
  [image: ]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
    [image: Crimson Romance]

Want Great Savings on Crimson Romance?

Visit Our New 


Crimson Romance Bookstore  

Enjoy special offers when you purchase any of our hundreds of great romances!

	
  [image: Whispers cover]


				Whispers

				Dorothy Fletcher

				[image: Crimson Romance logo]

				Avon, Massachusetts

	

Contents

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21





1.

Christine Jennings sat, at ten in the morning, drinking her breakfast coffee. The Times lay on the floor at her feet, neatly folded and still unread. She would get around to it sooner or later, but she was a person who came together slowly in the mornings, not ready, at first blush, to slog through its pages. The dining room table, with the detritus of the others’ morning meal, was sun-streaked in random patterns: four flowered table mats looked like individual small gardens blooming on the polished wood. The terrace, with its massed plants and bright blooms, seemed an extension of the room itself: beyond sliding glass doors the brilliant vista was rather like a fanciful trompe l’oeil, inordinately pleasing to the eye.

It was a big apartment, like a house, with a private feeling to it, spreading out expansively, rambling, almost. They had lived here for just under three years and Christine was still, at times, able to see it with a fresh and favorable eye. In the mornings like this, with the rest of them gone and the place her personal domain as she listened to the sounds from the street outside, all seemed well. She had left her bed from childhood with a sense of great expectations: something wonderful would happen today, because why not? She was an optimist, she supposed.

She buffed a fingernail thoughtfully. The trouble was that in these latter days she had been unable to put her finger on what wonderful thing would be likely to happen. Everything she had considered one’s rightful due had come to pass. What was left to anticipate?

You tell me, she said to the newspaper, nudging it with a slippered foot. You know everything, you prepotent rag. Even if your typos rapidly become insupportable.

The coffee urn was empty. Well, that was that. She must get going, she told herself, but sat there twisting a strand of her hair. She must get going, granted, and since she knew exactly where she was going today there was no need for a decision about that. How about tomorrow, though, and all the other tomorrows: what was she going to do with the rest of her life now that the children were no longer children? Go out shopping every day? Play bridge? Join a health club?

She wasn’t sure how many of the women friends she was lunching with today had reached this unpleasant crisis point, but she did know, having discussed it at length with her, that Ruth Alexander was in similar straits, which was one reason, Ruth confessed, that she could scarcely bear to remain indoors, as all she ever did was brood. Ruth said she had difficulty even reading a book, not being able to keep her mind on its contents for drifting into endless introspection and self-examination that led nowhere.

She said that sometimes these fruitless trains of thought — where was she going and why did a woman have to come to this stinking impasse  —  made her hyperventilate. “I press the panic button and it’s anxiety time, then I start to gasp in this awful way, ending up with a migraine.” This was something that happened to weak sisters and Edith Bunker types, Ruth had always thought, certainly not to intelligent persons, enlightened women, women with minds.

Christine didn’t hyperventilate and she didn’t have migraines. She was not as passionate about this textbook, case history, housewife blues syndrome as Ruth was. She was inclined to feel grumpy about it, or aggrieved, or even wryly amused. So it hits us all, she reflected. The kids grew up and Daddy was out in that big wide world and what did you have left? A house. It’s happened to this woman and it’s happened to that woman and now it’s happening to me. And I always thought I was so special. But it didn’t make her gasp in any “awful” way and most of the time it seemed to her that she was overstating the case, that most of it was a very natural fear of the future that anyone would have as the years wore on, that a lot of it was not wanting to grow old.

Nothing, of course, had changed for Carl. Her husband, working to the limit of his capacities, admired in his profession, gifted in it and dedicated to it. He had only, in some ways, just begun: he was growing all the time, learning all the time, new methods, new professional operandi, meeting people in many walks of life, an octopus with arms reaching out in all directions, a big man physically and a big man in his field. He certainly wasn’t in danger of having an identity crisis, not Carl.

There was their son, Bruce. On the brink of manhood, in some ways a man already. Leaving for Yale in another year, ready for new worlds. There would be lovely young girls and eventually one special girl whom he would marry. And who would one day sit at a breakfast table wondering where all the glitter had gone. There would be, for Bruce, Med School and internship and ultimately a practice. Tel pére, tel fils. LIFE, in caps, held out a welcoming hand to him.

As it did Nancy. She was pretty now; she would be exquisite, a blend of a healthy father and a healthy mother. She would almost certainly have a glittering future, as she was selfish enough to insure for herself what she wanted. When she was sure of what it was she would go ahead and get it. Nothing would stop her, certainly not pity. She had only contempt for what she called mawkish dogoodism.

And what about Mom? Not that they called her that, thank you very much. She had never allowed it. It was Mother, though she wouldn’t have minded Mama, which sounded European and quite classy, but Mom, or Ma, had been verboten from the very beginning. What about Mother, the lady of the house? Now that the rest of them had been accounted for, with everything coming up roses, what about Christine?

She lit another cigarette. The truth was she was ambivalent about this apartment. It added to the general finality of things. They would not be moving on, not from here, this symbol of the American dream, the costly cooperative that would only increase in value over the years. This was it. Here she was and here she would stay, with the proverbial “jewel” of a woman to do the cleaning and only meals to think of for herself. She would wake for God knew how many mornings with her hearty dreams and her appetite for living and face it anew, this arrogantly esthetic cluster of rooms with their Ethan Allen and Henredon pieces and spool beds and butler’s table and the Schumacher drapes. There it would be, complacent and orderly, everything in its place and staring at her smugly, the breakfront and the Georgian tea service and the Cuisinart and the microwave oven and the blender and the terrace that looked — or had been designed to look — like one of those charming overhanging balconies in Napoli. It had all cost thousands and thousands of dollars outside the purchase price and she sometimes hated it.

Or something very like that. It was a fake, it seemed to her, like a stage setting that looked authentic and homey to the audience but didn’t house real people, only actors who were there every night to say their lines and give a performance. It was just a replica of a home, in some arcane way, and it had nothing at all to do with her, not her soul and not her psyche. She would have preferred … well, almost, something like the apartment in the Village that had been hers and Carl’s first home. Bleecker Street, with most of the furnishings picked up at Good Will. That was real enough and it didn’t have to insist on anything. It had housed a young man and a young girl who loved each other and who knew, really knew, their priorities.

She hadn’t changed, not a bit. She was still Christine Elliott Jennings and she was a fun-loving broad with a passion for music and books and the graphic arts and she liked to wear her hair in different and various ways and keep her long legs smooth and shaved and entertain people with her mimicry and go out to dinner at lovely places and enjoy the eyes of men on her and wear sleek swim-suits and be admired and go to small Hungarian cafes where a zither tinkled out schmaltzy tunes and open her legs out of love for a man and lie on a hill of a summer’s day with sheep-in-the-meadow clouds you wanted to reach up and touch with your fingertips. She was only forty years old and it was her turn now.

Why not? She had done her stint. Cooked and scrubbed and ironed shirts, catered to the Man, made him comfy and filled his belly, listened to his discourse, accommodated his sexual needs. Christine done good, like a good wife should. And mother. So now what?

Once more she thought of a job. It chilled her. Nine to five, and in all sorts of weather. She had loved working once, being part of a crew, coffee breaks, gossip in the ladies’ room, friendship, common gripes, drinks after hours, the Barberry Room, Tony’s Wife, Piazzetta. But that was rather a long time ago. It would be stepping down now, and she wouldn’t fit into a little job, not her. A receptionist, something like that: that was what would be open to her at her age. A fancy, important post was out of the question. Young blood, that’s what they wanted. Crass kids, arrogant little sluts with crazy hair and blusher smeared all over their faces. Like her own Nancy.

Oh, but she loved Nancy. It wasn’t that. Just that there was, and had been for some years, a kind of war between them, but that was textbook too, and it didn’t hurt too much. When the chips were down it was Christine Nancy turned to. Feminine gender concerns, even if your father was a doctor, called for confabs with a female parent. “Yes, Mother, if the time comes when I am simply dying of love, we’ll talk it over and then decide.” That was in reference to the Pill, or at least about preventive measures for a headstrong girl: you had to anticipate these things. Nancy had used that poetic phrase and Christine had thought of the Song of Solomon. “Comfort me with apples, stay me with flagons, for I am sick of love …” And tried to imagine Nancy sick with love, her little girl.

She certainly did love Nancy, though it was not always easy. Bruce, who “took after her” and who didn’t despise do-goodism and who, after all, was her firstborn … well, there was a fierce maternal feeling for Bruce. Her son had a gentleness, a softness that sometimes turned her heart over. Like the time they’d watched a rerun of Frankenstein on TV. He was about ten then. At the end, when the poor, bewildered creature had been trapped in the flames, Bruce had struggled with tears. He had plumbed the allegory, sensed the symbolism. There was no savage hate in his heart.

“Darling, it’s only a movie.”

“I know, It’s just — ”

“He’s out of his misery. It’s better so, isn’t it dear?”

They were worthy kids. No longer belonging to her, as once they had, but to themselves, to what they would make of their lives. It was up to them now, her guardianship was just about over. Where were the infants she had carted around in buggies and taken to school on their first day? Why gone, gone forever, as was the little girl she herself once had been. You could never get those children back.

Well, time to rush now, she had dallied too long and would have to race the clock. Her lunch date was for twelve-thirty and it was a few minutes to eleven. She had to shower and do her hair and get dressed. But as she was meeting the girls at a restaurant not far away it was okay. Her spirits had risen. There would be Meryl and Clover and Ruth and Helene, and they had known each other for lots of years, were more au courant with each others’ daily lives and ways of thinking than were their own siblings. They got together, in a group, roughly once a month, for a lunch at places like Mercurio’s or La Grenouille or Le Bistro, and at La Scala, on the West Side. Sometimes they trekked down to Michael’s Pub, for a little pizzazz. Someone’s husband might be there, in which case there would be some table hopping, some kidding. “What’s this, Ladies’ Day?”

She got up and left everything just the way it was on the dining room table. Mrs. Chamberlain would clear it, wash the dishes, make some fresh coffee for herself and then get out the vacuum cleaner. In order to escape the housekeeper’s chatter about the latest lies in the Enquirer, Christine closed the door that separated the sleeping quarters from the rest of the apartment, and began her preparations. She was humming now, once more tranquil as she was a naturally cheerful personality, able to slip from one mood to another with the same casual unconcern with which she closed a door between one part of the apartment and the other.

Out on the street, at twenty past twelve, she felt content and at ease, the knowledge that she was an attractive, desirable woman a quiet delight in her. She was pleased that Nancy had beauty too. It would simplify things for her, grease the ways. She walked down Lex toward the restaurant, which was on Park, but stayed with the busier thoroughfare because it was livelier.

This was her city, almost the heartbeat of her body. She felt secure and serene on its streets, with the rumble of the buses and the gleaming storefronts and the welter of people, the familiar, well-loved hodgepodge of types. She could understand shopping bag ladies, who, going down in the world, preferred the intimacy of the streets to sterile shelter in some eleemosynary refuge, fettered by stone walls and pious structures. A fierce independence to which they clung tenaciously.

For herself, Christine would have had to think twice if asked to make a choice between New York City and her family. It was her turf, it was herself really, and leaving it would be like a demand to relinquish her identity.

She breathed deeply and easily, her face bright and anticipative. It was only in the confines of her luxurious prison, her well-appointed home that she wavered. There, she was categorized, committed, immured in a domesticity that seemed to have lost its meaning. I love you, she was thinking, meaning the scene of which she was now a part, but she thought too that she might mean herself as well, just herself, a woman and a person, an entity apart from the others, and of some awesome importance, in the middle of her life, and certainly of some true and meaningful worth. She thought, I can be selfish too, and was buoyed by the resolve. After all, you only passed this way once.

				• • •

				The four women who sat at a corner table adjacent to a window in the sun-filled, ivory-walled Upper East Side restaurant might have been stamped from the same matrix, Christine reflected as she crossed the room. Groomed, easy, assured, they were examples of a certain time and culture, and of a place, which was Manhattan, U.S.A. They were at home here because they had been raised here, never having to learn the idiom, the topography or the mores. They had matriculated only in other ways and now, having reached a certain plateau in their lives, were at liberty to come and go as they pleased, as well as where they pleased, which today happened to be Le Perigord Park. What had once been hurried lunch hours when they worked in the same business office — and then continued their friendship as they moved on to other fields — had become more leisurely, as well as more expensive. That the latter was not of any grave concern to them was gratifying.

“Sorry I’m late,” she apologized, easing into the leather banquette. “Aren’t you nice, you ordered my drink. Well, cheers, ladies, how’s everyone?”

Everyone was fine, how was she, and have some of these adorable miniature asparagus, so teeny-tiny, so crunchy. “Aren’t they darling, I asked the waiter, he said they’re Progresso.”

“They’re new to me. Yes, very good, I’ll look for them at the market. I used to love those marinated mushrooms they gave you at Ca d’Oro with your drink. I feel so bad Ca d’Oro’s gone.”

“We had good times there.”

“So many places have dropped out of sight. Don’t tell me this isn’t a Depression.”

“It’s because of night business, it’s fallen off so. People are afraid to go out to dinner in the evening. How can you expect a decent restaurant to operate on lunches only?”

“It’s so discouraging.”

“The times they are a-changing.”

“You can say that again.”

“The times they are — ”

“Ah, shut up, Clover. How’s the agency?”

“Same as ever, business as usual in spite of the shaky dollar.”

“Speaking of restaurants going out of business, I was just remembering one Ralph and I were fond of,” Meryl said. “At one time we went there almost every Friday evening. “Italian … would you believe I can’t recall the name? Anyway, it was in Murray Hill, somewhere near Park … yes, between Madison and Park, and on one of the worst winter nights of the year, with a wind like a cyclone, absolutely dreadful. We had scheduled to meet some friends there, as a matter of fact a cousin of mine and her husband. Helen and Ted. We gave them directions, they were to go in and get a table if they were there first and vice versa. Well, they were there first, standing in the gale cowering, need I say that Marconi’s was shut up tighter than a drum. Marconi’s! Of course, Patsy Marconi! And it was so out of the way, near Altman’s. You know how there’s absolutely nothing going on in that part of town at night. Naturally, not a taxi in sight. But we did love that place, they had the most fantastic zabaglione.”

“And now it’s kaput, yes, it’s a shame. I’m still wild about them tearing down those two marvelous Italianate mansions across from the Metropolitan Museum.”

“There won’t be anything left soon.”

“You get used to it after a while. You have to.”

“No,” Helene said. “I don’t. I’m a mossback. I can’t stand to see the devastation.”

“You should live in the South Bronx.”

“God, isn’t that a crime?”

“Whither are we drifting?”

“What about Italy? The kidnappings …”

“What about everywhere. Oy, let’s quit this gloom and doom. Chris, you know what I was thinking about the other day?”

“No, what?”

“The time you and Carl were pfft for a while. When he twisted your arm about getting married and you wanted to wait. Money and all that he was earning that teeny-weeny intern’s pay and you told him it wasn’t possible. You were like a zombie at the office, it was when we were still at Elliman’s, you and Meryl and I. We dragged you off to lunch, and you — ”

“And I cried the whole time. God, Helene. It was Reidy’s. Yeah, sure, of course I remember that, all too well. My crise de coeur. That’s that, Carl told me, when I said no, finding it impossible to think of setting up housekeeping just then, and I just couldn’t believe he meant it, that he’d throw me to the wolves. Then I saw he did mean it, he didn’t call me and he wouldn’t answer my calls. Finished! No more busing down to the Village, the San Remo and Minetta’s and that gloomy cavernous coffee house on MacDougal. No more Waverly Inn, that garden with the big old trees, where a bird messed up my salad once, plopped his shit into it.”

She laughed. “I started crying there in Reidy’s and Meryl said, ‘Gee,’ and then I spilled my drink trying to get up and leave.”

“We didn’t go to Reidy’s for a while after that.”

“It was a disgrace.”

“Well, you got back together again and you have two kids to show for it.”

“We all took our lumps in one way or another.”

“We had a lot of fun, though.”

Yes, they did, Christine thought with a certain wistfulness. It was light years ago and yet it seemed, in some ways, more real than what had happened just yesterday. Now they were all married, except for Clover, who was a successful travel agent with a prestigious firm on Fifth Avenue, Rockefeller Center. Clover was the one who had eluded the tender trap, with a chic little apartment on East Eight-third Street.

She was extravagantly pretty, small, slight, honey-blonde, like a stylish waif, somehow. They used to call her “little Clover.” They had all worried about her because she was not “taken care of,” and no children to succor her in her old age, no grandchildren sitting on her knee. They didn’t worry about her anymore, though, but had come to feel faint twinges of envy. Sure, the rest of them had achieved what was reputed to be the goal of woman even if she realized other goals: the rest of them had the chatelaine’s keys firmly in their grasp.

But they were chained, shackled, when it came right down to it. In a rut and wondering what came next. Not Clover, though. She was free as a sandpiper, with travel perks that enabled her to fly off to Paris for a weekend, or go to Vienna at Christmastime. There were always men in her life, perhaps lovers, perhaps simply escorts, friends. Sometimes for a long period, just as often a passing fancy, here today and gone tomorrow.

Then, almost five years ago, she had mildly astonished them, with news of a liaison (her word) with a man much older than herself, and now she saw only this man. He was married, with a grown son himself married, and Viennese-born, a refugee of the Hitler era; he was a Jew. Clover said, “Some of his family went to the ovens, I don’t know which ones, he doesn’t enlarge on it. He’s a brilliant man, much too good for me. He was of considerable importance as a journalist in Europe — London, Paris  —  also a short story writer, but in this country he’s gotten short shrift in that regard, though he has a superlative P.R. job and has reconciled himself to being a writer manqué.”

By this time Clover spoke, en passant, about Anton (Anton Ehrenberg) just the way the others made mention of their own spouses, and by this time it was accepted by the rest of them that Anton was the man Clover had been waiting for. Or if not waiting, at least hoping for, one imagined. She appeared enormously content with her “situation:” Ruth said that Clover had the best of both worlds, and it did indeed seem that nothing was lacking.

Christine, over her second martini, studied her friends. They were case histories too. Anyone their ages was bound to be. Pattern set, the die cast. They had reached the point of no return. Maybe Clover was the exception: her destiny seemed unfixed as yet. Aside from that, they were prototypes, alive and well and living in New York, and they would never, alas, have lengthy obituaries in the Times.

Ruth Alexander, like Christine, had had an uneventful passage from young womanhood to matron, the same “normal” progression from one stage to another. It was Ruth that Christine was closest to, not only because they were near neighbors but because their minds ran in similar directions. You didn’t know who lived next door to you in the Manhattan of today, so it was a joy to run into Ruth on the street, striding along in her Ferragamo shoes, or to bump into her in one of the aisles at d’Agostino, coming toward you behind her overflowing shopping cart. There was a coffee shop on Madison where she and Ruth had many a sandwich together, and they often walked, meeting by chance, down to Washington Square, maybe not even talking very much, but just being together. Ruth was your typical Jewish princess, with a vivid little face like an Irish colleen. You would have sworn she came from County Cork.

Now Ruth was having migraines.

Meryl was tall and thin and broad-shouldered, big-boned and flat-chested. Regular features, an oval face and not pretty except when she smiled, then a kind of radiance came over her face. She was the one with really tough times behind her. She had gone into computer programming, eased into a top-flight job at IBM and then, thrown over by a man she loved and had planned to marry, went into a tailspin. Funked out in slow, sinister stages: psychiatric sessions failed to ameliorate the situation and she landed in a psych ward. As a matter of fact, she insisted on being admitted … or else, she told her shrink, she’d overdose, it was up to him. His name was unpronounceable, with a lot of z’s, so that you settled for calling him Dr. Cosy, or something near that. They had all talked to him at the hospital: he was grave and pontifical and he spoke in a kind of iambic pentameter, with an accent like Peter Lorre. “Full of himself,” Ruth said, biting off her words. “She should have gone to a big fat jolly type who’d pinch her fanny. I hate these holier-than-thou shitheads, he really thinks he’s Dr. Freud.”

