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The Murderer

IN THE DARKNESS I held my wrist close to my face and pulled hard on the cigarette until it glowed brightly and I could see the dial of my watch. It was twenty minutes past two A.M.

I flipped the butt out the convertible. It tumbled in a high arc and fell to the street with a small shower of sparks. Bending, I groped around the floorboards until my hand touched the metal coolness of the long barrel. For the third time in the past hour I laid the high-powered .30-06 rifle across my knees and peered ahead out of the foggy darkness of the side street into the bright, misty glow of the street lamp in front of the apartment building a hundred yards beyond.

The building was three stories, a low, wood frame structure painted pale green with white trim. It was shaped like a boomerang, the open ends fronting the street and enclosing a wide sweep of neatly manicured lawn. Tall palm trees nudged the building and rose above it. Flowers, mostly red geraniums, followed the interior edge of the lawn.

Altogether there was the rambling, informal effect of an oversized cottage. It was a type of apartment house you seldom see anywhere but in California or Florida. The lawn was split at the center by a straight flagstone walk which had three steps at the entrance. Above the steps where the walk began, two wrought iron lamps, like rustic sentries, added to the illumination from the street light.

But where I sat behind the wheel of the open convertible, the darkness was total.

There was the threat of rain in the air. You could smell it. The sky was overcast and without moon or stars. Fog had crept in from the Santa Monica coast line only a few blocks away, so that even on lighted thoroughfares, you couldn’t see farther than the beginning of the next block.

I remember how it was when I wound up the hill from the ocean highway and swung over to Wilshire where it begins — or ends — at the Miramar Hotel. The usual blaze of rainbow gaudy neon that glowed from miles of restaurants, drive-ins, movies and bars, had a sad, washed-out look, as though somehow the pleasures they advertised had paled and even this gloomy mention of them was embarrassing.

It was eerie, too. Like the dim blue neon words that cling to the faces of those streamlined funeral parlors you see on almost every other block in Los Angeles. Never bright or cheerful. Always dim, always blue. As though apologizing with gloomy unctuousness for death. It occurred to me that a blaze of red might be amusing for these parlors. Certainly more fitting. Pale blue is such a ghastly excuse for death.

Anyway, it was a night I was waiting for. I needed the overcast sky. I planned for it. But the fog was a bonus. It followed a week of brilliant April nights during which I was chained to inaction like a snarling dog with rabies. And of course the whole dirty thing was going on just the same. Every night. It didn’t wait for me.

I saw a light on in that known square of window on the second floor left, about ten minutes to three. I knew then that he’d be down in a few minutes. For some twisted reason of female propriety, she never let him stay overnight. People talk, you know. They catch on. I did.

He came down a couple of minutes after three. Howard D. Overholtzer did. Isn’t that a name! Howie, she called him. Jesus! You’ve got to have a lot of money to get away with a name like Howard D. Overholtzer. He did.

He was wearing that white shantung jacket, blue trousers, midnight blue I think he called them, and a cute little red bow tie. God! They had been dancing most of the evening at the Ambassador. Then they went on to Mocambo’s. I know. I followed them. At a very discreet distance. I could have ended it then — when they came home. But she was right on his arm. And while I’m a hell of a good shot, there was always the chance …

He came sauntering down the walk. Very pleased with himself. He looked so neat, so shining; his black hair parted in the middle and combed straight back off his suave, clever little features, sun dark the year round. Close up his eyes were ripe olive dark — and narrow, which gave him a slightly Oriental look. He was a big one, a little pudgy — but, oh sure, I’ll admit, damn good looking. If you like the type.

He was always so immaculate. Even now. You never would think that she had so much as mussed his hair. You never would think that he had just now crept out of her bed, rumple-haired, a little damp-skinned, lipstick smeared grotesquely around the corners of his fat mouth. (She always did wear too much lipstick, I’ll have to admit.)

He would pull on his shorts over the brown thighs and brown-white buttocks. And then maybe he would comb his hair very carefully as he sat in front of her vanity mirror, fastidiously removing every trace of lipstick. Remember that mirror? How we used to tilt it a little?

And then he would put on the rest of his clothes with great attention to neatness and detail — as though he were dressing for … for his own funeral. He was!

I thought about things like that as he came down the walk. Not the other part. I shut off the writhing pictures of them together long before. I couldn’t allow those crawling, obscene images to destroy the needed calm I had built so carefully.

