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Rave Reviews for The Resort

“The pacing is perfect	. Stein builds believable horror… Once again he proves his mastery over the thriller format.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“A ‘must’ to read…mirrors the ‘Holocaust events’ in all its terrifying stages.”

—Hannah Tillich

“Gripping! This is a scary novel—it portrays something we would prefer to think impossible.”

—Ernest van den Haag, author of The Jewish Mystique

“Shocking…a highly charged suspense thriller.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Cliff-hanging chapter endings…believable characters…but with something more: a warning.”

—Minneapolis Tribune

“You will stay with this book right up to the last word…and after that, it will stay with you for a long, long time.”

—West Coast Review of Books

“Chilling…it couldn’t really happen, you keep telling yourself, as you’re drawn chapter by chapter into the web of terror.”

—Sentinel Star, Orlando, Fla.

“A bizarre shocker…startling…stirring…a highly controversial novel on a sensitive theme.”

—John Barkham Reviews

“One of the most provocative, chilling, and spellbinding stories I’ve ever read. It will entertain you. It will enlighten you. And it will probably scare the hell out of you.”

—The State Journal-Register, Springfield, Ill.

“A fast, page-turning horror story which should haunt any sensitive reader. A thriller to make you think.”

—The Plain Dealer, Cleveland, Ohio

“This book could well be the shocker of the year…one that will chill you through and through.”

—The Abilene Reporter
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“There is no real proof that the Holocaust actually did happen.”

—George Pape, President, German-American Committee of Greater New York, a cultural organization with fifty chapters in the metropolitan area, as quoted in The New York Times, October 8, 1977

“Do you want us to put you in the ovens? We will… We say one more time, all you Jews are going to get it.”

—Michael Allen, St. Louis, Missouri, Nazi leader, July 9, 1978, at rally in Chicago, Illinois, quoted in The New York Times, July 10, 1978

“The ‘deep irrationality’ of the Jewish people and the Jewish religion were apt to ‘trigger confusions, fear and eventually bloody aggressions in almost all host nations.’”

—Dr. Otto Scrinzi, neurologist and member of the Austrian Parliament, as reported in The New York Times, March 29, 1979

“Hadn’t he said he wanted only justice?”

—of Kurtz, in Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad
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PART 1




1

Dr. Margaret Brown, a wise woman, was in as much a minority among physicians as the rest of the world. To become a doctor twenty-five years ago meant much memorizing, which she considered a low order of accomplishment, and a willingness to work long hours at low pay as an intern in preparation for a life’s work observing not the beauty of the human race or its accomplishments, but blotchy skin, swollen joints, and much worse. When asked why she had chosen medicine, she said she was curious about people. Why then did she not become a teacher? Because, she said, she was interested in formed people rather than masses of children conceived by others. Once her fellow students had learned the exact location of the pancreas and spleen, they were content. Margaret was not until she could confidently determine the precise cause of a patient’s discomfort or pain. Her curiosity made her an excellent diagnostician and constantly got her into trouble. At a lecture covering conception and prenatal care, the instructor, possibly a thwarted preacher, talked of the first human miracle, gestation. Margaret raised her hand and, when recognized, said, “Wouldn’t the miracle of tumescence come first and couldn’t we discuss that?” In a class that was predominantly male, Margaret was a frequent cause of nervous laughter.

She was thought to be attractive, which was an asset, and very smart, which was a liability. In those days few males enjoyed the idea of dating a woman who, whatever the splendor of her physical virtues, seemed to be intellectually superior. Especially cautious in this respect were young physicians-to-be, whose idea of accomplishment was playing not Hippocrates but Houdini.

Margaret realized much too soon that the ultimate organ, the brain that harbored the mind, was terra incognita for most of her fellow students. Her wisest instructor, Dr. Teal, once asked her if brain surgery attracted her as a specialty.

“No,” she said much too quickly.

“May I ask why?”

“I find surgeons boring.”

Dr. Teal, a surgeon, blushed. Margaret quickly apologized, explaining she meant those of her fellow students who, bereft of leeches, had already opted for the surgical response.