When she was released from the psych ward she had a mad, frenetic gaiety, telling them every detail of her experience, and almost at once began hunting down people she had met at the hospital, other patients, filling her apartment with them. You couldn’t find a single line of communication with these crazies, young men with ponytails and beads and girls who drew their mouths with brown eyebrow pencil. Meryl lost her job and was in no condition to look for another and had to go on Welfare. Then she lost her apartment because of the crazies crashing there whenever they felt like it. She would have been put out on the street, except for her friends, who succeeded in getting her into a Y branch, where she had a horrid little room with creepy-crawlies. Bad days for Meryl, but she had pulled out of it. Even boyfriends lent a hand in a spirit of Christian decency, and after a while Meryl got a job at the East End Hotel for Women, renting rooms for them, and had a small but clean room as part of her salary. Also two meals a day, breakfast and dinner.

Then at a party at the East End Hotel she met a very fine young man who had something to do with television, and it went on from there. Now she was married to the television man and seemed no different from anyone else. You would never have guessed that she had had such horrendous zero hours. She had two children, twin girls, and after that underwent a tubal ligature. She said that with her history she really shouldn’t have reproduced at all.

It was Helene who had really fooled them, though. Helene, whose father had died when she was only six years old. An only child, she had had a single-parent upbringing, as her mother never remarried. She put all her chips on her daughter, took really good care of her and worked hard to do it, and then later on became an albatross around Helene’s neck. It was like having a cat: you couldn’t do this and you couldn’t do that because the pet had to be fed and watered and its litter box changed. Helene never went to the movies with them in the evening because she didn’t want to leave her mother alone. There was a reversal of roles as Helene slowly became the mother and her mother became the child.

Helene was a big, robust, creamy-complexioned girl whose splendid build and dimpled Nordic face easily attracted men, whom Helene invited home to dinner rather than date outside because she didn’t want to leave her mother alone. Therefore, the gentlemen friends never lasted very long: they could easily see that anyone who wedded Helene would be wedding her mother as well.

Once Ruth, in her blunt way, had suggested to Mrs. Sonnenberg that she must be a little lonely. “You’re so young to remain a widow,” was her wily ploy. “It does seem such a waste, I feel.”

“Lonely?” was the instant reply. “With Helene? Why, we have the happiest life! We’re like sisters! Why should I be lonely?”

“What will happen to Helene when she dies?” became an almost tedious refrain. Then they decided darkly that she would outlive Helene. “She’ll bury us all.” She did die, though, at the age of forty-nine, and it just went to show that the things you didn’t expect to happen sometimes did, while the things you did expect often never came to pass. It was a seven-months’ illness, cancer of course, and it left Helene many, many pounds lighter and hollow in the face. Her friends outdid themselves in making things bearable for her, taking her to dinner at Longchamps and Gaetano’s and Giovanni’s and every place they could think of, places Helene had never been before.

Then after about three months Helene announced that she was going to Italy for a “breather.” She said maybe a month or two, maybe longer, she’d see. Well, there must have been some money, insurance or whatever, but you would have thought it would be France, because Helene was a French major, using a lot of French phrases like faute de mieux, and so forth. But she said she had always wanted to go to Italy, and go she did. Not only that, but she stayed for almost a year, sending postcards of the Blue Grotto and Capri and Firenze and Verona and just about everywhere. She loved the hill towns, she wrote, and made X’s to indicate her room at the hotels where she stayed. “This is my room, note the balcony. I sit there after a day’s wandering, with a glass of Campari. Everything sublime, love Helene.”

When she came back it was with a husband, a man she met in Anacapri and married in Rome. There were two daughters as well, Diane and Lucy. Their father, Harold, was a widower of four years and he simply adored Helene. He treated her as if she were made of Murano glass, of which he had shipped back a great quantity to the States. There was the usual uneasiness between stepmother and stepchildren, but time told the tale: Helene had catered to her mother for a good bit of her life, she was well equipped to take on the challenge of another woman’s children. There was no question of any more additions, she told them. She had all she could handle, and Harold was in full agreement: he got himself vasectomized.

This was all, of course, yesterday’s news by now, assimilated, digested and part of their history, running through Christine’s mind because she was in an analytical frame of mind. What they had come from and what they had done. That was unchangeable. And now there they sat, five women of varying backgrounds but now with parallel outlooks, women who lived within a radius of a few miles, in the city they had been born and raised in, and who had “kept up.” They saw each other at regular intervals, gathered together like the disciples, drank martinis and broke bread and were more real to Christine, more substantial and enduring than almost everything else. Their concerns would very likely be meshed until they died, one by one. She couldn’t imagine life ending without their spirits wishing her Godspeed in her final journey and then remembering her, lifting a glass at some reunion far in the future, making a toast to the dear departed.

“Gee, it’s weird not to have Chris here. Remember how she used to imitate Marlon Brando as the Godfather? Hell, she was so damned much fun …”





2.

There were the usual protracted leavetakings outside the restaurant, though Clover, who had to get back to her office, dashed off with promises to keep in touch, sure, and see you next time, ladies. “I’m coming down fast,” Ruth said. “How about a walk, anyone?”

“Let’s go to Bloomie’s,” Helene suggested.

Meryl was game, but Ruth said no, it was too nice a day to stay indoors, she wanted a brisk hike, “Christine?”

“You’ve got it. Alongside the park?”

“Be fine.”

“Well, have a pleasant stroll, you two, and be well. See you eftsoons.”

“Eftsoons? How Elizabethan can you get?”

“An acrostic word. Chic, ain’t it?”

“If you say so,” Ruth agreed, chuckling. “Okay, go shopping, spend the old man’s money, serve him right. Bye bye.”

Waves and smiles, and then Meryl and Helene headed over to Lex. “You don’t mind if we stop in that outlet place of Carrano’s first?” Meryl asked.

“What’s that?”

“Carrano’s, you don’t know the store? They have stunning shoes, and they have this cut-rate store on Fifty-sixth. Okay?”

“Why not?”

Meryl didn’t find anything, but Helene did, as a matter of fact two pairs. “Never been here before, thanks for telling me,” she said when they left. “Terribly good stuff.”

The light changed at Fifty-seventh Street and they crossed to the other side of the avenue. Lexington, at this point, was like a sewer, junky, odorous and a cacophany of hideous sounds, a spot where you had to keep a firm grasp on your pocketbook. Alexander’s, the mecca of bargain hunters from points all over, was on one corner and a fast food place, from which hot and greasy smells emerged, on the other. There was a subway entrance that spewed forth hordes of milling bodies, much jostling and clamor, and street kids who looked as if they had never seen the inside of a school scrambled about chaotically, screaming and cackling with an ear-splitting intensity.

One of these kids, out of his mind with mischievous deviltry, ran to the curb, unzipped the fly of his ragged jeans, and peed in the gutter. He was about nine, rips in his dirty shirt, a little Hispanic kid with wild, handsome dark eyes that were snapping with delight at the way people darted away from his stream of urine. The other kids squawked with delirious laughter; he was a hero in their eyes.

“What chance does someone like that have?” Helene wondered “He’ll O.D. before he’s fourteen.”

“Bet you a dollar he ends up on the City Council, maybe will be mayor some day.”

“You may be right, he looked smart. He certainly has chutzpah.”

A big, battered car, an old Chevy, was parked on the side next to the fast food place. The trunk was open, displaying great plastic-wrapped cuts of meat, bloody red slabs that were plainly steaks, nicely marbleized; you wouldn’t mind having some of them in your freezer. That was, if you didn’t quail at the thought of the probable consequences, salmonella or whatever. Maybe it was horse meat at that. We were almost a hundred percent sure it was hot, stolen, but there it was, massed in the car trunk in crimson heaps, peddled by two tough-looking men who looked as if they spent their spare time stuffing bodies under bridges, and they had every reason to be nonchalant about what they were doing without a license: there was never a patrolman in this vicinity.

Across the way, hunkered down and fiddling with some object on the sidewalk, a workman, or bum, squatted, a big, burly creature with an enormous behind. He looked prehistoric crouching there, clad on top with a skimpy sweatshirt that, positioned as he was, bared his massive back from midsection to buttocks as his pants strained down due to his crouch. You could practically see his sit-down, though thankfully not quite the whole of it, but the cleft between the two beefy haunches was almost fully exposed, and hairy as an ape.

He wasn’t mooning, it wasn’t exhibitionism. He was simply absorbed in something only he was cognizant of, and oblivious to anything else. It was his street, his city, his territory. He wasn’t aware of the unlovely spectacle he presented, and wouldn’t have cared if he had been.

Meryl said she had once seen a bag lady doing her business where the meat truck was today. She even had toilet paper, with which she wiped herself and then dropped alongside the pile she’d made. “It was so depressing, I couldn’t think of anything else all day.”

“And here I am with two new pairs of shoes.”

“As if that would help, not buying shoes. I just always tell myself I’ll avoid that side of the street down here, and then I always forget.”

A block later the Boschian scene was left behind, and they slowed their steps. “You can’t help appreciating this beautiful day,” Helene murmured. “I think I’m getting spring fever.”

“Yeah. There ought to be a hurdy-gurdy. Like when you were a kid, that tinkling music, it was like a siren song. And the monkey in his little suit. I’d love to see a hurdy-gurdy right now.”

“I don’t think they have them any more,” Helene said, and they went into Bloomingdale’s.

				• • •

				Clover, reaching Fifth, scratched the idea of taking a cab downtown. It would be no faster than walking, or not enough to make a difference; a few minutes more or less wouldn’t mean anything. She had a lot of work to knock off this afternoon, though, so she walked rapidly, mentally deciding what to tackle first when she got back.

She didn’t work late on the evenings she was going to be with Anton, and she was seeing him tonight, so she hoped there would be no hitches. Air fares were fluctuating so dizzyingly these days it was impossible to keep up with them. You quoted a price and the next day it went up, which was difficult for clients to understand. They thought you were gypping them. Some of them did, anyway, though in the main she had a comfy little nucleus of tried and true regulars who trusted her and she made it a point not to handle the “pushcart” trade, the people who were out to make deals.

She should be able to clean off her desk for the night at just before six and then hie herself up to Fifty-seventh Street to join Anton. He worked in the Genesco Bulding and they met outside it, whereupon they stolled up to her apartment on Eight-third, stopping off at a Gristede’s for whatever food shopping might be necessary.

She and Anton were together three evenings a week. Monday, Wednesday and Friday, though Anton didn’t stay overnight. He left at around eleven, unless they had guests, in which case it would be later. Clover always went downstairs with him to be sure he got a cab. Otherwise he might have decided to walk home. He had an arrogant disregard for even the simplest safety measures, no street smarts. She thought it was probably because he had lived through such grisly times in Europe, and everything else seemed picayune to him.

They were also together all day on Sunday. This was the way Anton apportioned his time between wife and lover. Clover had no idea how this arrangement sat with Mrs. Ehrenberg, but it suited her well enough. She was not one to cry over spilled milk, bang her head against a stone wall about things she had no power to change. She would have liked very much to be the sole possessor of this man she loved so much, but then it seem reasonable to assume that so, undoubtedly, would Mrs. Ehrenberg.

And my goodness, she was used to living alone after many a long year. Maybe it would be hard not to live alone for someone so accustomed to it. It wasn’t that she had planned not to marry, but then she had never planned to marry, the way girls — even today — simply took it for granted that whatever course their lives took it would include the altar and the delivery room. She had always been comfortable with herself, not so much egocentric as simply at home with Clover Martinson, though she had often wished her sister April hadn’t married either, that the two of them had just gone on, in a companionable spinsterhood, with apartments close to each other’s. April had married, though, and now lived in Connecticut, as did their mother, who had left New York when their father’s firm relocated there. Now Daddy was dead, so it was nice that she had April within visiting distance.

She didn’t miss April the way she used to, thankfully, since she had Anton now. It was just that her sister was almost like an alter ego, with the same ready spontaneity as herself and the same avid greediness for all the things there were to do and see and learn. They had always been best friends when they were growing up, doing rash things, absolutely in tune with each other, guessing what was in each other’s mind and finishing each other’s sentences as if they had a common brain pan. They had no formal religious beliefs, but she and April had always admired Jesus for his unstudied humility, his joyful poverty and his simple enjoyments, walking about in the fresh air and rapping with all sorts of people.

Before she met Anton she had plenty of fun and no lack of attention from guys. There was a period of a few years when her refrigerator was almost bare, just bread, milk, butter and so forth and in the pantry coffee and a few tins. Food was no problem because she was asked out to dinner just about every night in the week. Men wanted her, not only for her looks but for her easy, reckless abandon. She was never a great lay: her lust died quickly and maintaining a sexual relationship was difficult for her. She would rather go out to dinner, or a movie, or the opera, or take a walk. Ex-lovers found themselves gravitating back to her, for friendship and a good time. She was genuinely liked, which was primarily what she wanted.

That was over, there was Anton now, and she was just like any of the other of her married friends: she was happily hog-tied.

In her office at shortly after three, she pored over schedules, using the phone, writing out airline tickets. She had lengthy conferences with a client who had become a friend as well, and one with a male client, a lawyer who generally drove her up the wall but who today was a pussycat. All went smoothly and at five-fifty-five she paperweighted a few piles of material, locked her desk, and left.

She could see him standing there, as she neared the Genesco Building, a cigarette stuck between his lips, lean and handsome and looking expectant. She raised a hand, grinning, and he did the same. “Hi,” she called, rushing up to him.

They kissed and then walked, hand in hand, uptown along Fifth. It was that lovely time of day with the sun at its strongest, like a fiery eye, so that a kind of golden sheen glazed streets and structures. “How was your day?” she asked him.

“Çi, ça. Yours?”

“I had lunch with the girls. Meryl, Helene, Ruth and Chris. I’m stuffed. Can we have a light dinner?”

“An omelet?”

“Yeah. With a green salad. Summer’s nice, isn’t it?”

“It’s barely spring.”

She was completely happy. She couldn’t imagine any other life but this one with Anton. Everything had led up to this unalloyed contentment, and it was all she would ever want.

				• • •

				Ruth and Christine, after making their way over to Fifth, crossed to the park side and started downtown. “You didn’t want to go shopping, did you?” Ruth asked.

“No, I wanted to take advantage of this heavenly day, stay out in the fresh air.”

“It’s probably anything but fresh, but pollution or no it feels like champagne.”

It was indeed a rare day, a bonanza after the bum winter. Blue skies, like enamel. Cloisonné skies, speckled with delicate clouds that looked like pointillism. “How’s this for an improvement in the weather?” Ruth demanded. “I guess we’re set now, I doubt we’ll revert to icy blasts.”

“No, I don’t think so. Just about time too. I’m so sick of wool scarves and lined gloves and bundling up like an Eskimo.”

“It was a nice lunch.”

“It was great. I missed Meryl the last time, when she was laid up with the flu.”

“She looked fine today.”

They walked down to Fifty-seventh Street, watched the Hare Krishna crew with their shaved pates and jingling bells. High-stepping it, cavorting and chanting. Ruth shrugged. “I suppose if they want to make jackasses out of themselves.”

“Yes, well.”

They retraced their steps, starting back. “Ever worry your kids will go overboard for something like that?”

“Nancy’s too ambitious and Bruce is too square. Like me.”

“The trouble is you’re not square.”

“I wasn’t once but I am now. Sad to say. I’ve become a bore.”

“Okay, what shall we do, go back to school? Pick up where we left off?”

“I’d like to open a tiny shop somewhere. Over on Second, I guess. Gifts. Not run-of-the-mill garbage. Mad things, insane things nobody else has.”

“Where would the capital come from?”

“I haven’t thought that out yet.” Christine laughed. “Just kidding, of course. I can dream, can’t I? Let’s go down and say hello to the seals.”

They turned in at the entrance to the zoo area, down the steps and across the brick-tiled walkway that led to the central esplanade. On this sun-bleared day of early spring the crowds were out in full force, the vendors’ stands enjoying a brisk business. “Well, all right,” Ruth said, throwing her head back and breathing deeply. “This is more like it. I was here a week ago, I thought I’d be blown away. I can hack cold, but I detest and abominate wind.”

The seals too seemed to vibrate to the change of seasons; they were as skittish as kittens, barking croupily and sliding off their rocks to splash in the sparkling pool. Screaming kids mimicked them, volleys of admonitions from harrassed parents rang out, babies bawled, English, Spanish merged to make a great clangor, noise pollution bombarded one’s ears; it was a lovely bedlam. “You know,” Ruth murmured, “it’s little things like this that make you happy in the most idiotic way. Oh, I love New York.”

“Even if it is dying.”

“Bull. Well, maybe, who knows. So I’ll die with it.”

“You’ll get no argument from me.”

“Let’s have a soft ice cream.”

“After that lunch? Well, okay.”

They lapped it while sitting on a bench. Chatting idly for a bit and then falling silent, sitting close to each other, companionable and glad to be together and just as pleased to sit quietly and watch the passing parade. “Duty calls,” Christine said regretfully at shortly before five. “Let’s catch the hour at the clock and then we’d better get on our sticks.”

“Okay. I’ve so enjoyed today.”

“Me too. Better hurry, it’s a few minutes to.”

They made it in time, and stood smiling as they joined the attentive throng in front of the Delacorte clock, where the beguiling bronze animals revolved slowly and with an endearing pomposity, beating their drums and wielding their batons. “Five o’clock and all’s well,” a smiling mother said to her toddler. “Wasn’t that fun, Jeffrey?”

“Well, back to the salt mines,” Ruth said briskly, and they left, arm in arm, and ambled back home. Ruth turned off at Sixty-sixth, her street. “Take it easy,” she called.

“You too. We’ll do something next week.”

“I’ll probably see you at the supermarket on Saturday.”

Three blocks farther the complex that was Christine’s own home grounds loomed, the Colonnade, so named because of some architectural features that were functional but gave the impression of decorative pillars if you stretched your imagination a bit.

It was an enclave, housing God knew how many souls within its confines, and a kind of superhuman effort must have been required to prevent the block-long, block-wide structure, in its elephantine proportions, from appearing to be either a hospital or a penal institution. Miraculously, whoever had mapped out this sprawling monstrosity had been in the main successful. There was much lush planting inside girdling stone walls that gave the clever impression of being built out of adobe brick, like that of an old Mission, and winding, woodsy little paths where you half expected to see an elf or two. There were imaginatively-shaped espaliered trees and dappled expanses of lawn dotted with lacy benches and chairs. It was rather like a Maxfield Parrish conception of paradise.

The Colonnade had been one of the first luxury houses to employ concierges. Just like in Paris, some residents commented with only marginal irony. Where you lived in this monolithic beehive determined which concierge was assigned to you and which elevator you used. Also which maintenance men got your money at Christmas. It was a fortress in the jungle of Manhattan: there were many such. It had gone co-op some years ago, though there were still, it was said, some nonsubsidized units. Famous people lived there and some infamous people. Money was the requisite, though controversial political figures and flamboyant film personalities had a tough time finding their way into the bastion. It was well patrolled and there had been relatively few burglaries and there was a marked absence of small children, though there were many pint-sized dogs with cranky barks who had been trained to wait until they were out on the sidewalk before emptying their bowels.

Carl Jennings had had the foresight to see the wave of the future, that cooperatives and condominiums would swallow the rental market, a shark wolfing down smaller fish. You didn’t have a prayer these days unless you had lots of money in the bank. If you had it you thanked God for it and tried not to think of less fortunate people. For the eight-room apartment Carl had bought in 1977, he had paid the sum of $190,000 which, at the time, had seemed a princely sum but which inflation had beggared, so that by this time the asking price would be something like three times that amount, and he never tired of reminding Christine of that fact.

He arrived home while Christine was putting the artichokes in the steamer. “What’s to eat, honey?” he asked her, accompanying the question with a pat on the rump.

“Linguine with clam sauce. Artichokes, and I made a flan for dessert.”

“Sounds tasty.” He kissed her. “How was your day?”

“I had lunch with the girls. You?”

“So so. Anything I can do?”

“No, sit down and read the paper or something. This will be ready in half an hour. Tell Nancy.”

No one had to tell Bruce; he was setting the table. He was increasingly thoughtful, maybe a little apprehensive too, wistful, clinging even, for he would be going away to college next year, and anyway he had always been her shadow. Nancy was Daddy’s girl, but Bruce and Christine had a dialogue that was very precious to her.

Next fall he would be vamos. Home for the holidays, but no longer under her aegis. His room would be empty.

God, I’ll miss him, she thought.

It was a good dinner, she was a good cook. Many years had accomplished this, and these days it was her only duty around the house. It irked her that Nancy was picking at her food. “Aren’t you hungry?” she asked her daughter.

“Not very.”

