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INTRODUCTION


Maritta Wolff, who died at the age of eighty-three on July 1, 2002, has several claims to fame. She was a child prodigy whose remarkable first novel, Whistle Stop, was originally written for a class at the University of Michigan and was published, to rave reviews, when she was twenty-two. In spite of this early success she was that rare being: a person in contemporary life who shuns publicity. But her largest and most valid claim is the book you now hold in your hands, Sudden Rain, a novel that still, thirty years after she typed the last page, strikes the reader with all the power and pleasure and freshness of great art.

The reason why we have waited three decades for Wolff’s last work is in itself a great story. After her early success, she went on to publish five more successful novels. According to her husband, she finished Sudden Rain, her seventh novel, in 1972 (her previous novel, Buttonwood, had come out in 1962), but when asked by her publisher to promote the book, Wolff refused. She also refused to approach another publisher. Instead she put the manuscript into the refrigerator—someone had told her this was the safest place for documents—where it remained until her death. She never wrote another novel.

Of course we have questions: What kind of refrigerator? Did she keep it in the freezer or the fridge? Did the fridge last thirty years? Why didn’t she write another novel? Perhaps some will be answered by biographers (and seized upon by the manufacturers of fridges) but the real question, which is of course unanswerable, is how Wolff came to write such an excellent novel. We do, however, get glimpses in some of her comments. “My one hobby,” she wrote, “was developing as far back as I can remember, an inordinate interest in people and anything and everything happening to them.” And in an early interview she said that her characters “have a habit of getting their own ideas…. They run away and do as they please.”

Both of these remarks point to one of the most striking aspects of Sudden Rain: the immense vitality of the characters. It is surely no accident that dialogue plays such a prominent part in the novel. Everyone in this book—and the cast is large—is more than ready to speak for her- or himself. And to speak interestingly, appropriately, passionately on a large range of subjects from marine biology to divorce, from ladies’ hosiery to racing automobiles, from trying to get a NASA contract to child care.

Sudden Rain is set in Los Angeles in the autumn of 1972 and concerns a group of mostly middle-class women and men, young and middle-aged, each of whom is in some way, to some degree, struggling with the perplexing questions raised by the prevalence of divorce and by the awkward, barely articulated awareness that women may no longer be entirely satisfied by being wives and mothers. The plot is fierce, surprising, entertaining, and full of unexpected developments and difficult encounters. The novel has one of the most amazing endings I have ever read.

But what makes me want to stop strangers in the street and tell them about Sudden Rain is none of the above, not its odd history nor its wonderful characters, not its skillful plot nor its stunning denouement (though any of these might be more than enough). What makes me want to ask people to put aside everything to read this book is the sense I have that these artfully made pages are more real than life itself, and that my own singular life is the larger for having read them.

—MARGOT LIVESEY
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PETE AND KILLIAN WERE DIVORCED ON A THURSDAY afternoon early in November. It was an unremarkable enough day on the face of it. The freeways, the vital circulatory system that made it all possible, were clear and streaming throughout the urban sprawl. The beaches were overcast, with sunshine in the mountains and upper deserts. The temperature registered seventy-seven degrees at the Civic Center, and there was smog in the basin.

The big court building beneath the common pall of haze generated its own temperature of course and, for that matter, its own peculiar climate. As it happened, Cynny Holman was there that same Thursday afternoon, engaged upon a similar though unrelated matter. While Killian was making her way up through the subterranean parking levels, Cynny was already in the courtroom, one of a number of identical wood-paneled boxes which lined the corridors of the building, floor upon floor.

The court was momentarily quiet except for the surreptitious rustle of a newspaper from somewhere among the spectators. The judge coughed softly and turned his chair on the swivel, tilting it a little in order to rest his back.

“You say he was frequently absent from home for several days at a time?”

Cynny was in the witness chair on his right, her hands folded over her purse. She was feeling more nervous than she had expected and kept her eyes fixed upon the well-shaven face above the black robe, avoiding the rows of spectators below. Most of all, she did not want to look at Janet in her chic black-and-white dress, seated erect and alert between the lawyers at the counsel table in front of the bench.

“Yes, that’s correct,” Cynny said. “It was very upsetting to Mrs. Anderson, naturally. And very difficult and embarrassing for her to try to carry on their normal social life. I remember one occasion, my husband and I attended a dinner party at their home and Mr. Anderson simply didn’t appear at all. Mrs. Anderson held up dinner as long as she could, she obviously was upset and under great strain. Finally she made some very feeble sort of explanation that she had reached him by phone and he was detained on business, and she served without him. All through dinner she seemed to be trying not to burst into tears.”

Someone departed through the doors at the rear, and there was the sudden sound of intermingled voices and footsteps from the corridor outside, a brief thrust of life into the air-conditioned insularity of the courtroom. The doors swung shut again, and the room hushed. Among the rows of spectators (most of whom were pairs of women bound on a similar errand), a woman murmured to her attorney, and the bailiff stared at her warningly.

“And on occasions when he did appear with her at social gatherings, what was Mr. Anderson’s behavior toward his wife?” the judge asked, teetering his chair comfortably.

Cynny looked into his plump face and wondered if this man really could have the least possible interest in learning that. It seemed more likely that through the years he had trained himself not to listen to a single word of this, one more dreary recital of the same clichés and half-truths that he must hear repeated every day that he sat on this bench.

“He behaved very badly,” she said in her clear, unhurried voice. “It was really terribly embarrassing. Either he would make a point of ignoring Mrs. Anderson in a cruel, obvious way, or he would say the most cutting and unkind things to her in a humorous—well, in the guise of humor but it wasn’t in the least funny. His attitude in every way, he seemed to be constantly belittling her.”



“Belittling,” the judge murmured. “Yes.”

Have I said the magic word, Cynny wondered. And within her mind the stolid man on the bench was transformed into an IBM card-sorting machine, chastely draped in a black robe and sifting through punch cards with tremendous speed and efficiency for the right combination of clichés to fit the formula. What could the formula be, three cruels plus two tearses, four humiliatings, and one belittle, all equal to one blow struck before witnesses? All the cards flashing back and forth until finally, triumphantly, the last card fell into the last slot, bingo, decree granted! Cynny studied the handles of her black leather purse to refocus.

“I recall one very typical incident that happened at a cocktail party last summer,” she said. “Janet, Mrs. Anderson, was standing with four or five other people, she was telling a story, just something amusing that had happened to her that day. She tells such stories very well, she’s very witty and entertaining. Mr. Anderson came up behind her all at once while she was talking, she had no idea that he was there. And he began to—well, to mimic her, a sort of pantomime without any sound, very exaggerated and terribly unkind, waving his hands and tipping his head from side to side, raising and lowering his eyebrows, pretending to be talking very rapidly. Mrs. Anderson finally sensed that something was wrong. She stopped and turned round. Mr. Anderson laughed then in a very sarcastic way and walked off. There were things like that that were very humiliating for her.”

Poor Fred, Cynny thought with faint disgust, what a shabby story to repeat to anyone. I like Fred Anderson, I always have. In many ways, he is a much kinder human being than Janet is.

The judge turned back to his desk suddenly, stacking together several papers with an air of finality. “I assume this had a detrimental effect upon Mrs. Anderson’s health,” he said neutrally. “She cried a great deal and—”

“Oh, yes,” Cynny rushed, with the guilty feeling that she had been cued back to her lines. She was nervous no longer, only a little tired now, the beginnings of a headache behind her eyes, and anxious to be done.

“Mrs. Anderson lost a great deal of weight, she was under a doctor’s care. I remember one particular occasion when she telephoned me early this fall, it was the night before her son’s birthday actually. Both children were arriving from school the next day, and Mr. Anderson hadn’t come home. She was worn out and really quite hysterical. It was very late but I reached her doctor finally, and he came over and gave her sedatives so that she was able to sleep. I would say all this had a very detrimental effect upon her health.”

“Yes,” the judge murmured. And then he added, with a glance at the counsel table, “If there are no questions, you may step down, Mrs. Holman.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Holman.”