Soon afterward Margaret decided that there was really no medical specialty for her to pursue. Her field, clearly, was wherever her curiosity might lead her. Some avenue of research perhaps. Psychiatry was not the answer; she was a talker, not a listener. Even internal medicine seemed restrictive, and so, faute de mieux, she became a general practitioner, with the whole human being her field of play. Dr. Teal thought, somewhat sadly, that the brightest medical student he ever had might as well have majored in philosophy.

One of the things that attracted Margaret to Henry Brown was that when he learned she was a physician, he said, “That’s convenient for emergencies.” Otherwise, it seemed, he was not impressed. “Doctors,” he said, “are like politicians. Status before content. Physicians, like teenage magicians, know a few tricks and expect minor deification. Politicians are assholes attended by proctologists.”

Margaret thought this young fellow pompous, bright, and intriguing, impertinent, and wholly unsuccessful in putting her off. Or did he think he was being attractive? She led him on.

After two hours, Henry had decided that Margaret was smart. When he stopped goading her unsuccessfully, he was doomed. She turned on him. She, at least, had a vocation in which if one failed totally, and was drunk all day long, one could still practice as a ship’s doctor. But he was a what? A businessman? What did that mean? An inventor? No. A creator of new markets? No. From what he reported, he was not even a successful exploiter of labor.

Their skill at brickbats cemented their friendship. They found themselves teaming up against others who were less skillful in verbal offense. Given the customs of the day, marriage began to seem inevitable.

Margaret got him interested in medicine as she saw it, a potpourri of neglected nutrition, wonder drugs, and common sense. Henry got her interested in eccentric business, mailing things that other people made, that went by the charming name of order fulfillment. For their off-hours they collected a group of friends who joined them on Friday evenings for drinks and talk. No bridge, no chatter about hearth or progeny was ever ventured. The sports events of the upcoming weekend were never alluded to by the men. The women never discussed meals they had prepared or were thinking of preparing. One heard few references even to medicine or business, unless the point was of general consequence and of interest to the group. An evening’s conversation might range from the sixth to the fourteenth century, with no mention of the twentieth, or might be spent in debate about the one subject that was of more interest than physics or history or a capella music. Human nature, though it varied not from century to century, was a subject worth infinite dissection, and Friday evenings at the Browns’ frequently turned to that topic. It was not for the ears of children, of which the Browns eventually had two. Ruth and Stanley, when young, accused their parents of always talking.

*

One spring morning Margaret awoke before Henry and pulled the drapes of their bedroom windows apart to find a sky that was overcast for the third day. She had hoped for sun, and failing that, a rainstorm that would relieve the sky of its lowering burden.

“God isn’t listening,” Margaret said.

Henry, stirring from sleep, said, “What’s that?”

“If the weather’s not going to change, I am,” she said. “Let’s go to California.”

“Where?” Henry said, sitting up.

“Let’s visit Stanley.”

Their son was finishing his freshman year at the University of California at Santa Cruz.

“He was here for Christmas.”

“That was months ago,” Margaret said, coming to sit beside Henry on the bed.

“He’ll be back here in a few weeks,” Henry said.

“We could rent a car in San Francisco, see Stanley, then drive down the coast on Highway 1. We could stop at Carmel, Big Sur, Santa Barbara, and fly home from Los Angeles. Everybody who’s ever done that trip says it’s marvelous.”

“I can’t take a week away on such short notice,” Henry said.

“Neither can I. Let’s do it anyway.”

“Insane,” Henry said. He had to admire her talent for electives. “California is like another country.”

“What’s wrong with that? Look at the weather here.”

“What makes you think the weather in California is going to be any better?” California, Henry told himself, is movieland and Disneyland, with pockets of elderly Neanderthals and drug-culture communes, surfboarding and tripping, lush groves and vineyards, the best and the worst of climates, the magnificent sierras and the valley of death. He’d been to a convention in Los Angeles. He’d visited San Francisco with Margaret long ago. Between them, he felt, would be like going up the river looking for Kurtz.

