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SHE WAS WEARING NOTHING BUT a big Turkish towel that didn’t quite cover her knees or the swell of her breasts. Her head was turned away from me and I heard her sob.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and tried to turn her face toward mine.

She raised her head and her lips quivered as she spoke. “I only tried to help.” Her voice was almost childlike and her eyes were pleading.

She moved her warm, smooth shoulder and I felt my mouth kissing it. My hands went to her waist, slender and firm under the lushness of the towel.

“Don’t be mean to me, darling,” she whispered. Her body sank against mine and … the towel fell to the floor.
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Chapter One

1

THE FIRST TIME I saw the publisher’s daughter she wore slippers and a couple of scant strips of black cloth and a cigarette. That was in the downstairs hall of her house.

When I rang the bell, a voice sang out through the screen door, “Come in.” I did, and there she was moving toward me through a doorway on my right.

Actually what she had on was a bathing suit, but all the same I was startled. A girl in a bathing suit in a city house seemed as undressed as if she were in underwear, and that particular one probably covered less of her than what she normally wore under a dress.

“You must be Simon Field,” she said, holding out a hand to me. “I’m Beth Antler.”

During the two months that I had lived in Indale, the publisher’s daughter had been away at college. Now in June she was home.

“That’s a good guess,” I said, trying not to stare blatantly down at her high, half-bared breasts. “But how do you know enough about me to even guess?”

She withdrew the almost intimate warmth of her hand from mine. “I’ve heard of Dad’s new city editor, and he told me you were dropping in.” She glanced down at herself and smiled around the cigarette in her mouth. “I saw you from the window. I hope you don’t mind my outfit. Some friends are calling for me to go swimming in the river.”

I couldn’t understand why the fact that I worked for her father, though otherwise a complete stranger, made it all right for her to receive me like that. She could have had me wait on the porch until she fetched a robe for herself. Already I was being bewildered by her; and it would be years, through passion and heartbreak and blood, before I would stop.

“I don’t mind,” I said, “if you don’t.”

Beth Antler crushed out her cigarette in an ash tray on the hall telephone table and leaned against the staircase newel post. She was tall, long-limbed, yet full-bodied where a woman should be. Her fluffy yellow hair brushed her bare shoulders. Those black strips across her fine breast and hips accentuated the lusciousness of all that exposed skin.

And there was tension during that moment or minute or small eternity that we looked at each other.

Then she said, “Have you a cigarette?”

We stood close as she plucked a cigarette from my pack. I struck a match. Her hand closed over my wrist and drew the light to the tip of the cigarette. My flesh tingled at the contact.

“Beth, put something on!” a man’s voice said sharply.

I sprang away from her, as if in guilt. George M. Antler stood at the top of the stairs.

Leisurely she turned her head, looked up, and spoke without removing the cigarette. “Why, Dad, I appear like this in public.”

“Save your glibness for others,” he snapped. “Do you always have to be shameless?”

She tossed her yellow hair. “Dad, don’t be so stuffy.” She started up the stairs, languidly.

Her father stood slight and gray-haired in a faded bathrobe, and his thin mouth was tight as he watched her come up. Her hips, hardly covered, swayed insolently. I looked away from them because her father was also watching me. When she reached the head of the stairs, he stepped aside to let her pass. She disappeared. I heard a door close.

“Have you the paper, Simon?” Antler said.

I took it up to him. That morning he hadn’t appeared in his office as usual at eight o’clock, and at noon he had phoned in that he wanted a Star sent to him as soon as it rolled off the press. By that time nobody had been left in the editorial office, so I had told him that I would hang around for it and bring it myself.

“How are you feeling, sir?” I asked.

“A rotten head cold, that’s all.”

He spread open the newspaper and scowled. He commented that an auto crash in which only one person was killed didn’t rate an eight-column head on page one. He skimmed through the editorials and growled that there was no fire in them; he should have gone in to write them in spite of his cold instead of leaving them to the editor.

A door opened at the end of the hall, and Beth Antler came out in a white terry-cloth robe that didn’t quite reach her knees and was pulled tight at the waist. At the bosom was her monogram in red: “B.A.”

“I won’t be home for dinner, Dad,” she said.

He grunted without looking up from the paper.

As she passed me, so close that again I felt the tension of her nearness, she touched my arm. “I was delighted to meet you, Simon,” she said, and went down the stairs.

In the downstairs hall she paused in front of the wall mirror to do something to her hair. Whether in a bathing suit or in a robe, her body continued to overwhelm me.

