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CHAPTER ONE


•


At 6:30 A.M. of a dishwater-gray, electric-lighted dawn, the echo of the alarm clock still in my ears, I felt my way into the bathroom with my eyes shut, thus gaining an extra six seconds’ sleep. At the medicine-cabinet mirror, eyes still closed, I stood, hoping as always that when I opened them something would have happened overnight, and I’d see a change. But nothing had changed, not for the better anyway.


There was the same old unshaven, dumb-looking, twenty-nine-year-old face; the same drab, straight, brownish-red hair sticking out in all directions like a pile of rusty nails; the same bloodshot, basset hound eyes. “Mirror, mirror, on the wall,” I said, “who’s the biggest slob of all?”


“No change today,” said the familiar, deep voice. “Still a three-way tie between an alcoholic Australian sheepherder, a Beirutian loan shark, and you. If anything, you’ve got the edge.” A huge Hand, protruding from the wide gold-embroidered sleeve of a long white robe, descended from the ceiling and clapped me across the forehead with an enormous rubber stamp, leaving the word FAILURE in black capital letters stretching from temple to temple.


I washed it off in the lukewarm, permanently dripping bathtub shower, but back in the bedroom, dressing, I knew it was still branded deep in my soul. I knew it from the inept way I then treated Hetty; later I figured out that it was four years, three months, eleven days, and thirteen hours after we’d been married.


Still blear-eyed and stupefied, I stood buttoning my shirt, feeling guilty because I was able to wish, as I did every morning now, that we each had our own bedroom. Small as the room was, we didn’t quite bump into each other. Our paths were long since taped out, crossing and recrossing but rarely colliding. We missed only fractionally though, shoulders brushing, hands reaching just past noses and eyes; and since my wattage is low first thing in the morning, the bulb of life flickering orangely, the idea of dressing alone was as irresistibly attractive as the opposite had once been, four years, three months, eleven days, and thirteen hours before.


Today I couldn’t find my belt; it wasn’t in the pants I’d worn yesterday, and I thought maybe I’d tossed it onto the room’s one chair last night. Hetty was sitting there, smoothing a stocking up her leg, and I walked over, lifted the hem of her slip, and looked carefully at the chair, but no belt, and I stepped to the closet and found it on the floor.


Hetty stood up as I threaded my belt through the pants loops, and she walked to the dresser mirror. There’s only one dresser, which we shared about 60-40, and you know who had the 40. Hetty stood there, her hands working on her back hair, elbows winged out, and I needed my wallet, keys, change, and stuff from the dresser top. I reached past her, under one upraised arm, my hand brushing her chest, got my wallet, stowed it in my hip pocket, started to reach for my keys and change, and saw Hetty’s eyes in the mirror staring at me.


There was something about her expression I couldn’t quite figure out that warned me of something I wasn’t sure of, and I warily postponed keys and change. I walked—one step—to the closet, took a tie, stepped back to the dresser, and with knees bent, my neck barely visible in the lower left corner of the mirror so I wouldn’t interfere with Hetty’s view, I began tossing the long end of my tie around the short end. I kept an eye on Hetty in the mirror, and watched her place a hand on one hip. When she saw I’d noticed, she began walking back and forth in tiny mincing steps, her shoulders swaying exaggeratedly the way models walk in the movies. I stared for a moment, hands on my tie, then turned around, and Hetty clasped her hands on the back of her neck, thrust her hips toward me, did a couple of vicious bumps and grinds, and burst into tears.


My lower jaw dropped like a gallows trapdoor, I stepped toward Hetty, and she ran—half a step—and fell face down on the bed, sobbing, and I thought momentarily of all the many little-appreciated values of being dead. Squatting uncomfortably beside the bed, I began poking, stroking, patting, prodding, murmuring, soothing, and pretty soon Hetty lifted her head, saying, “So you finally saw me? I was afraid I might have to strip and paint myself blue!”


“What’s the matter, honey?”


“Matter!? Ben, you’re how old, twenty-nine? Or ninety-nine? Or am I so damned homely and repulsive? My god, you’re alone in a bedroom with a young, nubile, half-dressed girl—”


“But I have to get to work.”


“—and you can actually pick up the hem of her slip, and not even see her! You can brush against her in about as intimate a way possible, without a flicker of expression, just as though I were a door or something—”


“Honey—”


“Look, Ben,” she said in a dry, calm, I’m-through-with-tears voice, “I don’t want to sound like a comic-strip bride. But it’s obviously true, something, quite simply, to be faced and accepted, that you just don’t love me any more.” And oh boy, there at 6:43 A.M. she began to bawl again.


I killed her. Later, pacing the Death Cell, my pants legs slit, I regretted it, but now I took her soft white throat tenderly in my hands . . . What I actually did was just what you do: I stroked her hair, occasionally patting her head and scratching behind her ears and assuring her that yes, I did too love her, a statement—have you noticed?—almost impossible to pronounce out loud.


But I did it; my tongue shoved the words out over the edge of my teeth so that they sounded aloud in the room, and after a while Hetty lifted her head and asked me to tell her truthfully, honestly, whether I really meant it, and I smiled tenderly and sneaked a look at my watch and knew that while I’d have to skip the book review and James Reston at breakfast, I was still going to have time for the bridge column.


We smiled at each other a lot during breakfast, teeth shining, eagerly passing things. I finished my coffee, put down the paper and said gaily, “Well, off to Saf-T Products, I guess!”


She smiled brilliantly and said, “Darling, why must you always say Saff-T? It’s Safe-T!”


    Lovingly I said, “No, dear. The T is pronounced tee, I’ll grant you. But S-a-f must be pronounced as spelled: saf. However much my idiot boss may want it to, S-a-f cannot possibly oblige him by spelling safe. It spells saf, damn it!” Hetty smiled so widely her eyes were narrowed to slits, and I continued reasonably, “It’s like Holsum, as I’ve often pointed out; you simply cannot pronounce it wholesome. H-o-l must rhyme with s-o-l, it’s Holsum bread, and if you want it pronounced wholesum, you’ve got to spell it that way! And take TraveLodges; as long as there is still an English language they are not Travel Lodges; they’re Trave Lodges! A Ranchotel is not a Ranch Hotel, it’s a Ran-chotel! As for Do-nut Shoppes, you canNOT buy doughnuts in them! The only things they can possibly sell—”


“What in the hell does it matter!”


“What does anything matter, for that matter! It matters as much—”


She said, “Dear, you’ll be late. Better hurry,” and we smiled enchantingly, quick-kissed goodbye, and I rode downstairs in the automatic elevator, wondering as always if this would finally be the time when it would stick between floors. A woman was in it, about sixty, face coated with white powder, smelling like the main floor of a large department store. I pointed to the emergency phone and said, “You suppose this is actually connected to anything?” and she glanced at the phone, looked startled, glared at me, then looked away quickly, and got off fast when we hit the street floor.


Our apartment was on Twenty-eighth Street and I worked in the Chrysler Building, so I generally walked to work. Today, as on more than one morning lately walking along the street, I tried to explain things to Hetty. I said “Look, honey,” and she appeared beside me, transparent and still wearing the pink terry-cloth robe with the rip in the sleeve that she’d worn at breakfast, “it isn’t that I don’t love you. Of course I do! It’s just that people get used to anything—to being rich, blind, in jail, or President. So it’s only natural—inevitable—that eventually a man gets used to his wife.” I chuckled affectionately, nudging her in the ribs. “So if sometimes I seem to take you just a little for granted, you can understand that, can’t you!”


She didn’t seem to, refusing to answer or look at me, staring sullenly across the street, so I switched to stern reality. “Het, you’ve got to realize that for a man there are basic contradictions in marriage. He has been ingeniously designed to father hundreds of children by a spectacular variety of females”—I gestured appreciatively at some of them walking along to work. “While you, however lovely, are only one woman. You are a five-foot-two, nicely made, though somewhat overweight,” I added maliciously, “blonde. With a pretty and reasonably intelligent face. None of this is to be deprecated. Not even the extra poundage. But it also means—and why can’t women ever understand this?—that you are not a tall, curvy-hipped, gracefully undulating redhead.” I pointed to a tall, curvy-hipped, gracefully undulating redhead in front of us. “It means, unfortunately for both of us, that you can never possibly be a slim willowy brunette,” I said, nodding at a slim willowy brunette just getting off a bus. “Or even a buxom little brown-head, a China doll, a Japanese—” I sensed that I was getting carried away and calmed down.


“So if at times, dear,” I resumed, but Hetty wasn’t even trying to understand; she glanced at me with veiled, questioning, inscrutable eyes, and faded away.


I appealed to the men around us, speeding past in cabs, pouring up out of subway exits, sitting at crumby little lunch counters fortifying themselves with one more cup of vile coffee for the long sick day ahead. “The honeymoon fades, and vision returns!” I yelled. “That’s easy to understand, isn’t it!” And all up and down the street as far as you could see they nodded in sad agreement.


Encouraged, I appealed to the young women on the sidewalk around me; waiting at the lights; sitting at the coffee counters. “Surely you can all see that, too!” I called to them, smiling encouragingly. “That after a time—” But they couldn’t. On both sides of the street and for blocks ahead and behind, they leaned away from me, repulsed, staring down their shoulders at me in disgust and apprehension, and I knew they saw the truth: I was no good; I was rotten; I didn’t deserve even the least among them, let alone Hetty.


At Forty-second and Vanderbilt I cut through Grand Central Station. There was a new machine standing in a little alcove; it looked like the old take-your-own-photo booth that had once been there, with a place to sit and curtains for privacy, but the sign on this one said TELL ME YOUR TROUBLES! I sat down, drew the curtains, dropped in my quarter, and behind a glass panel, tape began slowly revolving on reels to show me it was listening.


“I’m a failure,” I said, “maritally, financially, socially, creatively, and employment-wise. Where is the bright promise of youth? I can’t communicate!” From a small loudspeaker in the ceiling there came frequent gentle sounds of “Tsk, tsk, tsk! . . . That’s too bad. . . . Oh, you poor boy!”


“I still like Hetty, you understand,” I said. “Always glad to see her. Any wife of old Ben Bennell is a wife of mine! It’s just that I don’t seem to love her any more.”


“What a shame!” the machine was saying. “I’m so sorry! Chin up!” And I felt a little better when I peeked through the drawn curtains, saw no one I knew passing by, and ducked out.


I intend to sturdily resist the temptation, of which I feel none whatever, to tell you all about my work and just what I do every day at the office. You may want this information for an in-depth psychological understanding of me, but I’m damned if I want you to have it. Ever think of that? I’m ashamed of what I do, it’s so dumb, it’s so dull, so routine, uncreative and underpaid. Anyway, what I do and what we all do at my office is just what they do in all the others. Charter a helicopter and fly low around New York peeking in the windows of the taller buildings, and you’ll see that we’ve built twenty-odd bridges and several tunnels in order to fill Manhattan with people in offices passing pieces of paper around. And of course we now duplicate these papers on expensive machines, which, as a matter of fact, is kind of fun; I often stand for minutes dreamily duplicating sheet after sheet simply for the narcotic effect.