I knelt on the leather seat and let the gun barrel rest on the top rim of the windshield. It was good leverage. The rifle butt was firm in the socket of my shoulder, my finger was steady as it slipped under the trigger guard and began to take up slack. I had cocked the gun when he came out the door.

He approached the two wrought iron lamps and the wisps of gray around him diminished. His chest was a perfect target in the cross-hairs of the telescopic sight. But I liked the look of his high, broad forehead and inched up to just below the greasy part in his hair. He wasn’t going anywhere, even if the first shot missed. You don’t recover from shock that quickly unless you’re expecting that you might be shot down fresh out of a warm bed next to a warmer body. He wasn’t. And I was crazy about the proud look of his forehead. Howard D. Overholtzer.

He came almost directly into the light. And then he turned away suddenly and walked back under her window. She was calling something, I imagine. He waited there and in a minute or two she joined him, Andrea “Andy” Lockridge did, wearing that tight red sweater and gray skirt. The way her breasts bounced when she walked, you could tell she had just thrown the outfit on, that she wasn’t wearing a brassiere, if anything, underneath. Bitch!

Andy Lockridge is tall. She’s built like an Amazon. A goddess of Amazons. She is a kind of goddess to me. She has marvelous red hair. Not that cheap bright red. More the color of umber. Subdued. But shiny. It hangs way down her back and makes a soft frame for her face, which is kind of heart-shaped. And full. Not a sharp feature anywhere, though she has high, rounded cheekbones. Her eyes are green like emeralds and have more sparkle. Though sometimes they’re heavy-lidded and dreamy. I like her most then. But her mouth is the best. I‘ve watched men when they first meet her. They go all gnat-eyed flitting from her mouth to her breasts and wondering where to light first.

She has a thirty-eight inch bust. I know what you’re thinking. But she’s twenty-four and it’ll be years before she ever begins to sag. Anywhere. She’s big but she doesn’t own an ounce of fat. Her breasts, especially the way she holds herself — shoulders back, seem to precede her as she comes into a room, trumpeting her entrance. From there on down she tapers beautifully, like inverted parentheses. Only she’s very long-waisted. And she has the longest legs I’ve ever seen. And the best. Absolutely the best. That’s Andy Lockridge. To look at.

They came walking arm in arm to his ten-thousand-dollar Lincoln Continental. I figured that he had invited her for a drink at one of those after-hour places he always knew where to find. And that proved to be the case later. She had refused, then changed her mind. She was the restless, energetic kind that didn’t like to sleep until the first light of day drained all the excitement out of the night.

My God, but that was an awful moment! I was more tense than I knew and I wasn’t going to be able to wait any longer. I could feel the dam breaking away from that eternal patience, that week of terrible control. And they probably wouldn’t be back till daylight. I had to chance it.

So when they came abreast of the lamps, I was ready. I was already squeezing the trigger when his big head lit up in the cross-hairs.

Oh my God, what a sound! It seemed to knock on every window. It seemed to accuse back at me from every building. He didn’t clutch at his head or anything dramatic like that. If he made a sound, I didn’t hear it. He acted as if someone had given him a shove, so hard it snapped his head back. He began to topple backwards. Unresistingly. Not the way people do when they’re off balance, flailing the air. Of course he was already dead. The shot had jammed his right eye through the back of his head. But I didn’t know that then. It was just luck.

Andrea was still holding onto his arm. But he was sagging back. His weight was too much for her. He was doing a back-bend. His chest had disappeared. His abdomen was pushed toward me. It gave me an idea. If you can get an idea at such a time. It was just a lightning flash of inspiration. I lowered my aim and fired again, just above the apex of his legs. Into the groin. It gave me a certain real satisfaction. Later. I was in a frenzy then.

He was on the ground now, one leg extended, the other cocked at the knee and canted strangely. She was bending over him. When she straightened suddenly and screaming, pressed the palms of her hands against her temples, beautiful even then, I knew it was over. He was dead. Howard Donald Overholtzer. Just a name.

I began to be afraid then. I could feel the first edge of panic. But as I backed the convertible, lights out, to the next cross street, there was underneath the fear, this elation. He was dead. And she had seen it. She had stared into the bloody ooze that was his face.

I put the top up as I drove slowly parallel to Wilshire. I closed the windows. I switched on the lights. I remembered not to hurry. I turned left on Ocean Avenue and right at the entrance to Santa Monica Pier. I slid down the ramp and rumbled over the dock — all the way to the end.