The uniformed bailiff opened the little swinging gate, and Cynny descended the steps. The younger of Janet’s pair of lawyers was on his feet, pulling out the chair for her at the counsel table, and she whispered her thanks, smiling. As she sat down, Janet was just rising in answer to her own summons to the witness stand. The two women exchanged swift looks of commiseration and encouragement. Cynny settled herself in the chair, relieved to be, once more, rejoined with the anonymous aggregate of spectators in the courtroom.

Janet was sworn in and turned expectantly toward the judge, composed and elegant. Cynny listened only long enough to note that Janet was carrying it all off with great style, just the proper mixture of indignation, wry humor, hurt pride, and grief. And then, with a little twinge of distaste, Cynny closed her ears. She sat erect and motionless, hands folded, a small, slim woman in a tweed suit, hatless, smooth, dark hair and a quiet face with traces of humor at the mouth and eyes.

For a time, she watched the court stenographer, a young woman with glasses and elaborately coiffed blond hair, whose fingers flew over her silent little machine. And then her gaze wandered back to the judge in his black robe, seated behind his high desk flanked on either side by the American and California State flags, hanging limp. Had he indeed mastered the trick of listening with one ear so that his mind now roamed over golf scores and stock quotations? Did he long for nothing more complicated at this moment than an Alka-Seltzer and an unhurried trip to the bathroom, or did he ever fall prey to flashes of human curiosity, the nagging desire to cut through all the idiotic verbiage and learn what actually had happened between Fred and Janet or any of the countless other Freds and Janets who appeared before him? How absurd and ridiculous it really was, she thought. Why was it not possible to come here and tell the simple truth of the matter? The simple, unextraordinary truth, that Fred and Janet had—what? She puzzled over it briefly. Had outlived their period of strong sexual attraction, she supposed, as most married couples did, had substituted other shared interests for it, primarily the rearing of their children. But years pass and children grow older. Married people live separate enough lives at best these days, the points of real contact can become fewer and fewer. If people have not developed a strong need for each other somewhere along the line, what is there finally left to hold them together?

And once that point was reached, she thought wryly, it all became a matter of time and opportunity and individual temperament, didn’t it? After all, there were always new sexual attractions, and people never outlive their need to feel important, to love and be loved. Either they limped along together, taking out on each other their resentments at their deprivation, or they found opportunities to satisfy their needs elsewhere, through lovers, children, friends. In this case, it was Fred who, a year or so ago, started an affair with a girl from his office who was fifteen years younger than Janet, a divorcée with two young children. And now they were all here today, primarily because Fred had decided that it was worth the property settlement to him to obtain the divorce and marry this girl. And worth a certain extra generosity in the settlement agreement if Janet would refrain from bringing up her name in court. And there it was. No one’s fault really, not Fred’s, not Janet’s, just the way things happened.

Janet’s testimony came to an end just then, and she returned to her place at the table. The judge began examining the documents pertaining to the property settlement, and there was a noticeable sharpening of attention throughout the courtroom. At some point he raised a question that brought both sets of lawyers to their feet, and Janet leaned forward, her face strained, reaching out to Cynny’s hand beside her, pointed nails digging hard into Cynny’s flesh.

And then it was over. Janet’s lawyer turned away from the bench, smiling. He lifted Janet from her chair with a hand beneath her elbow, and Cynny too, propelling them both with him to the doors, while the younger member of the firm packed away papers behind them.

Outside, they were engulfed by the noise and confusion of the wide marble corridor, and the lawyer was saying, “There now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“You speak for yourself, Ed Hines,” Janet said. “It was perfectly ghastly. For a minute there I thought that miserable judge was going to throw out the entire property settlement. I nearly died!”

“Well, I warned you about the judge,” the lawyer said genially. “Didn’t I tell you that for some reason he’s had it in for you girls lately? If your settlement hadn’t been nailed down to the last detail, I’d have wrangled a change of calendar, you can be damn sure of that.”

“Absolutely ghastly,” Janet said again. “Cynny, you were wonderful, darling. The perfect witness.”

“She’s right, Mrs. Holman,” the lawyer said. “You looked damn good. You stayed right to your points, and so did you, Janet. I was proud of you both.”

Cynny murmured deprecatingly, her eyes on Janet. She was talking too rapidly, Cynny thought, her eyes too bright, hands moving too quickly as she fumbled inside her purse.

“Here, have one of mine.” The lawyer held out the cigarette package to them both.

“Well, thank God it’s over, that’s all I can say,” Janet was saying. “Are there telephones? I promised Mollie I’d phone her the instant this was finished.”

The lawyer held the lighter for each of them in turn. “Look, you girls have phone calls to make, and powder your noses and all that. There is an errand I could do upstairs since I’m here anyway. Suppose I meet you in a half hour or so? Then we’ll go back to the Pavilion for a drink before we leave for the airport, all right?”

“Marvelous,” Janet said. “You don’t have to dash off right this minute, do you, Cynny? Please don’t.”

“No, of course not,” Cynny said.

“Do you have change for the telephones?” The lawyer scooped a handful of coins from his trousers pocket as he spoke.

“My God, at this moment I don’t know what I’ve got,” Janet said, picking silver from his palm. “I’m so happy this is over that I could dance a fandango right down the hallway!”

“I told you it would be all right, didn’t I? Be good now. See you girls in a few minutes.” He moved off toward the bank of elevators.

Cynny reached out to Janet’s arm. “The phone booths are down here at the end, love. Right outside the ladies’.”

“Good.” Janet set off so fast that Cynny hurried to keep up with her. “I must call Joan, too, I promised. I’m sorry, darling. Do you mind waiting?”

“Don’t be silly! What about the children?”

“No. They know today is the day, but they’ll be off at classes and all that. Anyway, I’d rather wait and phone them both from Palm Springs tonight.”

“Much better. Look, don’t hurry. I don’t mind waiting at all.”

“Bless you! I mean that, Cynny. I can’t tell you how I appreciate all this. I was about to say I’d do the same for you one day, but obviously that’s not exactly what I mean, is it? Thank your stars, darling, you have the last happy marriage left in town.”

She closed the sectioned glass door of the telephone booth, and Cynny moved away a few steps, out of the flow of traffic. She stood near the wall and smoked her cigarette, watching the comings and goings along the corridor. Relatively few men had business on this floor of the building, aside from the lawyers with their attaché cases who greeted one another jovially. But there was a ceaseless flow of women, women of all sorts and descriptions. Our one true meeting ground, Cynny thought ruefully, we all come here sooner or later, for the one reason or the other. She watched what was obviously a young Hollywood starlet, chic in an expensive suede pantsuit, gliding by on the arm of her handsome, silver-haired attorney. And just behind her, a woman in an ill-fitting pink dress lugging a dirty-faced infant, a gaggle of small children clinging to her skirts. All kinds of women but with one common denominator.

Just then a tall, florid woman in a tight, dark suit moved past Cynny to stand beside her. The woman was accompanied by a lawyer, a small, balding, youngish man who propped one foot against the end of a wooden bench, balancing a legal tablet on his knee.

“Look,” he said to the woman softly, “my advice to you is to agree to this.”

“But he’s taking my daughter away from me,” the woman said in a hoarse voice. “That’s what it really amounts to.”

Cynny stole a look and saw tears running down her cheeks; she quickly averted her eyes.

The lawyer was silent, frowning as he doodled a web of precise black-penciled squares on his pad.

“I didn’t tell you this,” the woman said finally. “There was a while last spring when I was drinking pretty heavy and going around to bars and—all that. He’ll bring that up against me, won’t he?”



“Yes,” the lawyer said drily. “I think you’d better be prepared for that.”

Cynny could not resist looking once more into the woman’s face. The silent tears were running faster now, huge, shining droplets streaking furrows in her heavy makeup.

The lawyer cleared his throat. “It really isn’t such a bad arrangement, you know. Your daughter goes to this boarding school up north at his expense, and you share the school holidays. How old is she, nearly fourteen? Well then, in a couple more years she’ll be allowed to choose, and by then—”

“By then it will be too late,” the woman said in a flat voice.

“Oh, now—” he began.

“No,” the woman said. “Anyway, by then they’ll have her poisoned against me. Him and that damn holier-than-God sister of his!”

