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PART ONE


CHAPTER I

ONCE, AT A RESTAURANT PARTY, NORA Emlaine excused herself graciously and went to the ladies’ lounge. Her husband had noticed her looking peevishly at her hands and, accustomed to her overfastidiousness, had assumed that, even in the middle of the meal, she was going to wash. When she returned, fur coat slung about her shoulders, stares and titters followed her. He saw she was barefooted. Swiftly his eyes sought hers. But she was not seeing him. Her eyes had the dogged and pleading look of a child who knew she would be punished and wanted it not to be so. Before he could react further she settled herself into her chair, letting her coat slide casually from her shoulders onto the chairback. She was naked.

It was shortly after that, that she began to refer to herself as a widow. She would laugh, a funny little girl’s laugh, and look at her husband reprovingly, as though to say he mustn’t tease, when he would ask if she thought he wasn’t there.

Of course he was there. But he was dead.

Nora tried to remain patient with him. She was aware that he was stupid and weak. But he persisted in touching her, or he might place an unexpected kiss on her ear or neck from behind and she would have to go at once to wash. Often in the middle of the night she would wake in horror to his touch and hear him begging like a craven animal to come back to life. He was too obtuse to understand that he had outworn her tolerance. She supposed she might have let herself be obvious and vulgar and stated explicitly that she found him no more acceptable in death than during his life. But it would have been a useless waste of herself. She was surely not interested in anyone who lacked perception to such a degree that he needed words to explain a situation.

When she first went to Freelands Sanitarium she was extremely docile. She was pleased with its polite, hushed atmosphere, the reserved deference of the others. She was uncommunicative, yet responsive, as though passively absorbing the fine, rolling grounds, the landscaped gardens and terraces, the cloistered buildings, the strange people and conditions. Since she was young and very pretty, with rich reddish-brown curly hair, a pale, small oval face, soft, long-lashed violet eyes and a dulcet little-girl voice, attendants and patients alike were charmed by Nora.

She was gracefully slender, and while not petite, she had an air of hesitancy and uncertainty that made her seem frail. The others recognized a helplessness that they knew so well within themselves, and automatically sought to protect it with what amounted to a sort of yearning and frightened instinct of self preservation. On morning walks, in the game rooms and handicraft shops, in the softlighted, spacious, and comfortably appointed evening lounge, groups clustered about her as though to guard a precious, tender core. They were eager to teach, to encourage, to console … and to confide. Nora at first responded warmly to their recognition that she was one to be treasured. She had long known it. Only others had doubted, forced her to test the depth of their regard, the strength of her position.

These sought approval, and offered up their skills and talents. An elderly composer set to work on a symphony and suffered a relapse; a young man wrote poems; a fat, homely, middle-aged woman who had not spoken one word in years nor offered anything to anyone began to send crochet work, watching from a distance as the attendant delivered it, then turning abruptly so that she might not accept so much as a smile or glance in return. One man told Nora that he knew who she was, that he prayed before her shrine and privately underwent the sacred punishments she inflicted. There was, however, something about his eyes that frightened while it attracted her, so that she kept him at a distance. But she kept him, managing a smile of invitation and understanding that was both a bridge and a barrier. He never came near. Which was right.

There was one unpleasant incident. A feud, climaxing in a wild screeching, clawing, slapping, hair-pulling fight, developed between two women over Nora. She was hurt, but not surprised when the attendants seemed to blame her. She had done nothing. But she realized that this was their way of acknowledging her strength.

As Nora became more certain of her position, the savor went out of it. She had charm, she knew; beauty, she knew. And she had been nice to them. She became less inclined to bestow smiles. She received attentions and courtesies coolly, her violet eyes unresponsive. The inhabitants of this domain were abject; they had accorded her dominance. Now she rewarded them with derision and a soft-voiced scorn. She began to give orders to see who would take them. She appointed servants and set tasks for them. She would break into a card game, require one of the players to leave and rub her head or comb her hair, or increasingly, to brush her shoes or stroke her feet.

Gradually this drove many of them away and, though she resented the defections bitterly, she soon lost interest in these. When, one after another, most had withdrawn, as she had known they would, there were still the two women who had fought over her. They vied to serve her and she pitted them against one another, so that they sought to circumvent the attendants with every wile for the privilege of her boundless contempt. At first Nora had found it interesting to test the limit to which she could degrade them; but there was no limit, no shame. They were dogs, and when they had the chance they licked her feet, literally. She despised them both, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to have them officially constrained. She contrived to spirit one or the other of them to her private room almost every day and order the woman to get under the bed, at her feet, while she stood, somehow wildly excited by the physical mastery. Often she would beat the woman savagely on the back with her fists when she crawled out. Or she would pull her hair, hissing an order for absolute silence.