A horn honked in the street. She took her time.

I became aware of Antler moodily staring at me. Quickly I looked away from Beth, and as before I felt that unreasonable sense of guilt. Antler’s thin mouth was crooked with a kind of bitterness.

When the screen door closed behind her, he said, “She won’t be good for you, son.”

I was startled. “Who?” I said, though there could be no doubt whom he meant.

“My daughter, of course.”

It was embarrassing and in some way nasty. The usual hint by a father who didn’t want a man to mess around with his daughter might possibly have been in order. This was the other way around, as if I were the one who would need protection.

“I hardly know her,” I muttered.

He uttered a harsh sound through his nostrils. “I’ve lived with her twenty years and I hardly know her.” Holding the paper outspread, he looked over the top of it down to the empty hall. “She was too young when her mother died, and I …”

His voice faded off. He resumed reading the paper, but I didn’t think he was seeing any of the type. I could sense something unpleasant, and even worse than unpleasant, in this household where an aging, gray-haired man lived alone with his daughter.

“Is there anything else, sir?” I said.

His narrow shoulder jerked. “Thanks for bringing me the paper,” he said crisply.

I was dismissed. I said good-by and left.

From the porch I saw Beth Antler climbing into a convertible overloaded with girls and young men in bathing suits and robes. There was a lot of laughter. The car drove off, and all at once I felt lonelier than at any time since I had moved to Indale.

That was a Saturday. Next day I phoned her. There was no answer. I phoned again on Monday and was told by the maid that Miss Antler had taken a job in town for the summer. That evening, on my third attempt, I got her father on the wire.

“Is that you, Simon?’’ Antler said.

“Yes, sir.”

“I meant to bring the subject up this morning, but you were busy. I was a trifle upset Saturday afternoon. There’s not a boy I’d rather have Beth know than you. You know that.”

It was a curious sort of apology. He had mentioned no objection to me when we had stood at the head of the stairs; but if he wanted to slur over that warning, or whatever it had been, that was all right with me.

“I hope she agrees with you,” I said. “Is she in?”

She was, but I had to hang on for a full three minutes before she came to the phone. Then I got nowhere at all. Tonight she was tired and tomorrow she had a date and she was vague about the rest of the week. In short, a brush-off.

I hung up, and I tried not to think of that body of hers, but the memory of her half-naked in the hall gave me no rest. I could not recall the color of her eyes or the set of her mouth and chin, but I knew how her breasts molded a bathing-suit bra and swelled above it, how her midriff was flat and smooth and soft-looking, how warmly her long thighs tapered. I wondered about that flash of revelation in the upstairs hall, when for half a minute her father had let me see his bitterness, but I couldn’t even guess at what he had meant.

That body of hers wasn’t one to forget, and so far there was little else about her that I knew. Probably even if I had known, it wouldn’t have changed anything, because it had already started when she had walked into the hall in her bathing suit. It had started and was smoldering fire inside me, and in her own sweet time she came for me.
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June had passed into July when Beth Antler called for me in the city room of the Indole Star.

It was the listless noon hour when the forms had been locked and the big Howe press hadn’t yet begun to roll. Most of the news staff had trickled off to lunch or to bed or to drive their wives shopping. I’d had a late breakfast and was lingering to swap stories with Larry Rolls, the editor, when she swept between the deserted desks, fresh and cool and beautiful in white cotton and a yellow snood that was only a shade brighter than her hair.

She split a smile between us, giving Larry the major piece and asking him about his son’s measles. Then she said casually to me, “Simon, would you care to go for a drive?”

There was nothing I wanted more, but after the way she’d treated me on the phone I managed not to show it.

“I’m not shaved,” I drawled, contriving a small show of indifference that was strictly phony, “and my shirt’s wilted. If you can wait half an hour — ”

“Nonsense,” Beth said, and seized my arm and bore me out to her car.

On the way out of the city, she explained that we were bound for Darry, at the north end of the county, where a family named Cleave was giving her trouble. She had become a volunteer worker for the County Welfare Bureau. At the state university, where she had finished her sophomore year, she majored in sociology, and she was spending the summer vacation getting a line on economic misery. I had been tapped to accompany her because the hill country was wild and the Cleaves were wilder and the last time she had been there the father had been drunk and nasty and threatening.

“Besides,” she said gaily, “I’ve been eager to get to know you better.”

There was no point in telling her that I had offered her plenty of opportunity. I said the desire was mutual, and I put my shoulders against the car door and admired her bodice.