Cynny snuffed out her half-smoked cigarette and walked back to the telephone booths. Janet, looking out through the glass, caught her eye and waved, smiling brightly over the black receiver. Cynny smiled in return and stabbed her finger twice into the air, indicating the door of the women’s lavatory. Janet nodded.

Inside the big, barren room, there was a constant gurgle of plumbing and a babble of voices above it. Five or six women were already lined before the long mirror over the washbowls, and Cynny waited her turn. She moved to the mirror at last, setting her purse on the stainless steel shelf. For no particular reason, she turned on the water in one of the white sinks, speckled with pink face powder, and washed her hands, lathering them thoroughly with institutional soap.

The room gradually emptied. Cynny, already regretting the clinging reek of the soap, rinsed her hands a second time and scrubbed at them with squares of harsh brown paper toweling. She retouched her lipstick and then moved off, lighting a cigarette from a pack in her purse.

A final pair of women left the room, and Cynny was suddenly aware that she had the lavatory to herself. The noise from the corridor was muffled here, and she welcomed the respite. Her headache had now materialized into a small, dull pain behind her eyes. She wished there were some tactful way to avoid having drinks with Janet and her lawyer, but she could not think of one. The final duty of a conscientious witness. It likely would mean that she would be caught in the thick of the going-home freeway traffic, but there it was. Obviously she could not abandon poor Janet until she was safely on her way to the airport.

Then, in the silence of the lavatory, there came the unmistakable sound of someone vomiting. Cynny looked up, startled, and saw what she had failed to notice before, that one out of the row of gray cubicle doors was closed. The sound of retching came again. So much for the sense of privacy and refuge. A new duty now confronted her.

Oh, hell, she said to herself.

Cynny listened, but there was no further sound. She slowly burrowed her cigarette into the sand in the urn beside her, hoping for some last reprieve. None came, and she moved indecisively toward the cubicle. Just outside the closed door, she listened again and heard a faint gagging, to which her own stomach made a queasy response. Then she heard another sound, a strangulated whispering, a dry, smothered sobbing, but the words distinct, “Oh, Pete, I can’t! I can’t, I can’t! Oh, Pete, Pete!”

After that it was still. Cynny waited for several seconds before she said, “Are you all right? Is there anything I can do?”

There was no answer.

“Are you all right?” Cynny asked again, more urgently.

There was only silence.

Then the toilet flushed. The bolt was thrown back with a clatter, and the gray metal door swung open.

The woman who came out from the cubicle was very young, slender in a smart, plain, dark blue pantsuit. A girl, Cynny thought, who at some other time might even be beautiful, with smooth, shining, leaf brown hair hanging below her shoulders and wide, clear eyes of the same warm color. Now she looked green and ill, perspiration glistening in drops over her face.

“I’m sorry, I thought everyone had gone,” Killian said. “That must have been disgusting to listen to. My witness gave me a wild new tranquilizer on top of a lot of wine at lunch, and it didn’t mix.”

She went to the mirror and began to blot at her face with a piece of tissue, her hands shaking.

It came to Cynny with a pang that this girl, whoever she was, was not so many years older than her own daughter. She followed her, reaching out a hand sympathetically to her shoulder. “Why don’t you stretch out on that bench for a minute and I’ll go fetch your witness, shall I?”

“It’s very good of you,” Killian said, “but I don’t think it’s a terribly practical idea. I’m due in court this minute. And my witness is a man.”

Her little metal tube of lipstick shot out of her trembling hands, and Cynny bent to retrieve it from the floor.

“Why do all these women bring other women for witnesses? It must be so dull for them,” she said as she took the small gold cylinder that Cynny silently held out to her. She turned back to the mirror and went on talking with what struck Cynny as an irritating bravado.

“Anyway, I had to bring this boy. First he was going to be corespondent, and of course he absolutely adored that. Then my mother spoiled everything by insisting that I be the one to get the divorce, and he was so disappointed that I had to promise him he could be my witness. I don’t imagine that will be nearly as much fun, though, do you?”

If this were a child of mine, I’d slap her, Cynny thought, and so she could not quite resist.

“Pete?” she said.

“Not Pete, Robbie.” Killian was intent upon her lipstick. “Pete’s the one I’m divorcing.”

Then she went taut and still. She looked up slowly to meet Cynny’s eyes in the mirror. Incredibly, she went still paler, then chalk white, with the pastel lipstick shining upon her mouth like grease.

After a moment, she said harshly, “Leave me alone. I’m all right now. And even if I wasn’t, I’d go in there and divorce that son of a bitch if it was the last thing I ever did!”

Cynny opened her mouth to speak again, then thought better of it. She turned away instead and went back into the corridor.




PETE, AT THAT MOMENT, WAS PEACEFULLY ASLEEP, his long frame stretched out on top of a bed in the well-appointed room designated his in his mother’s new house in the hills above Bel-Air. Actually, it was Pete’s father, Tom Fallon, who was thinking of Killian just then, and of that court building in the smog-enshrouded Civic Center.

Tom had spent all that Thursday in his office in a complex near International Airport. As it happened, it had been a particularly busy day. A short, thickset man with silvery hair cropped above an impatient face, he lunched at his desk, munching on a sandwich provided by his secretary, joyfully immersed in the kind of work that he always found most engrossing and satisfying. But all the same, it was with him throughout the day, continually there at the edge of his consciousness, the stark geometrics of that building, the hive of judicial chambers and hearing rooms it contained, and the errand there upon which Killian was bent.

Sometime past midafternoon, Tom made a final computation, together with a rapid note to himself in his slashing black script. He put down the calculating machine and leaned back in his desk chair, his face keen and concentrating. He mentally sifted through fifty last bits of pertinent data, filing them in his mind. And that was about it, he decided. The presentation was complete. He had everything he would need to answer any and all of the questions that would be fired at him. He had no doubts whatsoever. The conception was brilliant, the gadgetry was good, damn good. It more than met every specification, it would do the job under the required conditions. In addition, it left a wider safety margin than they would have had any right to expect. It simply could not be done better than this.

Tom put the project aside in a mental compartment beyond the reach of any doubts, anxieties, or second thoughts and closed the door on it. He removed the heavy, black-rimmed glasses that he wore for reading and massaged his eyelids. Then, with a sudden unleashing of energy, he bounded up from his chair. Scooping a leather attaché case from the floor, he began to pack it, selecting papers from the littered desktop, stacking and stowing them with swift efficiency. In the midst of his packing, he paused to glance at his watch and reached for the switch of an intercom unit.

“Batesey, I’m all clear, I’ll take calls now,” he said. “But first ring up my house for me, would you?”

“Right, Mr. Fallon,” the feminine voice answered. “Mrs. Fallon has phoned a couple times. I offered to put her through, but she said it wasn’t important. I’ll get her for you right away.”

“Righto.”

He continued to pack the attaché case until one of the telephones buzzed softly and he sat down on the end of the desk, lifting the receiver.

“Hello, Nedith?”

“Tom, I’ve been trying to call you for hours,” the faintly aggrieved voice said.

“I had some work to finish. If it was important, you should have let Batesey put you through.”

There was total silence.

“Well?” he said. “What is it, what did you want?”

“You’re the one who called me, for heaven’s sakes! What do you want?”

“Oh, Christ!”

“Well, you’ll be home, won’t you?” she said. “Or won’t you? What time are you leaving?”

“Yes, I’ll be home. I have to pack. I have a couple last things to wind up here first.” He glanced again at his watch. “Take me five, ten more minutes. I don’t know yet exactly when I’m leaving, I still haven’t had the confirmation on my flight. Look, is Pete there?”

“That’s why I’ve been calling you,” she said, with a thin note of exasperation. “He’s been shut up in his room all day long. I don’t like it, Tom.”

“Yeah. Well, put him on, would you?”

“Why?” she asked flatly.

He hitched about impatiently on the desk corner. “No big deal. I thought I’d ask him to meet me somewhere and we’d have a drink, that’s all.”

“I thought you said you were ready to leave the office. If you want to have a drink with him, you could just as well do it when you get home, couldn’t you?”

“Nedith,” Tom said, his face thunderous. “You say he’s been shut up in his room all day. I thought it might be good for him to get out and move around and meet me somewhere.”