Finally one of the doctors caught her and she and the two women were kept under such constant surveillance there was no chance for these delights to continue.

There was one old woman who constantly whispered behind her hand and Nora hated her on sight. She did not go near the old woman; she didn’t know nor care what it was she whispered. The fact of the gray hair had incensed her, and she always walked away hurriedly, face flushing, if the woman gave any indication of coming near.

A few nights after getting caught by the doctor Nora was aware, as she ate dinner, of a hissing whisper from a table behind her. She tried to ignore it. From the phonograph there came a sonorous, undulating flow-line of Debussy and it was peaceful there in the high-ceilinged, draped room set with small, intimate tables. The patients ate quietly, withdrawn and calm. Only the smallest of sounds, the tinkle of a fork, a subdued murmur were audible under the music. Nora felt a comfortable day-end tiredness and the food, which she ate slowly and thoroughly, savoring every morsel, was good.

She heard the behind-the-hand whispering again, an ugly sound from a hated face, and tried to shut it out.

She would love the music; it gave her a sweet, languorous feeling of pleasant aloneness, and she paused between bites, listening distantly, her body unconsciously, almost imperceptibly swaying. She felt happily that she was suspended in space and that she was moving weightless and pliant on the waves of sound.

The hissing whisper began again. Nora rose, turned, walked in her characteristic effortlessly graceful way. She paused behind the old woman’s chair, and bending as though to retrieve some trifle she grasped the chair legs, yanked them and spilled the woman to the floor. Without visible haste, her face devoid of hostility she caught two fistfuls of gray hair and forced the old woman’s face down to her own feet. Attendants rushed her and she leaped away, screeching and flailing and ripping at her clothes. She kicked and struck at one of them as he touched her. She darted wildly between tables, lithe and mercurial, feinting and dancing out of reach. Waiters, attendants, the doctor-in-charge set out in pursuit. The other patients set up a bedlam, leaping up and milling frenziedly.

She collided with patients, chairs, tables; at last crawled under a table. She’d ripped the whole front of her dress open. She locked her arms around the table legs, screamed as they pried her loose. Then she stood limp and docile until she felt the slight relaxation of the grip on her arms. She suddenly dove forward, butted headlong with her full weight into the stomach of one of them. Recaptured, she struck out with her feet and knees. As she was subdued she screamed steadily, filling her lungs, screaming herself breathless, drawing in air, screaming again, her eyes mashed shut.

They carried her out with lock grips on her ankles and wrists. She twisted and writhed and yanked, thrusting her arms and legs, doubling herself, arching her back rigidly, screaming, screaming incessantly to the end of her breath. In the physiotherapy room they gagged and trussed her and doused her with water and slapped and pommeled her and wrenched her arms so badly she could barely lift them for days.

The first time they allowed her back in the dining room she started to undress. She tried at every meal When she was sent to her room she refused to leave again for any reason and had to be dragged out, clawing and kicking and cursing. At last they allowed her to stay in the room all the time.

She was happy alone, painting. A nurse or a doctor would oblige when she requested a theme. She would thank them elaborately for telling her what to paint, then set to work, smiling, enrapt, painting something else.

She alone knew about The Gray Eyes. It was under their direction that she would paint. She would work steadily, absorbed until she finished a canvas to their satisfaction, whether it took an hour or a week. Finished, she would take a small brush, and with green paint carefully obliterate the picture, stroking thin, waving lines across the canvas, line after narrow line from top to bottom, until in the end, each work was a solid expanse of green.

There were times when The Gray Eyes wanted her to paint something quite distasteful to her, and then she might delay sullenly or angrily daub and spatter paint on blankets, pillow and bedposts. But in the end she would yield, smiling a little guiltily.

She was supposed to consult weekly with the doctor-proprietor of Freelands, but during this period she would not go to his office. If coerced into going, she simply refused to speak. He was a man. He came to her. She would watch his eyes slink down to her nylon-sheathed ankles and try to crawl between her knees into the shadows under her skirt. She would talk to him with words, amused with his notion that he was guiding and controlling the consultation.

