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CHAPTER 1



IT would have been nice,” said Earl to himself as much as to the wife who sat across the coffee table from him, “to have asked them over for a drink.”

“We can certainly do that tomorrow,” said Enid. “Nothing is really lost.”

“But of course tomorrow won’t be the day they moved in, will it?” Keese reflectively sipped his transparent wine. “I find that if something is done when it should be done, it is not forgotten. Still, I suppose it’s no tragedy. We could probably get away with giving them no formal welcome whatever. It’s scarcely a true obligation.”

“You mean, like giving food to a starving person?”

“Exactly,” said Keese. He rose and headed for the kitchen. While passing through the dining room, which was papered in a pale-gold figure, he bent slightly so that he could see, under the long valance and over the window-mounted greenhouse, into the yard next door. Despite what he believed he saw he did not break his stride. In the kitchen he looked again: it was a large white dog, in fact a wolfhound, not a naked human being on all fours.

Were Keese to accept the literal witness of his eyes, his life would have been of quite another character, perhaps catastrophic, for outlandish illusions were, if not habitual with him, then at least none too rare for that sort of thing. Perhaps a half-dozen times a year he thought he saw such phenomena as George Washington urinating against the wheel of a parked car (actually an old lady bent over a cane), a nun run amok in the middle of an intersection (policeman directing traffic), a rat of record proportions (an abandoned football), or a brazen pervert blowing him a kiss from the rear window of a bus (side of sleeping workingman’s face, propped on hand).

This strange malady or gift had come upon Keese with adolescence. Never had he been duped by it. Indeed, the only inconvenience it had brought him had been by reason of the unusual skepticism it had engendered. On occasion reality did take a bizarre turn: there were persons who kept pet pythons, which escaped and were subsequently discovered sleeping peacefully at a drive-in movie three miles from home. If Keese saw such a phenomenon he assumed it was the usual illusion. He had doubted his eyes when seeing a nude fat man ascend the front steps of a public building. But this man had been real, and a rearview photo of him appeared in next morning’s newspaper. (He had eluded the police, and his motive remained obscure.)

Keese admitted to himself that, very rarely, some outlandish vision of his might be to some degree or even wholly authentic; but since he had no standard of measurement he must, in self-preservation, consistently reject the evidence of his eyes. In this basic way he was at odds with the rest of humanity as to one of its incontestable truths: seeing is believing.

He now opened the refrigerator and found the bottle of wine, which lay horizontal. As he had feared, it was leaking at the cork, and a little pool had formed on the lid of the crisper below. While wrinkling his nose at this he heard a tapping at the glass of the back door. Pleased to be so distracted, he straightened himself and went in response. While on this route he expected to view the caller through the large clear pane of the door-glass, from which furthermore the curtains had been temporarily removed for laundering. But he saw no one until he reached and opened the door, and then he espied the wolfhound, some eight feet off and loping. He supposed that the animal could have done the tapping: no other candidate was, at any rate, in evidence.

He took the bottle of wine to the living room.

“They must have a dog,” he said to Enid.

“That could be bad news,” his wife replied, placing her stemmed glass judiciously on the coffee table. For a number of years now Keese had observed his wife only by means of what she did: that is to say, he saw the actor only through the action. She was invisible to him when motionless.

“Well, let’s hope not,” said he, making a wry toss of the chin and elbowing an imaginary companion.

Enid stood up. “I imagine that some dinner wouldn’t be amiss.”

“At this juncture,” said Keese, completing the old family-phrase, the origins of which had been mislaid: some movie or play of twenty years before.

Normally a tall woman, Enid looked markedly larger than usual, but dwindled to her usual size as she left the room. Keese realized that the sofa, where he sat now, was subtly lower than the chair he generally used at this time of day. Not only did he see reality from a somewhat less favorable situation, but the thickness of his middle body knew an unpleasant pressure from his belt buckle. Being alone in the room, he had no reason to suppress a tendency towards extravagance, and making a hideous expression, he positively hurled himself erect.

He was heading for his habitual chair, in which, by contrast to its thick upholstery, he felt thinner, when the doorbell, a dull gong, sounded. Keese was now sufficiently old (viz., forty-nine) to hear as ominous all summonses for which he had not been furnished with advance warning, and he was especially dubious about any that came in those few hours which constituted dinnertime for persons of his sort.

He went apprehensively to the door, opened it partially, and exposed to the caller a diagonal view of the entrance hall of his home as well as about four-fifths of himself, keeping a forearm and a calf concealed and readied for leverage if needed.

For a very brief instant, looking headwards as he was, he could not identify the person by sex, for he saw a turban and under it a face which though not that of an East Indian was colored almost olive. It wore no make-up, and while the skin was flawless the features were not so delicate as to require a feminine designation.

But then Keese saw the two remarkable cones that projected themselves from her thorax. Though beneath the glistening, hard-finished blouse of oysterish synthetic they connoted more of rocketry than mammalia, once he had identified her sex he was no longer in doubt as to his own style.

“Hello,” said he, showing a pleasant face, “and what may I do for you?”

“Anything you like,” said the person on his doorstep. In age she had apparently just crossed Keese’s arbitrary line between girl and young woman. He had not been prepared for her literalization of his greeting, which was a piece of standard usage and not a cliche to be derided. Nevertheless, with his bias towards a creature of her sex and years, he decided that he was himself at fault and he listened smilingly to the punch line which completed her opening speech: “The problem is what you want in return.”

Having made her jest, she glowered momentarily and then produced the sort of laugh which seen on silent film would suggest by its physical violence that the original had been deafening, but in point of fact very little sound was heard. Her teeth were huge.

Keese fell back a centimeter in mock horror, with an appropriate flash of palms. “Miss, I assure you my intentions are honorable.” He liked nothing better than such banter.

But the young woman seemed suddenly to show anxiety. Staring fearfully at him, she said: “I’m Ramona.” Her next statement was almost a question. “I moved in next door?”

Abruptly disenchanted, Keese knew an urge to reply: “How should I know? Why aren’t you certain?” But of course he did not; he was never sardonic with ladies newly met. “Welcome to the neighborhood,” he said instead. “We were just talking about inviting you over for a drink—and decided against it only because we thought you’d probably be exhausted today. But come in, come in.”