“I can imagine why. You had junk food after school. Why do I bother to cook?”

“Why don’t you hire a chef de maison, then you won’t have to slave over a hot stove.”

“There’s little enough for me to do as it is. At least I can make a meal for my family. Damn it, Nancy, why do you do that?”

“Eat junk food? Live dangerously, I always say. You should be grateful I don’t go in for angel dust.”

“You go in for angel dust, you look for other accommodations,” Christine said calmly.

“May I be excused?”

“No you may not. Sit there and move the food around on your plate. What did you do with your hair?”

“Got tired of it and threw it in the trash can,” Nancy answered sassily, and Carl laughed.

Christine smiled. “Look who’s picking me up on semantics, of all people. However you fixed it, it looks nice. I used to part my hair in the middle.”

“I remember that,” Carl said. “You looked like a Renaissance Madonna.”

“She’s not a bad-looking chick,” Bruce conceded. “Not that she’ll ever be any competition for you, Mother. She’ll go downhill fast, she’ll be blowsy in her thirties.”

Nancy threw a crouton at him. “What’s for dessert?” she asked.

“I made a flan.”

“Oh. So I’ll hang around.”

“I thought you would.”

We’re really a pretty nice bunch, Christine thought, sitting at her end of the table, the day dying, the prospect of a good documentary on television later on. Her daughter was blooming, getting to look more like Ali McGraw every day, and her son had those soft, velvety eyes. Facing her husband, she had to admit that he was a fine-looking man, though his hair was thinning at the back and it wouldn’t hurt him to lose some weight around the middle. Still, and all things considered, they weren’t such a bad lot.

The burst of sun that snaked in from the terrace cast a glow on the domestic scene. The classic American portrait, father, mother and offspring, along with a well-filled table. Like a Norman Rockwell. Why then should she feel this malaise, this nagging discontent? There were no monetary worries, far from it. Carl’s earnings as a doctor were gargantuan, neither of the kids was in reform school and it would soon be summer, when the living was easy.

She poured herself some more Beaujolais, forked up the last of her salad and molded her face into a smile. This was hers, this was what she had, it was all she would ever have and she wouldn’t have it always. She sat there, with that fixed smile, which encompassed them all. Her family, two of whom she had brought forth from her own body.

And now it was time to get up and clear the table, bring in the dessert, the pot of coffee, fresh napkins. Bruce would help her, though Nancy would remain seated, keeping her father company, the two of them grinning at each other and he asking about her day at school. She would do one of her imitations, having inherited this dubious talent from her mother. Some instructor or other, mimic his speech or his stance or his pedantry. Carl would smile anticipatively. After a while, from the kitchen, she would hear his deep-bodied laugh, while she and Bruce exchanged amused glances. “There they go again,” Bruce would say.

Immobility claimed Christine this evening, however, and the entr’acte between the meal and the dessert was unduly prolonged. She had eaten very little, after the hearty lunch earlier in the day, so it had been for her mostly the green salad. She was still dwelling on the lunch, and her friends, and thinking that the walk later on with Ruth had been sort of idyllic. Two old friends strolling the well-trodden paths of Central Park. The sky had been so blue, like the portals of heaven. How lovely, how lovely …

Her eyes were heavy — too many martinis. Three. Surely no more than that? She couldn’t quite remember. But three at the most, she never went past three.

She heard the sigh escaping. It came from her. “Well,” she said, to no one in particular. “Everyone finished?”

Everyone was, it seemed. But she didn’t get up, just sat there. There were no remarks, no one made a crack at the unwonted delay, not even Nancy asked were they going to stay there all night or what. They just sat there waiting, sort of arrested in motion, almost unmoving, with the sun hitting Carl full in the face, so that he had his head slightly lowered, as if in prayer, and his eyes half closed. She thought of the ossified bodies in Pompeii, lying in their glass showcases on their backs, just the way they had fallen when the terrible blow struck, their voices stilled forever by the awesome force that ended the course of their lives in the midst of whatever they had been doing at the time. Maybe cooking, maybe tending a child, maybe getting ready for a party, maybe screwing, maybe waiting for their dessert to be served, who would ever know now?

But it wasn’t that, after all, and it wasn’t a Norman Rockwell drawing, all folksy and heartwarming. It was Duane Hanson, of course, of course. They were Duane Hanson figures, cast in plaster and then clad in store-bought clothing, large as life and real as life, artfully posed in the most natural postures imaginable, a striking facsimile of honest to God people. There they were, right in her own dining room, to add to the decor. Pretend companions, that’s what they were. She was playing house and force-feeding them, the way she used to do with her dolls. Eat that up, you bad girl …

What did she know about them anyway, these days? Everything and nothing. What did they know about her? She was chief cook and bottle washer, the fixer. It was her fault, it must be her fault. She should have realized, years and years ago when there were two babies in the house and an attractive young man for a husband, that this present situation would arise, that she would be taking a back seat, that Carl would turn into a busy man in a busy world outside her own and that Bruce and Nancy would grow up, assume other identities, become people. She should have known better, should have farmed the kids out to a woman for daily care, found a top job somewhere, lived a separate life the way Carl did and the way the children were doing. She should have been somebody.

“I’ll get the dessert,” she said, pushing back her chair, and went into the kitchen, with her son, carrying plates, close on her heels.





3.

It was always a delight to get one of those pale blue, tissue-thin airmail communications; you immediately placed yourself in the city it came from, in this case London. There it was, wedged in with the nuisance mail, the flyers and department store circulars and the utility bills. It was from Peggy Thornley, and it started the day off just right.

Peggy Thornley was a woman Christine and Carl had met on one of their trips abroad; she was now a valued acquaintance. They saw each other infrequently, but had a sporadic correspondence and Peggy’s letters were always a cut above those annual Christmas card things in which you scribbled some stale news and info about the weather in your parts. And this particular letter was pleasing because it offered some diversion for Christine.

It seemed that Peggy’s son, the older one, would be wending his way to the U.S. for what Peggy termed “a year of American seasoning, Henry James in reverse.” Ventures, and adventures, she asserted, were few and far between in these days of an empireless Britain. “For ‘this scepter’d isle’ substitute sequestered isle.” England was dying, she added elegiacally, and no one felt it more keenly than the young.

Then she got down to business. “You remember Rodney,” she penned, in her non-American handwriting, all round and firm and positive. “He had quite a crush on you when you visited us at our vacation place in Annecy. He’s twenty-one now, very tall and thin as a walking stick. Quite the grown man, or so he thinks, but in reality a silly young ass. But he’s quite well behaved, I’ve seen to that.”

He would have to find a flat, Peggy explained, and went on to ask if it would be too much of an imposition for Christine to assist him in this undertaking. And could she possibly book him a room until he was settled?

It was like a present, like a gift. Christine was elated. Something to do. And of course he would stay with them until he found a place to live during his “year of American seasoning.” She would unearth some cute little nest for Rodney, help him furnish it, make it a small showplace. She remembered the Thornley boys as charming, with beautiful manners. And yes, Rodney had had a bit of a crush on her. Carl had remarked on it. “That boy has eyes for you, Chris.”

She and Carl had visited Peggy and Tony Thornley in Annecy, France, a lovely little canal city where for that particular summer the Thornleys had rented a villa. It was the first time they had encountered the Thornley children, Rodney and Douglas. They had been teenagers, but British teeners, with the polished manners of British children.

The younger boy, shy and — well, something like Bruce, soft and brown-eyed — had been very much in his brother’s shadow, as Rodney — hazel of eye and sun-streaked of hair — was like a young prince, almost arrogant, and wonderful to look at. “A bit of a showoff,” Carl had said. “But a fine kid all the same.”

And Carl was right, Rodney hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her, those large and brilliant gray eyes with secrets behind them, secrets of growing up, of being between boyhood and manhood, God knew what he was thinking when he looked at her like that.

She wondered what he was like now, at twenty-one. Worriedly, she realized it wouldn’t be the easiest thing in the world to find a low-rent apartment in a safe neighborhood. She would have to begin combing the real estate ads right away. But it was a delightful assignment, something to look forward to.

She dashed off an answering letter. She would meet Rodney’s flight, of course, and they had a spare room for him for as long as he needed it. “It will be such a pleasure,” she effused. “Such an unexpected pleasure and Carl, as you may-imagine, will feel the same way, as will Bruce and Nancy.”

She sealed the envelope and, dressing, went out and mailed it, then bused down to Bloomingdale’s to see what goodies she could spot for the apartment-to-be of Peggy’s son. Modern, certainly. In all the British films she saw there was a heavy emphasis on what was called industrial modern, with a lot of Beylerian imports and chrome-framed posters. Knock-down furniture — it came cheap and was suited to a short-term “adventure.” Too bad Nancy was only fifteen, otherwise she’d have a hand-picked date. But at twenty-one, Rodney would probably consider her beneath his notice. It was she herself who, in the end, would benefit most from Rodney’s sojourn in this country. It would be an adventure for her too, and the sofa in the study was a daybed, so that he would have all the comforts of home until she got him settled.

				• • •

				They met on the lower level at Kennedy, he with an enormous suitcase plus a rucksack across his back. She had recognized him from the gallery, after dismissing one or two other young men who somehow didn’t look British, though she was a bit tentative in her greeting, not absolutely sure. “Rodney?” she hazarded, walking up to him.

“Mrs. Jennings?” Then he laughed. “I don’t know why the question mark in my voice, because I knew you right away. Well, here’s the nuisance arrived at your doorstep. I must say you put a good face on it, because that smile looks genuine.”

“It is, it is! Hello, Rodney dear. It’s lovely to see you …”

He sighed. “You are a brick.” Then he put his arms around her and hugged her. “So,” he said, when they let each other go. “How are you? I haven’t even asked.”

“I’m fine, Carl’s fine, everyone’s fine.”

“Good. I’ll be happy to see Mr. Jennings again too.”

“Why don’t you call us Carl and Christine? You’re going to be part of the family for a while and there’s no reason to be formal. You’re a big boy now. Come, we’ll find a porter and get your stuff in a cab. You must be tired after your trip. Was it a good flight?”

“Yes, splendid. It’s really okay if I stay at your house until I’m shored up in a flat? My mother said I was not to be a bother.”

“We wouldn’t hear of anything else. We have a study that’s scarcely ever used, with a very good sofa sleeper and you’ll have your privacy. A bath to yourself, though for showers you’ll have to share with Bruce. My son. Rodney, you’ve grown so tall!”

“Douglas is catching up to me.”

“How is Douglas?”

“A pain in the you know what, younger brothers always are. No, seriously, he’s okay. A bit full of himself, quite the grand seigneur.”

Again the laugh, the hand reaching up to toss back the shock of fair hair, the display of excellent white teeth. Christine hid a smile of her own. Saying his brother was full of himself! But she loved his youthful assurance. Why shouldn’t he be egotistic? Youth was the time for that.

“We’re going to have a marvelous time,” she assured him in the cab. “I’ve all sorts of things planned. Also I’ve started looking in the paper for apartments. So far nothing much, but we’ll find something just right. You won’t mind if I help you fix it up?”

“You’d do that?”

“You may regret it. Possibly I’ll get in your hair, be bossy, and … Rodney?”

“Yes, Mrs. — ” The smile flashed again. “I mean, yes, Christine?”

“Could you give me some idea of how much rent you had in mind?”

“No idea at all,” he said cheerfully. “I expect it will take me some time to think in dollars rather than pounds.”

“I see.” That wasn’t much help, she thought. It was true the Thornleys had all kinds of money, but still …

“So this is America,” he remarked, looking out the window.

“This is America,” she agreed. “I suppose you’re starved. I’ve made a festive dinner for you. It’s cooking away in the range right now, a standing roast. Will you like that?”

He put two of his fingers to his mouth and kissed them. “La la,” he murmured, then put a hand over hers. Just for a second, but it felt so warming, it made her feel right at home. Though why she should think that when it was she who lived here she had no idea. She supposed it was because Rodney had been, in a way, an X quantity, and it had turned out that he was everything she had hoped for. Nice, friendly, companionable. Not at all ill at ease. He would fit in very well with the rest of them.

“It’s a big place, this town,” he said a little later.

“We’re far from “this town,” she told him, smiling. “This is no-man’s land, just a lot of dumps and factories, but before long you’ll catch a glimpse of this wicked city.”

“It’s wicked?”

“Just another metropolis with good and bad. Like London or Paris or Rome and so forth. Honey, you’re to be cautious, though, you must learn the no-nos. For example, Central Park. Off limits after five at the latest. My kids will set you straight.”

“How old are your kids, Mrs. Jennings?” He caught himself up, his smile mischievous. “What did you say your name was?”

It was like that all the way into town. Bandying back and forth; he was a bit of a tease, this Rodney. She felt as if she had known him all her life. How’s that for triteness, she asked herself.

“Remember, in Annecy,” he said at one point, “when you couldn’t find a snapshot in a roll of film you’d just had developed? It was one of you, standing in front of the Casino. We were all passing the snaps around and then that one was missing. I filched it. You never could figure out where it disappeared to. I still have it.”

“Rodney Thornley, you imp! I’m not sure I recall that — well, perhaps vaguely. Anyway, I’m flattered.”

“I was a prurient little bastard, I expect. Well, then, I thought that would get a rise out of you, Christine.”

“You sound like a native,” she objected. “Get a rise out of me indeed. You’re supposed to teach my kids the proper way to speak. I’ve sort of been depending on it.”

“I shall try,” he said solemnly. “Then you can tell my Mum what a lovely boy I am.”

“You are a lovely boy,” she said warmly. “Rodney, how is your mother?”

“Very well, thank you. Garden Club, lawn parties, lending a helping hand where a helping hand is needed. You know, small philanthropic enterprises.” He slid down in his seat and chuckled. “Quite the English gentlewoman.”

“While I vegetate and don’t engage myself in a single worthy cause. No, don’t shake your head, I mean it.”

“A worthy cause is sitting beside you at this moment,” he reminded her. “That is if you really mean it about giving me aid and assistance in my haphazard peregrinations.”

“You seem so much older than American kids your age,” she told him, wishing her own offspring had his verbal gifts. “Older and — well, different. A kind of different I very much like. And the way you take things in stride …”

“Yes, well,” he said slowly, “we English are very good at maintaining a facade. The sky could fall and we’d still have tea at four of an afternoon. Don’t — uh — let it fool you. At the moment — ”

He cleared his throat. “I wonder if you’ll believe this. I’m scared. It’s true. I want new experiences, but when they come my way I go all bonkers. Right now I feel about twelve years old, and that’s one reason I came, to get out of the bell jar. As you said, I’m a big boy now.”

“Oh, Rodney,” she said, concerned. “Don’t be scared, don’t go bonkers. Don’t be homesick! I know, we’re just people you met a long time ago. Not so long for us, but practically eons for you. Relax, darling. You’re with friends. Take your time, take it slowly. Remember, you’re with people who love you. I mean that, Rodney. Carl and I have never forgotten you, or those lovely few days we spent in the Haute Savoie with you boys and your parents. It’s a precious memory.”

“I never forgot you either,” he said, and straightened up in his seat, his face composed again.
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Rodney, the charmer, made instant inroads with all and sundry. Naturally Nancy made Cleopatra eyes at him, and he told her she was Titania, should wear a jewelled diadem round her hair and that if all American girls were anything like her he would very much enjoy being in this part of the world.

“That’s a bit thick,” Nancy retorted, though clearly satisfied with his assessment of her. “You must have met dozens and dozens of American girls. I thought only Italians laid on the baloney like that. I thought British men were too busy ad’ miring themselves.”

“You probably think we all wear bowlers and go to the city every day with furled umbrellas.”

“Don’t you?”

“Some. The rest of us idle our time away at pubs and clubs and sleep late of a morning.”

“Then you should mend your ways.”

With Bruce Rodney was very matey, treating him like someone his own age, very man to man. He asked Bruce question after question about his studies, career aspirations and when informed about the latter turned to Carl with a congratulatory expression.

“You must be frightfully proud,” he said heartily. “Your son following in your footsteps. It’s just what every father wants. Good for you, Bruce, I think that’s splendid.”

As for Christine, he kept glancing her way every now and then, with a kind of conspiratorial look, as if they were in this together, he and she, a sort of Hansel and Gretel pair, venturing into the company of others and on their best behavior. She was amused at his proprietary manner toward her: he entertained the others rather like a host putting guests at their ease, but with her there was an air of insouciant camaraderie. She wouldn’t have been one bit surprised if, leaving the dining room after the meal for coffee and liqueurs in the living room, he had slapped her on the back with a pally hand and called her “Ducks.”

He seemed, in fact, to have adopted her, rather than the other way around.

They all stayed up rather late that night, discussing conditions abroad, the state of the dollar and fluctuations of all currency in these latter days, talking about employment and unemployment: all the polite things people talked about when they were still relatively strangers. Carl asked Rodney what his own career aspirations were and Rodney said, “Oh, I expect banking, or something beastly like that.”

Then he slid down in his chair and shrugged. What he would really like to do was write. He thought he might have some aptitude for it. “Of course,” he admitted, “in England it’s not the same as here, an author sort of, you know, just barely gets by. In this country you have all kinds of juicy plums, large advances, big reprint sales, enormous advantages we don’t have. Anyway, I expect it’s something I’ll get over.”

“Hey, why?” Bruce demanded eagerly. He was a serious reader. “Something creative, that’s the best.”

“Time will tell,” Rodney surmised, and covered up a burp behind a hand. “Sorry,” he murmured, glancing at Christine. “I ate far too much, I fear, but it was such a splendid meal. We don’t get haute cuisine at home, not like that. Mum’s good at putting up jams and jellies and conserves, but as for anything else it’s quite ordinary.”

“You have a cook,” Christine reminded him, smiling. “So don’t try to fool me. Furthermore, this may be the only showy meal you’ll have in this house. It’s not one of my pet occupations, chopping and dicing and braising and all that. I’d rather read a book.”

“Bully for you.”

“Maybe I’ll be reading one of yours some day.”

“I shouldn’t count on it.”

The conversation was petering out. For the first time Rodney looked tired. Young and dewy and sleepy-eyed and, Christine thought probably dying to crawl into bed. It had been a long day for him. It was about five in the morning in the city he had just left, and Christine was abundantly familiar with jet lag.

She got up. “Come, I’ll show you where things are in your room,” she said, beckoning. He dragged himself up and followed. “Good night to you all,” he called back. “Thanks for everything. Thanks so much, you’re all so kind. Cheerio and God bless.”

“God bless,” Nancy replied, and the rest of them said simply “Good night, Rodney.”

“You’ll be comfortable?” Christine asked him, pulling out the sleeper. It was made up, she had done that earlier. “Plenty of extra towels in the bathroom closet. Oh, and the refrigerator is raid-able in case you wake up dying for a snack.”

“I shall be just fine,” he assured her. “Everything, simply everything is super. I can’t thank you enough. I feel so at home.”

“That’s the way you’re supposed to feel. We love having you. I love having you.”

“And now you’ll tuck me in, surely?” He twirled an imaginary mustache.

“It’s not in the contract,” she said, laughing. “Good night, my dear, and sleep well. Sleep as late as you want. The kids will be off to school, Carl will be at his office, and you won’t have to hang a Do Not Disturb sign on your door. I’ll see to it that the housekeeper knows this room is off limits.”

“I shall be up at dawn’s early light and ready to go,” he stated. “I have a whole set of plans, places to see, places I’ve heard about all my life. I’m not even sure I’ll be able to sleep for thinking about it.”

“You’ll sleep, you look half dead already. So good night, and pleasant dreams.”

“Good night, love,” he said, his eyes following her. “Good night, sweet princess.”

She was snickering as she went to her room. Nancy was Titania, she was a princess, Peggy had certainly raised a courtly boy. Carl lay on his side, his eyes closed. She thought he was asleep, but just before she got into her bed he opened one eye. “Chris?”

“What are you doing still awake? Do you realize what time you have to get up?”

“Just wanted to say good night.”

“Good night, dear.”

She snapped off her night light and lay on her back, her arms under her head. It was pleasant having company. He was a dear boy. Tomorrow they’d go sightseeing. Herself and Rodney, of course, since the others would be in absentia until the weekend. She would see that he had a really good time, and in the process have a good time herself, have a little holiday.

Lord, he certainly had a huge appetite.