The car climbed a winding oiled road high into the hills. The farms became fewer and scrawnier. We passed a general store and a juke joint, and that was Darry. A mile farther I saw the first of the Cleaves.

Beth stopped the car beside a child of about six whose head was completely shaved and who wore a soiled and shapeless dress that fell to bare feet.

“Hello, John,” Beth said.

The child scowled and threw a rock at a tree. Beth drove on.

“John?” I said. “A girl with a boy’s name or a boy in a dress?”

“A boy in a dress. He’s the youngest of five children. The oldest is a boy and the three in between are girls, so most of John’s hand-me-downs are girl’s clothes. Isn’t it shameful? He’ll grow up with all sorts of complexes.”

She turned off onto a rutted, boulder-strewn scar curving upward among brush. We clung and our bones rattled. After a couple of hundred feet she gave up, and we walked the rest of the way up and around a bend.

The farm was no more a farm than the road was a road. Steep on a hillside, a few acres were devoted to tomatoes and cabbages. The house was flat-roofed and sagging and patched, and it stood amid rubble. The barn was small and nowhere near its original blue, and one wall was crumpling; in front of it a dozen chickens ran loose.

At our approach, two small girls scooted into the house. Though they wore dresses, I knew they were girls only because Beth had said so. They were as bald as their younger brother.

“You can see they have no mother,” Beth said angrily. “Naomi, the oldest girl, takes care of them. I’ve told her it’s outrageous to shave the heads of girls of eight and ten, but she insists that’s the only way she can keep vermin out of their hair. She tries hard, but she’s only fifteen and there’s too much work for her.”

“When did the mother die?”

“She didn’t. Last year she ran off with an Indale garage mechanic. They’re somewhere in California.”

“Leaving five children?”

“I guess in the end she couldn’t take it any more. I don’t mean this poverty so much. I mean her husband.”

The only sound came from the model-T Ford standing like a pile of junk between the house and the barn. Evidently it ran, because it had inflated tires and somebody almost unseen was around the far side of the hood tinkering with the engine.

I looked around and saw a girl watching us from a corner of the barn.

She at least had hair — thick black hair flowing loosely to her shoulders. Her clinging dress indicated a ripening young figure. When she saw me staring at her, she withdrew around the barn.

“That’s Naomi,” Beth explained. “These hill girls are very shy.” She turned her head. “Hello, Wally.”

A boy had straightened up at the model-T Ford. Holding a wrench, he came around the car and halted. I judged him to be about twenty, but Beth, who had the case histories of the family, told me he had just turned eighteen. His naked chest was broad and hairless and deeply tanned. He was long-limbed and handsome.

He didn’t answer her greeting. His black eyes rested on us truculently.

“Pa,” he called. “The welfare lady is here.”

The so-called head of that household must have been aware of our presence, but he waited until then to come out. He was big and flabby with his belly sagging over his belt.

“Time they sent you,” Cleave complained. “What the hell’s this about the Bureau cuttin’ us off?”

Beth said, “What did you do with that special allocation we gave you to buy clothes for your children?”

“They gotta eat, ain’t they?”

“You mean you have to drink. Don’t lie to me. You drank up that money.”

Cleave’s fists clenched. His pale, vein-streaked eyes glared hatred. I understood now why she wanted me along. His mouth opened, but all that came out of it was an inaudible mutter.

“So you’ve nothing to say?” she scolded him as sternly as a teacher laying down the law to an unruly pupil. “You’re a shiftless drunkard who doesn’t deserve charity from your betters.”

It wasn’t nice. I felt that she shouldn’t have said that, even though it was true enough, particularly within hearing of the children.

For what seemed a long time there was no sound. Cleave looked away from her, completely humiliated, and his fists trembled. Wally’s face had become empty; the wrench swung slowly at his leg like a pendulum. At the window I saw three shaved heads, three pairs of wide eyes; the youngest, the boy we had met on the road, had joined his sisters. And Beth Antler stood righteous and secure and well groomed among that poverty and those terribly poor to whom she had power to throw crumbs.

Efficiently she pulled open the zipper of her brief case. “But we can’t let the children starve,” she said briskly. “We’ll give you one more chance. Come into the house.”

She didn’t ask me to go with her and I didn’t have the stomach to observe even a man like Cleave grovel for handouts. If she needed protection, which I strongly doubted, my presence anywhere in the neighborhood would be enough. I remained where I was and lit a cigarette.