He did a little uncertain dance at this point, from threshold to top step and back. The problem was to hold the screen door open for her entrance and yet allow her sufficient space in which to move. Keese was no sylph. There was a further complication in that Ramona seemed oblivious to his effort: the simple thing would have been for her to catch the screen door against her outer wrist once he had thrown it open; thus he could have retreated into the hallway as she entered.

But she took no hand in her own entrance, and stretching to widen the route of ingress, he was forced to lower his elevation by one step. She raked him with her breasts as they passed: despite appearances, those cones were yielding and real, and it was quite the most exhilarating encounter with an unknown woman that Keese had had in time out of memory.

In the living room she waited as if for an invitation to sit down, but having received it she whirled without warning, went swiftly to the piano, seized the photograph there, and said: “Whoozis? Your girl?”

Keese had been drifting in spirit, but he stiffened now. The word was ambiguous, surely, and it could have been appropriate here had the subject of the portrait been younger. “If you mean ‘daughter,’” said he, “then, yes, that’s mine.”

Ramona put both hands on her hips. She wore steel-gray slacks beneath the metallic-looking blouse. Her turban was of streaked lilac.

“No, I meant was she your chick.” Again the quick glower, followed by the almost silent howl of laughter. Had it not been for the touch of her resilient breasts Keese might have found her irony repulsive. The portrait was an accurate depiction of his twenty-one-year-old daughter, who was thought even by strangers to be remarkably pretty. It was indeed unprecedented that anyone, male or female, had looked at her picture without making this observation aloud. But Ramona, perhaps empowered by envy, was sufficiently bold to remain silent. Keese’s daughter had golden hair and fair skin and eyes of blue. No greater contrast could be provided than Ramona, though for that matter his “girl” bore little resemblance to his wife and none to him.

“Who plays?” Ramona asked now, having strode away from the piano, but obviously putting it in reference. She had a low-slung, long-lobed behind, though some of that effect was due to the high-waisted trousers. She wore spike-heeled sandals which exposed red-painted toes.

“I do,” he lied, suddenly desperate to appear talented. Easy enough to pretend some infirmity of hand if she asked for a performance. But, as he had hoped, she did not make such a request.

“Who’s ‘we’?” she asked. “You and your girl?”

“My wife and I. And by the way, my name is Earl Keese.” He took himself near her, should she wish to shake hands, but she made no use of the opportunity. Instead she stared so keenly below his waist that he feared his fly was open, and he turned away and looked discreetly down. The zipper was snugly closed.

Relieved, but also annoyed with himself, he took the initiative. “So you’ve moved in, have you? Nice house. The Walkers took awfully good care of the place, I believe.”

Ramona asked harshly, with the implication of a demand: “Is your wife here now?”

“In the kitchen. I’ll go get her. She certainly wants to meet you.” He had already put one foot in the direction which would be appropriate to his proposal when he saw that Ramona was shaking her head.

“No,” said she, “I don’t want to meet her.” She seized his wineglass, which he had refilled before answering the door, and drank from it.

Keese felt humiliated, and he was also indignant that she had not, since ringing the bell, given him a second’s peace in which to meet the requirements of hospitality. She was rude to him in his own home, the sort of thing that was unprecedented except with one’s relatives. It would now have been pointless to get her a glass of her own, which would only coarsely demonstrate that she had swiped his wine. Therefore he took for himself the empty goblet that had previously served Enid. But while he was reaching for the bottle Ramona drained in one prolonged swallow the contents of her glass, and as he was about to serve himself nonetheless, she forcefully extended her hollow vessel.

He filled it.

“I hope we can be friends,” said Ramona when she had received her wine.

“I’m sure we can,” said Keese. “We were certainly always on friendly terms with the Walkers, though we didn’t really know them intimately. They were a good deal older.”

“I didn’t mean that polite social kind of shit,” Ramona said.

This extraordinary speech resulted not in encouraging Keese but rather in frightening him. But as luck would have it his means of resisting fright was to simulate boldness—alone at night on a darkened city street he would invariably, teeth tightly occluded, steer himself towards any threatening shadow that offered itself, on the principle that all malefactors abhor the initiative of others.

“O.K.,” he said heartily, “you’re on. We’re friends. We’ll start there and work backwards. I don’t even know your last name and whether you have a husband. I’ve seen your dog but nothing else. You were all moved in by the time I came home.”

“Dog?” asked Ramona. Having got her refill she had put the glass down and not touched it since. There had been only an inch of wine left in the bottle for Keese: he decided to forgo it.

“Wolfhound?” he asked. “I assumed it was yours. I thought I knew all the dogs in the neighborhood.”

“Why don’t you sit down?” She grimaced. “You make me nervous, standing awkwardly there like that, holding that bottle.”

Keese was too startled to resist. His favorite chair was nearby. He went to it and complied with her order.

As if she had not displayed sufficient effrontery even yet, she said: “Now, doesn’t that feel better?” He winced visibly. Not being as insensitive as she seemed, Ramona added: “That’s what I mean about being friends: you talk turkey with your friend. If he doesn’t like it he can always throw you out.”

Keese had a faint suspicion that he might get onto her style eventually. Meanwhile he was mollified by this exposition of her rationale. He waved his hands. “Thanks, I’m quite comfortable now.” He could not resist settling in, lifting one haunch and then the other, though he was aware that it marked him as being hopelessly middle-aged.

As if reading his thoughts Ramona said sweetly: “You’re not so old, but you are too fat.”

Had she finally gone too far? Apparently not, if Keese could ponder on the question. At any rate, he felt no impulse whatever to protest. Accepting the insult took much less of a toll than would have the display of an ire which furthermore he did not feel. After all, what she had said was no more nor less than the truth, and he was proud of his courage to face facts.

Nevertheless, he pulled his abdomen in while addressing the table at his elbow: “I have a feeling that you seldom resist an urge to say whatever’s on your mind.”