“Well, he may not want to do that,” she said dubiously.

“Just put him on the phone, would you, please?”

“All right. Tom? You’ll be nice to him, won’t you? I think he’s terribly upset. You know what today is, don’t you?”

He came off the desktop in a bound, rocking on his feet like a boxer. “Nedith, for the love of God! What else have we been talking about for the last two minutes? Yes, I do know what today is!”

“You needn’t take my head off. You’re not exactly noted for remembering dates that are important to your family these days, are you?”

“Now we’re back to last week again. Apparently I’m never going to be allowed to live that down.”

“Well, you can’t deny it, can you? You did forget Tippy’s birthday. Sally was very hurt. She pretended that it didn’t matter to her, but it did.”

“Oh, Christ! I’m not trying to deny anything. Last week I forgot that one of my grandchildren was two years old on Tuesday. But I do happen to remember that today my son’s wife is in court divorcing him. Nedith, look, I’m in a rush. You can chew me out all you like once I get home. Would you just ask Pete to pick up the phone, please?”

At the other end, the receiver was banged down on a tabletop with an audible crash. Tom waited, sitting down again on the corner of the desk. He riffled through a stack of typed letters in a tray, picked a memo from a spindle, read it, and discarded it in the direction of a wastebasket. Finally he reached out to the gleaming model of a multistage rocket that stood on the desktop, his blunt-fingered hand suddenly delicate and precise.

“Hello, Dad?” The voice in his ear was young and noncommittal.

“Pete,” Tom said. “It’s good to have you home.”

He hesitated, frowning as he turned the rocket a little upon its mountings. “Why, I just had an idea, Pete. I’m knocking off early, I’m flying down to Houston later on today. I thought maybe we could meet somewhere and have a drink. How about it?”

There was a perceptible pause on the other end. “Sure. I guess so. If you’d like.”

“I would like,” Tom said. “Very much. You don’t get home that often anymore. Look, I have to wind up here, and then I’ll be in a bit of a rush. Maybe we could meet somewhere halfway. Got any old favorite spot around Santa Monica you’d like to have a drink?”

“No. Anywhere you say, Dad.”

Tom absently stroked the little capsule poised upon the top of the rocket booster, his finger moving over it with infinite gentleness. “Okay, how about the Orlatti’s on Wilshire?”

“Fine with me.”

“Right. I’ll finish up here in about ten minutes. Let’s say the bar at Orlatti’s in twenty minutes, okay?”

For the first time the voice at the other end warmed. “Oh, hey!” Pete said amusedly. “You must be way ahead on speeding tickets this year, Dad. What’s the matter with those cops out there on the San Diego Freeway anyway, they losing their touch or what?”

Tom whooped delightedly. “Hell, no, it’s me. I’m a reformed character.”

“You must be kidding! Better make it Orlatti’s in a half hour anyway. I have to shave.”

“Right. See you there, Pete.”

The voice from the other end altered then, becoming once more guarded and impersonal. “Want me to put Mother back on?”

“No, never mind,” Tom said. “I’ll see her when we get home.”

He slid from the corner of the desk as he put down the phone, walking rapidly around to the chair behind it. For a moment, he gave his complete attention to the attaché case, adding several last papers before he closed it, putting it down upon the thick rug beside him. He reached again for the intercom switch.

“Batesey, I’m in a hell of a rush now. Let’s see how fast we can get this show on the road. Are there any other letters I have to sign besides the ones here in the tray? I’ll have time for two or three phone calls, use your own judgment. But before we start on those, would you get me Mrs. Christopher over at the store, please?”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Fallon, we’ll get you out of here in a flash,” the feminine voice said. “There’s only one other letter, the one to Chemco. It’s being typed now, I’ll have it in to you in a minute. And I’ll get Mrs. Christopher right away.”

“Good girl.”

Tom cleared another section of desktop with a careless swipe. He donned the reading glasses once more and began on the tray of letters, skimming each one before he added the rapid, illegible scrawl of his signature.

The telephone buzzed softly, and Tom reached for it, flipping off the intercom switch with his other hand, his eyes still fixed upon a letter before him.

“Hello?” a warm, slightly breathless voice said into his ear.



Tom smiled. “Hallie,” he said, with a lingering inflection over the word, his voice softened.

“Oh, Mrs. Morgan, how nice, how are you?” the voice said in a delighted rush of words.

“I take it your boss lady is breathing down your neck,” Tom said with amusement, scribbling his signature once more and reaching for another typewritten sheet.

“That’s right,” the voice said with an answering twinkle of humor. “One dozen pair, size ten, Dark Echo.”

“Look, Hallie, I’m in a bit of a bind, but I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’m just leaving here to have a drink with Pete. He turned up at the house late last night. I don’t know what brought him up from San Diego, the divorce hearing today, I assume. I thought we’d have a drink in case he’d like to talk to me. After that I have to stop by the house for a minute to pick up some clean shirts. So I’ll be a little late, all right?”

“That’s perfectly all right, Mrs. Morgan. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be in touch with you the minute they come in.”

“I thought you could ride out to the airport with me. My flight’s at eight-forty, we’ll stop for dinner somewhere on the way.”

“Yes, I’d be happy to.”

Tom scrawled his signature at the bottom of another letter. “So I’ll see you in a little while then. Hallie?”

“Yes?”

“I love you, Mrs. C.”

“Ah, thank you very much!” the warm, breathless voice said. “I feel exactly the same, you know. Thank you for calling.”

Tom put down the phone and reached to the intercom.

“Okay, Batesey. Where the hell’s that letter to Chemco? Let’s mop it up now. I want to get out of here.”

Thirty minutes later, Tom was at the wheel of his dusty blue sports car, off the freeway, and cutting back and forth through the traffic along Wilshire Boulevard. The clouds were low, and in the wan light the architectural forms of the shops and banks, restaurants and bowling alley that lined the street were obscured behind the superstructure of their advertising signs, the gaudy patchwork overlay that floated in the mist on either side. Tom slammed on his brakes, catching a glimpse ahead of rustic brown timbers, an incongruous Swiss chalet perched above the sidewalk with several tall old pine trees clustered behind it. He swung into the left-turn lane, braked a little more, and then, with a snarling roar of power from the engine, shot across before the lines of oncoming traffic and up the precipitous driveway to a head-snapping stop. He was out of the leather bucket seat almost before the brakes engaged. Lifting his hand in brief salute to a uniformed parking attendant, he bounded up the steps to the heavy wooden door.

Inside, the room was dark, and Tom hesitated for an instant until his eyes adjusted and he caught sight of Pete’s fair hair gleaming in the subdued blue-green light from behind the bar. He set off along the barstools then with rapid strides.

“Pete! Hey, it’s good to see you!”

“How are you, Dad?”

Pete slid from his stool, and they shook hands briefly. He was nearly a head taller than Tom with a big, smooth-muscled body and a contained, intelligent face, deeply suntanned, and surrounded by longish, streaked, dark blond hair.

Tom swung up onto the stool beside him. Smiling, he reached out his hand to Pete’s shoulder. “Damn good to see you, kid. Sorry I’m late.”

“That’s all right. I just got here myself.”

“Have you ordered yet?” Tom turned to the hovering bartender. “I’ll have Scotch on the rocks, J and B. What’ll you have, Pete?”

“A beer, I guess. No, make that Scotch and soda, tall.”

Tom pulled a crumpled cigarette package from his jacket pocket. “Christ, I thought I’d never get loose!”

“So you’re off to Houston. Got a big deal cooking with NASA?”



Tom laughed. “Any deal with NASA is a big deal these days. We’re glad to take anything we can get. This one’s in the bag though. Damn it, Pete, I wish you’d come out to the plant this morning. I should have phoned you. You could have taken a look at a couple of the new gadgets we’re tinkering with. It’s pretty interesting stuff. You’d have gotten a bang out of it.”

Pete’s eyes were studiously fixed upon a small metal ashtray that he spun in his fingers. “Yeah, I should have done that,” he murmured.

Tom glanced at him and then said abruptly, “Well, that’s enough shoptalk. So what’s new with you, Pete? How’s everything down at the waterworks?”

“Great. Just great.”