“Please?” Margaret said.

“It’s not to visit Stanley,” Henry said. “It’s for us.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Much later she was to think I wished it on ourselves.

*

Their five-hour flight from Kennedy was uneventful. As they emerged into the San Francisco terminal, they were both startled to see Stanley behind the roped-off egressway. Quickly they came around to where Henry could pump his son’s hand, releasing its enthusiasm so that Stanley could put his arms gently around the woman who had been his first love. God, how much taller than Margaret he was. In fact, Henry noticed, Stanley was now a smidge taller than himself. If each generation was a mite taller, where would it all end? The field of genetics escaped him. He felt the wonder of a father at the miracle of a son who had so recently been a child leaning down to embrace his mother.

“Did Mom worry all the way?” Stanley asked.

“I’ll tell you about Mom,” Margaret said. “Mom is a completely rational human being except on Ferris wheels and airplanes, and I haven’t accepted an offer for a Ferris wheel ride since I was sixteen. I trust airplanes even less than most people trust doctors. I know what doctors don’t know. How do I know what airplane pilots don’t know?”

Stanley and Henry laughed, as they all headed for the baggage area.

“How did you know where to meet us?” Henry asked.

“You told me the flight number.”

“But how’d you get here from Santa Cruz?”

“The way I always do,” Stanley said. “I took a thumb.”

*

Margaret was thirteen, walking home from school when, in a sudden rain, she saw the pickup truck and the driver stopped for her. Her wet middy blouse made her feel almost naked. She apologized for getting the cab seat wet. He said never mind and patted her knee, leaving his hand there, a signal for terror. At the light she got out against his protests, running all the way home in the rain. She scrubbed her knee and thigh with soap and water over and over again to remove the memory, determined never ever never to hitch a ride again.

/

*

“It’s easy out here,” Stanley said, “and you get to meet people. You know, not everyone who drives a car is a child molester.” He laughed, hoping she wouldn’t deliver the lecture again. “Of course, if Dad would spring for a car…”

“You’d only drive around a lot and get yourself into an accident,” Margaret said. “They say half the drivers in California are crazy.”

*

At the Hertz counter an ambitious clerk saw the coded rating on Henry’s credit card and said, “We’ve got the Granada you reserved, Mr. Brown, but I thought you might be interested in the special we have on Mercedes right now. They’re very popular in California.”

“Thanks for the suggestion,” said Henry. “We’ll stick to the Ford.”

As they left for the parking lot, the men each carrying a bag, Stanley put his free arm through his father’s and said, “I reserved a tennis court for eleven a.m. Tuesday. Think you can drive down in time so we can play before I show you around?”

“Terrific,” said Henry, who always played tennis twice a week at home. From his friends Henry heard horror stories about their adolescent sons; Stanley seemed to have bypassed all the conspicuous pitfalls. So far.

*

When they checked in at the Highgate, the clerk behind the desk, a sixtyish stout man with a slight accent, asked, “You’ll be staying just the one night, Dr. Brown?”

“I’m Mr. Brown. My wife is Dr. Brown. It doesn’t matter. Yes, just the one night.” The clerk reminded him of someone.

“Will the young man be staying with you? We can provide a folding bed or…”

“No, no. He’s going back to Santa Cruz.” A Lillian Hellman play? Or was it the film? Maybe he used to be an actor.

“Will you need a reservation at your next destination?” the man asked politely. The Highgate really deserved its reputation for considerate service.

“We’ll be driving south along the ocean. First stop is Carmel.”

“As your second, may I recommend Cliffhaven in Big Sur? It’s a new place, excellent view, three-star restaurant.”

“Yes, yes,” Margaret said, overhearing.

“Good,” the stout man said. “I’ll leave the confirmation in your box.”

As they followed the bellhop to the elevator, Henry looked over his shoulder once at the desk clerk. He wasn’t paying attention to the next person in line. He was staring straight at them. Embarrassed, Henry proceeded to the elevator without looking back again.

“Anything the matter?” Margaret asked in the elevator.