“Maybe I’m just testing you,” said Ramona. “Anyway, I’m nobody of importance. I can say what I want because it doesn’t matter. Who cares anyway?” She stood up. “Is your wife making dinner?”

Keese had no time to deplore her self-deprecation, had he been so inclined. “Afraid so,” he answered, rising with a foolish feeling of guilt. “Look, do you have anything to eat over there? The stores hereabout shut their doors at five sharp, and the one restaurant in town is closed for renovation at the moment. It just occurs to me that you may not have eaten dinner. Would you like to eat with us? And is there more of your family?”

Ramona took his hand in hers. “Earl—is that your name, Earl? You just trot out first and ask your wife if it’s O.K.” Her fingers were almost as long as his but not of course so broad; and though her toes were painted her fingernails were not.

He had his pride to defend. “I buy the food,” said he. “I think I might have some say as to who eats it.”

She raised her free arm and pointed. “Now go! Don’t argue like a bad boy, Earl, or you’ll be sorry.”

It was preposterous to be manhandled like this in one’s own living room, and by a girl! But with mixed glee and shame he realized that he was aroused—at least physically.

He was pleased that the kitchen lay at the farthest extremity of the house. While he was still in the dining room he heard the outside door open and close, but when he stepped into the kitchen Enid was at the refrigerator, across the room from the door, and furthermore holding a burden in both hands: some plastic box she had just taken from the freezer.

“Huh,” she said, “does the sight of frozen succotash elate you so?”

“Do we have enough for a guest or two?” asked Keese, allowing for the possibility that Ramona had a mate—of whom, strangely, he was not jealous.

Enid drew back in what seemed excessive dismay. “As it turns out, we have virtually no food at all.” She marched to the stove, carrying the plastic container before her as if it were a crown on a velvet pillow.

“You can’t mean it!”

Enid stared boldly at him. “I was wrong.”

Keese felt the onset of an awesome despair. But this soon proved to be needless, for the answer could not have been more simple. He punished one of his hands with the other and said: “We’ll go out for dinner. Yes!”

“No,” said Enid, turning in curiosity. She had not even yet put down the container of succotash. “The Coachman’s closed for renovation.”

“Sometimes,” said Keese, ebullient now, “our life is too circumscribed. We are not alone in the vastness of the tundra. We are but four miles from a prize-winning eatery, nationally renowned: La Nourriture, hey?”

Enid performed a reverse whistle. “Can you be serious?” Now she lowered the plastic box at last. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“What a bizarre question,” said Keese. “Would I want to celebrate trouble with a meal costing say twenty dollars a plate?”

“At the minimum,” said Enid. “But you might sooner do that than feed upon a success: I’ve known you for a long time, my friend.”

Ordinarily he did not mind her applying to him the results of, apparently, an analysis of someone else; indeed, he was often flattered to hear of some trait or taste of which he had ever been innocent (e.g., “you know that hot temper of yours”; “like you, my father doted on stuffed breast of veal”). But her current misjudgment of him seemed to carry a negative implication, and he was made impatient by it.

“Be that as it may,” said he, “if you want to come along to La Nourriture you will go now and get dressed.”

Enid sighed and looked dismally at the container of succotash. “I suppose you won’t believe this, but I really don’t want to go out.”

Keese felt an alarming focus of heat at the base of his neck, though he wore a knitted shirt with an open collar. He recognized the surge of blood as an anticipation of dining alone with Ramona.

“You mean you want to stay home, but you have no objections to my going?”

“That’s exactly my point,” said Enid. She was quite a handsome woman, better-looking, actually, than when she had been younger, so that it was routine for people to believe she had once been a beauty who was now faded. Naturally, no one made this observation directly to Keese, but he sensed it, and thought it was unfortunate that she did not get her due. She had marvelous breasts, and he was still charmed by her freckles in a certain light. She was—but he caught himself here: he was being grateful to the point of hysteria.

“I haven’t even told you whom I was thinking of entertaining,” he said now.

“Why not let it be a surprise?” suggested his wife, and he agreed, without having any real sense of what she meant, and he went, almost at the jog, back to the living room and rounded the turn from the hallway and said—

Nothing whatever. The room was empty. Ramona had departed—if indeed she had ever been there. Had his old trick-of-the-eye now moved towards the command of all his faculties?

He went quickly to the dining room and looked out the window that gave onto the narrowest portion of his own yard and, beyond, the widest segment of the lawn of the house next door. He saw nothing animate for a moment, and then the ubiquitous wolfhound came into view again. The dog seemed to be grazing, like a herbivore. Ramona was nowhere in evidence. Crazy little bitch! She had ruined his Friday evening, perhaps even the whole weekend.

He wandered disconsolately back to the living room. She had drunk the remainder of the white wine. He possessed nothing more in the way of an alcoholic beverage, and there was only frozen succotash for dinner. His watch assured him that the village market had closed an hour ago and that the liquor store would lock up in half a minute.

Once again he was asking Why, when without warning a male stranger briskly entered the room. A tall, muscular man with a head of blond curls, he had apparently, without invitation, let himself into Keese’s house!








CHAPTER 2



FOR an instant Keese considered fetching the poker from the fireplace and beating this intruder to death, but then he stopped trying to impress himself with bluster and realized that he should be seriously indignant about the invasion—unless of course the fellow was some repairman, an electrician or the like, summoned by Enid to perform a technical function. But the mystery was soon dissipated.

“Hi, Earl,” cried the blond giant, and he threw out a hand large as a shovel. Keese was prepared to be maimed by the handshake, but he found that in point of fact the man’s grip was reassuringly spongy. “I’m Harry. I imagine Ramona’s mentioned me.”

“No doubt,” Keese said warily. “You’re her—?”

“Sure I am,” said Harry, in the airy fashion of someone who has boldly not listened to that to which he is pretending to respond. He looked to be at least six four and had enormous shoulders and an otherwise flat body: not burly, but, uh—Keese searched for the word, which was not one that he liked, because neither the look nor the sound of it seemed to support the meaning, which was essentially an expanded sort of wiriness—rangy: there it was. Keese himself, though not always as stout as now, had always been compact of body, and naturally, for reasons of survival, he preferred his own sort of build, while at the same time despising it.