				• • •

				He had claimed to be shy, or at least a slow starter when embarking on new horizons, but so far as Christine could see, Rodney didn’t have a timorous bone in his body. He crossed avenues against the light, learned the bus system almost at once, and had a natural sense of direction. It had been a Monday when Rodney’s flight landed in New York. By the time the weekend arrived, with Bruce and Nancy free to do the honors, Christine and the boy had covered a large portion of Manhattan, had even gone to Brooklyn at Rodney’s insistence: he wanted to see the Brooklyn Bridge.

With Rodney’s itinerary of places to see and Christine’s own preferences for him, they didn’t miss much. South Street Seaport, the Village, Gramercy Square, Henderson Place, Times Square (of course), Broadway from Forty-second Street right up to the Nineties. There was a blister on Christine’s heel, the right foot, which she covered with a Dr. Scholl’s plaster, and she was finally reduced to the walking shoes she saved for trips to Europe. She felt like a first-timer herself, seeing it with a newcomer’s eye, and to boot about fifteen years old. She was wiped out by the time Saturday came, but happily so.

However, she bowed out for the weekend. “You’re not coming with us?” Rodney demanded, when Bruce and Nancy champed at the bit to get a good early start doing the town with their guest.

“Dear, it’s their turn. After all, they have only the two days. They don’t want me barging in. They can do without the authoritative presence of Belinda the witch. Enjoy yourselves.”

“It won’t be the same,” he mourned, looking dashed.

“You should be happy to be with your peer group. They’re not that much younger, after all. Now go on, the three of you, and give it a whirl.”

“He leans on you,” Carl said when they left. “You don’t think he’s a fag, do you?”

“What in the world would make you think that?”

“They always form these attachments to older women. You know that, it’s common knowledge.”

“Thanks for referring to me as an older woman. That makes you an older man, you understand.”

“I only meant — ” he laughed, put his arms around her and told her of course he could see why that boy had a thing for her. “Anyone would, you’re a sexy broad.”

“At the moment I’m a bushed broad. Let’s eat out tonight. They won’t be home till late. I gave Bruce plenty of money for lunch and dinner.”

“Okay with me. Let’s decide where to go and I’ll make a reservation.”

“No, we’ll go to some place we won’t have to make a reservation. Just something quiet and relaxing, no fancy stuff. We don’t have to decide until later on. I’ll get these dishes done, you just take it easy.”

It was a long, pleasant day. After trudging about all week she was glad to take it easy too, just laze around, listening to music on the stereo, Schubert, Liszt, Mozart, Saint-Saëns (that gorgeous organ symphony). Changing from grabbles into the street clothes later and walking over to Tre Amici for veal piccata. The wanderers got home at a little after ten. “You took a cab, I trust,” Christine said quickly. “You weren’t walking around at this hour?”

“We took a cab,” Nancy said patiently. She looked quite set up, Rodney must have buttered her up plenty. They had a wonderful day, they enthused, gone to the Statue of Liberty and to Staten Island on the ferry. “I hope you ate well and sensibly?” Christine probed.

“Yeah, sure.”

“Did you have enough money?”

“Of course.”

The next day, Sunday, tended to drag, there was a kind of letdown. Empty rooms, a quiet house. “Mind if I put on some music?” Christine asked Carl in the early afternoon.

“Of course not, you don’t have to ask permission, you know.”

“We could take a walk.”

“Yeah. Maybe before dinner. How about eating out again tonight?”

“No, not particularly on a Sunday. I have a capon in the fridge, I’ll put it on around five. I have a feeling they’ll be home early tonight, there’s school tomorrow.”

She chose some records at random, put them on the turntable. They sat there in the living room, she in a caftan Carl especially liked. Sections of the Sunday Times were here, there and everywhere. Carl was reading the business section. It was possible he’d get a call from the hospital. Or some patient. Someone in trouble. Maybe not, though, at this time of year. The cold months brought flu and pneumonia and then he was out of the house a lot. She was a doctor’s wife, she expected that. But the phone was silent.

Once they had taken to bed when the children were out. That was long ago and far away, she thought, undismayed. There was love between them. Sex had a part in their lives, naturally, but it was not a compulsion. Carl wasn’t a man to insist on his connubial rights, he had never asked for submission. But as a doctor he regarded sex as not only pleasurable but therapeutic as well, essential for one’s well-being, the best exercise there was, and fine for the plumbing, not to mention its salutary effect on soma and psyche.

It was not passion, it was exercise. No matter. His body was dear to her, a familiar body that was always a comfort, that was there, together with hers and had been together in good times and bad. One of her aunts had said once, shortly after her husband died, “I loved going to bed with your uncle. I don’t mean for sex. Chrissie. That is, not just sex and certainly not always sex. Just having him lie close to me. I don’t know. I felt, somehow, like a pioneer wife. As if we had crossed the plains, under great duress and with terrible hardships, and had conquered the hardships. It seems so wrong that he should have been taken from me. I feel, you know, as if a terrible mistake had been made. As if it weren’t supposed to be that way, that there was a grievous error of some kind, and now it can’t be undone.”

Of course her aunt and uncle, like her own mother and father, had slept in a double bed, whereas she and Carl had single beds. It must be so sad and wrenching to reach out to the other pillow and find it empty.

But then, she reflected, it must be just as hard to turn over and see that empty, single bed beside your own.

Why was she thinking about death?

Why not, it would happen some time.

Upset with her train of thought, she got up and went to the kitchen, made some coffee. She now wished that the others would come home, wished that laughing voices would conquer the quietness, vanquish the somnolence of the hours that were passing without event.

When she went inside again with the tray with coffee urn and mugs Carl was asleep, his head back against the chair and his mouth slightly open. Soon he would start to snore.

She wasn’t annoyed. Why shouldn’t he be fagged out? He worked his butt off and he merited a weekend’s relaxation. She was, however, unwilling to drowse along with him, the two of them sitting there together, like Buddhas in their chairs, Darby and Joan. She felt like doing something and she did. She scanned the theater section, found an Italian flick playing at the Plaza. She left a note: she would be back at around five.

Then she left the house, flagged down a taxi on the street and got to the Plaza in plenty of time to catch the next showing. It was an engaging little film, with a charmingly aging Marcello Mastroianni. She enjoyed it very much and wished, when she left the theater, that she could go to some simple place for dinner and a drink, which she would very much like to do.

She thought of Clover, who could do things like that. No dependents. A man she loved but not someone she was conventionally yoked to. And no children for whom she was responsible. With a kind of startled astonishment, Christine Jennings thought — and truly for the very first time — I should never have married. I should never have had children. They ate you. Little bites over the years, like predators, or parasites, feeding on a host.

But when she let herself into the house she was heralded with welcoming cries. Carl had made a pitcher of drinks, Old Fashioneds. Nancy had prepared a tray of hors d’oeuvres. They sat her down and waited on her. Carl looked refreshed after his nap. Nancy and Bruce plopped down on the sofa beside her, Rodney sprawled on the floor at her feet. The sun, the late day sun, made a glory of the room. They asked about the film she had seen, and said they themselves had walked their feet off.

“We’re going to the Copenhagen for dinner,” Nancy said, glowing. “No cooking, no cleaning up. Isn’t that nice?”

Okay, so they took something away from you, children always did, it was more or less nature’s law. But would she really change places with husbandless, childless Clover? But there could be no ready answer to that. She couldn’t imagine Clover’s life any more than Clover could imagine hers. Their lives were, quite simply, entirely different. At the moment, right here and now, she was supremely content.

Tomorrow she might feel differently.

And she probably would.
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When two weeks had passed, Rodney announced that he really must get cracking and look for a flat.

“You don’t know what you’re in for,” Christine told him. She had been poring over the Times ads even before he had arrived. It was as she thought: it would be a hassle. Studio apartments were few and far between, there was only a column and a half of listings each day and the rents were astronomical. True, there was a sprinkling of moderate-priced ones but you knew damned well they were — to say the least — dingy, if not downright rat traps. In the main, studios were renting for anywhere from $475 up, depending on location and desirability.

And of course everything was going co-op.

“It’s because the whole world is gravitating to New York,” she informed Rodney. “All the moneyed parasites, the kind of people I despise, they’re coming here. Leaving Rome and Paris and Geneva and coming here, damn them. They’re pissed off at taxes and insecurities and kidnappings and the threat of another Europe-based war. How dare they barge in with their Swiss bank accounts and their petro-dollars and take over this city? It’s a rape, it’s plunder, ordinary people can’t afford to live here anymore.”

“It’s also inflation,” he said, unruffled. He had his own copy of the Times now, so that they could compare notes. “How about this, Chris? Two and a half rooms, full kitchen, clean, $225.”

“Where is it?”

“Amsterdam Avenue.”

“Forget it,” she said crisply. “I was wondering about this. Seventy-third Street, just off Second. $240, a studio. Oh, it can’t be anything! Something over a greasy spoon.”

“A what?”

“Some crummy eatery. Let it go. Or no, we won’t let it go. There are few enough leads as it is, we’ll have to investigate them all, anything that sounds in the least feasible.”

She got up. “God, it’s discouraging. Okay, let’s get started. I’ve circled a few possibilities. I’m not very hopeful.”

The first day was the worst because even though you knew it was going to be a rat race the full impact only hit you when you actually got out there and faced it. Rodney lost a bit of his composure when he walked into some of the “airy studio” and “sunny L-shaped room” offerings. He did a lot of throat-clearing and he didn’t have very much appetite when they stopped off at The Brownstone for a three o’clock lunch. “Never mind,” Christine said bracingly. “We didn’t expect to find something first crack out of the bottle, did we?”

“I didn’t realize they’d be so seedy,” he admitted.

“We simply had phenomenally bad luck today. There are things around, I know that as well as I know my own name, even if it doesn’t look that way. We must be patient, you see.”

“Yes, of course, patient.”

And after a few days he began to perk up, taking this hound and hare exploration as a kind of lark, so that before long his gusto returned, along with his appetite, and they set out each morning with Rodney in fine spirits. Now he took along his camera, as if they were once again sightseeing.

“We haven’t time for that,” she protested, when he kept asking her to pose over there beside that tree, or in front of some building he fancied would make a good background.

“It’s only just for a moment. Smile, please.”

She smiled and he snapped the shutter. “You’re very lovely,” he said.

“I’m just a Mum.”

It became almost a way of life after a while, getting up with the roosters each morning, weekends included and both of them very practiced now. “No, not there,” Christine would say, in regard to a listing. “Don’t you remember? We were on that block a day or so ago, the whole street is a decaying shambles.”

A morning’s fruitless search and the real estate page thrown in a litter basket, its usefulness over for that day. Lunch somewhere in the late afternoon and then back to the Colonnade. Carl stopped asking, “Any luck?” because she had snapped at him and said if they had any luck he would be the first to know about it. She sensed he was restless about the status quo. Men didn’t care for disorder in their lives, he wanted everything as usual, for her to sit beside him and watch television of an evening. He’d had a busy, hectic day and now he wanted peace and quiet, not somebody else’s kid yakking away in his British accent and interrupting an otherwise quiet evening.

She finally phoned Peg Thornley about what limit she would set on rent and Peg said, in her chipper Mayfair voice, “Oh, I should think about two-fifty, perhaps three hundred. That should do it, don’t you agree?”

“No, Peg. Not in this city. Well, I’m sure it’s the same in London. I’m afraid it will be far more than that, unless you want Rodney in some questionable neighborhood.”

“Good heavens, certainly not! It’s really of so little importance, I shall leave it up to you.”

“Could you set another limit, a more realistic one?”

“It’s only for a year or so, you must use your own judgment. You’re being so frightfully kind, love, it’s a great deal I’m asking of you.”

“Not at all, Peg. We’ll find something perfectly splendid.”

“I say. What about a hotel?”

“Same as in London,” Christine said dryly. “A hotel would break the bank, my dear.”

The conversation at the dinner table was invariably centered on the treasure hunt. “Find anything perfectly splendid today?” Nancy had been privy to Christine’s London call.

“No splendid, much sick-making.” Rodney, rueful, admitted that the quest was a tour through the lower depths. “One flat really gave me a pause. I simply can’t tell you. As soon as we left Christine told me that on pain of death I must not put my hands to my face until I’d washed them. She made me go into a department store and find the loo, told me to use a great quantity of soap.”

“Well, he touched things. We should really have worn masks.”

“That bad?”

“I can’t tell you. Grease on every surface, and some beastly animals.”

“Animals?”

“Mr. Feelers,” Christine explained.

“Yuck.”

When at last they did stumble onto the Sixty-first Street place it was without confidence, because why should this day be different from all other days? It was the first ad they answered, with a phone number to call: the location was “low Sixties,” which could mean anything at all. It was only $365, which by now seemed a widow’s mite. Of course, Christine said gloomily, it was probably over a store.

“A greasy spoon.”

“Uh huh. Some smelly souvlaki place. A one-bedroom for $365? I must be crazy even to give it a second thought.”

“It says “small” bedroom.”

“That’s why I’m willing to consider it, it’s probably a walk-in closet or a plyboarded L. All right, I’ll phone.”

It was Sixty-first between Third and Second, she announced hanging up. “All ready to go, Rodney?”

They cabbed down to Sixty-first, where Christine suddenly recalled a few visits to a podiatrist on this very street: his office was just off Second. This was a street of brownstones, or limestone row houses, tree-lined, not a highrise in sight. The cabbie pulled up in front of one of the five-story row houses and she said, “This can’t be it, what’s the number?”

“The one you gave me.” He turned in his seat. “See? There it is, right over the door.”

“Why shouldn’t it be here?” Rodney wanted to know.

“Does this look like the kind of shit we’ve been seeing? Excuse me, Rodney, don’t tell your mother I use bad language.” She consulted the slip of paper on which she copied the address the man had given her over the phone. “Well, okay, let’s get out.”

She paid and stood looking up at the building. It was the number she had written down, all right. “There must be some mistake,” she insisted flatly.

“I hope not. It seems so dignified, don’tcha know. Rather like London.”

“It seems divine, but far too good to be true.”

Some of the houses had stone steps leading up to the first floor level, some had been stripped of these attractive, old-fashioned appurtenances: this one had the steps. At the top was the “stoop” and then a heavy, carved door through which you entered on a small vestibule where there was a bank of brass mailboxes, one of which bore the name E. Manson, the man spoken to on the phone. “Here we go,” she said, and put her finger on the bell.

The inner door, of heavy glass behind iron grillwork, was opened by a woman who had a worn but pleasant face. “It’s about the apartment,” Christine said. “I spoke to a Mr. Manson.”

“That’s my husband. He’s there now, it’s the third floor.”

“Thank you. Coming, Rodney?”

They climbed. Three flights up, but who cared, Christine thought, still darkly suspecting some error in the listing, because the entrance hall was clean and vacuumed, with no musty food smells and the stairs were carpeted in a soft taupe, would you believe it. Beautiful old banisters, a fine, dark wood and niches in the bend of the stairway with old-fashioned busts, one of Shakespeare. “I say, this is more like it,” Rodney said enthusiastically. “I shall certainly take it, Christine.”

On the third floor a door stood ajar, the one leading to the front-view flat. It was apparent that there were two apartments on each floor, which meant about ten units altogether. “I’d like to live here myself,” Christine said pensively. “I wonder if this is a dream or something.”

“Or maybe Mr. Feelers is in residence,” he murmured.

They pushed open the door and went in. She knew at once that this was it. They were in a large, high-ceilinged room, rectangular in shape, with a fireplace that was sealed off but which nevertheless lent grace and elegance, its moldings adorned with carved caryatids. Oyster-white walls and parquet floor with the patina of age, and the ceiling was festooned with plaster moldings, in the center a great sunburst design. The sun, strong and effulgent, blazed in through almost floor-to-ceiling windows.

“Oh, Rodney …”

“Oh, Chris …”

“You’re sure you have your checkbook now.”

“Yes, of course.” He patted a pocket.

“It will be a month’s security, maybe two. And the first month’s rent.”

“Right.”

Voices, coming from another room, grew louder, and a couple of men appeared in the doorway that led beyond the living room. Or drawing room, Christine thought, it was a gracious, old time drawing room. A middle-aged man and a younger one. “Mr. Manson?” Christine said to the older one.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“I’m Mrs. Jennings, I phoned a short while ago. This is Mr. Thornley, who’s interested in the apartment. May we go through and see the rest of it, please?”

There was an exchange of glances between the two men. Uh oh, Christine thought. The young man was also looking for a place to live. “My friend isn’t just interested,” she said quickly. “He wants it. Just let us know what the deposit will be and he’ll write out a check for that and the first month’s rent.”

“I’m sorry,” the young man said, “but you’re just a little too late. You see I’ve already written out my check.”

“But we came right away!” she cried. “I mean, when I phoned it was still vacant! If there was any question you should have said so, Mr. Manson. Well, really! Couldn’t you at least have waited for us to see it before deciding?”

“It’s a hard, cruel world,” the younger man remarked. “First come, first served. I’m truly sorry.”

“My God.”

She felt like weeping. Beside her, Rodney stood glum. She felt his disappointment, his letdown. Shock, too. Hell, she herself wanted to hit somebody.

“You know, this is really too much,” she said furiously. “It isn’t fair, I don’t think it’s fair. You have to be given some chance. We’ve been looking for days and days. We’ve turned this town upside down. We’ve — ”

“I know,” the young man said. “Take my word for it, I know. People look for years. Just the same, though, I have an idea. If you can stick around for a few minutes I may be able to help.”

“How?” she asked scornfully.

“I’m serious.”

“I fail to see how we can stick around. Stick around and lose out on other listings? You’re sure you want this place?”

“Very sure.”

“I see. Well, it’s all very depressing. Finding just what Rodney wanted … he can’t afford to pay very much.”

“I can’t afford to pay very much either. I was reckless enough to ditch my job, which if I still had it would enable me to move aside and let you have this place with my compliments.” He smiled. “It’s not easy to turn a deaf ear to the entreaties of a lovely lady.”

“Compliments won’t get us an apartment,” she retorted, but found herself, with great reluctance, answering his smile. He was a prepossessing sort, interesting-looking and very dark in his coloring, dark eyes and dark crispy, curly hair, quite a lot of it and rather undisciplined, though not long and shaggy. He was a little too thin for his considerable height and he had a strong face you couldn’t help noticing, strong and thin. Artistic? Maybe a painter, except that a painter would want north light. He would have been attractive to her under any other circumstances.

“Did you want something more, then?” the super asked, the check for the rented apartment in his hand.

“No, I think we’ve settled everything, Mr. Manson. I have the keys, it seems to be all for now. I’ll let you know my moving date, of course. And many thanks.”

“Well then, good day and I hope you’ll be happy here.” He nodded to the other two. “Good day to you too.”

Christine, sulkily resigned, was curious. “Why is the rent so low?” she asked when the super had gone out. “The dives we’ve seen for higher. Why is the rent so low?”

“One of those lucky strikes you never expect to come your way. The last tenant was here for a hundred years, so the rent was low for a hundred years, no turnover. Now they can only take the standard hike.”

He shook his head. “Who would have thought it would happen to me.”

“If you hadn’t beat us by a scant few minutes it would have happened to us.”

“Oh. Look, I said I had an idea, and I think I can save the day, fix you up. By the way, I’m John Allerton.”

“Christine Jennings. This is Rodney Thornley, he’s the one who needs a home. What is this save-the-day idea of yours, Mr. Allerton?”

“I have an apartment for you.”

“What do you mean you have an apartment for us?”

“I put down a deposit on another one this morning. First ad I answered, but I also wanted to see this, so I hopped over here and knew right away I’d found pay dirt. Would you be interested in the other one? It’s on Eighty-first between Lex and Third.”

Hope soared. “It’s not as nice as this one, I take it?”

“This one’s brighter, more sun, which I wanted if I could get it. The other one’s great, though, or else I wouldn’t have plunked down the money for it. It has a bay, like this one, I’m pretty sure you’ll cotton to it. Rent’s $315.”

“Rodney?”

“Yes, of course. What was wrong with it?”

“Nothing. Except no bedroom, which I certainly didn’t expect to find anyway, but mainly it’s just enough below ground level that there isn’t all this strong light. Otherwise — ”

“You mean a basement flat?”

“No, nothing like that. You don’t think I’d consider anything like that? Do you want to see it? I’ll be glad to go on over with you. If you decide on it you can return my deposit to me. That is if you’re so inclined. I know I have no right to ask for it.”

“Of course we’d return it.”