“No, no,” Henry said.

Margaret, out of long experience, knew Henry was lying to spare her something.

*

If you asked any of Margaret’s patients about why they went to her, they’d say her self-confidence was catching, you felt better after visiting her, even if the news was bad. You felt whatever was bothering you was under control, hers and yours. As for Margaret, she took pride in being a perceptive diagnostician of emotional as well as physical needs, needing only the tiniest clues to give her insight that helped. And so when Stanley took them via cable car to Ghirardelli Square, she sensed her son wanted a private talk with his father. Ghirardelli’s wonders offered a perfect excuse; for Margaret, useless shopping was a perfect recreation, and here there were dozens of attractive shops beckoning.

“I’ll have a look around if you sports don’t mind.”

“Great, Mom,” Stanley said. “Dad and I can have a beer.”

So Margaret went off, while father and son settled themselves at a sun-shaded table in an outdoor café.

“I’ll be back in twenty minutes,” Margaret cried from a distance. People turned to look at her.

“Take your time,” Henry said, but she was now too far to hear. Henry, for it was his nature to do so, wondered for a moment what their lives would be like if Margaret did not return. There would be a search, an investigation, nothing. Hundreds of people disappeared that way each year.

“Your mother,” he said to Stanley, “enjoys shopping more than anyone I know.”

“You might as well enjoy what you have to do.”

“No, no,” Henry said, “I’m not talking about necessities. It’s her way of making up for the past.”

“Because Grandpa was so poor.”

“You got it. She even enjoys window shopping, she says, because she knows she can buy what she’s looking at.”

“I’m glad you two like each other,” Stanley said.

“What makes you think that?”

“It shows. Dad, it’s real neat having you both visit.” He nodded his head several times the way young people sometimes did.

His son, Henry thought, had evolved into an interesting looking young man, with Margaret’s best facial features. And yet one could easily see Henry in his son. Wonder where the reddish glint in the hair came from? Margaret’s mother? Wonder if it’s the sun out here?

“It’s good to be here,” Henry said. “I’m really pleased about the courtesy.”

“I wanted to meet you.”

“I mean the tennis.”

“De nada,” Stanley said.

“You pick up a bit of Spanish out here?”

“Picked that up from Hemingway. Didn’t you ever read Hemingway, Dad?”

Henry was tempted to say before you were born. Henry let some silence settle between them so that Stanley could organize whatever it was that he had in mind.

“Pop,” he said finally in a form of address he always reserved for moments of feeling, “I’ve been hit.”

“What does that mean?”

“A girl.”

“A friend? How nice.”

“I’ve got lots of friends, you know, fellows I hang around with, and girls I see. This is different.”

“Not like Marjorie what’s-her-name?”

“No,” said Stanley. “Not like any of the others.”

“Tell me about her.”

“Actually, I met her when I was on line for registration. She was in front of me and I asked her a dumb question.”

“What kind of dumb question?”

“I don’t recall, but I remember she turned around—she is just sensational-looking—and said, ‘That’s a dumb question.’”

Henry had to laugh.

“Pop, I have been seeing her every day.”

“I hope it’s not interfering with your studies too much.”

“Yes and no. I think about her when she’s not there, you know what I mean?”

“Has she got a name?”

“Yeah, sure, I’m sorry. Her name’s Kathy. They call her Kathy Brown.”

“That’s a coincidence!”

“No, no, that’s not her name, just what they call her. The guys here have a thing—if a girl’s going sort of steady with a fellow they call her by his last name. It usually makes the girls mad.”

“I can imagine.”

“That’s why they do it. Kathy doesn’t mind too much.”

“You haven’t done anything hasty, I hope.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, Stanley, you haven’t secretly gotten married or something. Mother would…”

“No, no, Pop, it’s just a thing with the name. Wait’ll you meet her. She’s into ballet, and she likes the same music I do, and we like being together. Pop, I’m in trouble.”

Henry thought abortion.

“You need money?”

Stanley nodded uncomfortably. “Sort of.”

“How much is sort of?”