He had by no means forgiven Harry for barging in uninvited, but nothing was to be gained by being surly in the face of a fait accompli.

“Well, Harry, welcome to the end of the road.” Not only was this designation another old family saying, but it was less dispiriting than dead end.

Harry shrugged and said pleasantly: “What’s on the menu? I’m famished.” He actually brought his two large palms together and abraded them.

With horror Keese remembered his invitation! “Oh, my God,” he said, “yes. Well, I am really humiliated, Harry. I spoke too quickly. Afraid only some frozen succotash’s in the larder, you see. And the stores are closed.” His failure to consider the French restaurant was not due to active suppression: he had honestly forgotten the project so ecstatically conceived.

All good feeling (whether bogus or not) receded from Harry’s smile. For a moment he could have been on the point of hurling himself at Keese’s throat—or at any rate, so Keese felt. Harry’s right eye twitched, an ugly sneer was insinuating itself into his lower nose. But then all at once he rose above his apparent disappointment.

“Well, me bucko,” he roared jovially, “then I’ll just go and get some takeout.”

Keese smiled. “I can see you just moved out from the city,” said he. “We’ve got no edible takeout in these parts, only the standard burgers and dogs, pizza.”

Harry leaned down and winked, and then he said in an unpleasantly confidential way as if he were making an indecent proposal: “You just leave it to Harry.”

Keese puffed out his lips. “I’ve lived here for twenty years, but I—”

“Always more to learn about anything!” cried Harry, and he seized Keese by the crook of the elbow and propelled him across the carpet for a few feet, then slapped him on the rump, in the mode of athletes at moments of high spirit. Keese had never participated in sports since this gesture had come into fashion, and he had never liked seeing it delivered on television, but receiving it was a horror to him.

Had he known it was coming he might actually have thrown a punch at Harry to forestall him, but again he was confronted by the accomplished fact.

Harry had unhooked his elbow now and swung around to face him. Keese was aware that Harry would be called handsome by some, perhaps by most, but he himself was never favorably impressed by a prominent aquiline nose (it seemed an impropriety), nor in fact did he much like blond hair on a man, where the objection was usually that, far from being fair, it had turned muddy, perhaps even with a greenish tinge. But Harry’s was almost bright; he must touch it up; that seemed even worse.

“Look here,” said Harry, speaking down his chest as if rolling stones from the summit of a hill, “you just let me find the edibles.” Again he threw out his right hand, which looked larger than ever. Keese could find little reason to shake on this, but anything that would encourage Harry to be on his way was surely to the good. Even though Harry’s return might be regarded as inevitable Keese would have some respite, and perhaps he could fashion a style in which better to meet his new neighbor’s assault.

He put his own hand towards Harry’s, but Harry frowned and drew away, twitching his fingers at Keese. “I meant money, old chum,” he said reproachfully. “If I do the running, you can bloody well pay the tab.” He laughed horsily.

Keese went for the wallet he carried old-fashionedly in the one rear pocket (on every pair of trousers) which could be buttoned. While obviously designed as a deterrent to pocket-picking, in practice (he had read) it was none. The wallet, having been half sat upon for many years, was slightly curved so as to conform to Keese’s upper ham. He now plucked out a sheaf of three bills at random: they proved to be two twenties and a ten. In truth he had not bought takeout at home since before Elaine had gone away to college, and in those days ten dollars’ worth of deep-fried chicken or superburgers inundated in fragrant garbage would have been enough to feed a regiment.

But keeping up with the times he chose a twenty and then, so as to err generously, added the ten.

Harry scowled at the bills when he had received them, and he derided Keese: “Chintzy!”

Keese disliked being thought mean, but he dreaded the spending of cash. It had become almost a superstition with him to retain folding money, whereas he could be profligate with credit cards. But it was ridiculous that whatever Harry had in mind should cost more than thirty dollars.

Keese winced, and still held on to his remaining twenty. “You’re not going to drive to the city?”

Harry squinted and said in a tone of tease: “Just don’t you worry about old Harry. Hand over that loot.”

Keese seemed to have no other option. He stoically forked over the twenty. Harry showed his teeth at it and then looked up quizzically at Keese. “Whatzis, a two-dollar bill?”

It was, of course. Keese hadn’t seen one for years. He worried that someone had palmed it off on him as a twenty, relying on his probable failure to notice. No doubt he looked a pushover to some people, among them Harry and Ramona.

He now set his jaw in belligerence and said: “Yeah. If thirty-two bucks isn’t enough, then forget it. We’ll eat the succotash.”

Harry seemed impressed. He threw up his hands as if in defense, backed up, and said: “O.K., O.K., I didn’t personally make the inflation.”

Keese was mollified. “You know, you don’t want to be cheap, but you know…” He realized he was apologizing again. He and Harry grinned in each other’s faces for a moment.

Then Harry returned to the attack. “Let’s have your car keys, Earl. I’m out of wheels. My fuel pump gave up just as I swung into the drive next door. But lucky it happened there, huh?”

“Then the only thing that makes sense,” Keese said firmly, “is that I go for the food. After all, I’m supposed to be being neighborly to you: you’re the guest. Why should you do anything? Just sit down here, and Enid will come in and keep you company. Unfortunately there’s nothing to drink, and there won’t be an answer to that problem tonight. The liquor store’s closed by now and so’s the next nearest, over in Allenby. What’s your source for the food? Maybe I can talk them into selling me a bottle of wine under the table?”

“I can’t permit that, Earl,” said Harry, with a strange look in his eye. “If I let you pay for the grub, brother, then I’m going to fetch it.” Again he seemed to be on the verge of committing a violent act, and he was certainly large enough to make it ugly. Only at such times was Keese afraid of him. But Harry weakened the force of his physical threat by his next speech, which relied on spite for its effect. “I just won’t tell you where my source is!”

Keese decided he was but a big harmless fellow. He raised his hands as though he were being held up and told Harry: “We’ll go together. I’ll get my keys.” He started towards the staircase in the hallway, but a muffled sound came from behind him, a kind of strangulated raspberry, not quite a full-fledged lip-fart, but it was bizarre enough to cause Keese to turn.