Wally had disappeared. I was alone out there except for the three children unwaveringly watching me from the window. The sun blazed down. I decided to wait under an elm at the side of what passed for a road.

When I reached the elm, I had a clear view of Beth’s car some fifty feet below, and I saw the girl Naomi standing beside it and digging into a green straw handbag.

Beth’s handbag. I remembered that during the ride here it had been between us on the seat.

Naomi was so intent on what she was doing that she wasn’t aware of my approach. Her fist came out of the handbag. Carefully she closed the bag, replaced it on the car seat, then looked up. There I was. She uttered a choked cry and started to swing away. I caught her wrist.

Over a bare shoulder she stared up at me with eyes as black as her brother’s. She showed quite a bit of smooth, bronzed skin; there were only skimpy shoulder straps to that cheap gray dress, and it didn’t quite fall to her knees. I doubted that she wore much, if anything, under it. Her right hand remained tightened on her loot.

“What did you take?” I demanded.

She cowered away from my grip, and her long hair fell over her cheeks. The upper slope of a high young breast pushed above the wide neckline. She was as lovely as a wood nymph.

“Please!” she whimpered. “I ain’t done nothing!”

“Let’s see it.”

Her hand opened. Something that looked like a bullet fell to the ground.

A voice said, “Leave her be!”

Wally Cleave stood a short distance above us on the road. The wrench had been replaced in his hand by a short-handled ax. It swung slowly at his side, the blade brushing his leg.

I released the girl without glancing at her, keeping my gaze on him and the ax and wondering if I would run if he moved toward me. An ax could be considered among the deadly weapons.

He waited where he was for his sister. She ran up to him with naked brown legs flashing in the sunlight. When she reached him, she looked back at me. Her face was puckered with silent weeping. Then she ran on, out of sight around the bend.

Across fifty feet of space, the boy and I continued to face each other. Maybe he had forgotten that the ax was in his hand, but I could think of little else.

I said, “She took something out of Miss Antler’s handbag.”

“You got no right touching her.”

“All I did was — ”

“What did she take?” he cut me off bitterly. “Just that!”

I looked down. At my feet was the small gilt cylinder Naomi had dropped. I picked it up and it wasn’t anything remotely as valuable as gold.

It was a metal lipstick case.

“I didn’t know,” I muttered. “I’m sorry.”

Wally strode off.

I stood there with the lipstick on my palm. In Beth’s handbag there would be a wallet, a compact, other things far more valuable. Naomi had taken only what could be bought for a dime or a quarter. I thought of her having nothing — no mother, no clothes, not even a lipstick with which to primp herself like other girls. I felt like kicking myself.

I put the lipstick back into the handbag. When Beth came down to the car, I didn’t mention the incident.

“That’s what I hate about this job,” she said, flinging her brief case on the back seat. “People like Cleave. I gave him a good talking to, but it won’t do any good.”

“You can’t talk this mangy farm into making a living for a family.”

She lit a cigarette as we jounced down to the oiled road. Then she said, “They don’t have to be quite so miserably poor. He drinks up every cent of cash.”

“What chance have those children?”

“None. That’s the point. Nobody cares what happens to him. But the three youngest would be better off even in an orphanage.”

“What keeps Wally and Naomi from running out?”

“The children. Naomi is the only one to care for them, and there wouldn’t even be that place for them to live if Wally didn’t run the farm. I guess Wally and Naomi are made of better stuff than their mother. It’s a shame. They’re bright and could make something of themselves. Did you ever see anybody as good-looking as Wally?”

“Sure. His sister Naomi.”

She laughed. “You’d notice the girl and I’d notice the boy.” Her profile became solemn. “So Naomi stays on because of the children and Wally because of the farm, and the Welfare Bureau can’t do anything for the three young ones because their father maintains a home for them.”

“Some home!”

Beth concentrated on turning a hairpin curve. Then she said, “It’s a pity somebody doesn’t kill him.”
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During the wacky twenties George M. Antler and my father had been fellow newspapermen in Chicago. My father now headed a minor government agency in Washington, while Antler was publisher of a daily, if only the Indole Star.

I joined the staff of the Star some months after I shed my Army uniform. For three years I had followed brave men into battle as sergeant correspondent for Army publications, preceded by a couple of years as leg man for one of the less dignified New York dailies. I could be said to be an experienced reporter, but so were hundreds of others no longer covering a war or fighting in it. The market for word-slingers was tight. Thereupon my father made a thousand-mile phone call to his old sidekick George M. Antler, who said yes, he could use a city editor.