So that’s what we do at my office; we fool around with paper while trying to hold insanity, raging and snapping at the edges of vision and mind, at bay with frequent cups of kidney-destroying coffee and nervous trips to the washroom. As for what Saf-T Products actually are, I couldn’t possibly bring myself to tell you except that they’re useless, foolish, and made of easily breakable and dangerous plastic.


“Well, why don’t you get another job,” Hetty always says, “if you hate this one so much?” In the calm reasonable way that I know infuriates her, I reply, “Doing what else? Serving humanity in what rich and rewarding way while still managing to pay the rent on this hovel?” She generally answers, “What do you want to do? What do you really want to do?” and since the answer is “I don’t know. Something . . . creative,” I shrug and change the subject, and continue reporting to Saf-T Products eleven mornings a week.


Today at my desk I drew the morning’s first sheet of blank paper toward me, thinking (a little cloud appeared over my head, just the way it does in comic strips) of the picturesque Canadian lumberjacks who were even now leveling forests to bring me next month’s supply. They disappeared, and the words What is love? appeared in their place in the cloud. The cloud disappeared, and I printed Love in the middle of the sheet, sat back to look at it, then drew a heart around it. I fancied up and shaded the letters, then drew an arrow piercing the heart, working carefully on the feathers. I added a realistic jagged crack plunging down the middle of the heart, and a line of drops descending from its point, and realized that I’d just defined love pictorially. All day I felt sad, depressed, guilty about Hetty, not liking the feeling at all, and wanting to do something about it.


Skip to that night: Should I buy Hetty some flowers? I wondered, stepping out of the elevator into the lobby of the Chrysler Building. No, I thought, flowers are kind of a phony thing to bring your wife; Holden Caulfield would never approve. There’s a drugstore in the building with a door from the lobby, and I walked in and stood looking around. Scattered on a display table I saw a lot of fancy little pillboxes on sale for a buck. I picked one out, a tiny rectangular box of gilt metal, less than an inch wide and not much longer, the lid crusted with glass jewels. I took it over to the counter, where the girl was checking her register, and while I stood waiting noticed some candy hanging from a wire stand on the counter. It was a long thin cellophane sack of four or five chocolate-covered nougats and creams; regular candy in little brown waxed-paper dishes like the kind that comes in boxes.


I opened one of the sacks, took out a nougat, and put it in the little box. It just fitted, as I’d thought it would, though it was a shade too high I found as I closed the lid; I could feel it squash a little. The girl was watching when I looked up, and I nodded at the little box.


“Could you gift-wrap it, please?” I said, and when she just stared at me I said, “It’s for a dieting midget,” and her eyes narrowed evilly. “Actually, it’s for my wife,” I said, laughing ruefully and shyly scraping my foot on the floor. “She’s mad at me, and it’s either make her laugh or kill myself.” The girl smiled delightedly then, all eager to join the cause, and did a fine job of gift-wrapping the tiny box in a little hunk of white paper and some narrow gold ribbon she found in a drawer behind the counter. She wasn’t bad-looking, and while she worked I offered her a chocolate cream, which she took, and I ate the others myself, leaning on the counter pretending to watch her work while I looked her over.


The signs were everywhere, it occurred to me walking out of the store; even buying some lousy little gift for Hetty I was eyeing another girl, and I felt more than ever depressed and increasingly tired of myself. At the green-painted newsstand down the street I bought a paper as always, from Herman or whatever his name is. He’s supposed to be a character; everybody who works around there knows him—wears enormous fuzzy earmuffs in winter, and an old-style flat straw hat with a fancy band in the summer. Sometimes he calls out funny fake headlines, about the Titanic sinking or something like that. A real pain, eh, Holden? Nearly every night I urged myself to find a new place to buy the evening paper but I never remembered to do it. Tonight I laid my dime down on the counter as always, he snatched up a Post saying, “Yes, sir!” with humorously exaggerated servility, and I smiled with delight, both our lives a little richer. Someday, I promised myself, I would heat up the dime with a cigarette lighter, and when he snatched it up he’d know from thence forward how things really stood between us.


At home I found Hetty stirring something on top of the stove, and I kissed the back of her neck, feeling nothing but hair tickling my nose, and said, “Brought you something!”


“You did?” She whirled around so fast a drop of gravy flew off her spoon and caught me on the forehead, her eyes lighting up with excitement, and my distaste for Benjamin Bennell, Boy Bounder, increased.


“Yep,” I said, spuriously cheerful, “a box of candy!” and opened my hand to show her the little package. Her mouth actually hung open in anticipation as she stood unwrapping it, and when she came to the tiny box I’d picked up in a drugstore in one minute flat, she exclaimed with pleasure, and I could tell from the sound that she meant it and wasn’t faking. She lifted the lid, saw the squashed nougat inside, and for a terrible instant I thought she was going to cry with delight at my loving whimsy, and I grinned quickly to keep things at the smile level, and condemned myself to solitary confinement in the Dry Tortugas for one hundred and forty-five years.


“A box of candy,” she said in fond scorn, prying the nougat out. “What a perfectly darling idea! Wait’ll I tell Jenny. Oh, Ben,” she said, as though certain recent doubts had suddenly been resolved, “you are sweet.” For a moment she stood staring down at the nougat in her palm, then popped it into her mouth; Hetty sometimes goes on a sort of diet which consists of frowning at anything she shouldn’t eat, then eating it.


I mixed a quick pitcherful, and we had drinks in the living room, Hetty in the chair beside the end table on which she’d set her pillbox so she could smile down at it frequently. I sat on the davenport across the room—on the broken spring to punish myself. Hetty chattered about other cute things I’d done; mostly, it seemed to me, before we were married: the phone calls in a slightly disguised voice at odd times of day and night; the little notes, generally containing lewd suggestions, that I’d slip into her purse or the finger of a glove where she’d find them later; the telegram to her office that all the other girls thought was so cute. I sat nodding happily, reached up to my ear, and surreptitiously turned a tiny switch in my brain which cut off all sound. Hetty’s lips continued to move in the silence, and I sipped my drink, occasionally smiling, even laughing out loud.


I saw from her expression that she’d asked a question, and I said, “What?” reaching quickly to my ear as though it itched, and turning the switch back on.


“Remember the darling way you proposed?” she repeated, for what may well have been the one-thousandth time, and I smiled and nodded. “I didn’t know what to think,” she went on, “when you brought me a box of stationery; it seemed such an odd kind of gift, even a little dull. I’d noticed right away, of course, that my name was printed on the envelopes and paper. I’d noticed my first name, that is. Then all of a sudden I saw the Mrs. printed in front of it, and I looked closer and just couldn’t believe my eyes! I actually blinked, I remember, to make certain I was right; but sure enough, it said Mrs. Hetty H. Bennell, and the address was your apartment! Well, then I knew. I knew what you meant, and that I was going to say yes, and absolutely everyone I’ve ever told thinks it was the most original proposal they ever heard of.”


I sat smiling and apparently listening to all this, even lifting my glass once in a silent toast to our married bliss, but though I hadn’t turned the switch and could still hear Hetty, the volume was way down because I wasn’t listening; I was sneaking looks at Tessie.


She’d come walking into the room, transparent but perfectly visible, to me anyway, during Hetty’s reminiscence about notes in purse and gloves. She sat down opposite me, crossing her splendid knees, and as Hetty finished the lewd-note story, Tessie said, “Hey, Ben, how about the notes you sent me!” and winked.


She hadn’t changed a bit, looking as completely edible as the last time I’d seen her, long ago. There she sat, the wallpaper and davenport visible through that luxurious big body—oh boy, she’d been a fine big girl, I remembered. She was tall as I was; lavishly, even extravagantly built, no skimping at all. She had a bushel of dark dark red hair that hung, swaying like spun lead, to her shoulders, which, I now recalled with pleasure, were lightly peppered with golden freckles. So was her face, the skin paper-white, and her eyes were the deep red-flecked brown that goes with that kind of complexion and hair. Her figure was just great, and she was also as amiable and likable a human being—man, woman, or child—as I’ve ever known. She was looking at Hetty now, frowning a little; then she drew back her shoulders, expanded her chest, and turned to me. “How could you ever give me up for her?” she said, and all I could do was give her a sneaky little one-shoulder shrug. Sitting there looking her over, I suddenly smiled with pleasure, and Hetty smiled lovingly back.


“ . . . most original proposal they ever heard of,” she was saying, suddenly loud and clear as my inner monitor flashed a red alert. “And I’ve still got the stationery. Want to see it?”


She was up and turning toward the dining nook without waiting for my answer—which was a silent scream of No-o-o-o!, both hands cupped at my mouth. Hetty walked over to the battered old china cabinet her mother had given us, probably because the Salvation Army had indignantly refused it. Kneeling before it, she opened the lower doors, the oval panes of which were made of stained glass salvaged from the washroom windows of one of the first Pullman cars, and began poking through the bundled-up Christmas cards, flat glossy department-store boxes of place mats, and shoe boxes full of partly used candles from ancient dinner parties saved in case the lights went out in a storm. With Hetty’s back turned to the living room, Tess hopped up, darted across the room, and dropped onto the davenport beside me, where she began gently blowing into my ear, and my arm came up involuntarily to lie along the back of the davenport, my hand cupping that smooth, round, entrancingly freckled shoulder.


The good old days Hetty had been talking about apparently jogged the needle of her memory into the same grooves as it had mine, because she turned to look over her shoulder at me—Tessie instantly disappearing—and said casually, “What was that girl’s name you were seeing just before you met me?”


I frowned at the difficulty of remembering any girl but Hetty. “What girl?”


“You know. You ought to, anyway; you were with her the night you met me! Tessie or Bessie or some such unlikely name. That big cowlike girl.” She turned back to the china cabinet, and Tessie reappeared, glaring at Hetty in complete disdain, in about the way I’d imagine Linda Evans appraising Cyndi Lauper; then she turned back to me and began nibbling the lobe of my ear.


I looked at the box of stationery Hetty brought me, while she stood before me intently watching my face for an appropriate reaction. I knew I couldn’t manage ecstatic delight, so I settled for riffling the little stack of notepaper with my thumb, fingering the envelopes reminiscently, and finally shaking my head in rueful deprecation of my famous premarital charm. Just behind Hetty, watching over her shoulder, Tess stood looking with some interest at the stationery on my lap. Then she quirked a corner of her mouth and strolled off, fingering one of the drapes as she passed it and shrugging. I set the stationery on the coffee table—which I’d made, not very successfully, from a flush door—stood up, put my arm around Hetty’s waist, and walked her to the kitchen, my empty glass in hand. Just as we turned in at the kitchen door, ushering Hetty on before me, I looked over my shoulder wistfully, but Tessie had disappeared, and I went into the kitchen and mixed another drink: a double.
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CHAPTER TWO


•


“Mirror, mirror,” I began next morning, but before I could finish the voice replied.