Harry however was not caught with contorted mouth (had he actually, outrageously, broken real wind?). Whatever, he soon distracted Keese with a display of wounded feelings. “Think I’d steal your car, is that it? Well, sir, if—” He seemed to have lost his breath again, and he sought it with a gasp that probably explained the earlier sound. “I’m sorry I brought up the matter. Forget it, fellow!” He sank his incisors into his lip, though that might have been an illusion, for no blood welled up. His jaw-joints were surging.

Keese was back in the soup with regard to Harry. He believed him unbalanced, a dangerous state in one so large, who merely by falling could destroy much.

“No offense intended,” he hastened to say. “Certainly I wasn’t implying you would steal my car.”

“I say you were,” Harry insisted stridently.

Keese realized at this point that he should terminate their association, but he was not sufficiently deft, he feared, to do so without incurring Harry’s resentment. And to have an outright enemy as one’s nearest neighbor, when one lived at the termination of a dead-end road, with only a wooded hollow beyond, a weed-field across the street, was unthinkable. For example, Harry could effectively impede Keese’s egress by car at any time he so decided—and pretend, if the police were called, to have done so accidentally: it was not a thing that could easily be proved. Keese was in fact defenseless against any form of revenge that a demented adversary might choose.

“I wasn’t accusing you of anything,” he assured his neighbor, and added a supposedly amiable chide: “And speaking of offense, I’ll take my own if you insist on feeling wounded. I’ll get the car keys.” He would, then, let Harry drive his automobile away, but he balked at the thought of leaving him alone in the living room, a place that somehow seemed more seriously vulnerable, owing to its very immobility. “Come along and meet Enid.” He feinted towards the kitchen, but he failed to stir Harry.

“I’ll just hang on here,” said the big fellow. He sauntered to a wing chair that was probably sturdy enough to withstand his attack, but Keese winced as he watched Harry fall into it and heard the asthmatic gasp of stuffing and muffled shriek of articulated wood.

Keese then decided to fetch Enid and have her stand guard in the living room while he went upstairs. He saw no irony in this: not only was Enid more durable than the furniture, but for some reason, perhaps his impression of Ramona, Keese doubted that Harry was dangerous to women.

He started for the kitchen, but stopped again at the sound of Harry’s protest. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Keese could not bring himself to confess: to fetch my wife so that she can keep an eye on you. It did not occur to him to explain in the flattering way, i.e., to assure Harry that Enid would be charmed to meet him. Instead he lied in panic.

“To get my car keys.”

“You don’t carry them on you?”

Was Harry making this an accusation? Keese said: “Not at all times.”

Harry flashed his full grin, which on a face that large was ingratiating. “No quick getaways for you, then? You stand your ground and face the music.”

Keese was somewhat embarrassed by the honorific platitudes. “That’s putting the best face on it. Maybe I’m just lazy.” He regretted having said that, for Harry’s grin turned sardonic as he watched.

“You still don’t trust me, do you?” the large man asked. He hurled himself up from the wing chair. “I have a feeling that if you go around the corner you might climb out a window or something. All I’m asking is that loan of your car to go get food for us all, for God’s sake. I’m not going to use it to rob a bank. I’m hardly going to sell it! And for that matter, where could I at this time of day?”

Keese was embarrassed to hear the situation put in these terms, and he tried to alleviate the feeling by taking the initiative from Harry. He asked suspiciously: “What I still don’t understand is precisely where you intend to get the food? Really. I’m an old hand in these parts, and I don’t know of—”

He was interrupted. In a wounded tone Harry said: “Just because I’m the new man on the block here doesn’t mean that I don’t know this area or that I have no resources locally.”

Keese shrugged. “O.K., I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.” On Harry’s example he grew bolder. “But you have a way of avoiding detail.”

“Because of fear, do you think?” asked Harry. “Are you saying that I don’t dare reveal my plans because I’m yellow?”

Keese was amazed. “What’s fear got to do with naming a restaurant, for God’s sake?” The tension had built up in him. He tried to laugh it loose. “Do you realize that we’re two grown men, two neighbors who hardly know each other, and we are arguing about nothing? How did this begin, anyway?”

Harry sat down in the wing chair again, this time with less impact. “If you want to know,” he said sighing, “it’s a new place, just opened, just beyond town, where the warehouse was, on the other side of the railroad station. Italian.”

“I commute,” Keese said, “and go by there twice a day, to and from the station, and I haven’t seen any change in that warehouse.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” Harry asked quietly, his eyes almost closed.

“Certainly not,” said Keese. He cravenly added: “I’m just confessing to a failure of observation.”

“They don’t have their sign up yet,” Harry said. “You’ll see it soon. Cute name: ‘Caesar’s Garlic Wars.’”

It was unlikely that he had made that up on the spot, and therefore Keese found it credible. In relief he put himself into a good mood. “Swell. Get some ravioli, huh? I just love those darn things! And stuffed clams—and scampi…”

Harry lifted his wrist almost to his nose. “Whatever I get, I will first have to get going, Earl.”

“Sure.” Keese went into the hall and up the stairs. His car keys were on the dresser. He had scooped them up and was prepared to hasten back downstairs, for believing in the reality of the Italian restaurant had little effect on his assessment of Harry’s reliability when alone in a room. But someone wrapped in an oversized bath towel lay on the bed in the gathering twilight of the April evening. He pretended it was Enid, though he knew it was not, and he began to tiptoe out, as if not wishing to disturb her. Whereas his real reason was to play for time: the recumbent figure, apparently naked under the towel, was easily recognized as Ramona.

He had reached the threshold when, so to speak, the dagger struck him between the shoulder blades: so did he think of her voice, which literally, however, was neither pointed nor keenedged but rather blurred and almost expressionless.

What he thought he heard her say was: “Are you going out?”

When he had deciphered these words the worst of his apprehensions were relieved. If she were half-asleep, perhaps he could get away with some soporific mumble in reply, slip downstairs, send her husband off for food, then return and persuade her to dress before Enid discovered her and before Harry returned.