All the way to Indale I had been awed by my new position. A city editor at the age of twenty-six! But when I got there, I found that the title was a lot more impressive than the job, and also than the pay.

The plant was a rickety two-story frame building across the street from the railroad depot. The city room was small and cramped and moldering; the atmosphere was drowsy and unhurried even thirty minutes before deadline. The syndicates supplied most of our features and the wire services filled the bulk of our news columns. There was only one edition a day, ground out by an old-time Howe press that shook the building, and on a good day the press run hit six thousand. The future was limited by the rather meager population of Indale and its hinterland.

I wasn’t surprised to learn that Antler waged a constant battle against bankruptcy.

My stint was from four in the morning to noon, when the forms were locked. Larry Rolls, the pudgy, soft-spoken, competent editor, did much of what was required of a city desk. I discovered that most of my time was spent at the copy desk or on rewrite.

But I liked the paper. I liked its tone. It was perpetually indignant. Working for the Star was like being on a crusade. Antler once told me that he was poor enough and his paper was small enough so that he could afford integrity.

The editorials were always written by George M. Antler himself. Promptly at eight o’clock every morning he would appear, a frail, bald, polite man, gently greeting everybody by first name as he made his way through the city room to his cubbyhole office. There he would bang out his editorials, the adjectives heavy, the wit ponderous, thundering against cynical voters and hungry politicians and blatant vice, all of which flourished in Indale.

It was a standing gag in town that Antler’s fulminations were enjoyed most by his enemies, who were legion, because nobody did anything about them. Which was true enough, but I’d learned from my father to respect people who tilted against windmills.

So somehow Antler kept his paper alive and his staff enthusiastic, if not well paid. But I must confess that at that time what I liked best about the paper was the publisher’s daughter.
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A couple of mornings after my expedition to Darry with Beth Antler I came back from breakfast to find Wally Cleave waiting for me in the city room. There was an empty chair close to my desk, but he stood as stiff as a cadet at attention. The frayed cuffs of his jacket were some inches from his wrists and his tight pants didn’t reach his ankles. He was a growing boy. His thick black hair had been slicked back, but it curled thickly to his ears and down the nape of his neck.

His right hand clutched a small, rectangular package that I recognized.

“How are you, Wally?” I said.

He thrust the package at me. “You take this back.”

“I sent it to your sister.”

“Take it back.” He slapped the package down on the desk and glared at me. “Naomi’s a kid. You leave her be.”

“It’s only to show her I’m sorry for what happened the other day.”

“You got her in trouble with Pa, that’s what you done.”

I walked around my desk to my chair and sat down and held out cigarettes to him. He started to put out his hand and then yanked it back as if he’d discovered I’d offered him a hot coal.

I lit up and held the package between my hands. It had been opened and retied with the original string. I had written my return address in the upper left-hand corner. Wally must have gone to my rooming house first and had learned from my landlady where I worked.

“I didn’t know your father objected to her using cosmetics,” I said.

“He don’t want her getting no presents from strange men. He asked her who was the man sent her stuff to paint her face. She said she didn’t know the name written there, but she guessed it was the man came with Miss Antler the other day. So Pa smacked her and he — ”

“Smacked a girl her age?”

“He didn’t hurt her much. He said next time he’ll give it to her good. You made enough trouble for her.”

“It seems to me that your father is the one making trouble over nothing.”

Wally rammed a fist down on the desk. “I can make trouble too. You stick to your own kind of woman. Ain’t no city guy gonna fool around with my sister.”

He spoke too loudly. Typewriters stopped clicking. Heads looked up or turned.

“Don’t be a damn idiot,” I said quietly.

His handsome face flushed as he realized that he was attracting attention. He said, “I’m warning you, that’s all,” and turned abruptly, and strode out between the desks.

Larry Rolls came over. “What’d we print this time to outrage a citizen?”

“A personal matter,” I told him.

He glanced at the package. “I heard him mention a sister. What’s in there, a diamond tiara?”

“Not quite.”

The editor gave me a lewd grin. “Damn the brothers and keep it dirty,” he said cheerfully and wandered off.

I opened the package. The card was gone, the card on which I had written, “For Naomi Cleave, in humblest apology for having caused you to drop a lipstick — Simon Field.” But everything else was still in the cosmetic kit I had bought her yesterday in a drugstore and mailed — the compact and rouge and lipstick and eyebrow pencil and comb. Not a diamond tiara, but perhaps to her as desirable. And it had been taken away from her and she had been beaten.