It was fun to talk along with her mouth, saying nothing as she slyly moved him like a puppet. She would let her hand lie as though unaware, provocatively limp in the hollow between her thighs. Then she would brush her fingers languorously over the skirt to outline her legs more clearly and lift one leg, extending her foot casually as she talked, turning it as though aimlessly exercising her ankle. As he watched she would stop speaking abruptly, trapping his gaze there, off-limits. She would remain obdurately silent until he was forced to look at her in tacit confession, and her smile would scoff as she made her lips sweetly shape a murmured “No.”

Her husband came to visit her weekly at this time but after each visit Nora would stay in bed, refusing to wash, resisting every effort by the attendants to wash her. If they succeeded she rolled naked on the floor, scouring dirt into her palms and smearing her face. She would not use either the toilet or bedpan in the days following his visit. She would soil herself in the bed and lie giggling, defiant and triumphant. The orgies of dirt were inevitably followed by equally exaggerated cleaning and scrubbing. Then again, the painting, and the painstaking obliteration of the work with green wavy lines.

At the request of the doctor, her husband stopped his weekly visits. When they were resumed, she was docile, sweetly responsive to him and to the attendants. She had no aftermaths of filthifying herself. The Gray Eyes had said she must leave Freelands. The Gray Eyes, who had watched her since shortly after her marriage, unblinking, every moment of every day and night, and who heard and understood the unspoken, and who advised and scolded and guided, knowing all things, always, and to whom she was always pure and naked and beautiful, had said that she must leave Freelands. So she was very, very good. Her improvement was soon noticeable. She really did feel better, sweeter. But, more important than that, she had a plan and a duty.

She made an “Amends” list, and to each of those in the sanitarium she had hurt she offered an abject apology.

“I have been sick,” she said, “and very unpleasant, I am sure. I’m sorry.” She seemed again to be the girl they had cherished in the beginning.

Deep within her she knew that it was they who had offended her, each of them. An offense to Nora was to yield to her, to surrender and serve, to show weakness. Nora did not forget, nor forgive. An offense registered indelibly and could never be obliterated. It stood, indestructible in her mind, concealed and dim sometimes as a painting in a gallery at night. But it could no more be destroyed than could a work of art or of any perfection. Existing once, the offense existed forever. Only The Gray Eyes could have ordered her to make amends.

She was powerless before The Gray Eyes, obedient For they, and no one else knew her; could not be deceived, outwitted, defeated in any way. She might whisper some lie, in secret, testing. The Gray Eyes were never fooled. Her defeat with them would make her smile with pleasure and feel guarded and secure. Because they saw her always naked and beautiful, and they loved her, but they loved without surrender and they could not be charmed into prideless stupidity and they could not be weaker than she, but stronger, than she, stronger and wiser than all the world and they could not be weaker than flesh nor contemptible and craven.

Always watching, unblinking, seeing her, and her alone, The Gray Eyes approved as she and her husband and the head of the sanitarium had the final consultation.

The two men seemed elated, now and then casting covert glances of pride and triumph at each other because she talked so lucidly, even wittily, of all the matters of a world that once had interested her. As if they were responsible. She had read omnivorously for a week in papers and magazines, knowing the great store set by commonplace minds on commonplaces. She cast her eyes down and with a laughing, embarrassed voice, repented for wantonly exposing her body.

Lowering her tone, sitting with bowed shoulders and watching her hands, she began to speak of her odd, former notion that Mr. Emlaine had been dead. She stopped her breath in catches sometimes in the middle of words and knew that she looked frailly lovely and altogether wretched with remorse.

Of course they would have had to release her anyway. She had not after all been really committed. But she knew, exultantly, that guided by The Gray Eyes she had forced them to see her as better, had forced them to see things her way, do what she wanted. As she felt her husband’s arm around her shoulders and his hand gripping her arm supportively, and heard his voice, low and huskily near tears, she bit her inner cheek to keep from laughing. He was the same, the same.

Riding comfortably relaxed on the trip home to New York, letting the gentle motion of the heavy car lull her, she watched the landscape of fields and woods and occasional houses. The view didn’t interest her. It was the only alternative to looking at the dull back of the chauffeur’s head or at her husband.

She was well now. Once she had done indiscreet things and had had foolish imaginings. It was madness to imagine a man dead when the rest of the world was incapable of imagining it. She sighed.

She would not be mad if she imagined him dead and he really was. A smile flickered, curving her cheek momentarily, and she heard him ask delightedly what was going on in that adorable little head.

The Gray Eyes knew.