“The Australian sheepherder joined AA; today it’s neck and neck between you and the pimp from Beirut.”


“I thought he was a loan shark!”


“He’s branching out, he’s ambitious. A lot more than I can say for you,” and the Hand came down, smacking my forehead with another stamp. This time, I saw in the mirror, the letters were in Old English script and even larger but they still spelled FAILURE, as I proceeded to demonstrate again, this time at the office.


Today more than ever I dreaded going, and wanted company, lots of it. Walking desperately along Forty-second Street, I shouted alliteratively to the men in the buses and speeding cabs: “Avoid strokes; strike!” Sticking my head in the doorways of coffee shops, I yelled, “Do what you really want to do; don’t show up!” But today they didn’t hear me, and I turned to the girls.


Walking directly behind the choice ones, I murmured into their ears, “Come dally with me today; let’s slip off, just you and I beneath the sky, wrapped in the arms of sweet romance!” But they kept right on glancing at their watches and at their own sweet faces in the store windows, hurrying to their ten thousand paper-filled offices.


In my minuscule office I sat down at my desk, pulled the first sheet of paper toward me, and the little cloud appeared over my head; in it giant logs floated down a tree-lined river, spinning under the spiked feet of tassel-capped lumberjacks singing Alouette. I picked up my ball-point, and stared down at the final result of their dangerous, romantic work: clean white paper, ready to receive anything I wanted to say—a sonnet, a manifesto, a ringing reaffirmation of the truths that set men free. In capital letters I printed HELP! in the center of the page.


During the next half hour I added serifs, shaded in the thick strokes, fancied up the letters into pseudo Roman. Then I walked out to our mighty new beige-plastic and chrome duplicating machine, put a finger in the Dil-A-Copy dial (pronounced dill-a-copy), set it for 25, and fed in the sheet. Back came the copies, faintly smudged, redolent of chemicals, slightly tanned, drifting into the receiving tray like autumn leaves—HELP! . . . HELP! . . . HELP!—while I watched soporifically, my nerve ends unknotting.


Back at my desk, I let them slide one at a time off my hand and out the window, watching them sail in great sweeps over Manhattan. When I turned from the window, my boss, Bert Glahn—two years younger, three inches taller, thirty pounds heavier, mostly in the shoulders, making twice as much money as I did, and considerably handsomer—was standing in the doorway of my tiny office, stroking his chin with thumb and forefinger, staring at me thoughtfully. “Morning, Ben,” he said, glancing at his watch.


“Oh, hi! Hi! Hi!” I said, perhaps a bit nervously. “I was just, ah . . .” I didn’t know what the rest of that sentence was, so I sort of moved my hand through the air and shrugged, smiled brilliantly, then frowned deeply, but by that time he was gone. I cupped a hand at my mouth and shouted after him, silently, “I hate you, Glahn! Come back here, and I’ll judo-chop you down to size!” I made a fast cut through the air with the back of my hand, and felt better but not much.


A little after ten I had coffee in the drugstore downstairs with Ralph and Eddie at a crumb-littered, strawberry-jam-smeared table, ankle-deep in lipsticked paper napkins, discarded straw-wrappers, and crumpled cigarette packages. In a flurry of time-tested whimsy we matched to see who’d pay, and Ralph lost, pantomiming chagrin, while Eddie and I joshed him humorously. “You just don’t live right, Ralph!” I said; then we crept upstairs again, and I found a note from the boss’s secretary on my desk. He’d been looking for me; he was in a hurry to see a copy of a report I had, and it took me forty-five minutes to find it, in a folder it had no business being in.


The red second-hands of the office clocks continued to revolve in perfect, irritating synchronization sixty times every hour, and another lost day slipped by. About four-thirty I walked down the hall, and turned into Accounting to see Miss Wilmar, high priestess of our office computers. “Hi, honey. Do me a favor.”


“Sure.”


“Slip off your dress and lie down.” She grinned happily, shivering her shoulders. “But first,” I added, “multiply 365 days by, let’s say, 74 years, if I’m lucky.”


She poked keys, sparks flickered across the screen, a jet of blue flame shot from a chromed orifice, smoke puffed, and the machine waited, panting. “27,010 days.”


“Subtract one-third for time spent in the blessed Nirvana of sleep.” A high electronic whine rose to supersonic pitch. “18,0062/3 days.”


“Drop the 62/3 for oversleeping, and divide the single horrible day I have just spent by the eighteen thousand waking days of a brief lifetime.”


Transistor relays relayed, a violet light pulsed like a hummingbird’s heart and the smell of ozone twitched our nostrils. “.0000555. Why do you want to know?”


“That is the precise fraction of my life I have today given to Saff-T Products in exchange for the dubious benefit of the means to continue living it. ’Night.”


“G’night, Ben. Honestly, you’re a card.”


At eleven minutes past five I stepped safely out of the automatic elevators for one more time, fully aware that the odds against me increased each time I used them. I walked out of the building, toward Herman’s newsstand, a dime in one hand, the other gripping the butt of a Colt .45 Frontier model with a filed hair trigger, Holden beside me murmuring encouragement and all. At the counter I put down my dime, and in one blurred motion Herman snatched up a New York Post, simultaneously folding it and humorously slipping it under my gun arm. To raise my arm and fire meant losing my paper, so, outwitted again, I smiled weakly and walked on, letting the gun slide from my fingers and drop in the gutter as I stopped at the curb for the DON’T WALK sign. Without glancing at me or moving her lips, a lovely black-haired girl who was standing beside me murmured, “I’ve been following you for days; the very way you hold the paper under your arm thrills me. I have a suite just down the street at the Commodore Hotel; please come with me!”


Seeming merely to glance around, I looked at her, and—lips motionless—whispered, “I can’t. Gotta get home. The wife’s expecting me.”


“Just for half an hour! She’ll never know; tell her you had to work late. Please? Oh, I beg you: please, please, please, please, please!” The light changed to SPRINT, and, knowing her cause was almost hopeless, she hurried bravely on without a glance at me as I followed, observing the charming flash of her ankles till she turned uptown on the other side.


“ . . . will let me know the number of the pattern,” Hetty was saying when I got home, following me down the hall toward the bedroom, “and I can knit it myself if I get the blocking done.”


I think she said blocking, whatever that means. I nodded, unbuttoning my shirt as I walked, anxious to get out of my office uniform; I was thinking about a dark-green forty-two-thousand-dollar sports car I’d seen during noon hour.


“ . . . kind of a ribbed pattern with a matching freggelheggis,” Hetty seemed to be saying as I stopped at the dresser. I tossed my shirt on the bed and turned to the mirror, arching my chest and sucking my stomach in.


“ . . . middly collar, batten-barton sleeves with sixteen rows of smeddlycup balderdashes . . .” Pretty good chest and shoulders.


“ . . . dropped hem, doppelganger waist, maroon-green, and a sort of frimble-framble daisystitch . . .” Probably want ten thousand bucks down on a car like that; the payments’d be more than the rent on this whole apartment.


“So what do you think?” Hetty said. “You think they’d go well together?”


“Sure! They’d look fine.” I nodded at her reflection in the mirror, and her eyes narrowed, she folded her arms, and stood leaning in the bedroom doorway, glaring at me. I walked to the closet and began looking for some wash pants, trying to figure what I’d done wrong. “What’s trouble?” I said finally.


“You don’t listen to me! You really don’t! You don’t hear a word I say!”


“Why, sure I do, honey. You were talking about . . . knitting.”


“An orange sweater, I said: orange. I knew you weren’t listening, and I asked you how an orange sweater would go with—close your eyes.”


“What?”


“No, don’t turn around! And close your eyes.” I closed them, and Hetty said, “Now, without any peeking, because I’ll see you if you do, tell me what I’m wearing right now.”


It was ridiculous. In the last five minutes, since I’d come home from the office, I must have glanced at Hetty maybe two or three times. I’d kissed her when I walked into the apartment, I was pretty sure. Yet standing at the closet now, eyes closed, I couldn’t for the life of me say what she was wearing. I worked at it; I could actually hear the sound of her breathing just behind me and could picture her standing there, five feet two inches tall, twenty-four years old, nice complexion, honey-blond hair, and wearing . . . wearing . . .


“Well, am I wearing a dress, slacks, medieval armor, or standing here stark-naked?”


“A dress.”


“What color?”


“Ah—dark green?”


“Am I wearing stockings?”


“Yes.”


“Is my hair done up, shaved off, or in a pony-tail?”


“Done up.”


“Okay, you can look now.”


Of course the instant I turned around, I remembered; there she stood, eyes blazing, her bare foot angrily tapping the floor, and she was wearing sky-blue wash slacks and a white cotton blouse. As she swung away to walk out of the bedroom and down the hall, her pony tail was bobbing furiously.


Well, brother—and you, too, sister—unless the rice is still in your hair you know what came next: the hurt indignant silence. I finally found my pants, and got into them, a short-sleeved shirt, and the running shoes I walk around the house in, strolled into the living room, and there on the davenport sat Madame Defarge grimly studying the list, disguised as a magazine, of next day’s guillotine victims. I knew whose name headed the list, and I walked straight on into the kitchen, mixed up some booze, and found a screwdriver in a kitchen drawer.


In the living room, coldly ignored by what had once been my radiant laughing bride, I set the drinks on the end table, walked behind the davenport, and gripped Hetty’s chin between thumb and forefinger. Her magazine dropped, and I instantly inserted the tip of the screwdriver between her clenched indignant teeth, pried open her mouth, picked up a glass, and tried to pour in some booze. She started to laugh, spilling some down her front, and I grinned, handing her the glass, and picked up mine. Sitting down beside her, I saluted Hetty with my glass, then took a delightful sip, and as it hurried to my sluggish bloodstream I could feel the happy corpuscles dive in, laughing and shouting, and once again the Bennell household was about as happy as it ever got lately. But you see what I mean: these days the journey through life was like walking a greased tightrope.


We had dinner, and Hetty asked me what had happened at the office that day. I told her, and her brows rose frequently in interest, lips forming occasional moues of surprise and delight, ears hearing not a damned word. I asked about her day, turning the little volume control in my brain so that her voice, describing her adventures in the supermarket and her phone conversation with Jenny, receded to a murmur. For dessert we had more of the custard we’d had last night; it had shrunk a little so that the surface was now cracked like a drying mud flat, and the level had fractionally dropped leaving a tiny high-tide mark of darkening custard skin.