“Then let’s get a move on, before something goes wrong on that end.”

“I appreciate it, Mr. Allerton.”

“Not a bit. If you’re satisfied with it I won’t be the villain in the piece. I’m not partial to being a heavy. I’ll just lock up here and we’ll be there in a jiffy.”

They flagged down a cab on Third, rode up to Eighty-first, where Allerton told the driver they’d get off. “It’s just up the block,” he told the others. “Here, let me get that.”

“You’re not paying for our cab,” she said, surveying the environs, which of course were familiar to an old New Yorker. “I know this street, it’s a good one. Trees, Rodney. I suppose it’s that rickety building with the peeling stucco? Still, it doesn’t look too run down.”

“No, it’s the one with the diamond-paned window, the one with the bay.”

“Oh, I’ve passed it before, any number of times. I always thought it was very sweet, sort of quaint. Rodney, it looks nice, doesn’t it?”

“Very nice indeed,” he said judiciously. “Rather like a small cottage. Mullioned windows. I shall feel I’m in the country.”

“It’s small inside, but very well laid out, very compact and serviceable. As I said, I was all ready to settle in there myself.”

Rodney had gone to look in the bay window, leaning forward to peer inside. Of course there were drawbacks immediately apparent, Christine was thinking. Where would he put an air conditioner? Naturally the thought wouldn’t have entered his head. You couldn’t put one in the bay unless you wanted to spoil its appearance, and they were the only front windows, so where would he put a unit? And there would certainly be easy access for a burglar. A ground-floor dwelling, it would be a piece of cake for someone to jimmy open a window and go right in.

Which was, when it came right down to it, something a burglar wouldn’t bother attempting, in plain sight. A burglar would jimmy open the door to the apartment rather than risk being spotted outside.

Well. Lots of people lived with fire escapes, what easier entry was there than a fire escape?

It did seem a creditable building, on a pleasant street, and if the plumbing left something to be desired, tant pis. Rodney would just have to learn to live with it. It would be a blessing if this were the last one. She was suddenly very, very weary of looking at apartments. “Could you see anything inside?” she asked Rodney when he came back.

“It looks good,” he said, sweeping back his hair. “There appears to be some built-in shelving. It doesn’t seem dark, either.”

A few minutes later they were inside the building, after being let in by a Mr. Scanlan, who unlocked the apartment door for them and who complained that he was being kept busy by people responding to the ad. “I can’t hold it any longer,” he said severely. “Deposit or no deposit.”

“I can understand that,” Allerton agreed. “Just give us a few minutes. You’ll have your answer right away. Okay?”

“Okay,” he said, and pushed open the door so they could go inside. Ten minutes later Rodney was writing out his check, and they had the key. Mr. Scanlan, relieved of his responsibilities, went his own way and they surveyed the rooms again. Rodney was overwhelmed by his find. He kept returning to the bay, where there was a window seat, presently covered in a faded chintz, but even though it would need recovering the overall effect was very pretty. It would provide extra seating, he informed them unnecessarily, and you could sit there reading a book.

And the light. Such a soft light, quite mellow and soft, like amber. Plus the built-in shelving, one hadn’t expected that. “Thank you, Mr. Allerton, I say, thanks a million. Oh, I must write you a check now. Three fifteen, right?”

“Unanticipated but welcome,” Allerton said, pocketing the check. “I think I’m as glad to get you people settled and off the hook as I am to see the money again. As I said, I know what it means. We’re a frantic fraternity, we apartment hunters. I’ve seen the same people frequently.”

“It’s terribly wearying,” Christine agreed. “But thanks to you we’re taken care of, no more trudging all over creation. I feel like buying you flowers, Mr. Allerton. You saved the day after all.”

“All’s well that ends well.”

“As for you, Rodney, congratulations. You’re a homeowner! You must call your mother tonight and let her know.”

“I shall. And now let’s celebrate, a smashing lunch, with champagne.”

“Lunchtime’s about two hours away, it’s only ten.”

“Oh. So it is.”

“And Mr. Allerton, now you have to get yourself back to your own apartment, don’t you? Please, I insist on paying for your cab back there.”

“Now listen,” he said. “I know I protested I couldn’t afford to pay much for my digs, but I’m not on Welfare. But I’d like to take you both to lunch, that is if you can manage to do without the champagne, which I confess might strain my resources a bit too far.”

“Well, wonderful! Instead of buying you flowers I’ll buy you lunch. Oh, please. If it weren’t for you — ”

“Not at all,” Rodney said expansively. “I’m in a celebratory mood, this will be my treat. And not another word said. Well, though, as it’s only tennish, what shall we do until then?”

“Maybe you wouldn’t mind coming back with me to admire my own acquisition? I wasn’t there very long so I didn’t have much of a chance to gloat.”

“Fine. Let’s go back to your own acquisition and help you gloat. We’ll start our rounds of furniture stores tomorrow, Rodney. Today we gloat. Lock the door. Got it? It’s a good Medico, but do you think he should have the bolt changed, Mr. Allerton?”

“I don’t think it’s called for, no. I’m not going to replace mine. By the way, please call me Jack.”

“Okay, call me Christine.”

“Would you like to walk down? It’s a nice day.”

“I’d love to walk down.”

“And now I really feel I belong here,” Rodney said, pocketing his key. “Now I’m really a resident.”

				• • •

				If she was a trifle uneasy about Rodney’s reaction to Jack Allerton’s much larger place she needn’t have worried, Christine was glad to see, as they went through his newly-acquired apartment. There was abundant praise but no envious glances, Rodney was clearly preoccupied with his own plans. He had a kind of vacant look, as if he were present only in the flesh. He had found what he had set out to find, and nothing could distract him from his complacency.

Christine herself enjoyed wandering along with Jack through this empty, high-ceilinged apartment, their footfalls echoing, voices as well. The bedroom was not a plyboarded L, but a real room, even if small and with a not very roomy clothes closet. “It will do,” Jack said. “I’ll have to make it do. There’s a better one in the hall between the rooms, and there’s a broom closet. I’ll manage.”

He opened a door. “Do you think this bathroom’s tacky? I was stunned when I looked at it. All these multicolored tiles. Like a circus. I wonder what smartass dreamed this up?”

“I don’t know, I feel it’s rather jolly. It’s certainly cheerful. And it looks clean as a whistle.”

“I suppose I’ll get used to it.”

“You’re being overcritical. I like it. I think it’s fun.”

He shrugged. “Anyway, it’s a minor point. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

They went back to the living room. “This,” he said, and swept his arm in an arc. “This is what you hope to find and rarely do. These ceilings, the room proportions, the fireplace. Be nice if I could use it, but just having it for appearance’ sake is terrific, that formal mantel, the carving. The hell with everything else, this room’s what sold me.”

“It’s beautiful,” Christine agreed. She could imagine what the room looked like when it was in prime condition, years ago when this house was in its heyday, a mansion  —  modest in its way but nevertheless a dignified town house some prosperous merchant owned at the turn of the century — and this one of its front parlors, a sitting or morning room, with heavy brocaded drapes at the handsome windows and a magnificent crystal chandelier where the sunburst radiated in the middle of the lofty ceiling.

There were louvres at the windows, built-in shutters that pulled out of the side wall, a feature you found in some of these old houses, closing off the room at night or parted, according to your wish, to subdue the glare of the sun when it became too dazzling. “Thank God I won’t have to have Venetian blinds,” Jack said. “They always look so tenementy to me.”

“I don’t like them either and they’re so hard to keep clean. You don’t have shutters in the bedroom, do you?”

“No, that’s not a wide-silled window. Of course, as you noted, it looks out on nothing, just a few yards of space between this house and the adjoining one, but it provides light and air, and you can’t have everything.”

“At least it’s not an airshaft. We saw plenty of places facing on airshafts. Just put some cheerful curtains up, or a slatted bamboo blind, something in a warm cedar or so.”

“And I’ll have to buy an air conditioner for the bedroom. Just a small unit, install it myself. The one I have is a very good unit, 9200 B.T.U.s, I’ll get that installed right away, even before I move in.” He pointed. “In that window, not the one near where my desk will be. It won’t look too bad, it has an ivory-toned front panel, unobtrusive.”

“I say, must I have an air conditioner?” Rodney demanded, a little disconcerted. “But where?”

“I’m afraid it will have to be in the bay,” Christine explained. “I know it seems a shame, but — ”

“In the bay?” He bristled. “But that will spoil it! How can I do that?”

“There isn’t any other place, my darling. Don’t worry, it will be scarcely noticeable. Besides, the planting outside will help a bit. Rodney, dear, you must have an air conditioner. You haven’t experienced one of our New York summers yet.”

“Well, I must say this is a bitter blow. One of those horrid things sticking out of my casement window?”

“Why don’t you rent one?” Jack suggested. “Then you can have it taken out for the colder weather. Unless, of course, rental prices are exorbitant, I really can’t say about that. I can ask when I have mine moved and installed here. Shall I do that?”

“Oh yes, would you then? I’d very much appreciate it.” He shook his head, crestfallen. “I’m afraid I didn’t give it a thought, rather stupid of me.”

“Not at all, you’re probably not used to such details. I’m glad I have mine and don’t have to buy one. The bedroom unit won’t amount to much expense.”

“So you see, Rodney, your problems will be ironed out in no time. And if you rent a unit for, say four months or so, it might be the best all-round idea. Well, Jack, congratulations to you and I’d like to apologize for throwing a tantrum earlier this morning when I found someone had beaten us to the draw. I’m sorry, really sorry. You’ve been marvelous, I’ll never forget it.”

“I’m glad I could assist. So did you, don’t forget. I might have had to forfeit my deposit otherwise. At the very least, I would have had a lengthy argument about it.” He looked at his wristwatch. “I’m afraid I’ve bored you to a fare-thee-well. I didn’t realize we’d been here all this time. And nothing to sit down on. It’s one-thirty, where’d the time go to? God, I’m sorry to keep you hanging around here all this time. You must both be starved. As a matter of fact so am I. Now. Where would you like to have lunch?”

“Rodney? If it’s your treat you should decide.”

“No, no, just wherever you’d like.”

“I guess it’s up to you, Jack.”

“There’s a place quite near here I go to a lot. Sure you have nothing special in mind? Well then, I’ll just lock up and we’ll get going.”

Christine noted his smile of satisfaction as he gave a last look at the rooms that were now his. Turning, his eyes met hers. He laughed sheepishly. “Yeah, the cat that swallowed the canary,” he said as they went down the stairs. “If you could see the place I’m leaving you’d know why. A building that used to be good, but now they’re milking it, doing nothing, just letting everything fall apart, practically brick by brick. A recurring leak in my bathroom ceiling, the plaster hanging down like someone’s skin peeling. Insufficient heat in the winter and as often as not none at all. I had to go to the Hyde Park Hotel two nights this past February, otherwise I probably would have frozen to death. Never reimbursed for it, of course. Twenty-one degrees and cold radiators. When Gristede’s, which was on the corner, closed its branch there, all the Gristede roaches scrambled to find other quarters, which needless to say were the nearest houses, including mine. It was a day by day skirmish between me and the roaches, the survival of the fittest.”

“Jack, how gruesome. Rent controlled?”

“No. Low, admittedly. I know it’s next to impossible to maintain a building for rents that haven’t kept pace with the economy, but they could have some kind of landlord-tenant discussions. I for one would have been glad to pay an increase, and I think most of the others would have. You know what’s happening these days. These old brownstones aren’t bringing in any profit, so they hang on to them until such time as some developer buys up a whole block of them, tears them down and puts up a highrise. What are you gonna do?”

Out on the street, he directed them toward Third. “Then we’ll head for Lex,” he said. “We’re going to Anthony’s. It’s quiet, leisurely and they have good drinks.”

It was in the Fifties and it looked like a saloon from the outside, but then so did Clarke’s, and when they went in Christine felt comfortable right away. It was cool and dim and hospitable, with a big, weathered, dark oak bar and comfy chairs around fair-sized tables. A few booths. They sat in one of the booths, Rodney sliding in beside Christine and Jack opposite. It was a man’s place, you knew that immediately, but it was not raffish in any way, and there were two young women at, one of the tables. They looked like office girls on their lunch hour. “I’d like a martini,” she said, when a waiter came over.

“One martini for the lady. Olive, twist, onion?”

“Olive, thanks.”

He greeted Jack by name. “Hi, Jack, Canadian Club for you?”

“As always. Rodney?”

“I’d like a gin and tonic, please.”

“This is nice,” Christine said when they had their drinks. “I must have passed it a lot of times and never noticed it.”

“It’s a respectable watering hole and the food’s really very high quality. Well, shall we heft a glass to our respective good fortune?”

“Here we go. To you both, gentlemen, and all the best. Jack, an additional toast to you, and heartfelt thanks.”

“I second the motion,” Rodney said, grinning. “You’re the undisputed hero of the day.”

“Okay, enough already, you’d think I saved you from drowning. You’re British, Rodney, what brings you to these parts?”

“Just thought I’d pop over and see how the Colonies were doing.” He shook his head. “No need to worry about them, they’re in great shape. Actually, I’m here on a visit, a bit of a holiday, that’s all. What do you do, Jack? You said you ditched your job, I believe.”

“Yes, a few months ago.”

“You’re looking for another one then?”

“As a matter of fact, no. I’m working on a book, I decided to take the long chance.”

“A book? You’re a writer?”

“More or less. That is, it’s been less to date, just a few pieces published, which netted me an agent, and four or five short novels, strictly hack stuff. Now I’m involved in something more — ” He made a solemn face. “More substantial. Ta da da.”

“I’m most impressed.”

“Rodney would like to write,” Christine said. “So you’re an author, Jack. That’s great. I guess you’re the first one I’ve met. My husband’s a doctor, so I meet a fair amount of doctors. They’re not very interesting. As a matter of fact they’re — well, at least in my opinion, dull as ditchwater, and monstrously pompous.”

She laughed. “I’m not referring to my husband, he’s a very nice guy.”

“So is his wife.”

“Christine?” Rodney put in. “She’s more than nice, she’s Aphrodite with a soul.”

“You sound like a groupie,” Jack remarked. “I can’t say I blame you.”

“And her name, Christine, it sounds like shimmering glass. Christine, that was the name in O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra.”

“Oh, she was a bad lady,” Christine objected. “You’re not going to compare me with her? She did away with her husband. I have no plans to murder mine.”

“Neither did she, but he showed up at an inopportane time,” Jack observed.

“She must have known he’d make an appearance sooner or later.”

“She probably thought he’d be killed in the war. And she didn’t reckon with that daughter of hers. Vengeful bitch.”

“Whose side are you on anyway, Jack?”

“I guess I always felt sorry for Christine/Clytemnestra. Love is a many-splendored thing. I’m on the side of love.”

“No matter who gets hurt?”

“Someone always gets hurt. So you’d like to scribble too, Rodney.”

“I always have wanted to, you know. But it’s only a remote possibility.”

“Writing for a living is chancy at best. As I’m sure I’ll discover when I’ve been at it long enough. It’s so damned reassuring to have that job, a structured life, you can’t flake off in a job.”

“Why did you leave it? Couldn’t you do both?”

“I decided you couldn’t. Or I couldn’t. Well, there were other flies in the ointment. I was in publishing, moved around a good bit, got shafted one too many times. So I thought I’d be an independent guy and let them publish me. It would be easier that way.” He smiled. “Famous last words.”

“Are you having trouble with what you’re working on?”

“I’m having trouble sitting still. No, the work’s going along creditably, it’s just a long, long process. I have to find the pace for it.”

He picked up his drink. “You aren’t interested in all this.”

“But we are, very much so.”

“I’ve done nothing but talk about myself, a lot of crap. No more about me. So, how do you like my apartment?”

Laughter all around: he was fun, Christine thought, very attractive, very entertaining, someone she would like to know better. She tried to guess his age. It was hard to tell. He could be twenty-eight, he could be thirty-two. He lived alone, it seemed: he could be single or he could be divorced or in the process of separation. She didn’t see any reason why she shouldn’t ask him.

She didn’t have to. Rodney asked him. “Are you — ah, married or something, Jack?”

“More like something. I’m divorced.”

“Oh, I am sorry.”

A quick laugh. “Don’t be, Rodney.” Another quick laugh. “Just one of those things. Ever notice when things go wrong between people the reason is always that it’s just one of those things? How about you, Rodney, found any delectable girls to take out since you’ve been here? And how long have you been here?”

“A month now. Girls? I daresay they’re about.”

“They are indeed. I’m surprised they haven’t started ringing your doorbell.”

“It’s still early times.”

“Were there any children, Jack?” Christine wanted to know. “I don’t mean to pry.”

“No children. Thank God for small favors. Children always make it hairier.”

“Yes, of course. Could we order, Jack? I’m beginning to get light in the head; we haven’t been eating much in the way of breakfast lately. Too eager to get out and answer ads.”

“Sure.” He caught the waiter’s eye, menus were brought over. “What’s good here?” she asked.

“You can safely take your pick, but the eggplant parmigiana’s tops.”

“Fine, I’ll have that. Rodney?”

“Yes, the same for me, please.”

“Okay, Mario, we’re all agreed. Three eggplant.”

“Coffee with?”

“Later for me. Rodney likes his later too.”

“Can we have the garlic bread right away, though, Mario?”

“Garlic bread coming up. You want some Chianti?”

“How about it?”

“Not for me, and I think not for Rodney either. These are lusty drinks.”

“We’ll skip the wine, Mario.”

He was back with two baskets of the bread in a second or two, the smell of the garlic preceding him. “Guaranteed to put hair on your chest,” he said with a wink, and went away again. “Wow,” Christine said, putting a piece in her mouth. “This is garlic bread to end all garlic bread. Lord, it’s fantastic.”

“It’s great butter too. Sweet as field flowers.”

“Isn’t this marvelous. I suppose I shouldn’t have scotched the Chianti. It’s just that the two of us are pooped after killing ourselves for two weeks looking for a place for Rodney. I don’t particularly care to fall flat on my face. In Florence we drank Lacrima Cristi. Teardrop of Christ. I loved the name.”

“A great many of our friends live in Florence,” Rodney said.

“That’s not surprising. There are more English in Florence than there are native Florentines.”

Jack said he had spent a month in Florence. “Loved it, absolutely unforgettable. Crossing the river at nightfall, after spending the day on the Oltrarno, with the sun flaming and then dying down, everything purpling, the bridges like misty webs. It stays like a dream landscape in your mind. Italy’s so preposterously beautiful. Lacrima Cristi — yes, I drank it too.”

“Italy’s God’s country. I suppose you’ve been there often, Rodney, not having to cross an ocean to get there.”

“Twice, to be exact. I’m fonder of France, though.”

“Nothing wrong with France.”

“Aha! Here comes lunch.”

“Hot plate,” Mario said. “Okay, folks, buon appetito.”

“Grazie.”

“It looks super,” Rodney said, digging in. “Whoops — careful, it’s hot.”

“I’ll have some more bread.” Christine wiggled her fingers. “Please? I don’t know how you managed it, Rodney, but both baskets are on your side of the table.”

“Oh. Sorry. Here you go.”

“Jack, you were right. The eggplant’s sublime. Say, how’d you find this place?”

“Ah, it’s very well known among us cognoscenti. Stick with me, kid, old Jack knows where it’s at.”

“I bet you do,” she replied, laughing. He was really charming. “You come here a lot,” she said. “Now I know why.”

“Yeah, it’s a haunt of mine.”

“Do you cook for yourself?”

“Maybe a chop once in a while. Mostly it’s TV dinners.”

“They’re supposed to be nourishing enough.”

“They’ll do. With a green salad. No work entailed, why not?”

“I’m sure it’s what I’d do if I lived alone.”

“Rodney, now that you’re setting up housekeeping, what’s your plan of action?”

“Why, I suppose about like yours, Jack. Something prepared, just shove it in the oven. Or else dine out.”

“If you really mean ‘dine,’ you won’t have any trouble finding restaurants,” Jack told him. “If you mean just fill your stomach and refuel, there are a few places around. I mean that won’t cost an arm and a leg.”

“And of course you’ll be at our house for dinner a lot,” Christine reminded him. “No invitation necessary, I’m sure you understand you’re always more than welcome, Rodney. And yes, we must not forget to call your mother tonight. Be sure to outline some kind of budget, so you won’t run low on cash. She has to have some way of knowing what your essentials will be.”