It was dark. There wasn’t a light showing anywhere. At this hour, the water taxi pilot would be asleep on his cot in the cubicle a flight below. I parked by the railing and cut the lights. I got out and looked around carefully. There was no one. I went back and got the rifle and an oily rag. I wiped it carefully. Water might erase and it might not. I didn’t know.

I went to the rail farthest from the pilot’s cubicle. I leaned over with the rifle. I held it vertically, barrel down. I let it go. I couldn’t see it, but it made a small splash, a minimum sound. I got back in the car and lighted a cigarette. I listened. It had taken them a long time. But finally I heard the siren — far in the distance. Then another. And later, still a third. But after awhile, it was quiet and I began to relax.

I didn’t spend any time thinking about Overholtzer. I forgot him right away. But she crept back into my consciousness almost immediately. I remembered the way her breasts thrust against the red sweater, the way they bounced when she came out of the apartment house. And more than any time in my life, I wanted her. The need was unbearable. Greater than my fear.

I knew that I wasn’t going to have her for — what? Maybe a week? Two weeks at the most. She would recover fast. Because she had her own needs — more driving and varied than mine. There was nothing now to hold her by a thin thread out of circulation. Overholtzer was going to marry her. But he was dead. Now she would be as unconfined as before. And as willing. I would wait.

I settled back in the seat and fell into a hazy night dream, eyes open. It was some vague time in the future. We were in Andrea’s apartment. I sat next to her on the couch. A single light glowed from a table lamp. Her head rested on my shoulder. She was sobbing. I stroked her head. I consoled her, said all the right things. After awhile she stopped crying and I kissed her. All her pentup emotion had to go somewhere. She poured it in that kiss. And the hand that had killed her lover, pulled up slowly on the red sweater. After that it was easy.

I spent the next hour imagining it. Then I started the motor and slowly, being very careful not to infringe on the smallest traffic regulation, I drove home.

Dawn was just breaking as I climbed into bed. The fog had vanished. The sun promised to be bright and warm. It was going to be a beautiful day.





Andrea Lockridge

HOWIE OVERHOLTZER will be calling for me any minute now. He says we’re going to the Coconut Grove over at the Ambassador. Exciting! I like Freddy Martin’s music. And it’s Saturday night. They’ll have a good floor show. But, oh Lord, those crowds! Well …

Hope I look all right. This strapless is a little bold, maybe. If they took off another couple of inches I’d pop right out at the top. Wouldn’t that be something! There’d be more than me popping. Every eye in the room would pop, too. In a way, I’d like that. Anyway, I simply adore this green satin. It matches my eyes.

Think I’ll make myself a martini. I don’t like to drink alone. I don’t like to do anything alone. Ha! But I’m very excited tonight. And a little nervous. Where did I put that shaker? Oh, here! They say you should just stir a martini. Well …

I just hope everything goes well. Eight more days and we’ll be married. Hardly out of college and a millionaire. Or is it millionairess? What’s the difference. Of course, it’s his money. But after — isn’t it mine, too? Even if we didn’t get along, or if I just got tired of him, he’d have to give me half under California law. That wonderful community property thing.

But if it doesn’t happen. If we don’t get married — I’m nothing. Just nothing. Of course, I have the ring. Look at it. Just look at it! If you didn’t know it was real, you wouldn’t believe it. I’ll bet it cost him twenty-five — no, maybe fifty thousand. Have it appraised sometime. But what’s the ring if the marriage doesn’t come off? He might even take it back. Wonder if I’m handling him right? Wonder if I should be sleeping with him every night? He could get tired of it. Huh! Not him. He’s insatiable. But then, so am I.

Mmmmm. This is good. I don’t make such a bad martini. Good Lord! Hope I don’t become a dipso on top of everything else. But there’s a cure for that. Wonder if there’s a cure for sex? Huh! There couldn’t be. And even if there was, I wouldn’t want to take it.