There was nothing I could do about it or felt I had to do. She and the rest of the Cleaves were no problem of mine. I tossed the kit into a drawer and got down to work.
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That evening I had my first date with Beth Antler.

The house was about the most modest in the best section of the city. Only three people lived in it, Beth and her father and a maid, and Beth was away at school most of the year and the maid didn’t sleep in. Mrs. Antler was dead.

I was about to ring the doorbell when I heard Beth and her father quarreling. As the windows of the room in which they were sitting opened on the porch, I couldn’t miss a word. It was the usual topic when there was one car in a family; she wanted to use it tonight and he insisted that he needed it.

“I don’t see why you refuse to buy me my own car,” Beth said.

“You’re old enough to understand that I can’t afford two cars.”

“Well, what can you afford? Whenever I need clothes or anything, that costs — ”

“Clothes! Do you call a mink coat clothes?”

I decided that it was time for me to stop listening in. I cut off their voices by ringing the doorbell.

Beth was tucking a strand of yellow hair behind an exposed ear as she opened the door. She looked cool and very desirable in a white piqué skirt and a blue-and-green gingham blouse. I promised myself that tonight I would do my damnedest to kiss her.

My ardor was somewhat dampened by her less than hearty greeting. She said sullenly, “Dad won’t let me have the car, so we’ll have to spend the evening at home.”

I didn’t mind at all.

I followed her into the living room. Mr. Antler was coming out.

“Oh, it’s you, Simon,” he said, and shook my hand as if he hadn’t seen me at the Star a few hours ago. “I didn’t know you and Beth were friends.”

He sounded pleased. As he moved on, he gave my shoulder a fatherly pat.

When we heard the front door close behind him, Beth said with a wry smile,” A miracle has occurred. I never thought that Dad would approve of any boy friend of mine.”

“What’s more important is that you approve.”

“You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t,” she said. She sat down on the couch and lit a cigarette and crossed her fine legs.

I listened to her father back the car out of the driveway. When he was definitely gone, I sat down beside Beth and plucked the cigarette from her mouth and tossed it over the fireplace screen and kissed her.

Nothing happened. She didn’t object and she didn’t respond. While her mouth was under mine, she seemed far away from me, her body there and her thoughts elsewhere.

I said stiffly, “Do I annoy you or merely bore you?”

She laughed and threw an arm about my neck and pulled my face down to hers. Her lips parted tremulously. It was very good. When I touched the front of her blouse, she hugged my hand to her breasts; but when, after a minute, I started to unbutton the blouse, she pushed me away.

“I don’t care to be a substitute for a fifteen-year-old girl,” she said lightly, mockingly.

“What girl?” My mind wasn’t on anything but her.

“You can’t deny that you’ve been sending gifts to Naomi Cleave.”

“You too?” I said. “How’d you find out?”

“Her father phoned the Welfare Bureau and complained that I was bringing to his house men who tried to seduce his daughter by sending her gifts.” Her blue eyes glinted mischievously. “Don’t you know that at her age you’d be committing a criminal offense?”

“That’s not funny,” I said. And I told her how I had caught Naomi Cleave stealing a lipstick from her handbag.

“The poor child!” Beth was no longer amused. “I paid ten cents for that lipstick, and to think of her being deprived even of that!”

The way other girls were deprived of two-thousand-dollar cars of their own, I thought, or of mink coats. It was a matter of proportion.

“Next day I sent her a cosmetic kit,” I said, “and this morning Wally Cleave practically threw it at me.”

“I know. Wally told me.”

“You saw him?”

“Well, he phoned me. He was worried.” Beth put a hand over mine. “You’re a sweet man, Simon. Of course you had the best of intentions.”

“And got her beaten by her father. My God, all this fuss over an inexpensive gift!”

“You’ve got to understand the sociological background.”

“O.K., I defer to a college sociology major.”

“No, seriously,” Beth said. “You sent her the worst possible gift. They’re still pretty primitive in the hill country and they haven’t completely lost their notion about painted women. Especially Mr. Cleave. Wally has had some schooling and has seen a bit of the outside world, but just because of that he’d believe that his sister is too young to receive attention from a grown man. And there’s something else. Mrs. Cleave ran away with a city man, and you’re a city man.”

“Now that there’s no wife Naomi is needed.”

“Exactly. Her father is afraid that history will repeat itself, only this time with the daughter.” Her mouth became hard, almost harsh. “None of them will have a chance while he’s alive.”