While Hetty did the dishes, I went down the hall to Nate Rockoski’s apartment for about half an hour, came back, sat down before the television, and slowly, at intervals of from one to three seconds, clicked the remote past one channel after another. On the first, two cars, one chasing the other, sailed over the crest of a steep city street, soaring fourteen feet into the air, and I clicked on before the first hit the pavement. A cowboy in a 1931 black-and-white movie with funny sound, whose two-tone shirt complete with pearl buttons had been cunningly painted on his bare torso, said, “Here in Dodge—” Joan Rivers said, “Shit,” getting a huge laugh followed by a standing ovation. Forty zebras stood grazing in the high grass of PBS. A pair of cars, one chasing the other, came sailing over the crest— A giant athlete took a sip of beer, then smiled adoringly at his upraised glass. A beautiful child holding her teddy bear and smiling charmingly, told me how much nicer “Mummy” was now that she’d switched hemorrhoid remedies. A plateful of something looking hot, steaming, and revolting, enlarged to fill the screen, and I clicked, and watched the world of television shrink to a blazing atom, and I wondered as always what made it do that.


Hetty said, “Ben, we’ve got to decide which bills to pay this month. I can’t get your other suit cleaned till we pay the cleaner’s, and we need a new—”


“I know, I know,” I said, “but not now. Let’s keep tonight gay and carefree, our troubles forgotten: Okay?”


So we did: Hetty got out her book from the rental library, reading fast and skipping a lot, because it cost twenty-five cents a day; and I lay down on the davenport to look through a magazine that had come in the mail that morning: the Scientific American, which I like even though I don’t understand a word of it. Time passed, during which we occasionally glanced up while turning a page to smile at one another. After an interval which I could have predicted within seven seconds, Hetty said, “Anything interesting?” nodding at my magazine, showing an interest in her husband’s hobbies.


I said, “Yeah,” and turned back a couple pages. “They now think the universe is neither expanding nor contracting, but stretching sideways so that we’re all a lot wider than we used to be. We don’t notice because everything else has stretched in proportion. It’s called ‘The Funhouse-Mirror Theory of the Universe,’ and recent observations of distant galax—”


“Fascinating.” Hetty turned her book to glance at the back of the book jacket and the photo of the bearded author who was looking thoughtful, angry and intelligent all at the same time. “Anything else?”


“Scientists think homing pigeons navigate from a set of rough calculations based on a birdlike table of logarithms. They’re very simple, of course, carried to only three decimal places, and that funny way they keep ducking their heads when they walk means they’re counting. There’s an interesting set of graphs—”


“Amazing, absolutely amazing, the way they train animals.” She held up her book. “Have you read this?”


“No. There’s another article says all the infinite number of other possible worlds may actually exist; the world as it would be if Napoleon had won at Waterloo exists somewhere or other right along with this one. Or if old Dad Hitler, walking along the street kicking a tin can, had turned left instead of right, he’d never have met Moms, and little Adolf wouldn’t have been born. That world exists, too; an infinite number of alternate worlds, some different in enormous ways, some in only the most trivial. You exist in those just as you do in this one, except that maybe the drugstore you go to is painted green instead of brown, or—”


“Darling, since you aren’t reading, could you get me a Coke?”


“Sure,” I said, tossing my magazine high in the air; and smiling charmingly, I went out to the kitchen, finished off Hetty with a few fast chops, then came back to the living room with a cool refreshing drink for each of us, mine of a slightly different color.


Then it was bedtime, and the day ended as it had begun, with automation taking over, the dial set at X-3. Lift the lid of our tiny apartment, and watch us trundle along the slotted pathways into the bedroom, like windup toys. The concealed gears revolving, tiny motor humming, I hang tie in closet, turn jerkily to dresser, bring out wallet, lay it on dresser top. Hetty’s tiny metal palm pats mouth as hinged lower jaw opens in yawn, other hand moving to zipper in skirt. I take soiled handkerchief from pocket, drop it without looking into wicker clothes hamper by door, little painted face expressionless. Hand takes change from pants pocket, lays it on dresser beside wallet.


Suddenly the slotted pathways disappeared and the little figures turned real. Because, poking at the coins, examining them as I did every night, I said, “Hey, look! Here’s a Woodrow Wilson dime!” I picked it up for a closer look; it had a profile of Wilson, and was minted in 1958.


    “Why must you look at every last coin in your pocket? Every single night?”


I glanced in the mirror; I knew exactly where Hetty would be in the room, and precisely what she’d be doing: sitting on the edge of the bed in bra and panties, peeling her stockings off. “Just habit,” I answered, shrugging. “Started when I was a kid. There was an ad used to run in American Boy magazine that said, ‘Coin Collecting can be FUN! Why don’t you start, too? Tonight!’ It said 1913 Liberty-head nickels were worth thousands; I used to watch for them, and I guess I’m still looking.”


“Well, you never used to,” Hetty said irritably. “Not when we were first married.” For a moment, motionless, we looked at each other in the mirror, our eyes meeting. Then I looked away. I wondered what was going to happen to us, knowing that something had to give, and soon; that you don’t reach your golden wedding anniversary on sheer willpower alone.




•



CHAPTER THREE


•


    “You!” said the mirror the moment I closed the bathroom door next morning, which was Saturday.


“I didn’t ask!” I yelled, and tried to duck, but the big Hand caught me smack on the forehead, knocking me back against a towel rack. I saw in the mirror that this time the word stamped on my forehead was a screeching fluorescent red. But it still said FAILURE, and that morning, with the help of Nate Rockoski, I proved it was as true of me creatively as I’d demonstrated maritally and businesswise.


Nate and I had met while waiting for the building elevator in the morning; we lived on the same floor. And sometimes we were on the same bus coming home at night and we talked. He was a short, dark, skinny, round-shouldered, homely, nearsighted, untidy man in his late twenties, with big round black eyes behind round black glasses. Consult your copy of Who’s Who, and on page 1800, between Rockefeller, Nelson, and Rockwell, Norman, you will not find Rockoski, Nathan. If you did, the entry would read, or ought to: Born 1958, unwillingly and of reluctant parents, on West 41 Street, NYC. Clubs: none. Accomplishments: trivial. Outstanding characteristic: greed.


Nate and I shared this last trait, we’d discovered early in our acquaintance, along with semipoverty and a desperate feeling that there must be more to life than this. As Nate walked to work to save bus fare, the knots in his shoelaces cleverly hidden under the lacing-flaps of his shoes, where they pressed on his insteps, his mind was filled with stories he’d read in Reader’s Digest, and Popular Mechanics. These were of men home with a cold, for example, who’d sat watching a wife hang up clothes to dry, then whittled out a new kind of clothespin, patented it, and retired at the age of thirty. Just open your eyes and look around you, these articles preached; a little effort, a little ingenuity, was all it took! And Nate had convinced himself, half convinced me, and fractionally convinced our wives—by a figure so small that eleven zeroes followed the decimal before the first actual digit—that we could do it, too.


So far, working on weekends to the encouraging jeers of our wives, we’d produced several marvels. One was what would apparently be a framed color photograph hanging on a living-room wall—Nate was an inept camera bug—and which actually moved; a pleasant view of a lake, for example, in which waves flowed and trees stirred in the breeze, to the amazement of guests. But since this required a super 8 projector, concealed in the wall and plastered over, continually projecting a looped film onto a mirror also hidden in the wall and which would right-angle the beam onto the back of a ground-glass pane set in the living-room wall and edged with picture-frame molding, we had certain reservations about its practicality. As Nate put it, there were “a few bugs to work out.”


But we did produce—using thin nylon balloon-cloth, epoxy glue, and part of the works from a rechargeable seltzer bottle—an inflatable umbrella. It looked a lot, too much, like a lopsided mushroom; our best customers, Hetty said, would be elves. But it compressed as planned into a fist-sized wad of light cloth wrapped around a CO2 cartridge in the plastic handle; milady to carry it in a corner of her purse, all set for a rainy day. Nate’s wife Miriam carried it, ready for trial by genuine rain, and on the first day—bright, clear and sunny—as she was being shoved and jostled in a crowded Madison Avenue bus, the cartridge went off and the cloth handle, inflating steadily, forced its way out of her purse like a snake from a Hindu basket, the cartridge hissing ominously: a pale-white snake with rigor mortis, perfectly straight and upright. A couple women screamed, there was a considerable scramble, the bus driver set his hand brake and sat with arms folded, and Mrs. Rockoski walked home and didn’t eat much for several days. But Nate, the fanatic gleam of failure blazing in his eyes, carried on, dragging me with him.


Now, at nine sharp, Saturday, Nate rang our bell, and I answered it, still chewing a piece of breakfast toast; Hetty was out doing the weekly food-shopping. Balanced on Nate’s head and held there with one arm were two large semicircular frameworks of light wood, and under his other arm was a box of varnished wood with brass fittings, which Nate had found in a pawnshop and bought for six bucks. We’d worked in his living room last night; now it was my turn; I’d already rolled back the rug. I said, “What happened to last night’s? They turn out?”


“Yeah, they’re drying; I’ll get them soon as we’re through. My god, they’re big; I had to project them fifteen feet. Will you get these damn things off my head?”


I stepped out into the hall and lifted the two curved wooden frames from Nate’s head. First tilting them sideways to work them through the door, I carried them to the center of the living room and set them on their edges. Then I pushed them together to form an open cylinder four feet high and seven feet across. Tacked onto the upper rim of this cylinder was a wide-gauge toy railroad track, and Nate fitted the track joints together to complete the circle. Then he fastened two hook-and-eye door catches, which kept the two halves of the big circle from moving apart.


Working like circus roustabouts setting up Ring 2 under the Big Top for the eleven-hundredth time, I carried my swivel chair from the bedroom and set it inside the raised circle of track, while Nate took down from the hall-closet shelf a toy locomotive I’d had as a kid. This had been mailed to me by my mother, along with the track and some cars, because she thought Hetty would like to have it: a thought only a mother could have. I plugged in the transformer cord; Nate fitted the locomotive wheels to the track. Then he unhooked the hinged front of the varnished box and pulled out the red-leather accordion bellows and the brass-mounted lens of an ancient camera. Three of my toy flatcars hooked together were tightly fastened to the underside of the camera with tape that ran up and over the camera’s top. On our knees, we fitted the wheels of the little cars to the track, and I hooked the head car to the locomotive; now the camera lens pointed to the center of the raised circle of track. Nate adjusted the lens, setting it as though he knew what he was doing, while I watched closely as though I did, too.


“Okay, all set,” Nate said, and I climbed into the wooden enclosure and sat down in the swivel chair. As I sat, my head was exactly in line with the camera lens. Nate pushed the transformer lever, and the little train strained, trying to move, making an electric groan of protest. Nate gave it an assisting push, and it slowly began moving. He eased the control lever all the way open and began trotting around the wooden trestle, keeping pace with the train as it gathered speed, bent forward at the waist, hands ready to catch the camera if it toppled.


He made two full circuits of the track, while I turned in my chair, watching. He yelled, “Okay! Full speed! Hold your breath!” and I braked the chair to a stop, drew a deep breath, then sat motionless, absolutely rigid and unblinking. Still trotting beside the camera, Nate pushed a control and the camera began the slow buzzing of a time exposure. As it buzzed, Nate ran with it around the track, and a long rectangular metal film-holder moved slowly through the camera from left to right, while I sat motionless and staring, holding my breath.