“Christine, I’m perfectly capable of managing things,” he objected, flushing. “I’m not, after all, a teener.”

He put down his fork. “Sorry, love, I didn’t mean to be shirty.”*

“You’re right, though,” she said good naturedly. “You must be left to live your own life, and I am a smothering sort.”

“You’re an angel. I adore you.”

“That’s nice. Jack, I’m a horrible pig, but do you think he’d let us have some more garlic bread? It’s all gone, alas.”

“No sooner said than done. Mario?”

With coffee, Jack suggested brandy. “They’re not much on desserts,” he admitted, “so how about a brandy instead? The drinks have worn off by now.”

“All right, fine.”

“Rodney?”

“Yes, please.”

They sat sipping, talking idly, smiling at each other. “I hope you’ve enjoyed this as much as I have,” Jack said.

“I’ve had a lovely time.”

“Can we do it again?” Rodney asked eagerly. “It would be super to meet again like this.”

“Nothing I’d like better.”

“Yes, by all means,” Christine agreed. “I’d like to know how you’re getting on, Jack. When you’re moved and settled, why not give me a ring? Rodney, would you write down our phone number, please?”

He pulled out a pen. “When we get home I shall have to call the telephone company about a phone for myself. There, Jack, the Jennings’ number.”

“Many thanks. I’ll write it in my directory right away.”

Rodney, with a certain panache, paid the check. “It was my idea,” he insisted. Jack said no, it had been his idea, but Christine murmured to him to let it go. “Of course he owes you, certainly Rodney will take care of this. It’s little enough. Jack, you’ve truly been a godsend. I can’t thank you enough.”

“I’ll look forward to seeing you again.”

“And I to seeing you. You have my number. Good luck with the moving; that’s not very much fun.”

They parted outside the restaurant, with nods and smiles, and then she and Rodney walked home. “Nice chap,” Rodney said. “Well, I must say this turned out to be a banner day.”

“It certainly did. And now we must furnish your apartment. We’ll go first thing in the morning with a yardstick, make our notes and then start in picking and choosing. I have a few ideas.”

“Good. I shall have to depend on your expertise, Christine.”

“You did point out that you were capable of managing things yourself,” she observed.

“For which I could cut off my tongue. With all you’ve done … I just had a moment of rebellion, sometimes one feels so bloody juvenile.”

She said be glad to be young, it didn’t last forever.


*Shirty — An Anglicism meaning “huffy.”







6.

The house seemed quiet without Rodney’s robust cheer, though Christine, who was up to her ears in making a “showplace” of his new flat, was far from regretful. She was glad to return home each evening, slip off her shoes and relax over a glass of Chablis. He had moved, suitcase and rucksack, into his snuggery, as he called it, just as soon as he had a bed, chest of drawers and two chairs. He was thereupon keen on filling up all the spaces pronto, ready to settle for anything that took his fancy. If she left it up to him, Christine told him, he’d be living in some kind of old curiosity shop. “No,” she kept saying patiently. “No, Rodney, it’s nice, but it’s way out of proportion for your place, you must see that.”

“But it’s a smashing étagère! Chris, we seem to be getting nowhere.”

“Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

Of course he had no way of knowing that she had earmarked pieces as they went along, for future reference, that she had a master plan which was slowly taking shape, and so his astonishment was profound when she informed him that now they had everything they needed for his place. All they had to do was return to the stores that had them and buy them up.

“Don’t worry, Rodney, everything I chose was something you approved of, so I’m sure you’ll be satisfied.”

“But I don’t understand.”

“You’ll see.”

By the end of the month Rodney’s flat was fully equipped. It looked, if she did say so herself, as elegant as something a decorator whipped up, and without the grotesqueries they always stuck in. It looked great, and Rodney was almost sickeningly self-congratulatory, though open-handed in his appreciation of all the “help” she had given him, as if the whole splendid orchestration had been conceived and executed by himself, with her as apprentice. She was vastly amused by his lapse of memory as he completely forgot that almost everything he had wanted to snap up would have been totally out of scale and, to boot, without any overall scheme or harmony.

But let him preen, the darling: he was so twenty-one-year oldishly cute, like an urban squire, fiddling possessively with his bay window draperies on their traverse rods, plumping cushions and rushing out to the kitchen to empty ashtrays as soon as someone put out a cigarette. It wouldn’t last long, she surmised; his householder’s pride, his Craig’s wife fussiness would give way to other serendipities. She just hoped he wouldn’t end up leaving clothes all over the place, it was too small for that.

“And now,” he said, “I can start to do things.”

“You haven’t been doing things up to now?”

“I mean New York things. Let’s go to a film tomorrow. I have a whole list of ones I want to see. How about La Cage Aux Folles? I’ll pick you up, we can go to the two o’clock showing.”

“Tomorrow I rest.”

“Oh please, Christine.”

“Learn to go alone, Rodney. It’s what I do. I often go to an art film by myself. I enjoy it and so will you.”

“I’d enjoy it more with you.”

“You’d enjoy it more with someone your own age. Find a perfectly adorable girl, which should be the easiest thing in the world. I can tell you that if I were some nubile maiden I’d give a lot to meet a dashing young blade like yourself.”

“Gels my age are such wogs,” he said jadedly. “I can’t take them seriously. It’s a woman I appreciate, and for that matter almost any chap would say the same. There’s a — well, a smoldering quality about a woman, a real woman.”

“Smoldering?” she echoed, and giggled. “Do I, for example, smolder? If so I had no idea.”

“Perhaps an ill-chosen word,” he said offhandedly. “But you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t,” she said, and tweaked his nose. “Most of us women are not of the sultry variety. You’ve read too much Colette. I’m not Léa.”

“Are you sure? I confess readily, you know, that there’s a lot of Chéri in me. And it does seem rather a waste.”

“I think I’ll phone your mother and tell her you propositioned me.”

“Oh, do. She’ll laugh her head off. She thinks I’m about ten. About the film tomorrow. You’ll go, won’t you?”

“Some other time, thanks.”

“Bother,” he said crossly, but let her off the hook, though he kept trying for a while, trying to cajole her in subsequent days, obviously eager for company in his perambulations. He had them all over for Sunday afternoon cocktails a week later, preparing a very nice little spread, though it was mostly to show off his snuggery and be praised for its comfort and elegance.

There were frequent telephone calls from him, reports on his multifold adventures. He certainly did get around, discovering restaurants like II Vagabondo, which was so “in” that most people had never even heard of it, and out of the way places like Sniffen Court and Amster Yard. He was seeing all the Fassbinder, Herzog, Buñuel and Bertolucci films he could cram in. He came to dinner once or twice, didn’t stop talking for a minute, and ate like a horse.

Christine liked having him in the vicinity, Peg’s boy, and felt that he had adjusted very well. She wrote the Thornleys and told them that their son Rodney had completely taken over the city and she expected to hear any day that he was running for public office.

Jack Allerton had phoned in early May, to say hello. She was astonishingly glad to hear his voice. He had moved, he said, was slowly getting things to rights, and would very much like to knock off some day this week and take her to lunch.

She was in the midst of project number two, she told him, furnishing Rodney’s flat and the sooner she got that over the better. Could they table it until, say, the first part of next month, and by that time both he and Rodney would be in better shape.

“Me too,” she added wryly. “What I really need is a rest cure. Jack, why don’t I call you when this razzmatazz is over? I want your phone number anyway.”

She didn’t tell Rodney about the call, because he would only have wanted to slow up the proceedings and waste away an afternoon, and besides she wasn’t sure Jack had meant both of them, Rodney as well as herself. She had the vague impression he had meant it only for her.

School was out at the end of the month and Nancy hied herself off to Massachusetts, where she was to spend June and July with her friend Amy Longworth, whose family had a country cottage in Hadley. Bruce had signed up for a summer job at the concession in Central Park, where he would waiter at the outdoor terrace. Carl thought it was unconscionable, taking bread out of the mouths of less privileged kids, but most of the kids came from just such homes as Bruce, so it didn’t seem an inequity to Christine, and she liked his enterprise: she had certainly never suggested it.

At any rate, now she was more or less on her own again, just as she was when the children were at school. There was no reason not to call Jack Allerton, see how he was faring.

“Well, hello,” he said. “Does this mean you’re at leisure once more?”

“I have done my job well and truly. Results are fine, Rodney’s like a clucking hen, you’re afraid to disturb the position of a single item, and he keeps jumping up to straighten lampshades. He’s very happy. And how are you coming along, Jack?”

“Not bad, and I want you both over, but that will have to wait until it looks like something other than a junk shop. I have quantities of reference material, an overflow of books, and my working equipment. I’m trying to calculate just what I can buy in the way of cabinets that will accommodate things I don’t know what the hell to do with. I’m not the most organized person in the world.”

“I see. If I can help, let me know.”

“You can help a great deal. You can help, for instance, by having lunch with me and talking to me. I’ve been talking to myself so much lately I’m afraid they’ll figure me for a nut around here, that someone passing my door will call Bellevue. I’ve been cursing a lot, mostly at the top of my lungs. I move a pile of stuff, look for a better place to put it, but there isn’t a place to put it so I set it down again. And then curse some more. I junked some file cabinets, in a reckless moment, because I didn’t want to clutter up this stately room with file cabinets, than which there is nothing less stately, and now I have to find replacements. You know, good fruitwood pieces, preferably one good fruitwood piece with compartments. Roomy and serviceable and at the same time furniture, not officey stuff.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult, Jack. You should easily come across something like that.”

“Yes, but I want it day before yesterday. Now about lunch. When? Today?”

“Yes, if you like.”

“You bet I like. Where do you want to go, Christine?”

“I’d just as soon the same place. Where we were before. Anthony’s. There’s no bustle there, it’s very relaxing.”

“You’re sure?”

“Um hum. About one?”

“Great, I’ll be waiting.”

“See you, Jack.”

He was at the bar when she walked in, talking to Mario, who greeted her with a smile and a hello. “Nice to see you again,” he said. “Martini with olive, right?”

“You have a good memory. Yes, thanks. Hi, Jack.”

“Hi, Christine. Come on, let’s find a booth.”

“Were you waiting long?”

“No, just got here a few minutes ago. You’re right on time.”

“One of my few virtues, punctuality.”

It was earlier than the last time they had been here, and the place was very well occupied today, with two waiters serving and Mario behind the bar. It was cheerful and pleasantly lively, with men in business suits and a few young girls dressed rather well. This modest-looking midtown cafe-restaurant apparently attracted a respectable clientele.

They slid into one of the booths and then a waiter came over with the drinks. “This is something I didn’t anticipate when I got up this morning,” Jack said, and picked up his glass. “Here’s to you, Christine, long time no see.”

“To you,” she said, lifting her own glass. “Long time no do anything except solve the many problems of Rodney Thornley, Esq., that’s about it.”

“And now they’re all solved?”

“More or less one hundred percent. He doesn’t know anyone his own age, but I can’t figure out what to do about that.”

“Isn’t it up to him?”

“Except that he’s a stranger in a strange city, which can throw anyone off.”

“Otherwise how are you, Christine?”

“Why, tip-top. Cardiogram’s good, blood pressure normal and nothing wrong with my appetite. How’s your bill of health, Jack?”

His laugh rang out. “Is that the way it sounded? I guess it was for instead of the weather. Isn’t it a nice day. Wonderful temperatures, not too chilly, not too warm. Dandy not to have to wear a topcoat. A lead-in. We’re strangers, when it comes right down to it, no longer any housing perplexities to gas about, and my fervent wish is to sit here unhurried for as long as I can hold your interest.”

“Aren’t you funny, did you think I wanted you to perform? I’m very pleased to see you, Jack. Well, I called you, didn’t I? Tell me about your apartment, why don’t you, I’ve been wondering if it’s come up to expectations.”

“It has. Very much so. It’s diverting to be in a new place. You wake up and wonder for a minute where you are, and then you realize, oh yeah, I’m in this new place. Nothing is where it was before. You reach for a light switch and now it’s not there anymore, it’s somewhere else. You have a feeling you’ve gone to another city, not just another neighborhood. Good for the soul, moving. Everyone should pull up stakes once every five years or so, it shakes you up.”

“Maybe. Out of the old groove. I enjoy being in a foreign city. Opening your eyes to entirely different sights. And sounds. And smells. Other cities — that is, cities in other countries always smell so different. Don’t you think?”

“Oh, sure. Paris smells like Paris. Paris has the most pungent smell of any city I can think of. Rome smells like newsprint, I’ve always thought, maybe it’s just because they have so many newspapers there. Any city in Spain you’re in, you know it’s Spain, all right, it couldn’t be anywhere else.”

“Spain always smells like hot brick.”

“That’s because Spain is, let’s face it, hot brick. Baked daily by the sun.”

“Seville. I couldn’t get dry after my bath. I sat on the edge of the tub and cried.”

“In a hotel?”

“It was so ridiculous, we chose this hotel because it was a beautiful old monastery, one of those restored places, with a garden like Eden. It was late September, we were sure it would be cooling off by then. This beautiful old picturesque monastery hotel was not air conditioned. We knew we were taking a chance, but mostly it was naiveté.”

“You picked the wrong city for a hotel with no air conditioning. Seville’s more humid. Did you really cry?”

“Oh yes, I’m not kidding. I got sick too. Lived on tea and toast for two days. Maybe three. You seem to have traveled a lot.”

“Yeah, bumming it. I think every young person should do that.”

“So do I, if possible.”

“It used to be possible, I guess it’s getting tougher. The way the economy is these days.”

“Everything’s going out of reach. Rents are the worst, of course. My first apartment, I paid $160.”

“Those were the days, my friend.”

“I suppose people will be saying that until the end of time.”

“No doubt. You’ve traveled a lot too, it seems.”

“Quite a bit. Just Europe, not the East or Africa or places like that. I’m for where history was made. I mean, the history I’m interested in. Kings and queens and dynasties, music and art and … you know.”

“Yeah. You’re a romantic. Me too.”

“Glad to hear it. We’re a dying breed.”

“I don’t think we are, no. I really don’t.”

“Is your building quiet, Jack? Any distracting TV sets blaring away at late hours? That kind of thing?”

“Thankfully, no. In the main tranquil and typically shabby genteel. Very comforting. There’s someone in the apartment adjoining mine who wakes me up every morning at precisely seven o’clock. No sooner, no later. Seven on the dot. He sneezes. Just once, but it does the trick, snaps my eyes open as if he pulled a string. This loud, resounding sneeze that may eventually put a crack in my bedroom wall. I don’t need an alarm clock.”

She tittered. “Is that a plus or a minus for the apartment?”

“I would say a plus. There’s a touch of intimacy about it, a kind of long-distance greeting. Friendly, in a way. Neighborly. I’ve never seen him.”

“How do you know it’s a him.”

“My dear girl, no female could possibly unleash such a thunderclap.”

“I don’t know. I imagine Gertrude Stein, for instance, sneezed like a donkey.”

“Possibly. But she wasn’t really a gender, was she?”

“Apparently not. Did you find a shade for your bedroom window? I can’t imagine you with cretonne curtains.”

“I can’t imagine me with cretonne curtains either. Yeah, I did what you told me to, bought a cedar-toned bamboo blind. It looks nice.”

“What do you mean, I told you to? I suggested it, that was all.”

“I knew you’d be right, so I did it.”

She laughed. “Do I seem infallible to you?”

He studied her. “In a way, yes. I think I’d take your advice about almost anything.”

“I’ll have to be careful what I say, then.”

“Oh, please don’t. Anyway, yes, that matter’s taken care of, and some progress in other directions, though storage space is high on the list of necessaries. I’ll have to take some action soon. I have a tendency to think too much and do too little.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“I doubt Rodney puts off what he wants done. He seems a determined sort.”

“The English are like that, I find. No flies on them, they forge ahead regardless. Has he tried to get in touch with you?”

“As yet, no. Will he?”

“Yes, I imagine. Right now he’s too taken with his new toy to need bulwarks. He’s happy as a clam. But I suppose he’ll get your number from new listings and hit you with an invitation to survey his castle. He keeps saying, if it weren’t for Jack …”

“Nice to be someone’s savior. How do you happen to know him, Christine?”

“His parents are friends. I’ve known them quite a few years, met them on one of my trips abroad. He’s here only for a year or thereabouts. I’ve enjoyed having him on the scene. It’s given me kind of a boost.”

“Did you need a boost?”

“Yes, I guess I did.”

“Why?”

“The usual. Everything sameish. This must be Sunday because there’s no mail. That kind of thing, that’s about all.”

“I know what you mean. Particularly since I’m not dashing out to an office in the morning. The days don’t have a specific meaning. It looks as if you’re ready for another drink, so am I.”

“Yes, I guess I am. I wonder if we could have some of that garlic bread with it?”

“Absolutely.” He half rose from his seat, drew the attention of their waiter. “Two of the same, please, and may we have some garlic bread too?”

Their seconds arrived shortly, along with a napkin-covered basket of bread, its redolence steaming the air. A crock of sweet butter. “That’s a-nice,” Christine said contentedly.

“Yes, that is a-nice,” Jack agreed. “A lot of garlic bread simply pretends, but Mario doesn’t stint on the garlic, as you’ve noticed. I sometimes come here and order a big bowl of minestrone and this bread. It’s one of the best lunches in town.”

“I could go for that today.”

“So could I, except that they have Calamari fritti on Thursdays, and today’s Thursday. Or don’t you dig it?”

“I’d kill for it. Not very many places have it on the menu. Man, oh man. The minestrone will have to wait for another day.”

He got up. “Be right back.”

When he returned he looked satisfied. “It occurred to me that the well might run dry,” he told her. “I was afraid the Calamari’d be gone when we got around to ordering. Mario just laughed. He said, hell, Jack, you know I wouldn’t let you down, especially with such a lovely lady, you think I’d cut your throat?”

“So we’re safe.”

“We’re safe. Lord, this is great. Talking to a real live human being. Not going to an office means you can’t unload a lot of stuff. You don’t yammer with this person and that person, and after a while your voice gets rusty. Or it feels like that, as if it’s drying up inside you. What you really want to do is cover up that threatening typewriter and go out for a whole day’s walk, like maybe over to Brooklyn or somewhere. Or take in half a dozen movies. Escape. You try not to give into it, though, so you sit there with that blank sheet of paper in the machine. There’s that dumb sheet of paper, blank as a wall, and you’re not a Sunday writer anymore, but a working one, a seven-day-a-week one, and you type a few lines and it laughs back at you. I remember a New Yorker cartoon picturing just such a situation. This harried-looking author sitting at a portable. There’s a piece of paper in the typewriter with one line, his beginning line.”

He lit a cigarette. She waited. He was smiling faintly. “What was it?” she asked expectantly.

“‘Call me Ishmael…’”

“Oh, marvelous! I guess every author in the city thumbtacked it on his wall. How about you, Jack? Ever find yourself starting with something like, ‘Buck Mulligan came from the stairhead, bearing a bowl of lather … ’?”

“Not yet,” he admitted. “But it would be a damned, natural thing to do. Melville or Joyce or any of them. Their opening sentences are graven on your mind, so much so that you have to be always pushing them out of the way to find your own.”

He regarded her. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “the Joyce sentence isn’t, to be perfectly truthful, graven on my mind with the same exactitude it appears to be on yours. I’m a little abashed. Now I’m trying to remember the rest of it. ‘… bearing a bowl of lather …’”

“ ‘… on which a mirror and a razor lay crossed.’”

“Yes, of course.” He leaned back. “You’re full of surprises, Christine.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“What do you think?”

“We were looking for your opinion, Jack. Now. About the last sentence. Do I remember that with such exactitude. As I recall it, it’s forty-odd pages long.”

“It’s the last few words everyone knows.”

“Of course. Your turn now, Jack. I started the book, you finish it.”

“ ‘… and yes I said yes I will Yes.’ Some words for a guy to say, Molly Bloom’s thoughts in the darkness.”

“It must be fantastic to write something deathless.”

“Even Ulysses will probably wither in the dust of time. Sad to say.” He smiled. “Yours truly isn’t aspiring to immortality, I’m quick to add. Just a little honesty and originality.”

He had a voice that fitted him, Christine reflected. A deep-based voice that seemed to have a long way to travel, like the rumble of a train in the far distance, a dark voice, smooth and dark and subterranean in a way. It made her think of a handed-down record of her mother’s, Chaliapin singing “The Volga Boatman.” I like his voice, she thought, I like to listen to him talk.