“All the fish well and accounted for?” Tom said lightly. “The forest thriving? Damn, I wish I’d taken up diving myself about ten years ago. I’d really like to see that kelp forest, it must be quite a sight.”

“No reason why you can’t see it anyway if you’d like to. You’re in great shape and a good swimmer. There’s not as much of a trick to it as you may think. Come to La Jolla some weekend and I’ll take you down.”

“Hey! I’d like that.”

The bartender put the drinks before them on small, square paper coasters.

“Hold the check, would you?” Tom said. “Well, cheers.”

“Cheers.”

They touched glasses, and after he drank, Tom snuffed out his cigarette and swung around on the stool, his elbow upon the bar top, fingers locked in front of his chest, eyes fixed on the boy beside him.

Pete shifted and said a little too quickly, “Did you get out to the Rams game Sunday, Dad?”

“No, something came up. I’m sorry I missed it, though. How about you? It was televised in San Diego, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, I saw about ten minutes of it. I had a lot of work to get through. For some reason, I’ve been working my butt off this quarter.”

“I don’t see how they can run a graduate school on the quarter system,” Tom said. “You going back down tonight then, or are you staying in town for a day or two?”

“I’d planned to stay up through the weekend. What I really wanted to do was go out to Malibu for two or three days, but Mother more or less vetoed that. She says the house has been closed up for the winter.”

“Damn good idea, why don’t you do it? Take you about five minutes to turn on the icebox and all that once you’re out there. You might even get some sun, though I doubt it.”

“I believe I will. I’ll pick up some stuff at the house and go on out later.”

“Good deal.” Tom swung back to the bar. He took another drink from his glass and then turned it in his hand, his eyes upon it. “Well, Pete,” he said, “as of today, I take it you’re on your way back to being a single man.”

“That’s right,” Pete said, with no inflection.

Tom rattled ice cubes together vigorously, frowning a little. “I’m damn sorry about this, Pete. I imagine you are, too.”

Pete shrugged, the faintest motion of his wide shoulders.

Tom glanced at the boy’s even, unsmiling profile in the dim bar light. “All I meant to say, I assume you got married with the same hopes most people do. I’m sorry as hell it went bust for you, that’s all.”

“Thanks,” Pete said. “I knew what you meant. It’ll be all right. It’s pretty much behind me already.”

He smiled suddenly with no particular humor. “I guess this is one we have to chalk up for Mother though. She called it right on the button, didn’t she? She said from the beginning that this was how it was going to turn out.”

Tom’s fingers tightened upon the empty cigarette package, squeezing it into a crumpled ball that, when he dropped it, bounced upon the polished bar top. “With all due respect to your mother,” he said drily, “she has been known to be wrong about things, too. Personally, I thought Killian was a wonderful girl.”

Pete was silent, staring at the rows of shining bottles before him, his shoulders hunched beneath the thin knit of his sports shirt.

Tom hunted through his pockets for more cigarettes, then abandoned the search and leaned upon his folded arms, his eyes once more on Pete’s face.

The bar was beginning to fill up, with a constant swinging of the door at the front, and waitresses in short black skirts moved among the tables. There was an increasing hum of voices and clink of glassware along with the soft music, and blue cigarette smoke drifted in the dim light.

“Pete.” Tom’s voice was a little wistful over the word.

At last he said, “I don’t know what went sour with you kids down there in La Jolla, but that’s something that is strictly between you and Killian anyway. You’re a pretty mature, levelheaded guy, Pete. I thought you knew what you were doing when you married her, you must know what you’re doing now, too. I wouldn’t think of questioning that. I know it’s been a lot rougher for you than you’ve cared to let on, but—”

Pete stirred upon his stool, and Tom said, “No, let me finish. It may be rough for a while, but one thing is for damn sure in this world. A bad marriage is no asset to a man who’s just starting out in life. It may be rough to find it out now, but it’s a hell of a lot easier than finding it out a few years from now, when you have children and ties and roots together. Anyway, that’s past history, it’s only the future that really counts for any of us.”

He paused, draining the last whiskey from his glass. “Pete, there are a lot of things that you and I have never talked about. I don’t know why we didn’t, I wish to hell now we had. Marriage is a damn funny business. I’d give a lot right now to be able to look into your mind and find out what you really think about it. Take—your mother and me, for instance. You probably have your own opinion of what our marriage has been like, and maybe—Or it’s not unlikely that—”

Tom floundered and stopped, and beside him Pete’s shoulders were tensed and rigid.

“Damn, I know I brought more cigarettes,” Tom murmured, beginning another desperate search through his pockets. “The thing is, now you’ve had a go at it yourself, and it didn’t turn out. What I’m trying to say is, don’t scrub the whole idea of marriage now, Pete. Hell, I’m no psychiatrist, or sociologist, or cultural anthropologist, or whatever the hell kind of an expert it takes these days to give you the reasons why, but marriage is still the most satisfactory way for a man to live that we’ve come up with yet. And that goes for the hippie communes and all the other experiments. Except there is an if to it, and it’s a pretty damn big, important if. If you marry the right woman! Maybe this is going to sound corny to you, or square, or whatever you call it, but don’t scrub it, keep looking. It’s not just raising a family, though that’s a pretty satisfying thing, but you find the right girl, that in itself is going to be worth more to you than maybe you can even dream at this stage. A warm, loving, happy woman, oh, Christ! You’re lucky enough to have that, Pete, it can make all the difference in your life. Hell, I’m no good at saying these things, you can get along without it, sure. But take my word for it, once you’ve found it, you—”

Pete slid from the stool. “Hold it a minute, Dad. There’s a cigarette machine over by the door.” He was gone.

Tom reached for his glass. He found it empty and looked for the bartender, who was engaged over a tray at the far end of the bar. He turned back then to gaze after Pete, his face still intense with concern.

Pete was standing before the large metal cigarette dispenser groping for coins in his trousers pocket, and the outer door swung open again to admit several men in business suits. A shaft of harsh gray daylight streamed through the doorway, and in that brief illumination, Tom saw the curious white line like a scar across Pete’s tanned face. He stared, startled, and then recognized it in a flood of memory.

It had been a long time since he had seen that mark, so long a time that he had imagined it was something Pete had outgrown, a part of a tender recollection of his son as a small boy: pale hair, skinned knees, the clear, earnest eyes of childhood, and on occasion, this curious narrow, white ridge that would appear along the boy’s upper lip and down to the corners of his mouth, and as suddenly disappear again. Tom remembered it from a dozen times at once: a small boy holding out a cut foot that dripped blood onto the beach sand; the time Pete had sprained his wrist in the sprawled landing from a leap from the garage roof; the time Tom, relief mixed with his anger, had punished the boy for straying off in the early winter darkness, only to learn later that he had been sent upon an errand by the family maid; times when a small boy’s pride struggled against his desire to weep.

And later on, when Pete was grown? Tom rummaged through a fund of recollection. Only a few occasions now: the time Bob Rinkler had borrowed Pete’s brand-new surfboard without permission and shamefacedly returned it with a great jagged hole in the nose, and Pete had been shaking with an icy, controlled fury; once after a college swim meet when Pete was staggering with exhaustion; one bad night when Tom and Nedith had quarreled bitterly after a party, assuming Pete to be asleep upstairs only to discover him at the kitchen table, silent and miserable before an untouched sandwich and glass of milk. And now.

Tom abruptly turned away. He listened to the metallic clanking of the cigarette machine through the murmur of voices and the insipid canned music, and studied his hands, clasped and momentarily still.

But what did I say to him that was wrong, Tom asked himself. What did I say? I love this kid!

For an instant, he felt a bereavement as acute as a physical pain, the sense of a yawning space that separated him from his son, one that he was powerless to traverse.



Christ, I should have known better than to try, he told himself. With all the affection in the world on both sides, there is still no way it can be done.

Pete slid back onto the stool beside him. “Here you go, Dad.”

“Thanks.” Reaching for the cigarettes, Tom stole a glance at Pete’s face and found it once more tanned and impassive. The puckered white mark was gone without a trace.

“So you were saying, Dad?”

“No,” Tom said. “No more lectures. I mean it, Pete.”