The circuit completed, the buzzing stopped; Nate shoved the transformer lever, and the little train with its giant camera stopped dead. “Okay, now method two,” Nate said. “I’d do this one myself,” he added apologetically, “but we built the track for your height. Start shoving.”


Pushing against the floor with one leg, I began revolving my chair. I shoved again, slightly increasing the speed, and—keeping my face and upper body rigid—I maintained the speed with regular rhythmic thrusts against the floor. After a couple revolutions, I said, “How’s the speed?”


Nate was bent over the camera, fitting in a new film holder, and he looked up to watch me turn in my chair through another full revolution. “Seemed a little slow,” he said. “Let me time it.” I speeded up a little, and Nate, eyes moving between watch and me, timed a turn. “Still slow. Just a tiny bit faster.” I pushed against the floor a little impatiently. Nate timed me through another turn, then said, “A shade too fast now. Slow it just a—”


“Damn it, Nate, I’ll throw up again!”


“Well, that’s close enough,” he said quickly. “Maintain speed!” The little train remaining motionless this time, Nate started the camera, the buzzing began again, and I revolved before the camera, one leg surreptitiously pushing against the floor, eyes half closed, face stiff.


The buzzing stopped just about as I completed the circle, and Nate said, “Nearly perfect! Step it up just a tiny bit next shot.” He began changing plates, then looked up at me. “You can stop while I’m changing film.”


I kept on pushing against the floor, slowly turning, my eyes squeezed shut. “No, it gets worse if I stop.”


Nate finished changing plates. “Okay!” He started the camera, the buzzing began, and I revolved, my eyes held open, wide and staring. “Fine, great,” Nate said as the buzzing stopped, and I snapped my eyes shut. “Now just one more for safety.”


“Nate, I can’t! I get dizzy dialing a phone!”


“Okay, just sit there and rest; I’ll go get yesterday’s.” Nate lifted off camera and train, yanked the transformer cord, unhooked the two raised half-circles of track, and carried them out and down the hall to his apartment.


I stood up, and—a hand over my eyes, looking through my fingers at the floor—took two steps toward the davenport to lie down, stood swaying for a second or two, then whirled around and made it back to my chair. I dropped onto it to sit motionless, elbows on my knees, a hand over my eyes, the other across my mouth.


I opened my eyes for a moment when Nate came back; he was carrying an enormous roll of paper, a glossy photograph as tall as he was. He hooked a curled end of the huge print around a chair, and as I closed my eyes again he was walking backward across the room, unrolling the rest of it. Then, very gently as though I were asleep or something, he called, “Ben? What do you think?” and I opened my eyes.
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“Oh, god,” I said, and closed them again, “it looks as though my whole head had been scalped!”


“I know,” Nate said mournfully. “You ought to see Miriam’s.” He let go the edge of the big print, and the natural springy curl of the paper caused it to skid upright across the wood floor, revolving itself into a standing cylinder, and revealing behind it a second giant print of Nate’s wife, stretched between his hands and the chair. Again I looked.


“Will you cut it out, Nate!? I’ll be sick!”


He let go, and the enormous photograph revolved across the floor, curling itself into a cylinder, stopping beside the first one. I got up, and we walked over and stood looking at them. I said, “Let’s quit kidding ourselves, Nate; they’re terrible, and the new ones won’t be any better. It’s a lousy idea, and no advertiser is ever going to pay us a dime for it.”
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“I thought maybe wrapped around the pillars in Grand Central Sta—” I was shaking my head no, and he stopped. “What about the kiosks in Paris?”


“I’ll give you my share of the French rights.” I walked around to the back of my own giant cylindrical portrait and pulled its two edges apart. “Might sell them for sandwich-board men,” I said, and stepped inside the big cylinder, allowing it to curl around me. It concealed me almost to the eyes, and I lifted it from the inside, hiding my head completely and revealing my feet and ankles. “If you cut holes for the eyes,” I added, and began walking around. “How’s it look?” I called out to Nate, my voice sounding kind of muffled.


“Something wrong with the way you’re walking; your knees bump.” He pulled the other cylinder open and got inside, then lifted it to expose his feet, his head disappearing from view; I’d lowered mine and stood watching him. Nate began walking around the room in very short, rapid steps. “It doesn’t work, walking,” he called then.


“I know.” We stood looking at each other across the top edges of the two huge photos. “Try hopping,” I said then, and we lifted the cylinders, our heads disappearing, and—our feet and ankles right together, springing from our toes—we began hopping around the room. The floor shook, and dishes rattled in the kitchen as the two giant cylindrical portraits leaped around the living room; we were both howling with laughter. We bumped into my swivel chair, into the davenport, then into each other, and Nate shrieked, “Fresh!” and we were howling so loud now, our feet thumping the floor, the leaps higher and higher, that there wasn’t a chance of hearing the front door open.


It did, though, and I don’t know how long Hetty stood staring, frozen in astonishment. She said, “Ben,” but very faintly, and with no effect on the hopping or howling. She yelled then, “Ben!” and the two cylinders stopped and stood motionless.


I said, “Hetty?”


“Yes, for heaven sakes! Will you take that damn thing—which one are you!”


I lowered my cylinder to the floor and looked across the top of it at Hetty. “Hi,” I said; then Nate lowered his.


He said, “Hi, Hetty,” and she stood for a moment longer, then said, “Oh, my god,” in a kind of hopeless voice, and turned and walked off toward the bedroom.


Nate and I got out of our cylinders. “I guess I better go,” he said, and I didn’t argue. “I guess this didn’t work out,” he said, and I still saw nothing to dispute. He stuck the two big cylinders under his arm, picked up his camera, and walked to the door, which was still open. “There’s something else I’ve been thinking about, though,” he said, but I held up a hand.


“Save it, Nate,” I said. “I’ll call you. Sometime after the first of the century.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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After that my mirror didn’t volunteer anything any more, and I didn’t ask. I didn’t have to; all I had to do was look, then nod in agreement. Nor was anything stamped on my forehead again; there was no need. FAILURE was permanently impressed there now, invisible to anyone else but I could sense it; I could feel it with my fingers, lips moving as I read it letter by letter like Braille. Walking to work Monday, it was blue skies and bright sun for everyone but me; I alone walked, coat collar turned up, in a little circle of rain.


In Grand Central Station I sat down in the TELL ME YOUR TROUBLES! booth, drew the curtains, dropped in my quarter, and began, and the machine listened for a while, the tape reels slowly revolving; then it said, “So what do you expect, a slob like you? Take your quarter and get the hell out of here!”


The coin rattled down into the coin-return cup, and I picked it up and looked at it. “It’s Canadian,” I said.


“Take the hint: go to Canada! As far north as you can.”


I nodded, and left, feeling that it wasn’t the worst idea I’d ever heard.


At work, I printed You are a Failure down the center of a page in thin, droopy-looking letters, walked out to the big shiny machine, spun the Dil-A-Copy dial to 25, and fed it the sheet. You are a Failure. . . . You are a Failure. . . . You are a Failure, the duplicate sheets began informing me, and I stood nodding each time one dropped into the tray. About the tenth or eleventh sheet, one came out that said, Damn right!, and I nodded twice.


The day passed like a life sentence. I rode downstairs in an express elevator, my eyes closed; at the main floor it slowed, leveling itself, and I held my breath. But once again the doors slid open, and I opened my eyes and stepped out into the Chrysler Building lobby, still a temporary winner at elevator roulette. As I passed the lobby door of the building drugstore, I glanced in, but doubted that Hetty wanted another pillbox, and walked on.


Out on Lex, walking south toward Herman’s newsstand, I took my bankbook from my inside coat pocket and stopped at the curb to look at the balance. Then I looked up at Herman’s funny straw hat. “The fine for yanking that hat down around his neck,” I said thoughtfully, “would be about $150.” I glanced again at my bankbook balance of $153.12. “Leaving $3.12 of my life savings.” Again I stared thoughtfully at the hat. “It would be worth it,” I said. “It would even be worth a few days in jail besides. But I need a new suit, soon as there’s a sale,” and I put the bankbook away reluctantly, walked up to the stand, and meekly laid a dime on the counter.


Herman was waiting on another customer, grinning servilely, and I glanced down to look at my dime; it was the Woodrow Wilson I’d found a night or so before. Then Herman turned, grabbed up a paper, this time folding it lengthwise as he shoved it under my arm, so that it stuck out half a yard front and back, making me look like a fool. I returned Herman’s smile of contempt with an appreciative grin, and turned away refolding my paper.


Stopping for the light at the corner, I watched a tiny car pull to the curb across the street; it was a new foreign make, I thought, although the headlights flowed up out of the tops of the front fenders in a way that was dimly familiar. The sign jumped to WALK, changing to RUN almost immediately, and as I hurried across the street, the door of the little car opened on the curb side and a man began heaving and hauling himself out. Cars interest me, and on the other side I stopped to look at this one: the man, yanking at the skirt of his off-white raincoat, feet braced on the curb, trying to break loose from the suction of the tiny car, glared up at me as though his troubles were my fault, and I had to say something to justify my staring. “What kind of car is that?” I said pleasantly.


“A Pierce-Arrow, what else?” he said with the courtliness for which New Yorkers are famous.


“A Pierce-Arrow?” I lifted a corner of my lip and dropped a sneer into my voice to reveal my opinion of this pitiful joke. “They haven’t made Pierce-Arrows for years.”


“They haven’t?” He broke loose from the car, struggled to his feet, and leered with pleasure at this opportunity to demonstrate his contempt for a brother New Yorker. “Then a hell of a lot of people who’ve just bought new ones are going to be pretty damn surprised.” Sneakily he turned and walked quickly away before I could think of a return insult. Then I saw passing in the street another little car just like this, and as it moved on I read Pierce-Arrow in chrome script on the trunk lid. Just behind it came a Ford sedan looking a lot like, but not quite like, any other Ford I’d ever seen; and behind the Ford a low, sleek, baby-blue Hupmobile convertible.


At the extreme out-of-focus edge of my vision far to the left, a cop was strolling toward me, and I realized how strange I must look standing at the curb gaping at passing cars. I turned toward him smiling reassuringly; he was young, thin-faced, and wore glasses, looking more like a student than a cop. I opened my mouth to say something that would let him know I was a respectable Times-reading citizen, but I never said it, though my mouth kept on opening. Because I’d seen, first, his dark-blue uniform pants walking toward me; then his familiar brass-buttoned cop’s coat; his pale scholarly face; and now, finally—his hat. It was a low-crowned derby with slanting sides, and made of what looked like stiff tan felt; there were little metal-rimmed air holes in the sides, and running clear around it was a turned-down brim of dull black leather; his shield was fastened to the front of the hat. Of its own accord my mouth, already open, said, “Where did you get that hat?” and his face tensed for trouble.