“Do you ever have any doubts about having left your job?” she asked him. “Becoming self-employed.”

“No,” he said positively. “There was ample aforethought, it was no hasty decision. I wanted to write this book. It won’t be an easy one to turn out, I may be overextending myself. I told you I’d done some yeoman work, half a dozen suspense novels which, very gratifyingly, and much to my surprise, netted more than the advance, which was modest in the extreme, admittedly. Foreign sales, two of them reprinted, unexpected money in the till. I’m not a raw novice, like these cab drivers who tell you they have a story, boy have they got a story, it’s all there in their head, all they have to do is get it on paper.”

“Do they do that? Cab drivers always discuss politics with me. They have very strong opinions, mostly fascistic.”

“I like cab drivers, though.”

“So do I. It’s bus drivers I’m not fond of. Of course they have a hard row to hoe, but they’re so often mean to old people. Did your publishing house try to persuade you to stay when you said you were quitting?”

“Let’s say they didn’t twist my arm. It was a quid pro quo thing, one of those uncomfortable circumstances where the options had to be up to me. I was covering for a lush of a senior editor, a real baddie who was dumping the work load on me, I saved his hide a hundred thousand times. I never ratted on him, but everyone knew the state of affairs anyway, including management, who assured me on the Q.T., that the situation would be rectified, that this guy would be eased out and I’d get his title. And that corner office. It was an open and shut case, I was given to understand. Yeah, man. Okay, they dumped him, sure, and I waited. I wasn’t about to dance a tarantella on the body of a dead man, rush in and say when, guys, when? So I went on with my double work load, meanwhile mentally moving into the corner office, I’d get a corn plant and at last have some decent working space and good, bright light. Okay?”

He crushed out his cigarette. “Do I need to go on with the saga?”

“You mean they replaced him with someone else?”

“Damn right they did. Jack, you can be a star, they’d been telling me, tacitly, but it seemed explicit enough. Many thanks, Jack, we want you to know how much we appreciate … a real crock. Yeah, someone else moved into that corner office, a guy from S and S, with a longer track record than mine, and there I stayed in my cubbyhole, smilin’ through my tears.”

He shrugged. “Maybe I sound like an injustice collector. If I were hearing this it’s what I’d think, this guy’s a sorehead. It ain’t so, and I’m not rationalizing. Taking some things lying down’s bad for the old ego, but it can be just as bad for the old rep. If you don’t hype yourself nobody’s going to do it for you. I didn’t truckle in the trade. You’d be surprised, word gets around that you’re no schlemiel, it’s a kind of advertisement in your favor. Of course I’ll be in the business again. Some day. When I knock off this little masterpiece, start my oeuvre, I’ll go back. If the book’s any kind of success, that will sew it up.”

He put an elbow on the table, leaned his head on his hand. “Christ. Why do I always dither about myself and my times when I’m with you?”

“It’s only the second time we’ve been together, Jack.”

“That’s right. It seems like more than that.”

“I think I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You can. You most assuredly can. You must be starved. And bored. With my self-centered mewling.”

“I’m far from bored. I’m having a lovely time. I like the place and the company. If we come here again it’s my treat next. All right, let’s do our ordering. I want some Calamari and I want it fast. I’m famished just thinking about it.”

“They generally serve sautéed escarole with it, great stuff. Grated parmesan. Hello, there — ah, he sees me. This lady’s famished,” he told the waiter. “Calamari for us both. And I know we’re disgusting, but may we have some more of the garlic bread.”

“Coming up right away,” the man said, and was back in no time at all with their meal, a fresh basket of bread, and a brisk “Buon appetito.”

				• • •

				It was almost four when they left Anthony’s. Mario had sent over a liqueur, Strega in tall, slender-slim goblets. “That was nice of him,” Christine said, pleased.

“He’s a nice guy. What are you going to do when we leave here?”

“Walk home. Do some food shopping on the way, rather a lot, the larder’s dangerously low.”

“I’d ask you up to my place, as a matter of fact I’d very much like to. I’m afraid, though, there’s no place to sit down. I know it sounds wacko, but the thing is my sofa’s out for reupholstering and hasn’t come back yet, though it was promised for early this week.”

“You don’t have any chairs?”

“Junked the two I had. You can see I was very cavalier with my few possessions, but the truth is they were crummy specimens, I couldn’t see hanging on to them.”

“Where are you sitting in your spare time, on the toilet seat?”

“Not quite reduced to that, babe.” He snickered. “No, I have my desk chair. I cart it around. Down to the bare essentials, that’s me, no excess baggage. The simple life, of course primitive’s more the word.”

“Better call your place that’s doing over your sofa and light a fire under them.”

“I’ve been calling every day. To no avail, alack.”

“At least you’ve got a roof over your head.”

“And one that doesn’t leak, praise the Lord.” He rapped the table top. “Knock wood on that one.”

On the way out she thanked Mario for the Strega. “And the squid was delicious, I never had better.”

“Come again, please.”

On the street Jack said, “Why don’t I walk you home?”

“Why don’t you go back and work? Don’t you think you’ve wasted enough time today?”

“Wasted? Are you kidding?”

“Furthermore, I don’t want you to see where I live. I’m ashamed of it.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s a dumb place, a bourgeois bummer, it wasn’t my choice.”

“Now you have me all curious. The Excelsior? The Sovereign?”

“No, the Colonnade, you probably know it and laugh up your sleeve at it.”

“Oh, that one, I don’t think it’s too outré, not like Le Galleria, which I’m sure has a golden calf in its lobby.”

“Come on, I’ll leave you at your street and then you get going starting on your oeuvre.”

“A heart like a stone.”

“Not at all. I don’t intend to be a bad influence.”

She held out a hand when they came to Sixty first Street. “So long, Jack, and thanks very much for the lunch.”

“Thank you, Christine. All right if I call you when that elusive sofa arrives, lay an invite on you for a modest housewarming? You and Rodney.”

“Sounds great.”

“Well, then. Take care.”

“You too.”

It was Rodney, she thought, continuing on up along Lex. Rodney’s coming here had somehow picked things up for her. Nothing had changed, yet in a way everything had changed, for one thing her attitude. She felt light as a feather, buoyant, with her lips turned up in a faint smile. New people, that was what you needed, and Jack Allerton was a most attractive and interesting guy. She couldn’t remember when she had liked someone so much, and she hoped the “elusive sofa” would make its appearance before too long.

In fact it was the following Monday when Rodney phoned to inform her that the chap who’d put him on to his flat had rung him up. “Jack Allerton, I was so pleased to hear from him. I had thought of asking info for his number, as I owe him a great deal, but I had some reservations due to his writing style of life, I presume he may not want to be disturbed in his battles with the Muse. But we had a very agreeable chat.”

“Good.”

“And he wants us over this week. He said he tried to get in touch with you this afternoon.”

“I see, well yes, I’ve been out.”

“He suggested Thursday. Is Thursday all right with you?”

“Yup. Thursday will be fine.”

“He said if it isn’t it can be another day.”

“No, Thursday’s okay.”

“Anyway, he’s to ring you up this evening. It’s evening now, and he may be trying to get you, so I shall buzz off. Call me when you have it settled, will you? I’ll pick you up.”

She was in the midst of dinner preparations when the phone rang again. “Is this a bad time to call?” Jack asked. She said no, it was a good time to get her and if she sounded tearful not to wonder about it. “I’ve been peeling onions. Rodney said you tried to get me earlier. I’ve only been home a short while.”

“As for the onions,” he advised, “munch on a piece of bread. It does the trick, at least for me. I won’t keep you long, I just wanted to know if you and Rodney could come over for afternoon drinks on Thursday. If not, what day would be better for you?”

“I can make it and so can Rodney. He said you had a nice talk over the phone.”

There was a slight hesitation. “I — uh, didn’t say we’d met the other day. Possibly I thought his nose might be out of joint. For some reason I — ”

“It’s all right, I didn’t say anything either. It’s of no importance at all. What time would you like us on Thursday?”

“About two or so?”

“Very good. I take it your sofa’s back home?”

“And looking very posh, I don’t even recognize it.”

“So they did a good job.”

“Fantastic. It exceeds my wildest expectations.”

“And we won’t have to sit on the floor.”

“Or the toilet seat.”

“I would call that a giant step.”

“So would I. Now I can offer you a place to sit down, ain’t that ritzy?”

“Seriously, I’m so eager to see the apartment again. I felt like moving in myself when I was there. It’s just the kind of place I adore. Okay, Jack, around two on Thursday, and I’ll be looking forward to it.”

She went back to the onions. He said to munch on a piece of bread, she remembered, and broke off part of a slice from the loaf. It didn’t do much, but then of course the damage had already been done. Thursday, two o’clock — she would take something, of course. Maybe a plant. Plants would do well in that big sunny room. Perhaps a little orange tree, it would be a cut above your philodendron or baby’s tears.

“Keep the aspidistra flying,” was one of Rodney’s British phrases. She had no idea what an aspidistra looked like. Out of curiosity she might ask the florist, but it wouldn’t be an aspidistra anyway, it would be an orange tree. He seemed like the sort of guy who’d enjoy eyeing those brilliant little fruit-lings. Thursday, two o’clock, she scribbled on the counter-top calendar. Allerton.

She couldn’t remember the address number, but it didn’t matter, she knew the house. The house had reminded her of her first apartment building, after leaving home, on Ninety-second Street. She wouldn’t live that far up now, in these changing times, but in those days it had been a safe area. She had loved that apartment, and still thought of it with pensive fondness. The first home of her own. She never went that far uptown now, ending her walks in that direction at Eighty-sixth Street, which was only wise. But it was also because she didn’t want to see the building that had housed her young self. Better to remember it with a sentimental affection. It would be like confronting a ghost to come across it again, in some careless moment. It would be like resurrecting the dead.





7.

“Oh, you brought a present too,” Rodney said when Christine opened the door for him.

“Just an obligatory one, I couldn’t really pick out anything else without knowing his tastes. This is just a plant, an orange tree. What have you got there, Rodney?”

“An ashtray for him. He smokes, and probably a lot when he’s writing, so I got a big one.”

“That’s thoughtful. If you’ll carry this I’ll carry your package.”

He hefted the foil-wrapped plant, which was of considerable size and weight. “It’s heavy,” she said. “We’ll get a cab.”

“No, let’s walk.”

“You don’t want to tote that all the way over to Sixty-first.”

“I don’t mind at all.”

“It’s up to you.”

“You said an orange tree? I’d like an orange tree.”

“You can’t have one in your place. You have a good, soft, gentle light, but you need strong, direct sun for a fruit tree. You don’t think a plant’s too chintzy for a gentleman, then?”

“Certainly not. I mean to buy some, I just don’t know what kind. The ashtray I bought is ceramic, interesting design. I went to Royal Copenhagen, as I intended to present him with something magnificent, but everything in the size I wanted cost about a hundred and fifty dollars. So I found this elsewhere. I didn’t want it to look ostentatious.”

“How are you doing moneywise?”

“Managing.”

“Talked to your mother lately?”

“You mean has she threatened to cut off my allowance due to wild extravagance?”

“No, I just meant how is she. Are you being wildly extravagant?”

“Not at tall. I’m really awfully tight. Stingy, you know. That’s why the girl I met suits me very well.”

“You met a girl? At last? Where?”

“Jack put me on to her. When he called on Monday. She lives in his old building, where he was before he moved to where he is now. She’s a Gaslight Girl.”

“A what?”

“She works at a place called the Gaslight Club. At night. It sounds seedy, but it’s not really.”

“You’ve been there?”

He was elaborately offhand. “I took her over there, so I could see what it was like. It’s rather amusing, quite harmless, no leather jackets.”

“Jack told you about her on Monday. You didn’t waste any time, I see.”

“I was naturally curious.”

“Naturally. Well, she must be a decent girl if Jack suggested your getting in touch with her.”

“As a matter of fact, very proper. I couldn’t get in her knickers even if I cared to try.”

She said it was nice to know that some girls were protective of themselves, but why didn’t he care to try? “Isn’t she comely?”

“Pretty as a pixie,” he assured her cheerfully.

“Well?”

“Too many other things to do,” he replied blithely. “Plus I don’t get worked up over a girl who doesn’t send out feelers.”

“Just like a man, you all want to be cozened with Delilah ways and suggestive perfumes. If she works at night how can you take her out?”

“During the day, I expect. She had me to lunch yesterday. Not a bad little cook. She’s a good stick.”

She glanced at him. Rodney certainly seemed unpreoccupied with sexual matters. Was he a fag, after all? But she thought not. He was very egoistic, even egotistic, absorbed with himself most of all. Also, he was lazy.

“She promised to make me a soufflé,” he announced. “I told her I was keen on them.”

“I see,” she said dryly. “Is she going to darn your socks as well?”

He grinned. “Haven’t got round to asking her yet.”

“As a rule what do you do about meals? I mean at night, dinner?”

“Take-out,” he enlightened her. “You can get a nice little roast chicken at a Safeway on Third, it does you for two meals. There’s a good deli on Eighty-sixth Street. Madison Avenue. All sorts of juicy meats, roast beef, and things like smoked salmon. Sturgeon too. Potato salad and all that. It’s not at all difficult.”

He grinned again. “And once in a while a friend of mine invites me to dinner, Christine Jennings. I believe you have a nodding acquaintance with her.”

“I’d ask you more often, but you have your own life to live, Rodney. I don’t want to be a mother hen.”

“I never think of you that way,” he said rakishly, shifting the plant from one arm to the other.

“We should have taken a cab, you’ll be muscle-bound.”

“It’s a bit awkward, that’s all. Anyway, we’re not far now.”

A few blocks farther he indicated a corner spot on the street. “A film crew was shooting a scene there the other day. Most interesting, you know. I’m told they make a lot of pictures in this city now.”

“I guess they do.”

“Two people running out of that house across the street, one in full chase of the other. I didn’t recognize the players. They did it over and over, about a hundred times. I was exhausted just watching them. I couldn’t see any difference in the way it was done, it all looked exactly the same. Much gesticulating and arm waving. It must be smashing to make movies, I know I’d certainly like to take a shot at it.”

They turned at Jack’s street, walking to Third, then down a little more than halfway to his building, Christine consulting her watch. It was two-ten. Just about right, give him a few last minutes’ grace. These stone steps must be hazardous in winter, she thought. She pressed Jack’s bell on the brass plate. The answering buzz sounded almost instantly.

Her original impression remained: this was a well maintained building, one of the better ones. It seemed there were still decent rentals at relatively reasonable cost left in this fast-changing city, though scarce as hen’s teeth.

Jack stood looking down at them as they hiked up. “I knew you were coming so I baked a cake,” he said. “I’m kidding. Hello, Christine, good to see you again. Rodney …”

“I suppose I should have baked a cake,” she said. “I brought this along instead.”

“Ah, Christine …”

She watched him peeling off the protective foil. His hands were deft and quick. They were good hands, shaped well, long-fingered and with the nails clipped short and clean. He was such a dark-skinned man, with crisp dark hair extending from the rolled-up sleeves of his blue and white striped shirt to the wrist, where it came to a stop. He was probably six feet in height, but he gave the impression of being taller. It was because he was thin, markedly thin, and his bones were large enough to accommodate more weight.

He looked strong and capable, a sinewy type. He had a face that was grave in repose, sometimes even somber, but when he smiled it became open and boyish. He was smiling now, holding the plant in both hands, and he really looked delighted. “It’s a beauty,” he said. “Oranges, Christine, thanks. Thanks a hell of a lot. But you — ”

“It’s just a thought, nothing at all. And this is from Rodney. Here, you give it to him, Rodney.”

“My God, I feel like crawling in a hole. I didn’t think of you bringing anything, for God’s sake. I hate to mess up this nifty paper, it seems a shame. But an ashtray — one that won’t spill over, how great, how great. Rodney, it’s beautiful, the colors I like, it’s much too nice for a slob like me. Christ, you should both be spanked. I’m horribly embarrassed, I never thought you’d arrive bearing gifts.”

“Mine isn’t a gift, it’s just a token. Ah, this is a lovely room, Jack. Simply luminous with light.”

“I’m afraid it’s really precipitate, my asking you here so early in the game,” he apologized. “There’s no way I can get all that crap off the floor until I find something to put it in. I hope you can close your eyes to it. And I want to scrap that godawful coffee table and get a better one, and I need chairs, a lounge chair and two straight-backed ones. What do you think of the sofa? It’s a rather light color, the new stuff, but it’s stain resistant, so  — ”

“It’s perfect. It’s not near the windows, so it won’t get sooty. It’s a beautiful fabric, sturdy too, it will wear well, Jack.”

“I’m kind of proud of it. It looked pretty sick before I had the reupholstering done, as a matter of fact decidedly tatty, but it has good lines and I couldn’t see investing in a new one. Listen to me, I sound like an old biddy.”

“You don’t look like an old biddy. You look very masculine and handsome and pleased with yourself.”

“Oh, I am, very pleased with myself. I keep opening and closing the shutters at the windows, like a witless fool, I’m nuts about them. I stretch out on the sofa and smirk at the ceiling, all that fantastic rococo, like a ballroom. Ain’t that something? Now if I can only fill in with the right items, get that shit off the floor and some seating other than the sofa I’ll be able to marshal my thoughts at the typewriter.”

He stood there, pounding one fist against the palm of the other hand, all energy and enthusiasm, so lean and tall and rangy, so dark-browed and lanky. She must have been out of her mind to let him get away, Christine thought, and wondered what bones of contention, mutual or unilateral, had led to that divorce. “About the stuff on the floor,” she said. “Rodney and I saw something that would be fine for this room, would you be interested? An armoire. Not for hanging clothes, you understand, but the kind of storage piece you want. Compartmented, large, with two big, deep drawers. I’m sure you could shovel all those things in with room to spare for more.”

She pointed. “Against that far wall. With a chair on either side of it. Very decorative, Jack. Grand Rapids, admittedly, but really very tasteful, with carved doors and brass handles with a dull finish.”

“And not pricey,” Rodney said. “I wanted it, but Chris said it was too big for my place.”

“Sounds fantastic. Sounds like just what the doctor ordered. How much, do you remember?”

“I do,” Rodney said. “Five hundred eighty-nine. I still wish I could have had it.”

“We saw it at Sloane’s. Well, their outlet store. You can get very good buys there, and no wait for delivery because they’re not floor samples. I don’t know whether you want to pay that much.”

“No no, it fits into my budget okay. Will it still be there?”

“If it isn’t we can find something else.”

He threw her a glance. “You said ‘we’?”

She laughed. “I didn’t mean to take over. Well, yes, I guess I was thinking along those lines. You’d better tell me to mind my own business, I’m a bossy type.”

“I’d give my eyeteeth to have you take over. Think twice before you go any further. You don’t know what you might be letting yourself in for. Okay, you’ve thought twice? Thanks very much, I accept your offer of help, Christine.”

They were all laughing now, Rodney saying that she should go in the business of furnishing flats for helpless bachelors, get a fee for her services. “Seriously,” Jack protested, “I really can’t ask you to go through all that again, Christine.”

“I enjoyed helping Rodney, I’d enjoy helping you, Jack. It’s just that I’m an old hand at this kind of thing, I have a good feel for where to pick up hard-to-find odds and ends. I know you’re keen to be of serene mind.”

“It would certainly be a Godsend,” he admitted. “I have no imagination at all and I’m always intimidated by salesclerks, I feel rotten when they spend their time with me and I don’t buy.”

“A writer with no imagination? Impossible.”

“That’s as far as it goes, plots and all that. All right, sit yourselves down and I’ll get our drinks.”

“First, may I see the rest of your place?”

“Sure, come on. Rodney?”

“Yes — well, do you mind if I look at your books in the shelves, Jack? You have a smashing library.”

“Not too bad. Go ahead. I don’t lend, I’m a crank about that, but I just might make an exception in your case, Rodney.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t borrow. I’d just like to browse through them, if I may.”

In the hall between the rooms Jack said he was going to put up a few prints. “Take the curse off its being so narrow. This is okay though, just the way it is,” he said of the kitchen. “Maybe an iron rack for pots and pans, but that’s about it. As I said, I don’t make a production over meals.”

The yellow wallpaper brightened the windowless room: it was cheery and cozy, with a white ice cream table against the wall. “You could have a couple of chairs for the table,” Christine suggested.

“Why a couple?” he countered. “There’s only one of me.”

“Just for the sake of symmetry.”