“Go ahead,” Pete said pleasantly. “Be my guest. Considering the amount of time and money this matrimonial venture of mine has cost you, I assume you feel you’re entitled.”

“Entitled?” Tom said, the hurt in his voice. “I never felt I was entitled. What the hell would entitle me?”

They sat in silence for a moment until Pete said, “Sorry about that, Dad. I know it isn’t true. How do you computer guys say it? Let’s dump all this and start a new run, okay?”

Tom, smiling, reached out to his shoulder. “Hell, yes. Let’s talk about something else. I don’t see you that often anymore.”

And then he hesitated. “There is one last thing, Pete. No lecture, I promise you. Just a sort of loose end to all this that I think we should discuss, all right?”

Pete turned to look at him warily. “Of course.”

“It’s about the financial end of things. In the beginning, Killian’s demands were way out of line, obviously. But that’s still a long way from no cash settlement or alimony at all. I wondered how you felt about that by now.”

“She signed the agreement and it’s done,” Pete said, his voice colorless. “I don’t see what there is to discuss, frankly.”

“I know she signed the agreement. I imagine she got a certain amount of pressure from her family, they couldn’t have been anxious to have you cross-file. And then you can bet the lawyers were pretty damn hard on her, too. Which it’s their business to be in these financial settlements, it’s why we hire them. I’m sorry about that, Pete, but I felt I had a responsibility to you. I hated to see you start out in life with a financial liability tied to your neck because of a school-day marriage that lasted, what—eight or nine months. The point is, Killian has no legal claim on you now whatsoever, but I don’t see what’s to prevent me sending her a little something every month for a while, if you’d like to feel that she is provided for until she has a chance to get herself settled again. It’s up to you, Pete.”

“No,” Pete said quietly. “Leave it the way it is.”

Tom glanced at him. “I know your mother had some pretty definite opinions on all this,” he said carefully. “That’s only natural, I suppose. But I think what it really comes down to is whatever would make you feel the most comfortable in your own mind right now.”

“I’m perfectly comfortable,” Pete said. “When Killian married me, my income was minimum to zero and she knew it. It’s still the same. That would seem to answer the whole question.”

“Well, I wasn’t thinking about this strictly as a matter of economics,” Tom said mildly. “Or even ethically or morally, or however you want to put it. It comes down to a very personal thing. Killian was your wife, you might like to feel that she was looked after for a while, that’s all. In case you did, I wanted you to know that, in spite of all the damn lawyers and their signed agreements, I’d be happy to stand behind you.”

“I appreciate that, Dad. But Killian can look after herself just great. None of us has to worry about that.”

“All right, fine. It’s entirely up to you, Pete. So far as I’m concerned, the subject is now closed. Let’s have another drink, should we? Hey, bar!”

“I’ll stay with this one, Dad.”

“Sure? Then just one more here, that’s J and B on the rocks.”

Out of a momentary awkwardness, Tom hitched about to a more comfortable position on the stool, the flame from his chrome lighter flaring in the dim light. “Damn, it’s good to see you, Pete. It seems like it’s been a year since we’ve had a chance to sit down like this and talk together. So tell me, what about that grant for the work in Europe, what did you finally decide about it?”

“Actually, I still haven’t decided,” Pete said. “It wouldn’t interfere with my deal with the Navy, so it’s strictly a matter of which direction I want to take now. I’ll have to make up my mind about it in the next couple weeks though.”

“Well, give yourself some time. You’ve had other things on your mind just now, obviously.”

“No, it’s not that. I’m carrying quite a load of work this year, I’ve been busy as hell. That’s one reason I wanted to get away and go up to Malibu this weekend, just poke around on the beach for a couple days and do some thinking about the whole thing.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Tom said sympathetically. “It’s the hardest thing in this world to come by, just a little time to yourself to think about something.”

The bartender brought the drink just then, and they were silent for a moment while he wiped off the bar top, collected soaked paper coasters, exchanged Tom’s untidy ashtray for a clean one, and departed toward the cash register.

“Cheers,” Tom said, saluting with his glass. “You know, Pete, I was thinking just now. I hadn’t intended to mention this until you’d made up your mind one way or the other about the European thing. But since you’re still mulling over plans, maybe this is something you’d like to bear in mind. You needn’t say anything about it to your mother just yet, by the way, it’s still strictly in the thinking stage, but I’ve been considering selling out the business.”

Pete turned to stare at him, his face for the first time unguarded in his astonishment. “Dad, you must be kidding!”

“You seem surprised,” Tom said cheerfully. “Why should you be? It’s done every day.”

“Well, it’s just that—Well, I can’t imagine you, Dad, of all people, without the plant and your work. What would you do with yourself?”

“There are lots of things,” Tom said. “I’d like to travel a little, for one. Something besides business trips. All airline terminals and all business offices all over the world look exactly the same, did you know that? What I’d really like is just to take it a little easier, enjoy everyday living a little more. This seems to surprise you. It’s reasonable, isn’t it? Of course, I’d do consulting jobs, I’d never want to get out of the field entirely. That’s not a bad deal either. It’s a chance to do the work I like best with less of the overall headaches and red tape, and at the same time pace myself so that I’d have a little more time for some other things.”

Pete’s face was still incredulous. “I suppose that’s true,” he said dubiously. “It might work out very well for you.”

“Actually, it’s something I’ve been thinking about off and on all this past year. But naturally I’ll file it now till you’ve made up your mind about this European thing and all.”

Pete put down his glass very carefully in the center of the paper coaster. “I don’t think I exactly follow that,” he said quietly. “Whether I go to Europe or not, what’s that got to do with you selling the business?”

“Well, Christ,” Tom said, snuffing out his cigarette, “you certainly don’t think I’d sell out the business while there was the least chance that you’d ever want it!”

Pete’s face was rigid. “Dad, I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. If I’ve been slow to make up my mind about this European thing, it’s only because it’s a question of which direction I want to take. Marine biology is my field from here on in. I’ve known that ever since I was a kid.”

“In other words,” Tom said shortly, “you still don’t want any part of the damn business. Well, that answers my question, doesn’t it? I may as well sell it.”

“Why?” Pete said, anguish in his voice. “It’s yours. It’s your life and the work you love and—”

“Yeah,” Tom said. “But let’s face it, I’m not going to be around forever, am I? I should spend the last good years of my life breaking my back to keep building the business for who? Christ. You tell me!”



“For yourself, the same as always. For the satisfaction you get out of it yourself.”

Tom snorted, a sound of impatience and disgust, and hitched about on the stool, facing toward the bar once more.

They sat in a strained and miserable silence until Pete said finally, “I’m sorry, Dad. I thought this was something we’d settled between us, three or four years ago.”

Tom swung around again, leaning over his arm, his face earnest and intent. “Pete, think it all over again! You’re older now, what, twenty-three? Think about it. This whole field of aerospace, it’s a hell of an exciting field, the most exciting. And it’s just at the beginning now. The next fifty years, Christ! It’s where all the action is going to be! I know they’re cutting back on the money now and it looks sour, but that’s only a temporary thing. It’s the big frontier, the one it’s taken us centuries to reach. And you’re just the right age for it, Pete, you’re just starting out, you could have it all. Think about it!”

Pete shook his head, a slow, rhythmic rolling of the muscles in his neck. “Dad, we’ve been through all of this a hundred times. It’s not for me. I don’t have any feeling for it. The gadgets, computers, machines, it’s not my bag.”

“All right! All right, but that’s only part of it,” Tom interrupted. “Just listen to me for a minute, Pete. All that’s only a springboard. If I could only make you see this! Oh, Christ, what I wouldn’t give to be in your shoes today. You’re twenty-three years old, you’re healthy as a horse, you’ve got an IQ way up in the genius range. Pete, these moon shots, they’re nothing. Another few years, they’ll be putting together teams for the Mars shoot, Venus, Christ knows where. Think about it! You could be on the Mars shoot! This background you have now in biology, that could be a great asset to you, coupled with—”

“We all make our own choices, Dad. I don’t want to go to Mars. If you could guarantee me, right today, a place on the Mars team ten or however many years from now, I’d turn it down. It doesn’t interest me.”