He murmured a soft, blunt sound that was intended to be reassuring and waited for the result. She made no response and was therefore judged to be asleep. He turned and softly mounted the threshold.

“I took a bath,” Ramona said clearly. “I hope you don’t mind. There’s a dead rat in the tub over there. I couldn’t face cleaning that up.”

“No,” Keese said neutrally, “I don’t mind.” Which was more or less true, but (1) why couldn’t she have asked? (2) why the repose? He asked neither of these aloud, however, and once again sought to steal away.

She persisted. “You’d tell me if you did?”

“Of course.”

“I took a pill. I’m hyper enough as it is, but moving—”

“You’re taking a little nap?”

“You do mind, don’t you?” Ramona asked accusingly, and suddenly she sat up, the towel falling away from her naked breasts. But her back was to the window, from which furthermore came a failing light that had grown dimmer even as they spoke. Also, amazement affected Keese’s vision. For all these reasons he saw no intimate particular of her flesh before she retrieved the edge of the large towel and covered herself again. What was shocking was really the sheer idea of her lying naked on the bed he had shared with Enid for more than a fifth of a century. He had never had another woman in that place—and in fact few in any other. Keese was a romantic; he had never been a lewd man.

He forced himself to smile. “Harry is just going for Italian food. I imagine you’ll be hungry at the end of a long moving day. You’ll want to join us downstairs.”

“I’m not all that hungry,” said Ramona, “if the truth be known. Physical exercise tires me out, but never gives me an appetite.”

Keese could sense her reluctance to get up. She might well persist in some damnable way, and how could he dislodge her if she did?

He tried now at least to counterfeit some determination. “I’m sure,” he said, “that your absence would be deplored by everybody. So come on down and meet my wife. By the time you’re dressed Harry will be back with the food.”

“Why,” asked Ramona, “are you so ill at ease at this moment? Are you afraid they’ll think we are fucking up here?”

Keese maintained his composure. “I just thought you’d be ready to come downstairs and join the party.”

She fell back into the supine position and maintained total silence.

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” he said helplessly. “Stay here as long as you like.” He decided to find Enid, after he gave the car keys to Harry, and put as good a face on it as possible, perhaps insisting that Ramona had fallen ill: one could not in decency oppose the will of a sick person. He bowed out of the bedroom and went down the stairs.

He was not truly surprised when, from the hall, he saw Harry probing into one of the cubbyholes, or even an upper drawer, of the secretary desk in the corner of the living room. He had feared something of that sort. At the outset he had identified a criminal aura around the man. But Keese was furious. Had he held a loaded shotgun (he believed) he would have discharged it into Harry’s wide back, blown a huge gory hole there; being subsequently convicted of manslaughter and sent to prison for ten-to-twenty he would have had to come to terms with the loss of respectability—and also the sexual deviation that was rife behind bars.

Having gone through this sequence and ended in absurdity, he could make a joke of it. “Harry,” he cried in ironic joviality, “are you robbing me?”

“Looking for a paper and pencil,” Harry said impatiently, without turning around. He slammed the little drawer in its slot, and opened the small door in the middle of the superstructure. Enid, who managed the family funds, kept her financial records there: bank statements, recent canceled checks, deposit slips, and the like.

Harry found the stub of a checkbook and riffled through it negligently, but focused in keenly on the last page. “Three hundred and twenty-seven dollars?” he asked incredulously. “Is that all you had at the end of February?”

Keese had now been pushed too far. He marched across the room, snatched the check stubs from Harry, and returned them to the cabinet and closed its door. Harry loomed above him, but offered no resistance. Neither was he apologetic. Indeed he leaned around Keese and would have probed further into the desk.

“Get away from there,” Keese commanded him. “Stay away from my private files.”

Harry shrugged and moved across the room. “I still don’t have a paper and pencil,” he said stoically.

“Why do you need writing materials?” Keese asked. “I thought you were going for Italian food?”

“To write down the order, for God’s sake,” said Harry in wincing exasperation. “You named five or six things before. This is likely to be complicated.”

Keese said: “Why not make it absolutely simple: spaghetti and meatballs, green salad. Enough for all, period. Jug of red wine, if possible. Or a whatchumacallit of Chianti, you know….” He finally remembered, with no help from Harry. “A fiasco.” He expected the obvious pun to be made of this, but Harry apparently never did the expected.

“No minestrone?”

“None for me,” Keese said solemnly. “Get what you want for yourself and—” He found that he could not mention Ramona’s name with a straight face; he felt a growing grimace as he approached the moment for it, and he turned away.

“O.K.,” Harry said, “the only thing that is not simple is how I’m going to get to the restaurant.”

“I agreed that you could use my car,” said Keese.

“Then how can I get it started?” Harry said this between his teeth.

“Oh, sorry! Here are the keys.”

Harry lost no time in departing. He slammed the front door and, too short a time afterwards, could be heard to make the engine roar horribly as he put Keese’s car in motion. At the turn from the driveway into the road he evoked from the tires a scream which had no precedent.

Keese’s nerves by now were so taut that he had the illusion that his belly was a stringed instrument, like a zither, and could have been strummed. He was about to search for Enid when she appeared by her own devices.

“There really is nothing in the house but that succotash,” said she. “That’s not a hoax.” Enid quite sensibly washed the gray from her hair, but quite as reasonably did not seek to reproduce the flaming red hair of her youth. She was now of a subdued auburn hue of head. Perhaps because of Ramona’s presence in the house Keese found himself looking at his wife for the first time in years. Enid was altogether more pleasing to him than the younger woman.

“That’s solved,” he told her now. “Italian food is on the way.” He withheld the information as to who was fetching it, expecting her naturally to ask.

Instead she clapped her hands and said: “Gee, that’s perfect. Antipasto and chicken cacciatore is my vote. What a great idea!”

“Sorry,” said Keese, “it’s already on its way and is merely spaghetti and meatballs, I’m afraid.”

She made a hideous face at an oval scatter rug. She said: “Carbohydrates are precisely what I don’t need. I think I’ll take this opportunity to diet. I’ll go to bed without my supper.”