CHAPTER II

NORA WANDERED INTO THE BATHROOM, tested the water, wandered back, listened vaguely to the low sound of the radio, drifting quietly. She lighted a cigarette, her mind worrying the shattering discovery.

The Gray Eyes had a body!

He wore clothes like all other men. Gray suit, hat, topcoat, black shoes, like other men. Once he’d taken off his hat and he had the sort of hair all men had, medium dark and parted on the side.

Most incredible, he had a name. “Ed.” The girl with him had said, “Ed.” “What’s a Tiglon, Ed? … Ed, you are not supposed to smoke here inside the lion house … Ed, they give me the shivers the way they pace, the way they look at you …”

Nora had wanted to say, “You have a name, too.”

Time and again, first by the seal pond, later at the fence waching the camels, later in the house of the big cats she had wanted to say: “You have a name, too.” When he had tried to see what she was drawing, she had hastily written in big block letters across the lioness’ head she was sketching, “I don’t like that name.”

She would never have chosen such a name for him.

But whatever the name was, the oddest part was that the girl with him — a cheap, giddy little person in bargain-basement leopard stencilled mouton and a face, fluffed around as it was with taffy hair and a nose pink with cold, far more like a rabbit’s than a leopard’s — called him by that dull name as though he had always had it. She had chattered to him as though knowing him, accepted him as though he had always been, and thought there was nothing strange in his having a name and a body and clothes like other men, as though he had always had those things.

All afternoon, all evening, half the sleepless night, Nora had thought about that. She had got up at last, tuned in an all-night radio program, set the water running in the tub. Now she stood before her dresser and looked thoughtfully at her left hand, then slipped off the engagement and wedding diamonds, put them in her jewel box. It was only right. Her husband was dead. His body had been removed to the funeral home. He had been buried weeks ago.

The police had come, the police had gone. The polite and believing pink-faced inspector, the detectives and uniformed policemen had all called it suicide. The reporters, the men at the funeral home, business associates and friends, Mr. Emlaine’s attorney, her friends, her doctor were all believing. They had been gentle with her, fearing that this new tragedy coming so fast upon her trouble might disturb her. They had hovered over her protectingly.

By his own hands he had died; hanged himself in this very bathroom.

How believing!

The Gray Eyes knew.

And — disturbingly — The Gray Eyes had a body.

In the weeks of widowhood Nora had been happy. She had been alone, except for the servants. Now and then a friend had phoned or come. They sometimes tried to insert themselves in her life; sometimes tried to whine “comfort” to her for her “bereavement.” “… so terrible for you, Nora, on Christmas day too … but you must try to live, dear, not shut yourself away … he wouldn’t have wanted that …” Then always, later, the dear friends would purr and try to pull it out of her: “… but why did he do it, dear? … what happened that night, dear? …” To one of them, Nora had said, lowering her voice, bending forward: “Wipe the spit off your chin — you’re drooling, darling.” Their lascivious minds always came back to the tantalizing notion that Mr. Emlaine in a fit of madness and thwarted craving for her beautiful body, had trod into the bathroom and jumped into a noose. A passionate man. That’s what he’d liked them to think. He had confided to an intimate core of friends, and the notion had become a secret known to everyone, that his was an insatiable passion, and she, some aloof exquisite idol who must be courted anew each time she was sought.

It was untrue. She had never withheld herself from him. She had scorned such petty devices. A wife wasn’t some unattainable idol. A wife had duties. Nora had fulfilled hers. When he won her, he always knew he had won nothing. She had allowed him to know that, wordless, unmoved. His piddling little gallantries, his fevered surges of passionate love-making were accepted, passively.

Nora had been quite alone since Christmas, and never happier. Often the chauffeur would drive her for a few hours — wherever he chose. Usually she spent her afternoons walking, sketching in Central Park, or sitting on a bench. She had sketched in the zoo a few times. She liked the big cats. Sometimes she thought of going to the beach to watch the ocean, but the notion wasn’t very pleasant, and when the chauffeur would choose such a route she would look away or doze. The Gray Eyes had scarcely ever been near.

But now!

Now! She went back to the tub, shut off the water.

Unblinking gray eyes, watching, unblinking.

“Ed.” Why had he chosen such a name? And that body. She was a little puzzled that he had done so much on his own accord. From all she could see he had chosen a good enough body — but how had he presumed to do it? And why? Though the body seemed all right, it was far from the perfection she would have chosen. He was tall, but not tall enough. He looked strong, but his chest set too near his hips; she’d have liked a long-waisted body for him. What his musculature was could only be guessed … fair, she gauged. Not godlike though, she thought, a touch peevishly.