Howie isn’t bad that way, you know? He’s kind of artless. But he makes up for it with unlimited animal energy. Still — he would wear thin after awhile. He’s not one of the ones that makes you want to scream for more. Like Jeff. Or Doug Coleman. Doug! I haven’t seen him in ages. Well, a week or so. Wonder what he’s up to now? Haven’t seen Jeff either. Or Mark Bristol, or …

Dear God! It’s frightening. They’ve all vanished. You announce you’re going to get married, you wear a ring and … and they just disappear. It’s not fair. I‘m not used to it. How will I stand it? I simply can’t. I can’t! He just isn’t enough. Howie isn’t. He’s going to bore me soon. I know it. Then what? Well … I suppose I’ll find a way. Not at first. You have to be careful. So careful. That’s a bore, too. But later, when we get into a routine. When we come back from Europe — ah Paris. Paris! When we come back and he starts spending a lot of time at the office with his big deals, his big, big, time-consuming deals — then if Doug or Jeff, the others, aren’t moon-eyed over some sweet thing, or full of silly scruples … But if they are, so what? There are always new ones. For me there are always, always new ones. And all that money. Money, money, money. Get busy with those big deals, Howie. And I‘ll mind the mansion, the beach house, the New York penthouse. And other things.

But moving vans! And storage. Ugh! Overholtzer Van Lines and Storage. Coast to coast. Could anything be duller? Why not an airline? Or a hotel chain? Or oil? But no, moving vans. But listen, Andy, it’s money. Who cares how? I can just hear Vivian saying that. Good old Viv. I wish she wouldn’t call me Andy, though. Sounds so masculine!

Anyway, she’s right. Who cares how he makes it? Imagine his father dropping dead of a heart attack and overnight he’s a multi-millionaire running a big corporation. And just turned thirty! Bet he doesn’t know the first thing about what he’s doing. But he makes it. He makes it! And if he makes it, I … But I hope I don’t slip anywhere. Not now. God! Wouldn’t that be awful. Just awful! Well …

There’s the door bell. Howie! One more look in the mirror. Wow! Not bad. Viv says I wear too much lip-stick. Doug said so, too. He was only sore because of his damn collar. But I don’t care. It does things for my mouth. If you have a big mouth, you have to shape it nicely. There!

“I’m coming! I’m coming, darling!” Wish he wouldn’t sit on that bell. He’s so impatient. Wow! I feel good. And on just one martini. It’s so exciting. I’ll let him in.

• • •

He was wearing that white shantung jacket and blue trousers — the most beautiful blue. What he must spend for his clothes! He wore a darling little bow tie. Red. No, more like crimson, I guess. And black shoes. Patent leather, I think. Honestly, he looked so neat and clean. Immaculate. Just immaculate. I do love men who are tidy and clean. I suppose he had four butlers and a valet dressing him. But it isn’t that. It’s always something mental with them. They’re either clean or they aren’t. And he’s the most scrubbed looking man I’ve ever seen.

He stood there in the doorway just looking at me. His eyes swarmed all over me. Honestly, it was positively indecent. But I loved it!

Then he came in and closed the door with this funny look still on his face. He had a little box in his hand and he gave it to me. Orchids. Of course. Now I like that. Honestly, I don’t think anyone ever gave me flowers in this crazy California, but Howie. They never think of it. It’s more like an Eastern custom. But it seems right to me. It has a certain dignity. And respect.

“You look good enough to eat,” he said. “And I think I will.”

That was a corny remark. But I smiled. I always smile. He was looking down the front of my dress. You might know. Well … And then he grabbed me — none too gently. And kissed me. Hard. And, of course, his hand went right where he had been looking.

It made me furious. Just furious! Don’t get me wrong. I’ve been handled before. Lots. And, by experts. But if there’s anything that makes me mad, it’s to have a guy paw you the minute he comes in the door. You spend an hour, maybe two, making yourself the last word and some maniac tears it all down in about thirty seconds flat.

Of course, I didn’t show it. I let him run off a little steam and then I pushed him gently away. “There are some things you should savor,” I said in my best manner. “Like good brandy. Sip, darling. Don’t gulp. It’s a long night. And you’ve got a good imagination.” (He really didn’t.) “Keep it working. Till later. Please?” Then I smiled again.

“Sorry, honey,” he said. “I got carried away. But if you don’t want to set things on fire, don’t wear a dress like a blowtorch.”

That was the best crack he made all evening. It got me laughing and put me back in a good mood. “You really like it?” I said.

“My God,” he murmured. “My God.” And then he just stood there looking at me again. And I knew everything was going to be all right. It was going to be a great evening. And I had a great future.

I pinned the corsage to my dress, put on a little white, fluffy wrap I have, and we went down to his car. Car is a bad word. It was an automobile. And there really isn’t any name that covers it — ten thousand dollars’ worth of Lincoln Continental. And you practically have to be among the four hundred just to place an order for one. Ten thousand dollars! Crazy. Just crazy. There are places where you could buy a small house for that. But to the rich, money is just a kind of dirty green paper you carry around in your wallet because the funny little people demand it. For anything big, you just sign your name on a check. And that must be a bore, too. Well, I’ll just have to get used to it. And listen. I learn fast!