I liked a girl to be concerned over other people. I liked Beth even more for other reasons. I said, “Now that we’ve exhausted the subject, let’s get back to where we were,” and put an arm around her.

But she wasn’t having any more just then. She stood up, my hands sliding off her, and said that as we had no car to go anywhere distant we might as well take in the movies. I would have preferred to remain on the couch with her, but in such cases the woman calls the tune.

We walked the mile to the theater.

On the way she said, “It’s hard to have fun without a car. Why don’t you get one?”

In the summer of 1946 new cars were almost impossible to buy in the open market. I told her I was looking around for a good used car, but so far I hadn’t found one at a price that wasn’t highway robbery.

“A new car wouldn’t cost you very much more,” she said.

“Maybe not at the ceiling price, but there’s no chance of getting delivery outside the black market.”

“I can get immediate delivery on a new Planet without paying a cent under the table.”

“You mean from the local Planet dealer? He’s supposed to be the biggest crook of them all.”

“Well, I’ve been pulling wires through friends. I had it all set, and then tonight Dad said he wouldn’t part with the money. There’s no reason you shouldn’t have it if I can’t.” She held my arm closer. Under my sleeve my skin tingled. “Will you buy it?”

“Why not?”

“Then it’s settled.”

She was a great little arranger. Her father refused to buy her a car of her own; the next best thing was to see to it that a boy friend got one for her to ride in. That was fine, particularly as it put me in the category of boy friend.

In the movies we held hands.

We returned to her house at midnight. As we ascended the porch steps I had my eye on the glider, which was almost as good a place to settle in as a living room couch.

But she didn’t let me lead her to it. She sat on the porch railing, a blur in the dimness.

“Simon,” she said briskly, “you’ll have to go with me to visit the Cleaves tomorrow.”

“Wasn’t once enough? He’ll have a shotgun waiting for me.”

“I’m in hot water with the Welfare Bureau. Our cases are supposed to be highly confidential. I had no right taking an outsider along.”

“Then why get in deeper?”

“The last time I wanted company and I didn’t think my chief would find out. But that part would have been overlooked. It’s Cleave’s complaint about you and his daughter that’s causing the trouble. The Bureau is sensitive to scandal. It never has enough money and has to keep begging hat in hand for more. Of course, they don’t pay me, but I’d hate to be fired. I want you to try to explain to Cleave that you have no personal interest in Naomi.”

“Try to is right.”

“If he won’t listen to words, I’m sure he’ll listen to a ten-dollar bill. He has to be persuaded to tell my chief that it was all a misunderstanding. Will you come?”

I would have gone anywhere with her.

“Sure,” I said.

“I’ll phone you in the morning after I find out when Dad will let me have the car.” Beth slipped off the porch rail. “Good night, Simon.” She leaned toward me. Her lips brushed mine.

Before I could get my hands on her, she was away from me, going into the house.

The good-night kiss couldn’t have been briefer, but the taste of her lips lingered all the way home. I had almost four hours before I had to be at work. I spent three of them in bed, but not in sleep. I kept remembering how she had felt in my arms for that minute on the couch, firm-soft and ardent. Tomorrow would be another day, and many days after that.

6

It was early evening before we started out for Darry. Beth Antler hadn’t been able to get the car away from her father before then.

We stopped off at a roadside restaurant for dinner. Twilight was gathering when we reached the rocky dirt road leading up to the Cleave house. She stopped the car at the foot of the road.

“You wait here until I have a chance to break the ice,” she said. “He might lose his head if you suddenly showed up.”

“Could be he’s sore at you too.”

“Could be, but I’m protected by being a woman.” She paused beside the car to put a light to her cigarette. “I’ve never yet had trouble handling a man, whatever his age.”

I watched her saunter off on heels too high for that broken road. She was all in yellow — hair, dress, shoes. Her figure was as good as the memory of it that had disturbed my sleep, last night. I thought that she was too young to be so smugly self-assured, that she was too beautiful for her good and mine, that she smoked too much.

Somebody started to yell.

I jerked erect in the car seat. It wasn’t Beth. She had just about reached the steep bend in the road and was still in sight. As I flung out of the car, I saw her run, wobbling a little on spike heels.

Two voices screamed up there out of sight, then again one voice. Not screaming exactly. More like an animal howl, though there was no doubt it came from a human throat. Then that stopped too.

I stumbled. The tortuous road was tough on a sprinter. I recovered and heard a gasp and saw Naomi Cleave appear around the bend. She had stopped dead. Her firm, rounded breasts were heaving.