“Somethin’ the matter, mister?” he said, stopping before me, planting his feet well apart; they must teach things like that at cop school. “You sober?” Then his face cleared. “Or from out of town?”


I nodded and said, “Yeah, something like that,” but I couldn’t stop glancing up at his hat. “It’s just that I’ve never seen a hat like that before.”


He shrugged tolerantly. “Must be from a long way out of town, then; we’ve always worn them in New York.” His eyes narrowed again. “Mister, you sure you’re all right?”


I couldn’t answer. I’d been standing at the curb, half facing the street, when—dragging my eyes from the cop’s brown derby—I glanced back across the street, and . . . the Chrysler Building was gone. It was impossible, of course. I’d gone to work there every weekday for nearly three years now; I’d just walked out of it! But there, where the tall, needle-spired, gray old Chrysler Building belonged, stood a ten- or twelve-story building of yellow brick and white stone. The blood left my skin, and I actually cried out in fright. “Where’s the Chrysler Building!” I yelled, and grabbed the cop’s upper arms, shaking him as though I could make him put it back.


He yanked free, hand moving to his nightstick. “The what?” His eyes searched mine, alert for anything.


All I could do was point for several seconds, and I saw that my arm and hand were shaking. “The Chrysler Building. Isn’t it . . . ? It’s supposed to be. . . . I thought it was . . .” I couldn’t finish a sentence or a thought.


The cop was slowly shaking his head, watching me carefully. “There’s no such building,” he said warily. “Not in New York, anyway.” He risked turning his head for a moment to nod at the yellow-and-white soot-marked building that stood, incredibly, on the northeast corner of Forty-second and Lex. “That’s the old Doc Pepper Building, and always has been,” he said, and even while he was speaking I knew what had happened.


“I’m in an alternate world,” I murmured to myself, “I really am,” and when the cop frowned I tried to explain. “There’s an article in this month’s Scientific American. That’s a magazine that—”


“I know it’s a magazine,” he said, offended. “I subscribe, and have for years.”


“Excuse me. Then maybe you read an article in the current issue, about an infinite number of alternate worlds, each differing slightly from the others, and how they may actually exist, and how—”


“Yeah, I read it. But it wasn’t this last issue; must have been six months ago, at least.”


“Oh. Well, in my world it didn’t appear till this month, and—”


He grinned at me, suddenly delighted, and reached out to give me a good-fellow clap on the shoulder. “I see; you just stepped out of one of those alternate worlds and into this one. Is that it? Everything here a little strange and funny?”


“Well, yeah; I guess that’s what happened, anyway. I was walking along, bought a paper, and—”


“And where the Doc Pepper building stands”—he nodded at it—“is what, in your world? The Cresswell Building?”


“Chrysler Building. And the cops wear different hats; caps, actually. And they don’t make Pierce-Arrows any more, and—”


“Wonderful, wonderful.” The cop was shaking his head with pleasure. “Boy, you advertising guys kill me. Best kidders I know, bar none. No birking, you really had me farreled for a minute there. Where you work? Kenyon and Sample?”


“Yeah, that’s right,” I said. “In the Doc Pepper Building. Well—” I glanced at my watch, smiling with regret that the fun was over.


“Yeah, take it easy.” The cop in the derby grinned at me, then turned away, and I started to walk on. “Hey,” he called, and I looked back. “Who won the pennant last year in the other alternate world? The Mets?” He slapped his knee, mouth wide with laughter.


“Well, as a matter of fact . . .” but then I just grinned, he laughed, and I walked on.


I walked briskly, purposefully, in case he turned to watch, but what I wanted to do was stagger. Just a moment before, a car slowing then stopping at the curb beside me for the traffic light, I’d seen my reflection in its side window. I looked just the same except—my hair wasn’t red any more. Here in this alternate world, I realized, I wasn’t quite the same. The genes I’d inherited were just a bit different here, and now, in this world, my hair was dark brown. I wanted to reel and stumble over to the curb, and sit down with my head in my hands and rock back and forth. I couldn’t really think; I couldn’t get hold of what seemed to have happened. Then, after half a block, I stopped and looked over one shoulder. The cop was nowhere in sight, and I walked back in the direction I’d come from, crossed at the corner again, stopped at the newsstand, and ducked my head to look in under the little projecting eave.


He was wearing an old Mickey Mouse cap with ears, but it was Herman, all right, and I nodded at him. “Yeah,” I said slowly, “you’re in both worlds, aren’t you? In a few places the alternate worlds intersect; and this newsstand is one of them.”


“What’re you, mister, some kind of wise guy?”


“No. Don’t you know me?”


He shook his head contemptuously.


“Sure you do. I buy my paper here every night.”


“I know all my regulars, and you ain’t one of ’em. Sumpin’ you want, mister?” he said belligerently.


“Well, as a matter of fact, I’m sort of a coin collector. And the other night I found a very unusual dime. I think I must have used it to buy this paper, and I wondered if I could get it back. Exchanging another dime for it, of course.”


His eyes were slitted in suspicion. “What kind of dime?”


“A Woodrow Wilson. It had a profile of Woodrow Wilson on it.”


He smiled cynically. “Why, sure! Here!” He shoved a worn lidless cigar box at me. “Just pick yours out, buddy, and it’s all yours!”


I looked down into the box; among the pennies, nickels, and quarters there must have been a couple hundred dimes, and every one that I could see face up bore the sharp profile of the late President Wilson. I stared, then snapped my fingers in amused rebuke at my own stupidity. “Did I say Wilson? I meant Roosevelt!”


“Who?”


I grinned; it was kind of fun baiting the humorist. “Roosevelt. A Franklin D. Roosevelt dime; you ever see one?” He shook his head, watching me intently, and I said, “I thought so. They’re from another alternate world. And Woodrow Wilson dimes are from this one. Somehow, a Woodrow Wilson dime strayed into the other world, and I found it. When I planked it down on your counter for a Post, here at the intersection of two alternate worlds, it was like a ticket of admission to this world. And I stepped into it.”


“Boy, you’re full of it, aren’t you, mister? A what kind of paper?”


“New York Pos—” I stopped, stared at the pile of papers on his counter, then yanked mine out from under my arm and opened it. The date was today’s, all right, but at the very top of the page was a little drawing of the world, the sun shining down on it; The New York Sun, it said underneath it. I glanced quickly over the front page, but there was nothing unusual: a couple stabbings and a shooting; a tenement fire; a head-on collision between two stolen cars, each of them, by an amusing coincidence, driven by a nine-year-old girl drugged to the ears; the headline read PRESIDENT MONTIZAMBERT VETOES TAX CUT.


My mind had accepted it, now. There were other alternate worlds, and this was one in which the New York Sun hadn’t gone out of business years ago; it was still being published. And Pierce-Arrow cars were still being made. I existed in this world, too, but things weren’t quite the same; I was maybe an inch taller here; my hair was dark brown, and this other me had lived here, of course, all his life. I was beginning to vaguely remember that life now, and I realized I was one of the few people, perhaps the only one, who was conscious of both alternate worlds, and with memories of each one of them.


I looked up. Herman was staring past my shoulder, and I turned; the same young cop was crossing the street toward us, pretending to stroll but moving pretty fast, and I knew Herman had beckoned him over. Just as casually but just as fast, I strolled to a cab parked on Forty-second Street a dozen yards from the corner. It was headed west, and I got in saying, “Straight ahead, and in a hurry,” and as the meter went down and the cab pulled away from the curb I looked out the back window. The cop and Herman, leaning far out over his counter, were staring after me, and I put both fingers in my mouth, stretching the sides far out, crossing my eyes, and stuck out my tongue at them.


We went barreling along the street at just about ninety-five miles an hour, the lights changed, we stopped in six feet, and I sat back, relieved that this New York wasn’t basically different from the other. “You still have Central Park?” I said, and the driver looked at his mirror.


“What’re you, mister, some kind of wise guy?”


“No, not at all; I’m from out of town. Haven’t been here for years, is all.”


“Well, we still got it; wha’d’ you think?”


“My god, look!” I pointed; half a dozen young women had come out of an office building and were crossing in front of the cab.


“At what?”


“Their skirts! Oh, boy, I thought miniskirts were short, but look at that!”


He shrugged. “So they lowered their skirts this year; so what?”


“Lowered!?”


“Yeah. How far out of town you come from, New Zealand?”


“I don’t know,” I said happily, my head out the window to stare back at the ladies, “but believe me, it’s good to be back!”


The light changed, we started up, and I sat watching the automobiles and streetcars flow past. “Hey! You’ve still got streetcars!”


“Well, of course! They wanted to get rid of them, said buses were cheaper, but the public wouldn’t stand for that, naturally.”


“They wouldn’t? Amazing.”


“Amazing? Mister, I don’t know where you come from, but in New York we don’t believe in getting rid of everything the minute it gets a little old. People like to have streetcars around.”


“Oh, me, too! Me, too. Tell me—does Pennsylvania Station still stand? Firm, true, and pigeon-fouled?”


“Yeah, why not?”


“And where’s Madison Square Garden?”


“Right where it’s always been, buddy; some things never change.” He slowed, and stopped for a light.


“This Madison Avenue?”


“Yep.”


I sat far forward, looking up Madison to Forty-sixth Street, and there it stood, snow-white and pretty as a wedding cake, looking just as I remembered it the day my father took me to lunch there when I was six years old, and I shook my head in happy astonishment. “The old Ritz Hotel,” I murmured. “Don’t tell me the Brevoort is—”


“Still there, Mac,” he said, starting up across Madison, “and always will be. Can’t tear them down; they been classified as municipal monuments the way they been doin’ in Europe for years.”


I said, “Well, friend, this is a nice place to visit, but I’d sure like to live here. Wow, would you look at those skirts!”


“Last year’s, last year’s; way out of style. Look, mister, I don’t care myself, you understand, but you going anywhere in particular?”


I didn’t answer; I was on the very edge of the seat, staring straight ahead, mouth open with astonishment. “Yeah,” I said then, “let me out ahead. On the other side of Fifth. I be Billy-be-damned if I don’t ride one of those,” and I nodded at the fine old double-decker Fifth Avenue bus with the open seats on top, that at this moment was trundling across the intersection of Forty-second and Fifth.


On the west corner of Fifth I stood waiting for the next bus, glancing all around; this was fun. Things looked about the same, yet just a little different; the street signs, for example, fastened overhead to the lamppost beside me were white numerals and letters on a bright red background. The cars moving past were Buicks, Chevrolets, Fords, Oldsmobiles, all looking familiar—though not quite. But I also saw a Winton, a Reo, and a Braden. Although I watched carefully, I saw no Hondas, Toyotas, Subarus, none at all. I happened to glance west on Forty-second, and way up, near Broadway, I saw a big movie marquee. Squinting, I could just make out what it said: ELVIS PRESLEY in GOOD-BYE, MR. CHIPS, and I was more pleased than I’d have imagined that in this alternate world old Elvis was still around.