So we drove off. Excuse me. Purred off. It was just a few blocks over to Wilshire and Wilshire takes you right down to the Ambassador. He didn’t drive fast. I liked that. He’s no showoff. He’s pretty grown up. I know a lot of men older who are still babies. Heavens. With a car like that, you don’t have to show off. And he was very charming all the way downtown. Said a lot of affectionate things — about after we were married, how proud of me he was and everything. You know. But still he had to rest one hand on my knee all the time. Well …

Of course, the Grove was crowded. Just jammed! They couldn’t call it dancing. They should call it squash. On Saturday night. Howie is a pretty fair dancer. But he didn’t get much chance to prove it. Still, we had a perfect ringside table, all reserved for us, and champagne, lots and lots of it, and the crowd began to look pretty good to me. Everything did. The floor show was marvelous — in spots. And altogether, I don’t know when I’ve had such a good time.

Around eleven a funny thing happened. They started a new set and we beat it out to the dance floor so we could have some space. For about a minute. And who should be the second couple on the floor but Viv — Vivian Manbee, my best friend, and Doug. Doug Coleman! Of all people. I was so surprised. And well, pleased. You can imagine. I hadn’t seen Doug in so long. For me. We used to … Well, he’s quite a man. He’s kind of slender looking. But that’s because he’s so tall. About six-two. His looks are deceptive. You can’t imagine how wiry and strong he is. He always has that faintly cynical, faintly amused grin on his face. Like Errol Flynn. He looks like him, too. Somewhat. He’s terribly good looking, though he knows it and he’s a little egotistical. But he wears it well. He’s not a bore. He’s my very favorite. I like tall men. Of course, I’m tall myself.

Viv was a surprise, too. Though not so much so. I mean, in a different way. I didn’t expect to see her with Doug. She didn’t go out much at all. That’s because she’s not much to look at. I don’t keep good looking women around me. We clash. But Doug of all people. With Viv! I was puzzled. But it didn’t take me long to catch on.

I had talked to Viv on the phone earlier. She woke me up around noon. I told her that Howie and I were going to the Grove. She was very sweet. But kind of strange. She said, “Well, have a good time, Andy, dear. You never know when you might bump into me.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Of course I’ll bump into you. I’ll bump into you right here if you’ll ever come over and see me.”

“I didn’t mean anything,” she said. “And you know I’ll be over. I’ve been kind of busy lately.” (She’s a buyer for a department store.) “Things are humming at the mill, you know.”

“Stop being a slave and come over and roll in some of my glory,” I said.

“Oh, I will. I will,” she said. But she sounded kind of funny. Strained.

And then here she was with Doug, who was quite plastered, by the way. And she looked so terribly plain in that red taffeta she drags out for special occasions. Poor thing. Not that it isn’t a nice dress. But she has no figure at all. None at all. She’s well, let’s say it, flat chested. The cupcake sort. And her clothes sort of hang limply on her. She wears suits most of the time. Rather severe for my taste. But she has a pretty face. Well, cute. Sort of impish. She’s tiny, you know. She has a little round face and this jet-black hair, short cut and even all around — like you took a bowl and … But on her it looks very charming. And she has nice legs for a small girl. And she’s very sharp in the conversation department. She’s a doll! My very best friend. We used to room together at U. C. L. A. And after that, we had an apartment in Glendale. We went to high school together and came out West from Buffalo together. We’ve been very close. Very. Though we’ve been drifting lately. Since Howie. Of course, it’s another world. Marriage.

But what was she doing with Doug? Of all people. Of course I knew. She had called him on some pretext or other, told him I was going to be at the Grove and he had said, “Well let’s go take a look at her together.” Something like that.

They came over and sat at our table for awhile. Doug offered to dance with me. And he wasn’t just being polite. Brother! He was tight of course, and once he got me on the dance floor — well, you could hardly call it dancing. He was unusually blunt about it. We were just swallowed by the mob, it was very dark and we just swayed back and forth, pressing against each other. It was terribly naughty with Howie on some other part of the floor, right within shouting distance and dancing with Viv to be polite. But it was delicious with Doug. Delicious! I had forgotten just how much so.

