impressive: it rose at least thirty feet above the cars, tall enough for three floors but apparently only the two. There were steel doors at opposite ends of the building with no handles on the outside. Each bore a sign that said FIRE DOOR/NO ENTRY. The windows on both floors were heavily curtained.

A redbrick walk skirted the building, leading through a rock garden around the corner. The lobby opened from the west side, facing away from the highway. He absorbed this instantly, but what he saw was two women sitting at a picnic table. One was reading a magazine and eating something from a brown paper bag; the other had her head down across folded arms as if taking a nap in the sun.

He started across the gap and now saw other tables off in the trees. It looked more like a campground than a radio station, with at least two brick barbecue pits and a volleyball net staked out in the sand. He heard music, then he saw a battery radio playing softly at the end of the table. The woman reading the magazine was just into her early twenties, with an exceptional face set off by short black hair. She grew prettier as the gap between them narrowed. Her friend at first seemed plain, but as he came closer he knew that this was a comparative effect. She wore a man’s clothes, pants and a flannel shirt, sandals, and no jewelry.

The beauty spoke. “Here comes another actor, Liv.”

Jordan laughed sociably and the young one decided to smile slightly. She had a Gibson girl loveliness, an almost aching perfection like the faces painted by Harrison Fisher long ago.

“So, stranger, what’s your specialty?”

“Haven’t got one. Just drifted in looking for an old friend.”

“Friend got a name?”

“Fella named Marty Kendall.” 

“Oh, Kendall hasn’t been here in ages. We were talking about him just last week. Somebody thought he might’ve gone to Chicago. There are still lots of soap shows coming out of Chicago, but I know Kendall’s voice. I know all his voices and I don’t hear him on any of those shows.”

“Then where do you think he went?”

“I’d say he’s on a bender somewhere. Would that be fair, Liv?”

The other woman said, “I guess that’s the way to bet.” She sat up straight and was very tall. A torrent of tawny hair tumbled down her back and her eyes were so pale they were almost gray. She looked his age, thirty-two, maybe a little older: she had crow’s feet around her eyes and her mouth was a little too wide. There was nothing remarkable about her face except that it was unforgettable, its exotic prettiness pulling his attention away from the classic beauty beside her.

“Seems strange for Marty to drop off the earth,” he said.

“Well, he did,” said the tall one. “Not so much as a ‘Doodah’ or a Vaya con Dios to anybody.”

“He’ll probably come back the same way he left,” said the beauty. “If he lives through it.”

The tall one sighed and the beauty said, “If he’s a friend of Kendall’s he can’t be too surprised. He’s got to know that Kendall had a problem.”

“He didn’t drink around me,” Jordan said.

The beauty changed the subject. “So if you’re not an actor, how’d you come to know Kendall?”

Keep going, he thought: do what comes naturally. “I’m a writer.”

She said, “Oh,” as if that explained everything. The tall one was more impressed. “Are you looking for work?”

“I wasn’t but I might be.”

“Because they need writers here like Hitler needs a new attitude.”

“If he’s a good writer,” said the beauty. “Why aren’t you in the army?”

She was so young and sassy she made him laugh. But her esprit seemed genuine, so he told her.

“Lucky you,” she said. “That means you’ll probably live to celebrate your next birthday. I’d trade an ear for that.”

He gestured at the table, a courtesy. Both said, “Sure,” and he straddled the bench and sat. Beauty closed her magazine and turned off her radio. “So, what do you say? Do you want to work at Harford, or not?”

The word made him flinch. “What’s Harford?”

“You’re sitting in it. That’s what we call this station. It’s radio shorthand, insider talk.”

“Most stations have nicknames,” said the tall one.

“Usually it’s the last three call letters. But ‘Harford’ is easier to say than ‘H-A-R.’ ”

“Didn’t I see that name Harford on a building downtown?”

“Now you’ve got it,” said beauty. “Harford runs the world.”

“And Harford is a man, right?”

“That’s what they tell me.” She cocked her head slightly. “Did anyone ever tell you you look like a workingman’s Gary Cooper? . . . A nice homely plainsman, long and lanky and quiet. My name’s Rue Nicholas.”

“Jordan Ten Eyck.”

The tall one offered her hand and said her name—“Livia Teasdale”—and her grip was strong and firm.

“So, Kendall’s not here,” said Miss Nicholas. “What are you going to do, keep moving or work awhile? For a writer you seem damned independent.”

“It’s sure not that. But I’ve never worked in radio before.”

He saw the question reappear in their eyes: Then how’d you come to know Kendall? He groped for a lie, something he’d never been much good at, but she let it go. She said, “If you’re fast and you can write the way people talk, you’re ahead of the game before you start. We’ve got a new station manager. Behave yourself and I’ll introduce you. Then if you work out he’ll owe me one.”

“What do you do here?”

“They say I’m an actress. Sometimes I work, sometimes I don’t. On nice days I sit out here and wait for the man to call me.” She nudged her magazine. “Sometimes I find them a story they can use, something the networks haven’t beaten half to death. If they can get the broadcast rights for next to nothing, they’ll usually let me play some part in it. Welcome to my office.”
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