The bus came, I stepped on, paid my fare, and as it started up I climbed the winding stairs to the top. I got a seat near the front, and it was great, riding along up above Fifth on an open-top bus the way I’d done when I was a kid, and I wondered why the New York I knew had ever allowed them to be discarded. It occurred to me that no sensible individual among us would ever run his own life in always the cheapest possible way. As individuals, all of us keep at least some old things for the sheer love of them. Instead of invariably acting in the cheapest possible way, we permit ourselves a few luxuries at least. So why should a city, which is only the sum of us, act as no one of us, even the poorest, ever would? Why should the pleasure of riding an open-topped bus on a fine day be denied us just to save a few lousy dollars? Who saved them, I wondered for the first time, and what did they do with them, that I should have had to give up this? Why, in my New York, shouldn’t these buses have been saved as San Francisco had saved at least some of its cable cars, to the joy of all but the unbleeding hearts who cared for no one and nothing but money and themselves? There were alternate worlds in more senses than one, and it occurred to me that my New York needn’t have been so damned destructive of the little things that make life worth living.


The ride was fun. Most of the street looked as I’d last known it: the main Public Library was there; Lord & Taylor’s; nearly all the buildings I passed were familiar to me. But here and there were some new ones, or at least new to me; one of them, just past Thirty-ninth Street, I knew I’d never seen before in my life although it was obviously at least thirty years old. At Thirty-fourth the Empire State Building stood where it belonged, on the southwest corner, and it looked the same as ever—or did it? I stared up at it, trying to decide; was it maybe half a dozen stories shorter?


At Twenty-eighth I got off, walked east, crossed Madison, and I had actually turned in a step or two toward the door of my apartment building near the middle of the block before I glanced up and saw that it wasn’t there. There was an apartment building, all right; an ordinary-looking building of brick with steel-casement windows, double glass doors opening into a lobby in which I could see a bank of potted plants. And the number in gold leaf on the glass above the doors was mine—mine in the other alternate world, at least. But in this world it wasn’t the same building, and I stood gaping at it. The glass doors pushed open, a uniformed doorman walked out, frowned at me, and came over. “Looking for someone?”


I nodded doubtfully. “How long has this been here?”


“The building?”


“Yeah.”


He shrugged. “It was here when I came, and I’ve worked here six years. Who you looking for?”


“Bennell. Benjamin Bennell.”


The doorman shook his head.


“You sure? I could have sworn he lived at this address.”


“Sure I’m sure. I know every tenant in the building; no one here by that name.”


“Then I don’t know where to go,” I said wonderingly, and pronouncing the words made the truth of them sweep over me. “My god, I don’t know where to go.” For a moment or so I just looked at him blinking; then I was able to think again. “Do you have a phone book?”


He nodded, and I followed him into the building lobby. From the shelf under his little wall desk he brought out a Manhattan phone book, and—my hand trembled as I turned the pages—I looked up Bennell. There were half a dozen of them, and after Alfred N, Andrew W, Ann, and Barney, I found Bennell Benj 560 E 62 539-0090.


“Find him?”


I looked up at the doorman, a little dazed. “Yeah. Looks like he lives on Sixty-second Street. And you know something? I’m beginning to remember the building.” I stood frowning, concentrating on this, the memory coming clearer. Slowly I said, “It’s new. Only a year or so old . . . set well back from the sidewalk . . . lots of glass and aluminum . . . little spindly trees at the entrance.” Then I realized. “Hell, I ought to remember it!” I said, slapping my forehead, laughing at myself. “I go there every night!”


I didn’t even bother trying to explain that. I just yanked a bill from my wallet, slapped it into the doorman’s hand, and was out of there running down the street toward Lexington Avenue before he could say anything; if, indeed, he had anything particular in mind. I got a cab at the corner, we tore up Lexington at just under takeoff speed, east on Sixty-second Street; then I got out at a corner, walked half a dozen steps, and there it was, all right, directly beside the East River: 560, glass-and-aluminum front, set well back from the walk, a beautifully clipped little tree on each side of enormous double glass doors.


I stood and looked at it; I lifted my head and looked up the front to the roof; then I closed my eyes, tapped my forehead gently with my fingertips, and opened my eyes again. The building was still there, and I walked on to the glass doors, pushed through, and stopped in the lobby, which I vaguely remembered.


Ahead, across the gray carpet, the elevator doors stood open and—frightened, wary—I walked over to them, hesitated, then stepped in. My hand went out to press the button; then it stopped in midair while I stood trying to think. Nothing came to mind, and I stepped out, walked back across the lobby to the bank of mailboxes, and among the other printed cards found Benjamin Bennell, 14A. Back in the elevator my finger touched button 14, hesitated, then jabbed, and the doors began sliding shut. At the last instant I tried to stop them, but it was too late. They closed, and the elevator rose, carrying me toward—I glanced upward because I could almost, but not quite, remember.


The door to 14A stood slightly ajar, and I stopped in the hall and looked at it. With the tip of my forefinger I pushed it open a little wider and peeked in. I saw a magnificent living room, furnished in what I thought was French Provincial, though I’m not too sure about terms like that. It seemed absolutely new and strange to me, but then, after I had peered in a moment or so, my head began to nod; it was all beginning to seem familiar. It was the feeling, upon coming into a place you know you’re entering for the first time, of nevertheless having been here before, and I pushed the door open a little more and stepped in.


It was a beautiful room with a tremendous view of the river, and it was empty; I searched it quickly with my eyes, then eased the door closed behind me. Then I actually stood watching my own hands in astonishment. One of them reached across my chest, pulled the newspaper out from under my arm, and tossed it over onto the top of a white Steinway grand piano with the ease of old habit. The other hand reached up, took off my hat, and scaled it expertly onto a table in the hall at the front door. Then a woman’s voice called from the kitchen. “That you, dear?” she said.
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CHAPTER FIVE


•


I couldn’t answer; my throat closed, and I ran back to the front door. There I stopped, my hand on the knob; I didn’t know what to do or say, and I turned to look back at the kitchen door. “Ben,” the voice repeated, “is that you?” and my head nodded, my lungs inhaled, and my voice spoke.


“Yes, darling, it’s me; I’m home,” I heard myself say. A refrigerator door slammed in the kitchen, a spoon clattered on the enamel top of a stove, and high heels crossed linoleum toward the closed kitchen door—and me.


I stood like a hypnotized bird; I forgot to breathe. Who in the world was coming through that door? Who in this world? It swung open toward me; I saw fingers on its edge, a flash of green skirt, then a woman was crossing the living room toward me: a tall young woman, wide-hipped but thin, lean-faced, very, very good-looking, and with dark-red hair. “Tessie!” I yelled, and she stopped abruptly.


“Well, who in the fat hell else were you expecting? Or should I say hoping to see?”


I stood waggling a hand in protest until I was able to speak. “Believe me, there’s nobody I’d rather see,” I said then. Looking her over, head to foot then back again, enjoying the trip a little more each time, I suddenly grinned. “My god, what a preposterously good-looking female you are!” I said, and she walked up to me, stood very close, lifted her lovely freckled face to mine, and as my eyes began closing in swooning anticipation she sniffed my breath.


“No,” she said, shrugging thoughtfully, “you’re sober,” and started to turn away.


“Hey! You didn’t kiss me hello.”


“Oh. Yeah. How could I possibly have forgotten that?” She gave me a dismal peck on the cheek, turning away in almost the same motion, and my arms reached out and grabbed her. Then, that long lush length of scenic womanhood in my arms, I gave her a kiss that would have been censored from a porn movie. It lasted, I estimate, an hour and forty-five minutes during the last half of which she sighed a little, squirmed a little, then responded deliriously; air tanks finally exhausted, we rose to the surface just in time to escape the bends. Tess stood blinking at me then, her hands rising to push a few pounds of hair out of her eyes, and eventually she recalled how to formulate words. “Good god almighty!” she said. “What the hell has got into you!”


“Nothing that hasn’t been there since I was thirteen years old. Why? What’s wrong? Guy comes home to something as fantastically assembled as you, my good, good friend, and what’s he supposed to do? Sit down and read the paper or something?”


“Well, that’s exactly what you’ve been doing, kiddo, every night starting a month after our honeymoon a hundred and five years ago!” Then she smiled. “But don’t think I’m complaining,” she murmured, stepping close, and poured herself against me from shoulder to ankle like a giant pitcherful of hot fudge.


As though by magic we found ourselves wafted effortlessly to the davenport, and there we kissed without breathing, absorbing air through vestigial gills. The legerdemain continued; having done nothing I could recall to bring this about, we found ourselves comfortably lying at full length. “Ben, darling,” she said presently, her lashes sweeping her cheeks as her eyes fluttered, “I left dinner on the stove.”


“Let it burn, too,” I said. “Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy, oh boy!” My eyes blinked lazily, and I found myself staring at Tessie’s entrancingly freckled shoulder off which her blouse seemed somehow to have slipped. “Hey,” I said, “the Big Dipper!”


“What, darling?”


“Half a dozen of your freckles—they form the Big Dipper.”


“Oh, yes. Look a little lower, and you can see Orion.”


“I will, I will! Then on to other galaxies!” I studied the Big Dipper, Orion, then Gemini, Sagittarius, Leo, and was looking for the Southern Cross when my eyes blurred. Blinking to clear them, I glanced up—I was lying on the inside of the davenport as it happened—and there standing on the rug, transparent, furious, arms folded in rage, foot tapping, eyes flashing ghostly sparks, stood Hetty.


It was a figment of conscience, of course, and instantly disappeared as I jerked with a shock equivalent to six thousand volts applied to a shaved scalp and wet soles, spilling Tessie, a veritable Niagara of goodies, over the edge of the davenport. I grabbed instinctively, yanking her back before she could actually drop, and by sheer strength held her there on the knife edge of balance. She took this for passion, responding with girlish abandon by pulling me toward her, and the davenport slowly tipped up onto its front legs, then dumped us onto the floor and rolled over us like a tent. “How perfectly disgusting!” it seemed to me I could hear Hetty saying. I yelled, “Something’s burning!” and Tessie rolled right on out from under the overturned davenport, landing on her feet and running toward the kitchen.


She was gone, I would say, just under three seconds, during which I gestured apologetically and helplessly at the indignant, transparent Hetty. Tessie, sprinting, came back even faster than she’d left, yelling, “I turned everything off; we’ll have dinner later! When it’s cooler!” But in those two and six-tenths seconds I had moved even faster, heaving the davenport upright, running across the room, snatching the evening paper from the piano, then hurtling back through the air in a sitting position to land on the davenport apparently reading just as Tess skidded into sight around the corner from the kitchen.


She sat down next to me, fitting herself to my right side like spray paint. I felt the column of her breath, essence of a thousand springs, press my cheek, and Hades—not hot and sulphurous but cozy and perfumed—yawned at my feet. My fists up at ear level, I had the evening paper clutched in both hands, almost wrapped around my head. “Good god, they’ve torn down Brooklyn Bridge!” I babbled.