“Enid,” he said, but she was already on the bottom stair. He shouted: “Enid. I have to explain! This is very strange, but—You see, it’s—Look, why don’t I call the restaurant and tell them to include antipasto and cacciatore in the order? What could be simpler?” He had been too rattled to think of that immediately. In fact, the idea of spaghetti was suddenly loathsome to him. He would change the entire order. Beneath this resolution was something he had repressed: a suspicion that Harry had not gone to the restaurant, but had rather stolen his car. Actually, Keese had not wanted to determine that as yet. Obviously it must be accepted at some time, if true, but this moment would have been too soon had not Enid rejected the existing menu.

He had now got the nerve he required, and he went to the nearest telephone, that which was to be found in the understairs niche in the hallway, dialed what he still knew as Information though the telephone company had given it a new designation, and asked for the number of Caesar’s Garlic Wars, feeling preposterous as he pronounced the name though he was certainly not to be blamed for it.

His fears here were needless. The operator had a heavy accent, probably Hispanic (“Seize Her Golliwogs?”), and it was doubtful that she detected the pun, and anyway the natural sullenness of her voice suggested the kind of solipsism that would be impervious to elements that were beside the point.

She was back in a few seconds with the announcement that if such an establishment existed it was without a telephone.

“Might it be,” asked Keese, “on a separate list of new numbers kept apart from the main one? Not yet added to the general index? It is very new.”

“Barry New?” said the operator.

Keese thanked her kindly and hung up. Confessing to Enid that he had no means by which to supply her order was worse for him than reflecting on the theft of his car, which after all was insured. And Enid was still standing at the bottom of the stairs. He wondered where to send her; not to the second floor, certainly. Nor did he want her to stay here and listen to his subsequent phone calls: he had a bright idea and intended to re-ring Information; if that didn’t work, he would dial the police and report his stolen car.

It was Enid herself who solved his problem. Though having apparently listened to his side of the dialogue with the operator, she assumed he had been successful in his quest.

“Fine,” said she and turned into the route towards the kitchen. “I’ll set the table.” She set off briskly.

Keese believed it likely that she was still not aware that other persons had been in the house; and now she assumed that the food would be delivered by the restaurant for just the two of them and they would eat it together at the kitchen table. All the same he found himself in a kind of paralytic state as to disabusing her, though he could function efficiently enough in all other areas.

As soon as she disappeared he dialed Information again, having got the suspicion that the señorita might have looked up “Caesar’s” under S.

And it seemed he was not wrong to try again. The new operator, a flat-voiced soprano, found the number quickly.

Keese dialed it. Another neutral voice, male, came on the wire and identified the restaurant.

“Uh-huh,” said Keese, and he apologized in advance for what he must ask. Then he described Harry and said that if he were not there already he would arrive soon, and gave the corrected order.

“Please,” said the voice of Caesar’s, “we will open next week. We’re still closed.”

Keese refused to despair. “But my friend doesn’t know that. He’ll try to get in now, because he thinks you’re open for business. When he gets there, please tell him—” But what? If the place was closed, then no talk of its menu would be meaningful. “Tell him, tell him to come on back, and we’ll think up something else.”

“I won’t see him, sir,” said the voice. “I’m alone here, upstairs in the back, and I won’t even hear him if he comes.” With gracious regrets he hung up.

Now Keese was in a quandary. It was certainly too soon to call the police. Harry might be at Caesar’s, fruitlessly pounding on the front door. On the other hand, with full knowledge of the restaurant’s schedule he might have stolen the car, counting on Keese’s being in a state of confusion at this point and so gaining a head start on his escape. By the time it was established that he had stolen the vehicle, he would be miles away. But how rotten if, deciding that Harry had hoodwinked him, Keese sent the police in pursuit: were he in error in believing his new neighbor a car thief, he would never live it down, with Harry just next door.

He now thought about the situation in this new way: if Harry were truly his neighbor he would scarcely steal the car—unless of course he were insane. Perhaps he was an impostor—and if Harry was one, then it followed that Ramona must be one too, for Harry had mentioned her. And though she had not mentioned Harry, Keese had told her that Harry was downstairs and she had not asked for an identification. Therefore they were, Ramona and the tall blond fellow, in this together. So much was established. It would be useless then to go upstairs and question Ramona about Harry: they would necessarily be in cahoots on any kind of mischief.

But someone had newly moved in next door: Enid had seen the van being unloaded, a process that had taken most of the day.

Keese decided on a bold stroke. He would walk across to the house next door and see whether anyone was there at the moment. If they were not, he believed that he might gain entrance in some fashion and search for something that would identify the new tenants. If they were Harry and Ramona, then no harm would be done. Harry had his car and Ramona was in possession of his bedroom: examining their house would seem no more than that. If on the other hand someone else had taken the place and was in residence at the moment, Keese pretty much had the goods on Harry. If the new people had gone out to eat somewhere, he had a stickier problem: he must find, amidst their lately deposited possessions, evidence of their identity. And of course it would be dreadful if he were caught at it: he might be taken for a common burglar and brained by an enraged householder wielding some domestic object drafted into service as a makeshift bludgeon. (Again by means of extravagant fancies he was trying to forestall disaster.)

He let himself quietly out the front door. The evening was now going decisively towards night, as if to compensate for its hesitancy at the outset: Keese was always sensible of that effect. He stole around the side of his house. He saw a ghostly blur and heard the muffled sound of a running soft-footed quadruped: that damned wolfhound again! Why did it persistently lurk there? The idea of stepping on its stool in the growing darkness was repulsive to him. He decided to give it a scare. Dogs remembered to avoid places where they had been given disagreeable impressions. Keese was not cruel to animals. He planned merely to wave his arms and hoot, at most to shy a stone with purposely bad aim; sometimes a beast got the idea by merely seeing a hand reaching towards the ground.

He turned another corner and saw the rear of his house. The wolfhound was waiting at the back door, and as Keese watched, Enid came to the door and flung to it what looked very like a large piece of meat! He shrank back into the shadows. This was bizarre. Only frozen succotash in the larder, eh? It was almost as if he had seen his wife in an intimate situation with another man—not in bed, perhaps, but sitting en famille in the living room, the fellow in his shirt sleeves and socks.