Well, there was nothing to be done now. Ed was her own creation, and if he’d muffed it on the choice of a body she had only herself to blame. She had been careless. The late Mr. Emlaine had said she had a large streak of carelessness in her. She laughed aloud, remembering, and thought he had had a rather more serious sort of carelessness about him or he would still have been flesh instead of ashes. It was as nourishing as a good meal to have the final laugh. But after it she pressed the back of her hands against her lips and looked around uncertainly, like a child fearful of being caught at a forbidden pleasure.

Ed! Why, oh why in hell hadn’t she been more careful in creating him? In fact, all she had ever attended to were his eyes. Just the eyes, unblinking gray eyes. They had been all she’d ever attended to through all the years. Just eyes, watching, unblinking gray eyes. Detached. They might, in fact, even have been women’s eyes. Of course she had known they were men’s eyes. Now it was done. He existed. She had dreamed him into reality, and he WAS. The forehead was high and wide, which was good. Yes, quite good. His lower face was — well — there was something a little wrong there. The way it tapered down from the cheekbones, narrowing to the chin, giving him that rather wise animal look! It was like a muzzle, she decided, the tapering muzzle of a wise animal.

She should really have dreamed him in detail and fully from hair to feet and given him the face and the bodily structure which would have fulfilled her vague ideal of male perfection. It irked her. Someone had said, someone famous, that there were no details in a work of art. No fragment could be unimportant to an artist. Each bit had equal value to the real artist; nothing was a trifle, nothing should be sloughed over. But it was untrue! She was an artist. The petty daubers with paint and the tinklers with sound worked with trifling, restricted little impressions which required painstaking tedious touches. The matters which she dealt with had never actually been small enough for any formal setting. Others had never understood the vastness of her concepts, and so they had seemed vague.

Thinking of Ed, she jabbed at the bell with an angry forefinger, several times, calling the servant. Perhaps Ed was NOT her creation … if only she could seriously doubt him. She couldn’t. The eyes. The unblinking gray eyes … they had been gone, gone without her consciously willing it. Gone all these weeks. She understood vaguely why. The deep — deep — deep mind in her, the mind she had held inviolate, closed off, personal, sacred from the spidery sneakings of the psychoanalyst who, before she went to Freelands, had tried to probe it — that deep-artist mind had all the while been at work. Without her even realizing it, it had worked to produce Ed. But he was flawed.

Or was he? Wasn’t he really perfect? Hadn’t she created better than even she yet knew; didn’t he probably fulfill in detail what had only been her vague ideal of perfection?

The servant, Mrs. Trent, was long in coming. When she did appear Nora looked briefly at her hateful face, sleepily sour, summoned her into the bathroom and got in the tub. She bathed leisurely, ignoring her.

The Gray Eyes had never blinked because they could not risk shutting her out of view, because they existed only because she created them, and they were incapable of seeing anything but her. If they blinked and lost her for even the fraction of a second they died. To them, she existed as though detached, their creator existing detached in space. They couldn’t see the walls behind her, nor the floor she trod, nor the chair she sat in. Not even, of course, the clothes she wore. The Gray Eyes saw her always naked and beautiful.

If the eyes were his only hold on existence, and if they didn’t exist when he was not seeing her — and they were now in a body — she felt confused.

His voice had been smooth and deep, but without any brute-bass undertone. It was clear. The words he spoke had been ordinary. Now that she remembered, it was puzzling that through the years he had not had a voice at all. His words would impress themselves in her hearing, but they hadn’t had sound to them.

She stopped thinking about him. She would go to the Central Park Zoo again. He would be there.


CHAPTER III

“THREE BLACK COFFEES,” ED CALLED.

Lights, pouring down on the gleaming, perforated metal counter of the cafeteria, glared into his eyes. A woman crowded him, peering, her face thrust out looking at the pastry, commanding the counter man: “What’s them? No — them back there over toward this, yeh them, one of them … Coffee extra light, two sugars.” “Sugar on the table, lady,” the counter man lavished patience on her. Ed fingered the rough, chipped rim of his tray. This hangover had begun before he even got drunk, went to bed with him, woke him twenty times in the night with an agony of weakness in his stomach, sent him to the bathroom trying to vomit four useless times; left him lying trembling, dizzy, the overpowering waves of pain coming in long, rhythmic surges into his skull.
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