But then his hands began to wander in the mash and he began to say wild things. Just wild. I had to stop him then. Not because I wasn’t liking it, but you know. It was hardly the place. And that made him angry. Just furious. I’ve never seen him like that. I was really afraid of him. And he used some very choice language, a thing I hate, and among other things, called me a leech and a nymphomaniac. Imagine! He’ll get over it. He’ll be back. But I didn’t know he could be so ugly. I didn’t know he had such a furious temper. I thought he was going to choke me right there on the floor. But suddenly, he just left me. Right there on the floor.

It was so embarrassing because Howie and Viv were already back at the table. Doug was standing over Viv, a little drunkenly it seemed. He had her by the arm and was trying to pull her up. He wanted to leave. Viv was willing. Oh, quite. I guess. Poor thing. But she wanted to say good-bye. “Don’t mind him,” she whispered, as they were leaving. “He’s just a big ape and can’t find his cage.”

Big ape! That isn’t what her eyes said. She was probably dying to get him alone. Right then I was a little jealous. Isn’t that funny? With my future husband sitting right there. And jealous of Viv is funnier still. It’s pathetic.

Anyhow, they left. But not before he turned around, Doug did, and gave me the strangest stare. There was real hatred in his eyes. And the set of his jaw. I really think he cares. But he frightened me. It ruined my mood for the rest of the evening.

That was a very dangerous time for me because after they left, Howie began to ask questions. And they weren’t easy questions to turn away. But in the end, I managed him.

We didn’t stay very long after that. Howie wanted to go right home. But I knew what was on his mind. It was on my mind, too — in a way. I mean it was on my mind, but not for him. I was thinking about Doug. So I said, “Why don’t we run over to the Mocambo for a night cap,” just as though running over to the Mocambo had always been duck soup for me. He was a little sullen about it. But we went.

I think it was a little after midnight. I almost expected it to be raining when we got outside because I remember when we left my place the skies were cloudy and it just looked and felt like rain. But driving up Sunset to Mocambo’s, it was just plain foggy. Kind of dreary. Those big globs of lights along the Strip looked funny; all kind of hazy and subdued. It was as though these big neon signs were squinting at you with tears in their eyes. Depressing.

I guess it suited my mood, though. The mess with Doug and Viv at the Grove had left a bad taste in my mind. Viv was predictable, but I couldn’t figure Doug at all. He had never acted so strangely, so cruel. And the things he said! You think you know someone and then all of a sudden he does something that just gives you the creeps. He ruined my whole evening. But all the things I thought about him weren’t bad.

Mocambo’s was crowded too. It was really much worse. Because it’s smaller. It was just a den of smoke and noise and tipsy people. I couldn’t get with it. Not at all. Everyone seemed to be acting like children. Silly. Plain silly. And Howie didn’t help. He was still a little sulky. Half because he still suspected there was something between me and Doug and half because I didn’t want to go right home from the Grove.

We weren’t talking much. Heavens. You couldn’t hear yourself anyway. And we were drinking them down one after the other without feeling a thing. At least, I had been cold sober since the Grove and Howie didn’t show a sign that he was in the least bit moved. I could see the whole damn night was just going to collapse right in front of me. And that scared me, too. I couldn’t afford to have Howie down on me. I just couldn’t.

So I gave him a big, bright smile and said, “I’ve had it. Let’s go home.” And that did it. He perked up right away. You would have thought the evening was just beginning again, that he had just bounced through my door. I didn’t feel that way at all. I was horribly depressed. And I didn’t know quite why. But I loosened up my face muscles and tossed him a couple of fast cracks that made him chuckle. I didn’t want to let it die.

So we left. The fog was worse than the smog in the daytime. You could see pretty well, but it was so gloomy. Howie had his arm around me and his fingers kept playing a piano concerto. Even that didn’t help distract me. But he kept talking away all the time and I was grateful because I didn’t have to say anything. Just listen and think.

We got home around one-thirty. Howie was still chattering away about nothing in particular. But I could sense the undertone of excitement in his voice. This was the culmination of the evening for him. As it is with most men. Everything else, the drinks, the dancing, the nothing talk, is a kind of fill, the band playing the overture while they wait for the curtain to go up. It’s that way with me most of the time, too. But not tonight. Not with Howie. That thing with Doug spoiled it. But I’ll put on a good show. And maybe I’ll get carried away.

He didn’t attack me the minute we came in the door this time. But that was only because he knew that now it was inevitable. He played it cozy. He acted as though he had just dropped in for a spot of tea before saying good night. Heavens, a child can see pure daylight through most men.
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