Ramona had not admitted owning the dog. Did it then belong to Enid? If so, why had she concealed the fact? He was by no means averse in principle to keeping pets. In practice the matter had never come up between the two of them since they had been alone and Elaine had taken her cat to college with her, where she managed illegally to maintain it throughout three years of dormitories before it died of natural causes.

Keese decided to find the proper moment to speak to Enid of this matter, and now he turned towards the house next door, which had manifestly been designed by an architect of the eclectic school some fifty years before, at which time it had been surrounded by true “country,” and if the owner had believed himself something of a squire he was given some justification by the absence of any other dwellings throughout the two miles from the center of the village. This state of affairs had changed, though the neighborhood was far from becoming a “development,” as it was unjustly called sometimes by those who lived there longer than the latest comer.

There were in fact only some two dozen houses out that way (du côté de chez Keese, as Elaine had named it on her latest vacation), and only two of them, counting the château Keese, were on what was officially called Burt Street, an ugly name rarely used by either the Keeses or their late neighbors the Walkers.

Keese had now left his property and was traversing the generous side yard of what he had no choice as yet but to call the Walker place, a capriciously designed structure with little corner towers and a roof lined with false battlements. Yet the lower stories were, by contrast, exquisitely humdrum, shingled in poopoo brown and peepee yellow (again Elaine’s bon mot: the latter color was actually a smudged sort of cream).

The house was dark, a condition which would support Harry & Ramona’s claim to be the new tenants, because obviously they were elsewhere. But it was only negative evidence, and Keese pressed on. He soon arrived at an angle, with respect to the rear windows, from which he could see not only a light in the kitchen but also a figure moving within it.

Keese went right up to the glass. The figure was Harry’s. He was stirring something in a large pot. The kitchen was stacked with cardboard cartons, some of which were imprinted with the name of a well-known national moving company; but others had obviously been packed by amateur hands and bore the disparate designations of sanitary napkins, fancy chocolates, and a blended whiskey. Harry had apparently opened certain boxes to get what he needed. He held a long-handled wooden spatula of a special sort: from the face of its oval blade rose a cluster of pegs. Keese could associate no function with this peculiar design until he watched Harry plunge the instrument into the pot, draw it up dripping, and display a hank of spaghetti.

Keese drew back from the window, his face as hot as if it had been slapped. He could not begin to understand the pretext for Harry’s hoax. He tried desperately to think of a suitable piece of revenge: best would be locking the door, to go out to dinner with Enid before Harry returned. But Ramona was there. If he threw her out she would go home and tell Harry, ruining the plan to discomfit him. If she remained—but Keese would not leave her alone in his house.

Also he suddenly remembered that Harry had his car. Well, that could be a beginning: he would quietly take back his own automobile! Even Harry, who was none too sensitive, might be embarrassed to come out with his load of spaghetti and find that the borrowed car had been stolen—explain that to your new neighbor! Keese chuckled into his hand. He made it around the back of the house without mishap. He knew of old where the well cover was situated, and there was just enough light, when one’s eyes had become habituated to the evening, to see the silhouette of iron garden furniture that could have disabled the unwary.

But of course when he reached his car and discreetly sought to open the driver’s door he had to abandon the plan altogether. He had been prepared to find that Harry had removed the ignition key. Were this the case, he intended at least to try jumping the ignition wires beneath the dashboard.

But in point of fact Harry had locked all four doors!

Keese walked sullenly down the driveway. When he reached the street and turned towards his own house he saw another car, parked at the curb. Obviously this was Harry’s own automobile, out of commission because of an ailing fuel pump. Keese in fantasy projected a better revenge than he had originally planned: what a joke to drive Harry’s car into the Keese driveway! The only trouble was, if Harry had locked Keese’s car, he must surely have secured the doors of his own vehicle, parked out in the street.

Keese anyway tried the driver’s door—and it opened! The ignition, though, was locked, and tampering with the wires on a car not his own was of course out of the question. Yet the slope of the street, if he could once get the vehicle in motion, would probably be sufficient for the rolling of the car to his own curb, and perhaps there would be even enough momentum by then to make the left turn and penetrate the driveway for some distance.

Chortling sotto voce, he climbed into the seat. The car had a stick shift, but Keese could well remember, despite his years of automatic transmission, where neutral could be found: he had got his first license at sixteen. He released the hand brake. Though parked on a slight declivity Harry had spurned the advice of the Motor Vehicle Bureau (dispensed among other places on late-night TV when the commercials ran out) to turn the wheels towards the curb. And lucky for Keese that he had not so done, because his steering wheel would have locked in that position.

The car ignored Keese’s wishes and the agitation of his body on the seat and refused to move. Nor did the opening of the door and the extending of his left foot to the roadway, there to apply a backwards pressure of the sole, overcome the massive inertia of the vehicle. There was but one answer to his problem: to remove himself altogether from the car, to push with all his strength against the foremost portion of the window frame while keeping the right hand upon the handle of the door, so that when momentum was established he might rip it open and leap in.

But Keese had not done anything of this sort for two decades. He was not as deft of hand as of old, and he had never been notable for agility of leg. The application of his bulk to the pushing hand forced the car finally to move, and once in motion the wheels were lured by gravity into quickening their revolutions. Even a faster man would have been nearing his limits by the time that Keese attempted to re-enter the vehicle. Worse, he could not find the proper angle of hand at which to trip the latch, which was subtly different from that of his own car, a major difference when rolling.

He fell out of the race before reaching his own house. Harry’s car continued on, jumped the unpaved curb at the end of the street, easily flattened the guard rail and the DEAD END sign it bore (the posts being rotten), and vanished with rather less noise than one would have thought, but in point of fact there were no trees there and but a soft undergrowth, and the slope was such that a wheeled thing would continue rolling to the low bank of the creek and slip into the water with ease.

Keese assumed that it was now too dark to see much down there. In any event, he didn’t try. His joke had failed: that was evident and good enough for him. He strolled up his walk and sidled into his house. His persistent conviction that he had been mocked by Harry relieved him from the claims of decency.
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