“For breakfast, you mean. I stand up at the counter.”

“I used to do that too, when I lived alone.”

He put his hands in his pockets, considering. “Maybe chairs, yeah. What kind should I get?”

“Ladder backs, rush seats. Simple and countryish. They cost very little.”

“You know where to find them, I gather.”

“I grew up in this city. I know where to find anything, everything.”

“Are you really going to take time out of your life to give me aid and succor?”

“I have a lot of time.”

“I would like to see that storage piece you spoke of. Where did you say it was?”

“Eighty-fifth between Second and Third.”

“The chairs, the ladder backs. I could latch onto those at the same time, maybe?”

“Could be. Would you like to take a run over tomorrow?”

“I’d like very much to take a run over tomorrow.”

“Then how about meeting me there at around ten-thirty?”

“It’s a date.”

“I hope it will fill the bill for you. I think it’s lovely. I like your centerpiece on the table, Jack.”

It was a glass liter filled with dried flowers. “It’ll do,” he said. “Understated. And with the rack for pots and pans — I thought I’d get some with copper bottoms. Mostly just for show. As I said, I don’t bother much. I can make a pretty good pot roast, though.”

“With a bay leaf?”

“Of course with a bay leaf. Eye of round, I don’t dig brisket.”

“Neither do I. This is fun. I like being here. May I see the bedroom?”

“Rather forward of you, but always glad to oblige.”

“Oh, stuff it,” she said, smiling, and followed him. “Voilà,” he said at the door. “I don’t plan to fuss this up, what’s here is all that’s going to be here. It’s too minuscule to do much with.”

“It’s cute. A narrower bed would give you more walking space, though.”

“I bought this from a friend, sight unseen. I was a little teed off, but it wasn’t his fault. I just took it for granted that it would be a studio-sized job.”

He shrugged. “You don’t turn down a bargain, though, and it’s nice to stretch out, though I’m practically touching the walls when I do. It’s not much of a room, but it is a bedroom and you can close it off if it looks too messy.”

“I doubt you’re a particularly messy guy.”

“If I’m in a hurry I can be slipshod about things. The closet is crammed, but anyway it has shelf space.” He showed her. “See? Not all that bad.”

He shut the door and faced her. “Christ, I’m a drag. You must think I’m a jerk. Giving you the grand tour like it was Schonbrünn.”

“I asked for the grand tour.”

“There will be a small fee for the guide.”

“Pay you later, my handbag’s inside.”

“Listen, I made Planter’s Punch, I hope you have nothing against rum?”

“Planter’s Punch? How festive. You went to some trouble, Jack.”

“Are you kidding? This is big doings for me, it means a little something. Jack Allerton is giving a party. Some party. Christine, I’m not much of a socializer, at least these days. Lots of reasons for that. I need friends, I’m on my own and no responsibilities. For some reason I was lucky enough to meet you. Obviously you have another kind of life.”

“Not all that much.”

“When you’re lonely yourself you’re prone to think you spot it in others. No no, delete that, for God’s sake. What a half-assed thing to say.”

She gave him a cordial smile. “Not so half-assed. Who isn’t lonely sometimes? Come on, let’s get out that Planter’s Punch. Rodney will think we’ve fallen out a window. I’ll see the bathroom later, before I leave. I love this apartment, Jack. I hope I’ll be asked here again. This whole place reminds me so much of Ninety-second Street, an apartment I had there. Gee, I was happy fixing it up. I must tell you about it sometime. Remind me.”

“I will.”

In the kitchen he opened the refrigerator door. “There’s a tray on the floor, Christine. Yeah, behind the table. You want to put it down on the table and I’ll set the pitcher on it.”

Then he began pulling things out of the icebox. “Caviar,” Christine murmured. “Aha.”

“Poor man’s caviar. Lumpfish, Romanoff’s best. Are you insulted?”

“I didn’t expect Beluga, my dear. What do you think I serve? What can I do to help?”

“You could open the crackers.” He handed her the box. “You’ll find a plate for them in the overhead cabinet, the one on the left.”

She circled the crackers on the plate, reached for the cream cheese he had taken from the fridge. “All right if I put this in the center of the plate?”

“Great. Silver in the drawer under the counter, ditto napkins.”

“Serving plates?”

“Ah, yes. Also in the overhead cabinet. This seems to be it.”

“I’ll take this in, you can bring in the drink tray.”

“What did I ever do without you?”

They carried things inside. Rodney lay, hands folded under his head, on the sofa. He looked very much at home. “Get up,” Christine ordered. “Three of us have to sit here.”

“I’ll bring over the desk chair.”

“No, this is cozier. Sit down, Jack, there’s loads of room. Just shove over a bit, Rodney.”

“What is this we’re to drink?” he asked interestedly. “It looks smashing.”

“It’s a punch, called Planter’s,” Jack explained. “Lime juice, Angostura bitters, sugar and a good, heavy-bodied rum. Like it?”

“Super. Super indeed, Jack.”

“Anyone want more sugar? I generally err on the tart side.”

Nobody wanted more sugar. Rodney commented on the crackers. “I see these are English biscuits.”

“Carr’s — they’re popular here.”

“And caviar — I say, I shouldn’t have had lunch.”

“You’ll manage to eat your share,” Christine said. “No, that wasn’t a crack, Rodney. You’re a growing boy, you’re expected to eat up. Jack, the punch really is superb. I have a feeling you do Tom and Jerrys in the cold weather. Or Irish coffee.”

“Sometimes. I go for cold weather drinks, though, you’re right about that. Toddys and hot punches. Mead, negus, things like that.”

“I gave a wassail party one Christmastime. It was a great success.”

“I wish this was a working fireplace. We’d have a ball, drink our oldtime quaffs in front of a roaring fire. Applewood. Maybe I’d send to Santa Fe for piñon. Ever smell piñon burning?”

“I don’t think so.”

“There’s no other aroma like it. You feel like eating its smell, I find it almost hallucinogenic.”

“You’ve been to Santa Fe?”

“Yes, it’s another world. Getting too arty, of course, but still a kind of fantasia, with the luminarios during the year-end holidays, it’s bewitching.”

“I used to read Sigrid Undset. Kristin Lavransdatter. I was fascinated with the food and drink passages. There was plenty of it too. They were eating so much all the time. Boars’ heads and great haunches of meat, birds hot off the spit, and flagons of wine.”

“I love visiting the chateaux in the Loire Valley,” Rodney said. “You want so much to have been part of it. Rowdy communal meals at tables set for a hundred, you can imagine the din. Dogs snatching at table scraps and tossed bones. Serving wenches hurrying to and fro, bottoms being pinched. So bloody colorful.”

“And no bathtubs.”

“Oh, yes, those funny little measly tin things, of course very fancy for the gentry. I can imagine the plight of the lower echelons. Bloody lot of privation, frightfully sad. Still, no dreary telly.”

“Don’t knock television,” Jack protested. “I don’t know what I’d do without it. After sweating it all day at my Olympia electric I’m glad to sit in a bleary-eyed stupor in front of the tube.”

“Some things are worth watching, you have to admit. Your Masterpiece Theatre, for one thing, Rodney.”

“Polished soap opera. Still, yes, it’s awfully good.”

“It certainly makes Sundays special,” Jack agreed. “I think it’s one of the big things in my life. I’m not kidding. I doubt I could be fond of anyone who wasn’t as hooked as I am. I don’t know about you, but I find myself going off into Cockney at the drop of a hat. My frozen entrees call for a preheat of 400°, or the bulk of them do. I light the match, turn on the oven and mutter, Tour ‘undred.’ Even as Hudson. Or Rose.”

“Louisa’s my girl,” Rodney said dreamily. “Louisa Trotter, Duchess of Duke Street. I’d give a lot for a go with Louisa.”

“I guess lots of men had a go with Louisa in her time. That series got me to reading Evelyn Waugh again. She was Lottie Crump in Decline and Fall. And Vile Bodies.”

“I was a big Waugh reader,” Jack said. “It was the early books, though, then he got religion and began to get solemn-serious. That’s my opinion, anyway.”

“Graham Greene got religion and he didn’t get solemn-serious.”

“My favorite Waugh is A Handful of Dust,” Rodney said enthusiastically. “That’s a book.”

“No arguments about that, Rodney. But can we stop talking about writers? It makes me squirm, out of — well, fear. I try to stack myself up with popular writers, people whose work doesn’t throw me for a loop. If I start thinking of all the good ones, I’m inclined to feel like going to stand in a corner. One reason I don’t read the book sections when I’m working on something. I just get sick. Dazzling encomiums, and here you are just trying to do a workmanlike job.”

“Which means that you care very much about excellence and are probably a born and scrupulous craftsman.”

“Excellence and craftsmanship don’t always bring in the checks.”

“But since we know it can  — ”

“It would be nice to toss off a flashy bestseller and then get down to brass tacks.”

“I guess lots of people had that idea, only it didn’t pan out that way. I haven’t met him, but my friend Clover is on intime terms with a writer. Or a former writer. I guess he doesn’t do much of it these days. He was a journalist in Europe, where he was born, but apparently hasn’t had much success at authoring here. An old story, he was a Jew in Nazi Austria, the usual horrors. Clover never married, but then she met Anton, and it’s just as if she were married to him. She can’t be, because he’s already married and it seems there’s been no talk of divorce. It’s interesting, though. More than once she’s referred to him as her husband, and I could tell she didn’t even realize what she’d said.”

“Is she happy?”

“She certainly seems lighthearted. I don’t know about happy. Somehow the word doesn’t trip lightly off the tongue. I don’t mean just for Clover, I mean for anyone.”

“Obviously that’s because we overwork it so heartlessly. The English language isn’t too rich in nuances. But I think it’s because we’re leery about overreaching. Or oversimplifying. The trouble is, we’re inclined to equate it with happy forever, like the fairy tales. And they lived happily ever after. Well, you know damned well they didn’t live in a state of uninterrupted bliss for every day of their lives. You know damned well they piled up a list of grievances against each other, thought of breaking each other’s necks at odd and sundry times.”

He broke off, grinned. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pontificate. I could have said right off, yes, happy’s a word I’ll stand by, I think it’s what gets us out of bed in the morning, looking for it. Christine, you were telling us about your friend when I preempted the floor.”

“No, just that her man is, or was, a writer. And yes, I think she’s happy, there, I’ve said it. Certainly Anton must be an interesting companion, with his European ways, and his anecdotes and stories that give her a new look at like. Like the Schnorrer business.”

“The what?” Rodney demanded.

“Schnorrer, that’s a man who cadges, a down and outer, failed in his profession or else a victim of bad luck for some reason. A Schnorrer isn’t able to earn a living, so he exists through the bounty of relatives and friends, managing to keep afloat on their largesse. It’s not like a Bowery bum, we’re talking about a man with creases in his trousers and a homburg on his head, maybe. A faded gentleman. Anyway, Clover tells us about these things and we’re all fascinated. Sometimes I’m almost envious of her, of this thing she has. That she’s part of another world, that she has this glimpse into another culture, and that she’s assuaging this Third Reich survivor, Anton, giving him her strength and her love and her young prettiness when I’m sure he thought there would be nothing forevermore but bleakness. And now Clover, just one day running into someone like her, and he not young anymore.”

She gestured. “The rest of us are living static lives, stuck in a time warp, American provincials, supermarket types, but Clover knows about something else, sees it at first hand. In that way yes, I do envy her. And yes, I will have some more punch, apparently I’ve decided to stop counting glasses. More caviar too, Rodney, that is if you can spare some.”

“Oh, was I pigging it? Frightfully sorry.”

“Nobody minds, so don’t look so dashed.”

“By the way,” Jack said, “I’m no stranger to the term Schnorrer. My mother’s Czech, or at least by ancestry. It was called Bohemia in her grandmother’s time, and it was all part of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, as I’m sure you’re very much aware. I’ve heard my own stories. As a matter of fact I was raised on just such fancifications  —  Wind in the Willows — just like any other child but also Schnorrer stories, and yarns about Baron Munchausen.”

“It sounds like an interesting childhood, Jack. Imagine you knowing about Schnorrers!”

“Imagine you knowing about them.”

“It’s only because of Clover Martinson. Do you have a liking for lieder? And the Viennese schmaltz? Kaiman and Lehar and Stolz — of course Strauss too?”

“Unabashedly. You?”

“Sure do.”

“As for Strauss, both Strausses. Johann and Richard. Ah, yes. I think I could even do without books if it came down to a choice. I know I couldn’t live without music.”

“You don’t have a stereo, though.”

“I don’t need a stereo. It’s a lot of fuss and bother. I get all the music I could ask for, music is part of all my waking hours, except when I plant myself at night in front of the TV set. QXR, it’s an old friend. That’s an old Zenith radio near my desk, but it has an exceptionally good tone, it’s my old familiar. I’m always afraid it will conk out, I think I’d consider tearing all my hair out.”

“So you have music on while you’re working.”

“Certainly. Oh, I know some people demand utter quiet when they’re concentrating, but not me. God, not me. There’s that to keep me company, and the window view, seeing people moving around on the street; it’s like having friends around. I couldn’t work in a place where I wasn’t able to see other people.”

“Yes, it must be horrid not to have a window in your office.”

“I worked in an office without a window once,” Jack said. “Two of us, this young kid and I. He was a character, I liked him very much. He came from a very moneyed family and he had the job through connections, right after he graduated from college, it was noblesse oblige. He was incensed at being closed off that way, so he hunted through magazines and came up with a full page color photo of the New York skyline seen through a window frame. I came in one morning and there he was, sitting at his desk looking pleased as punch, with the photo tacked up on the wall next to him.”

He chuckled. “Funny thing was, it was very effective. It made you feel there really was a window, quite remarkable. His name was Richard, I’ve never forgotten him. Rodney, I meant to ask you, how do you British feel about your new Prime Minister?”

“Thatcher? Mixed feelings, but on the whole no riots in the streets. She’s very pretty.”

“Yes, she is,” Christine agreed. “She certainly dresses better than the Royal Family. I never saw such frumps.”

“They seem to consider it de rigeur to look dowdy. Is there a reason for that, Rodney?”

“English women are tweedy types, that’s all. Stumping along in layers of clothing, it’s a cold country, you know.”

“That’s no excuse for those awful hats. Your mother doesn’t stump along in layers of clothing. Peggy has incredible style. You’d think people in public life would want to — They all look like dressmaker’s dummies. But oh, I do love England, with its misty moors and lovely leas and its thatched roofs in the provinces. Creamed teas and pubs and all that clipped speech.”

“And its stiff-necked pride.”

“You Americans make a mystique about it,” Rodney said cheerfully. “You’ve all read too much Shakespeare.”

Jack chuckled. “We’ve all seen too much Masterpiece Theatre.”

“Maybe too much Maugham.”

“I hate it that there’s no Empire anymore, where the sun never set, and all that pomp. Okay, that’s reactionary, but I can’t help it.”

“It’s not what it was,” Rodney admitted. “Still, nattering won’t help.”

Jack said he was a confirmed Anglophile too. “I felt so in place when I was there, as if after a long journey, I’d come home. Whitehall and Trafalgar Square and the Inns of Court, all those bewigged barristers. I put up in a hotel in Kensington, the door porter was costumed like someone out of Dickens. I couldn’t believe it in this day and age. Kippers for breakfast. Marylebone and Christopher Wren and St. Mary’s in the Fields. Nice.”

“We went to a Lyons, for the fun of it,” Christine remembered. “Not the Corner House, the one near Marble Arch. We just wanted tea and crumpets, but it’s all divided into separate rooms, one for fish, one for meat, and so forth. Nothing that said tea. Except that I spotted a sign reading ‘Restful Tray,’ which proved to be where you got tea. It was so prototypically British.”

“They have their ways.”

“Listen, Jack, about an easy chair, which you said you want. Did they give you any extra material? They usually do. Not that we’d be able to match the fabric on this sofa, but at least it would give us the color tones. Don’t you think?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, there was a plastic envelope with some material. I’ll get it now, before I forget. Be right back.”

“And bring it along with you tomorrow.”

“What’s this about tomorrow?” Rodney wanted to know.

“We’re going to look at that armoire. Maybe we can find some other things for this place at the same time.”

“Good, I’ll come along.”

“Darling, no. If you please. You’ll only get tired straight off, and want an early lunch. This is no laughing matter. Naturally Jack wants to get everything he possibly can off his mind, so just let the two of us polish off the necessary, it will be so much quicker.”

“Well, if I’m not wanted.”

“You know better than that. I helped you, it’s Jack’s turn now.”

He returned with the material. Christine shook the fabric out of the envelope. “Oh, these are the arm pieces. See? Look, this is what you do with them, Jack.”

She got up, fitted the shaped pieces properly, stood back. “For what, though?” Jack asked. “It’s just another layer of material.”

“People run their hands down the arms of a sofa, or a chair, for that matter. They get soiled quicker than the rest. So you have these for protection, you have them cleaned whenever necessary.”

“I don’t think I like them, Christine.”

“Neither do I,” she admitted. “I never make use of them. To me, they’re simply antimacassars. Just keep them for match-up purposes.”

“So you’re going furniture hunting,” Rodney said. “I offered to go with you, do my bit, but Christine said nothing doing. I’d be in the way seemed to be the burden of her refrain.”

“I’m sure you want Jack to have a free mind too.”

“I still think it’s asking a hell of a lot. There are quite a few things I have in mind to look for. I’m afraid you’ll start looking askance. Why the hell am I wasting so much time on this dithering dolt?”

“I have more time than I know what to do with.”

“Somehow I can’t believe that.”

“It’s true.”

“Why, Christine?”

“I suppose it’s because I’m in the middle, like maybe when you’re writing a book, for example. There’s generally a beginning, a middle and an end. Or a play, perhaps. The first act is over, the last act is still to come and the second act is in progress. And this second act is not particularly action-filled. If I were in the audience I don’t think I’d bother to stay for the last act.”

“I’d suggest some revisions,” he said.

“So would I, but my mind’s a blank. Maybe it’s just a case of miscasting, the wrong person in the role. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for keeping home and hearth together.”

She was instantly aghast at what she had said. To a stranger. And with Rodney listening. A betrayal of sorts. Would he now report to his mother, via a transatlantic phone call, that her friend Christine Jennings seemed to be in some sort of snit?

“I didn’t mean a single word of that,” she cried, reaching for a cigarette. “Talking just to hear myself talk, that’s about it. What nonsense! I think I’m just showing off, trying to impress you, Jack, with flashy metaphors. By the way, those books you had published. You belittled them, rather, but could I read them? Or anyway, one or two of them? I meant to ask you before. May I?”

He hesitated. “I wouldn’t refuse, of course, and I’m far from ashamed of them, it isn’t that. I’d rather not, since they were outright potboilers, to make a quick buck, but I will because it would seem churlish and self-conscious to refuse when someone shows interest. The thing is I have no idea, until I can properly arrange my books, where my few little published gems are. As you can see — or maybe it isn’t immediately apparent — I just shoved them in the shelves helter-skelter, no organization at all. So — ”

“Another time?” he asked tentatively.

“Whenever, Jack.” She understood, or thought she did. He probably would feel exposed: she could sympathize with that. A writer must cringe at possible criticism. Maybe he was fearful his work would meet with lukewarm praise, dutiful encomiums. She thought that if she wrote a book and had it published she would probably hand it out to strangers on the bus, but then that situation wasn’t likely to arise.

“But thanks for asking, for being interested, Christine.”

“Needless to say, I’m interested too,” Rodney assured him. “As a matter of fact, it’s one of the reasons I scanned your books, I was hoping to come across something of yours.”

“Well, you’re not missing much for now, the big project is just getting under way. That will keep me busy for a while.” He looked uncomfortable. “I guess I am a little self-conscious about my output,” he admitted. “Defensive. Oh, well, shut up, Jack, come on, you two, drink up, we have to finish this brew. Rodney, let me fill your glass.”

“Thanks, Jack.”

“Christine?”

“Okay, seeing as how there’s just about enough for the three of us. I may be sorry later on, but right now it doesn’t seem to matter. And then, in a very short while, we must go. I must, at any rate.”

“I had hoped today would never end.”

“What a superlative host. Not one of those who already have their minds focused on cleaning up the dishes in the sink. Oh, must you go, here’s your hat.”

“I told you she was endless fun,” Rodney said, chortling.

“Have you two been talking about me?” Christine demanded. “When could that have been, may I ask?”
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