Tom stared at him, anger and incredulity mingled in his face. “I just don’t understand you,” he said softly. “The challenge of this century and the next, the project that is going to involve the best brains of your whole generation, the chance to get off this planet and contribute to the first significant knowledge mankind has ever been able to acquire about the universe we live in, and you tell me that doesn’t interest you!”

“Let’s put it this way. It doesn’t interest me enough.”

“Then tell me what does. Spending a lifetime in a rubber suit and a pair of swim fins in order to add one more classification of seashells or cuttlefish or some damn thing to the sum total of human knowledge? Christ’s sake, Pete, use your head! That’s kids’ stuff!”

“Kids’ stuff?” Pete’s voice was very controlled. “Dad, at least be fair. The sea is a frontier just as much as space. But the ability to live in the sea and utilize its resources is going to have more effect in the long run on the future and perhaps the final fate of mankind than a dozen trips to Mars and Venus and every other planet in the solar system!”

“Balls!” Tom said. “The end result of all your sea exploration is going to be a major increase in underwater mining and oil-drilling projects, that’s all. The fishing industry may take a spurt, they’ll dredge up a few more archaeological objects for the museums, a couple more men will get rich selling kelp fertilizers, and the Japanese will invent a way to make plankton palatable. If this is what you really want to invest your life and your talents in promoting, fine. But let’s be realistic about it and skip all this highly significant ‘romance of the deep’ crap!”

“And you rocket guys and your romance with space?” Pete said softly. “You know, you’re very large on the philosophical aspects of adding to man’s knowledge of the universe. Funny how you neglect to mention your missiles and your bombs. Because they’re really what makes the mare go, aren’t they? They are what keep the appropriations rolling in and the research going that you like to boast about, and the whole enchilada! The space race! Underneath all the romance, it’s a dirty business you have there. It’s worse than that, because by the time you space heroes are done with it, the sea may be the last refuge for life left on this planet. That is, if you haven’t turned it into a cesspool by then, or there’s any planet left at all.”

“You sound like one of those wild-eyed kids at an ecology rally. All right, if this all worries you so much, get out there and fight for what you believe in like a man. Don’t stay on the sidelines and bellyache, get the hell into the field yourself and take a hand in what happens and the uses the research is put to.”

“Thanks all the same,” Pete said. “It’s a little late for that. Your mare is already a dying horse. You don’t seem to realize that. There’ll be all the fighting ahead that I can handle, trying to keep any more pollution and weapons out of the sea than are already there. I’ll stay where I am.”

“You do that,” Tom said. “But when the time comes that you regret it, just remember I did my damndest to talk you out of it.”

“I will,” Pete said. “Be sure of it!”

Tom downed the last of his drink and dug into a trousers pocket as he slid from the stool. “Let’s shove,” he said, his voice shaken. “I have a plane to catch.”

He left the money on the bar top and strode to the door with Pete behind him. They came out abruptly into waning daylight and the cool, damp air. “A Ford convertible, ’sixty-eight,” Tom said shortly to the attendant. “And a blue Corvette.”

The attendant sped away, and Tom and Pete waited silently together at the bottom of the steps. Pete stared fixedly at building fronts on the far side of the street, and Tom rocked upon his toes impatiently, his face brooding.

A moment later the attendant drove a shabby red convertible into the driveway and stopped.

“Here you go, sir.”

“That’s his, mine’s the ’Vette,” Tom said. “Hurry it up, would you? I’ll take care of you for them both.”

“Thanks for the drink, Dad. See you back at the house.”



“Right.”

He watched Pete go, walking unhurriedly around the back of the car to the driver’s side. All of Tom’s anger and frustration flamed suddenly like a white-hot magnesium flare, then slowly died. By the time Pete nosed the car out into the traffic, Tom felt only a grieving tenderness.

Poor damn fool kid, he was thinking. He is so wrong, but how can you make him see it? You can’t get to him, it’s like talking to a wall. And he’s so damn keen, so solid for what he believes. He’s great, he really is. He’s really one hell of a guy!






TOM ARRIVED HOME FIRST, SWINGING THE BLUE sports car into the driveway at the side of a low, sprawling, stone and stucco house set amid a contrived undergrowth of tropical planting. He brought the car to a stop before the front entrance, climbed out, and strode up a path of smooth pebbles set in concrete winding between lava rock boulders, oversize tree fern, and towering Hawaiian ginger plants. At the door with his key ready, he discovered that the big brass doorknob turned in his hand. Inside, it was cool and quiet, a large foyer with a polished slate floor and ornately carved wooden divider panels at the back. There were more of the large plants massed in outsize pots, a little too green and perfectly pruned to appear real, and on a low pedestal among them a tall, slim Chinese bronze cunningly lighted from the base. Tom crossed the foyer, bearing to the left into a thickly carpeted corridor that led toward the rear of the house. The heavy front door closed after him.

“Pete? Is that you, darling?” a voice called out from somewhere.

“It’s me, Nedith.”

Tom strode on without pausing, entering a bedroom that opened from the hallway. It was a huge room bearing the unmistakable stamp of a decorator’s penchant for matching everything, sparsely furnished and without visible sign of human occupancy. The wide expanse of empty floor was covered by thick gold carpeting; twin beds were draped with woven, fringed, blue and gold spreads, and flanked by lamps with towering cylindrical shades. At the other end of the room draperies in a lighter shade of gold were pulled open along a wall of glass that looked onto a small patio lined with more of the lush planting, and beyond that an enormous swimming pool. Without a glance in any direction, Tom crossed the bedroom into a smaller dressing room, reaching out to a light switch beside the door.

“Tom, where is Pete? Tom?”

“I’m in here, Nedith.”

She came to a halt in the middle of a sea of gold carpet, a slender woman in a brown-and-white pantsuit, with the trim, quick-moving figure of a young girl. Her hair was bleached a peculiar shade of silvery beige and back-combed about her face, a pretty face with alert, dark eyes and the smooth skin of an expert face-lift.

“Well, is Pete coming back here or what?”

“I think so,” Tom answered. “We left at the same time, he’ll probably be along in a minute.”

“Where were you, for heaven’s sakes?”

“The Orlatti’s in Santa Monica.” There was the sound of a door sliding along a track from the dressing room.

“Then he should be here. Unless he went someplace else. Do you think he was going someplace else?”

“Christ’s sake, Nedith, quit fussing!” Tom said irritably. “Look, where’s that little suitcase of mine? I keep it here at the end of the closet. Now what the hell’s become of it?”

“What? Oh, the bag you use for business trips. Why, it’s right where it always is, in the cupboard over the closets with the rest of the luggage. Honestly!”

“Nedith, will you kindly leave that suitcase alone? I like it here where I can get to it in a hurry. I’ve told you that a hundred times, and every goddamn time you put it way to hell and gone where I have to climb up on a stool and—”

“You needn’t take my head off. You’re the one who designed the dressing room, aren’t you? If you don’t like the luggage storage over the closets, why did you have it built that way?”

There was a muttered cursing from the dressing room and the sound of a piece of furniture being dragged across the floor.



Nedith moved about the bedroom restlessly, twitching at a corner fold of one of the bedspreads until the fringe was aligned more precisely upon the carpeting, pausing finally before a long, low chest of drawers.

“Tom, how did Pete seem to you? Do you think he’s all right?”

“He’s all right.”

“Well, I think he’s trying to hide it but that he’s terribly upset.”

“That’s only natural, isn’t it? He’ll get over it.”

“Of course this isn’t easy for you to understand,” Nedith said. “You’ve never been an emotional person. But Pete’s not like you. He can be very calm and casual on the outside, but underneath he feels things very deeply.”

“Look, it’s natural for him to be upset. I’d be more worried about him if he wasn’t.”

There was the sound of drawers being pulled out rapidly and slammed shut again in the dressing room.

“It’s just like everything else,” Nedith said. “You never really take the time to pay attention to things that are right under your nose. Why do you suppose Pete drove up here from La Jolla in the middle of the week if he wasn’t terribly upset, for heaven’s sakes!”

Tom appeared suddenly at the dressing room door, a leather shaving kit in his hands. “Nedith, for the love of God! I never said he wasn’t upset. I’m sorry about it and you’re sorry about it, but what the hell do you propose that we do? He’s not exactly a child anymore. Divorces upset people! Besides, you’re the one who’s always said that he wasn’t in love with Killian in the first place. You can’t have it both ways, can you?”