Zephyr-borne words floated erotically into my ear. “So you like coming home to me? You haven’t said so in years . . .”


“Central Park invaded by giant ants! Macy’s blown up!”


“Preposterously good-looking, am I? Darling, look: here’s Scorpio! And Sirius!”


“Library sold to Burger King!”


I heard the click of metal on the wood surface of the end table beside us, the preliminary snick-snick of a pair of scissors; then a horizontal slit appeared in my newspaper, was immediately enlarged by two hooked fingers, then filled by an enormous jewellike brown eye which stared into mine, then slowly winked.


I surrendered. I plumped for the life of sin, heigh-ho, turned and gathered up that big bundle of joy, mentally screaming to Hetty for forgiveness, when all of a sudden it really dawned on me: for the first time I understood that it was actually true in this world, and I yelled it aloud. “Hey, we’re MARRIED, aren’t we?” and Tessie drew back to stare at me. “As a matter of fact,” I said wonderingly, “not only are you and I married in this world, long since, but I’ve never even met Het—”


“Never met who?”


“Never met anyone, Taffyapple, as packed with enriched goodness as you. Imagine us married! Holy cow, it means this is okay! For a moment there, I almost forgot.”


“Well, forget again, handsome,” she murmured, closing her eyes, I closed mine, and what then transpired was so good it would require not only new words to describe, but eleven new letters in the alphabet.


We had dinner on the balcony overlooking the river. Tonight Tess had candles on the table, the living-room lights off. There was wine, it was balmy outside, and a long block away we could hear a vague murmur, the sound of the Second Avenue el, and I said, “Hear that, ma petite? It is the whisper of the Seine,” and when she looked at me to smile, her eyes were awash with love.


“Tonight it doesn’t seem that we’ve been married for years,” Tess said. “It’s like a honeymoon. Remember the darling way you proposed?”


“Good lord! Don’t tell me it was . . . ?”


“And I’ve still got it.” She stood, walked to a closet beside the front door, fumbled on the top shelf, and—I’d known she would, of course—came back opening a familiar green box: in this world I’d still been going with Tessie when I’d wandered through Macy’s and seen the stationery display. “Such a charming idea,” she said, sitting down and opening the lid. “My name as it would be if I married you.” She sat brushing her fingertips over the engraving. “The very moment I saw it, I knew I was going to accept.”


I reached over and put my hand on hers, lying on the tabletop, the way they do in the brandy ads. I said, “Terrible price to pay just to make your name match ten bucks’ worth of stationery.”


She turned her hand over and squeezed mine. “I’m so happy tonight I don’t know what to say. Imagine feeling the way we do, four years, five months, and twenty-two days after we were married.”


“Well, I can tell you truthfully,” I told her truthfully, “that for me it’s as though the honeymoon had just begun.” From a corner of my eye I thought I saw a movement, the indignant swish of a departing skirt. But when I turned quickly no one was there, and now I remembered that in this world not only had I never met Hetty, but she might never even have been born. With my conscience lying on its back in a hammock sipping a tall cool glass of iced absinthe, I smiled at Tessie. “Tired, darling?” I asked.


“No,” she said, pushing back her chair, so we went to bed.
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In the morning, after Tess served me a breakfast of fantastically delicious toast and coffee, I rode fearlessly downstairs in the automatic elevator, together with several other tenants: a famous Metropolitan Opera soprano; several members of the Rockefeller family; a maharajah in full costume. I bowed them out before me, then walked on across the lobby and out into an absolutely wizard spring day.


The branches of the two skinny little trees beside the doors were loaded with birds: a Great Blue Heron, a Purple Gallinule, a Bird of Paradise, a Roseate Spoonbill, a robin, a Penguin, two Marbled Godwits, a Grosbeak, a Free-flying Ferruginous Duck, and a large number of tropical macaws never before seen this far north. My own joyous whistle was instantly joined by theirs; we all stood for several seconds warbling together in tribute to the day. Then I tipped my hat, walked on out to the public sidewalk, and stopped, not knowing which way to turn.


I walked back into the building lobby, nearly bumping into Sam Donaldson on his way out. Inside I turned, walked out again, whistling even more joyously, and a number of the birds flew over to perch momentarily on my shoulders and hat. Again I walked on, this time refusing to let thought intrude, continuing to whistle mindlessly, relying entirely on habit. At the sidewalk, I noted, looking down with interest, that my feet and legs turned unhesitatingly toward Fifth Avenue, just as they did, I remembered now, every morning.


When I reached Fifth, a southbound double-decker was pulling away, and I jogged athletically across the street—I seemed to be in better condition in this world—hopped aboard, and climbed to the top, still whistling. Two men were just getting up from a front seat, and I edged forward past them and sat down. Then I rode down that wonderful sunlit old street, sniffing the delicious blue-tinted air, happy as mortal man is meant to be.


After a block or so I looked behind me and saw hardly a face: nearly everyone was reading a newspaper or turning the pages of one; the few who weren’t sat staring vacantly at the passing sidewalk. I reached into my pocket, brought out a baton, stood up, and said, “All right! Attention please, everyone,” rapping on the wooden back of my seat; everyone looked up. “This is much too nice a day to sit reading a newspaper. Put them away, please, take a deep breath of this glorious air, and—all together now!—join me in song!” I blew a note on a pitch pipe, stood with baton poised, then brought it down decisively, and rumbling along Fifth Avenue in that fine old bus, we sang “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning!” and before we reached the second chorus people on the sidewalks were waving at us, and a bus passing the other way joined in.


We reached Forty-second Street on the last notes of “Blue Skies,” I turned the baton over to a Wall Street executive, and hopped off the bus, waving; they all waved back. The light turned green, they rolled across Forty-second Street and on down Fifth singing “Hello, Dolly,” while I walked east toward Lexington, leaping into the air every now and then and clicking my heels together, a trick I’d never before been able to do.


In the lobby of the Doc Pepper Building I had to step aside for a moment out of the stream of people heading toward the elevators, and stand frowning, unable to remember my floor. Then, as I’d done earlier, I walked back to the door and came in again, whistling quietly, looking happily around, letting habit run things. I stepped confidently into an elevator, and stood watching my forefinger reach out and press the button marked 11. At the eleventh floor I got off, walked down the hall, turned and pushed through a pair of glass doors—genuine cut-glass, each marked with a large gold N—and stepped into a big lobby. There was a receptionist’s desk from the Palace of Versailles before me, but no one there at the moment, and I stood looking around.


It was an expensive lobby: walls of wood panels alternating with slabs of polished green marble matching the green-and-white-patterned carpeting; a crystal chandelier. I turned and walked down a corridor into a large square area of stenographers’ desks in rows, office doors around the outer edges. I walked past doors, each bearing a name and title, the girls at their desks smiling, saying, “Morning, Mr. Bennell!” As I passed them, the successive doors increased in quality, width, and even, it seemed to me, in height, until I came to one of carved teak, bearing my name in inch-high gold metal letters.


I walked in, tossing my hat expertly and out of long habit onto the head of a life-size, full-color, photo cutout—an advertising display—standing in a corner of my office. It was of a splendidly rounded girl wearing feathers in her hair, jewel-encrusted high heels, and not too much else, actually. She was smiling and stood with a forefinger pointed discreetly at her stomach. From her mouth issued a cardboard cloud, a speech balloon like the kind in comic strips, and I started to read what it said when my office door opened, and my secretary, a lovely flower, said, “They’re ready with the new commercial, Mr. Bennell.”


I told her to send them in, and sat down behind my free-form desk, glancing at the original Picasso on the wall. Then my door opened, and in stepped a couple of advertising types with eager, clean-cut, corrupt young faces, followed by—Bert Glahn, as I lived and forgot to breathe! Bert was my boss in the other alternate world, and I almost jumped to my feet, but I stopped myself because something about him was incredibly different.


Not only was he unctuously bobbing his head and nervously dry-washing his hands, but—suddenly I realized it!—he was a good six inches shorter! As Bert humbly wished me good morning, and turned to fit a reel of video tape he’d brought with him into the works of a huge viewer across the office, I stood up, leisurely, majestically, walked over to watch, and surreptitiously measured my height against his. I was an easy three inches taller, and at least as heavy; and while Bert was still handsome enough, he looked older, more haggard, and his suit didn’t fit very well. Whatever gene or chromosome of Bert Glahn’s had been added or left out in this happy alternate world had cut him down to the size and manner appropriate to his status here of my assistant.


“Ready if you are, Mr. Bennell, sir!” said faithful old Bert, bowing, scraping, and tugging at his forelock, while one of the young ad-agency men ran across the room to draw the expensive drapes. I allowed as how I was ready, and the other young ad man touched his control, and the screen came to life.


A close head-and-shoulders shot of a doctor appeared. You knew he was a doctor because he wore a pair of heavy glasses in his hand, and a high-necked jacket of the kind worn by doctors, barbers, and Russian politicians. He had thick, wavy gray hair, a handsome face inscribed with dignified lines, and was obviously either head of the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons or of the world’s most expensive fat clinic; he was smiling with the friendly open candor of an extreme right-wing fanatic.


Beside him was a cardboard display carton which was tilted toward the viewer. The carton was packed with a dozen small pink boxes wrapped in polyethylene, and the back of the carton rose up to form an advertising display-panel, showing a lovely young girl in a thin nightgown pointing to some words in a graceful flowing script.


From the carton the doc picked up one of the small pink boxes, opened a flap, and rolled out onto his palm a little cylindrical object in pink cellophane, which he unwrapped, then held up to the camera; it was a small plug of pink wax looking very much like a wax earplug. In a deep we-have-discovered-the-cure-for-cancer voice, he was saying, “We in science wholeheartedly recommend to the women of America . . .” Now he pointed to the display panel, which came up big to fill the screen so that you could read the printed script, his voice continuing off screen for the benefit of viewers who couldn’t read: “ . . . Navel-O-No for beauty, health, and to show that you care!” The display panel grew some more till the girl’s printed head filled it; then the head came to life and movement. She smiled, and in a soft lilting voice said, “Yes, ladies, Navel-O-No the antiseptic flesh-colored putty that helps YOU put up a better front!” The camera moved down to her stomach, and—it was done beautifully and with exquisite taste—you could see through her filmy nightgown, and her stomach was absolutely smooth and rounded. Her voice, continuing off screen as we stared at that lovely unblemished belly, said, “Smoothes invisibly into unsightly navels! Fits any size, any shape, to form a new, flawlessly rounded LOVELIER surface! Used by stage, screen, and TV stars!” The doctor’s off-screen voice said sternly, “TODAY, banish lint-filled germ traps! Fill that ugly gaping crater!” The girl’s voice came in again as the camera moved up from her stomach to her beautiful ethereal face. “Look your smoothest,” she said, “for HIM! Navel-O-No tonight!”
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