She wore nothing over them. All she had on was a pair of cotton panties, grayish white against bronzed skin. She stared at me with her black eyes filling her face. Her mouth worked soundlessly.

“What’s happening?” I demanded.

My question roused her as from a trance. She brought her hands up over her breasts, hugging herself, and she started to moan.

Up out of sight somebody said something sharply, and then another voice, or maybe the same voice, growled harshly. I ran on. When I passed Naomi, she cowered bent almost double against a bush, and her moans were continuous.

“Put it down!” a man shouted.

And I rounded the bend and saw that scene.

Beth was bringing up a rifle. For a split second I wondered where she had got it and what she intended to do with it. Then I saw Cleave, standing loose-fleshed some fifteen feet from her, near the barn with the chickens clucking frantically about him. His fleshy forearm was in front of his face, as if to ward off something, and from that hand a murderous black whip dangled.

My gaze moved on, to the three bald children huddled on the porch, to Wally sitting on the ground with his face in his hands. My eyes were away from Beth and Cleave for only an instant, and that was when the rifle went off.

Cleave pitched sideways among the outraged chickens and twitched. Then he lay still. And nothing else stirred.

Beth stood there with the rifle in both hands, her finger on the trigger, and even in twilight I could see weaving across her face smoke from the cigarette clamped between her tight lips. Wally had raised his face, and there was blood over his eyes and it was running down his cheeks and over his nose and mouth. But evidently he could see because he was staring at Beth with a kind of wonder. On the porch one of the children began to blubber.

I walked slowly between Beth and Wally without looking at either and knelt beside the man on the ground. Chickens scattered away from me. I could feel the hush, the cessation of breathing around me.

He lay sprawled on his left shoulder, his arm flung over the raised cheek. I moved that limp arm out of the way to see his face, and the whip, still clutched in that hand, moved too. And there, above the bridge of the nose, was the wound — small and clean and bloodless.

I touched the flesh. I went through the motions of feeling for his pulse. It wasn’t necessary. Where he had been hit told the story.

“He’s dead,” I said, and straightened up.

Beth had dropped the rifle or placed it down. It lay on the ground. She had discarded the cigarette too. Jerkily she stepped to where Wally sat on the ground.

Naomi had returned. The shot must have brought her back. She was covering herself as best she could with her arms, shivering, cowering, and her eyes were immense with shock.

“Simon, your handkerchief,” Beth said.

She was helping Wally to his feet. I went over and handed her my pocket handkerchief. She wiped his eyes with it as he wobbled against her.

“Never mind me,” he said thickly. “I can see all right.”

Beth’s hand trembled as she continued to dab blood from his eyes, but her face maintained that closed-in, controlled expression. I wondered if she was the kind who would wait until she was alone before she went to pieces.

Suddenly one of the little girls on the porch found words. “What happened? What happened?”

Naomi looked around, startled. “The children!” she burst out, as if remembering that they existed and were her exclusive responsibility. She took a few steps toward them and stopped and glanced at me over a bare shoulder. Keeping her back to me, she bent over.

That was when I saw the welts on the smooth, tanned skin. There were two of them, one across the shoulders and one circling the slim waist — deep and hideous with thin, ragged lines of blood at the edges.

When she was again in motion, she was holding a dress in front of her. It was white, splattered with tiny red roses, and a bunch of fresh flowers was pinned to the material. And I noticed too that she wore shoes and socks and that her black hair was pinned up in adult fashion.

“So that’s it,” I said to Beth. “He whipped her.”

“Yes.” Beth’s voice came from deep in her throat. She had handed Wally my handkerchief, which he held to his brow. “I had to do it,” she said.

“What happened to Wally?”

“The whip. And he struck me too.” She touched her left hip. “Right here with the whip. I had to.”

“Where did you get the gun?”

“It was on the ground.”

“All right,” I said wearily.

Wally dropped my handkerchief. He just opened his hand and let it fall and went to the house. Naomi had already herded the children inside.

We were alone, Beth and I and the dead man.

She said, “Do you think they will hate me?”

“I don’t know. Probably not. They hardly loved him.”

“I had to do it. Won’t the police understand?”

“Yes.”

She started to turn her head. Her eyes fell on the dead man and quickly she looked away.

“Light a cigarette for me,” she said.

I stuck two in my mouth and lit both and gave her one. She was beginning to show emotion, but I would have felt better if she had shown more.
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