“Don’t even mention that miserable little bitch to me! Of course love had nothing to do with it. She simply moved into the apartment with him down there in La Jolla and finally talked him into marrying her. Disgusting little hippie! I told you right from the beginning, didn’t I, that this was exactly the way it was going to turn out.”



“Yeah, you told me.”

“Well, you can’t deny it, can you? You always took her part, but I told you right from the beginning that she was an absolutely self-centered neurotic conniving little bitch with the morals of a jackrabbit, and that sooner or later she’d come out from under cover and Pete would have to face it that it was money she was after instead of—”

“Nedith.” His voice was weary suddenly. “Have a little charity, can’t you? She’s just a kid. They both are. They made a mistake, it happens every day. Pete seems more bitter about it than I like already. Don’t keep harping on all this and make it worse.”

“I’m not harping, I—”

She stopped short, and an instant later she was at the dressing room door. “What did Pete say to you? You didn’t mention the divorce to him, did you?”

Tom was stuffing rolled pairs of socks into a corner of the overnight case spread open before him on the countertop. “Hell, yes! How could I not mention it to him? It would have been pretty damn unfeeling of me not to, don’t you think?”

“Well, what did he say?”

“Actually, not much of anything. He’s never been exactly talkative on the subject, you know that.”

“He must have said something. You said he felt bitter. What did he say?”

“Oh, Christ! It was just an impression I got. He didn’t say anything. I did most of the talking.”

She hovered in the doorway, working thin gold bracelets together at her wrist with a sharp metallic tinkle. “Tom, honestly! This was exactly what I was afraid of! I suppose you dragged it all up and probably upset him even more than he already was, and—”

“Nedith, would you kindly be quiet for a minute,” Tom said. “I’d like to check over this suitcase and see if I’ve got what I need. Just give me one minute, and then you can go right on chewing me out about anything you happen to think of.”



“Oh, but of course!” she said. “Now it seems I’m not even allowed to speak to you anymore. I phoned you twice at the office, but ‘Mr. Fallon isn’t taking phone calls unless it’s an emergency!’ Now you’re in the house and out again in ten minutes and off somewhere for days but I’m not allowed to speak to you because you’re packing a suitcase.”

Tom turned reluctantly away from the bag. “Look, I’m sorry. Batesey should have put you through. I’ll see that it never happens again. But I did call you back. What else did you phone about?”

“Well, I’ve had a rotten day,” she said. “Not that I expect you’re really that interested.”

“What happened?”

“Well, first it was Pete. He’s trying to hide it, but I think he’s terribly upset and—”

“Yes, I know. You’ve already told me that.”

“You know it was very late when he got in last night and he went straight to bed. I was planning to meet Sally at Saks this morning, we were going from there to Sloane’s to look for the divan she needs for Jack’s study. Of course I phoned her that with Pete coming home like this and under the circumstances, I didn’t feel I ought to leave. Then Pete slept till nearly ten, and he didn’t say two words over breakfast and went straight back to his room and closed the door. I waited awhile, and then I got thinking I might just as well meet Sally, for heaven’s sakes. She’s terribly anxious to order the divan, you know she’s having that big party next month. I must have told you about it, it’s—”

Tom cleared his throat and glanced meaningfully at his watch.

“Anyway, by the time I phoned her back, she’d already left the house. I tried to reach her at Sloane’s, but she wasn’t there nor had she been in earlier. It was absolutely maddening. I didn’t know whether to drive on in to Sloane’s or whether she might have gone to lunch with Sue Reynolds. Sue came in from Dallas for the week, she—”



“Nedith,” he said. “I have a plane to catch.”

“Well, I know that! Anyway, I knocked on the door finally and asked Pete if he wouldn’t like to go out somewhere to lunch, but he said he didn’t want any lunch, he’d just had breakfast. I don’t know what he was doing in his room, it was absolutely quiet in there, he didn’t have the television on or anything. Then I phoned Jean, but she’d already left for her dental appointment. Did I tell you, she’s started with Dr. Hogle, she has this—”

“Nedith!”

“Why won’t you ever listen to me?” she said, staring at him for an instant, her face baffled and, briefly, wistful. “You wanted to know why I phoned you, didn’t you? Well, I’m trying to explain, if you’d take the time to listen to me for just one minute. Anyway, while I was still dithering around the house, I got this phone call. Honestly!”

“What phone call?”

“Shady Glade. It makes me so furious.”

“How is your mother?” Tom’s attention was straying, and he slid back a panel of mirrored glass that concealed a medicine cabinet, dropping a bottle of aspirin from it into the open suitcase.

“Oh, she’s all right. I mean, she’s just the same. It was the same thing that has happened before. Apparently, she’d gotten out one of the side doors somehow, but luckily someone found her while she was still on the grounds. But she was definitely trying to run away again. They said she had her purse with her, and then her tooth powder and some photographs and junk in a pillow slip. It’s sickening, I can’t bear to think of it. Tom, suppose she’d gotten out onto the highway, she could have been struck by a car or anything.”

Tom rummaged further through the cabinet shelves and added a bottle of Alka-Seltzer to the suitcase. “So did you go out there then or what?” he asked absently.

“Of course! I had to, that Watson woman who runs the place insisted. It’s ridiculous, it isn’t as though there were anything I could do. They had her in bed by the time I got there. They’re supposed to keep her on tranquilizers anyway, but they’d given her something stronger, a sedative or something. It was just the same old thing, she was crying and completely confused and kept saying she wanted to go home.”

“Maybe it would have been better to have left her in the apartment,” Tom said mildly. “At least there she had her furniture and familiar things around her.”

“Tom, you know that got to be impossible.” Her voice was both exasperated and complaining. “Where was I supposed to get someone reliable to look after her. You simply can’t find those kind of people anymore. I had to put her into a nursing home, I hadn’t any choice.”

Tom made a small sound of agreement in his throat and shuffled through the contents of the suitcase.

“There’s another box of shirts just in from the laundry if you need them. No, it’s the principle of the thing, it makes me absolutely furious. Shady Glade is supposed to be the very best geriatrics place in this whole area, and God knows, they ask enough money. So you’d think they could at least cope, that’s what you’re paying them for, isn’t it? At their prices, you’d think you were at least entitled to a little peace of mind. Instead of that they let her wander off onto the highway, where she could get herself killed. And then because she’s crying and upset, they telephone me every five minutes. It’s their job to make her happy out there, isn’t it? I wouldn’t mind if there was anything I could do once I get there. It’s a miserable drive besides. Do you realize that even with the freeway it takes over an hour? And today of all days, when Pete was home and—”

“Why didn’t you take him along? He could have done the driving at least. It’s been a long time since your mother has seen him, she’d have enjoyed that.”

“Tom, honestly!” There was a shadow of petulance and irritability upon her face. “That is just what Pete needed today of all days, isn’t it, a nice depressing trip out to Shady Glade. You wouldn’t know, of course, because you never go out there like I have to, those creepy senile old things in the lounges and corridors, and—” She stopped suddenly, spinning about and out the door. “Ah, there’s Pete!”

Once she was gone, Tom added a last item or two to the suitcase before he closed it. He removed his tweed jacket then, dropping it carelessly over the case, and rolled back his shirtsleeves as he moved down the marble countertop. At a washbowl, he turned on faucets cast in the shapes of leaping dolphins and began to splash water vigorously over his face. He was just groping for a towel, when Nedith spun back through the doorway, her eyes grim with anger.

“Tom! Pete’s packing things to go to Malibu. He says you told him it wouldn’t be any trouble to open the house!”

“Nedith—” Tom began, his face muffled in the folds of the towel.

“Tom, I’m sick and tired of this,” she said in a low, furious voice. “Years and years of it, I’m sick and tired! I do all the worrying, I take all the responsibility, and all I ever get from you is this kind of stupid interference that only makes everything a thousand times harder for me. Why do you suppose I told Pete the house was closed for the winter? Because when he’s upset like this, it’s not good for him to be up there all by himself. But of course you never thought of that, did you, you were too busy thinking about something else!”
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