“Sixty bucks. Please?”

“That’s outrageous.”

“I don’t want you to get angry.”

“I’m not angry. What kind of medical attention do you think she’ll get for sixty dollars? It’s got to be a first-rate hospital and a first-rate doctor. You have…”

He stopped because Stanley was laughing.

“Oh Pop, not that. It’s just, well, I buy her presents, little things. She used to refuse them, but I have to buy them even if I can’t squeeze it out of my allowance. I take her to different restaurants. It’s like an insane thing, a compulsion.”

First love, thought Henry, remembering.

“I borrowed sixty from two guys to cover myself and I’ve got to return it. I’d rather owe the money to you. I promise to pay it back out of summer work.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m writing an I.O.U. on the napkin.”

“You don’t need to do that.”

“It’s in case I forget.”

“I’d rather you remembered.”

Henry took three twenties from his wallet, folded them twice, and handed them to his son.

“Thanks, Dad.”

“I know how irrational love can be. And how expensive. Just don’t do anything rash like getting married without at least talking about it first.”

“Not too many people get married just like that, Dad.” He put the still-folded bills into his wallet stuffed with papers and crammed the billfold into his jeans.

“Will we meet Kathy?”

“She’s got classes Tuesday morning, but I had an idea. You in a good mood?”

“Good mood,” Henry said. It was a ritual with them.

“We’re always talking about going down to Los Angeles. Kathy comes from there. We could fly down Friday after her class—PCA is real cheap—and we could all go out someplace together, she knows the spots, and then I could meet her family, that sort of thing. All I’d need is like…”

“The air fare,” Henry volunteered.

“Just for me. Kathy pays her own way.”

“And some spending money?”

“A little,” Stanley said. “I’ll repay all of it out of my summer job.”

“Can you cash a traveler’s check at school?”

Stanley nodded, trying to contain his joy.

“This is a hundred. I’ll endorse it to you.”

“It’s too much,” Stanley said.

“I don’t have smaller ones,” Henry lied. “We’ll settle up in the summer, okay?”

“Dad, you are something. Thanks.” Just then Margaret came into view out of the ambling crowd, a bit breathless, her face touched with a blush of excitement.

Seeing her, Henry and Stanley both laughed. “What have you bought, Mom?”

“This place is fabulous,” Margaret said. “Not buying in a place like this is sinful.”

“You mean virtuous, Mom.”

“I know sin when I feel it,” Margaret said. “Take it from me, extreme virtue is a great sin.”

“I expected to see you carrying a lot of packages,” Henry said.

“Just looking,” Margaret replied as Henry paid the check, “except one little thing I bought for you. You know how you struggle over a dry cork when it breaks in the wine bottle. Well, they have this European shop—I guess it’s an American shop full of European gadgets—and they have a Swiss or a German twin corkscrew. It’s this tiny little thing”—she took it out of her purse—“and the way it works, it’s guaranteed to get a broken cork out. Aren’t you glad I looked around?”

Henry had once had a dream he was in a desert, dehydrated, parched, desperate for water, and had come across a bottle of wine, or water—he didn’t know which—lying at the foot of a large cactus. He remembered trying to get the cork out of the bottle with his bare hands, which was impossible. He was going to die for want of a corkscrew. Had he told Margaret about that dream? He was certain he had not.

“Thank you,” he said to her. “It’s a marvelous present.”

“A little nothing,” Margaret said, and extended an elbow in the direction of each of her men. They went off arm in arm to inspect the temptations of Ghirardelli Square.

*

Later Henry seized an opportune moment to say, “Margaret, I’ve got a surprise. Stanley’s flying down to L.A. Friday. He’s got a friend who comes from there and they want to show us around a bit, isn’t that nice?”

“Your roommate?” Margaret asked.

“I wish she were,” Stanley said.

“I guess I automatically assumed a male friend,” Margaret said.

“I’m into girls, Mom,” Stanley said, and then laughed at the implication in his language. Stanley was glad his father and mother laughed, too. Some parents were impossible about things like that.

“Where are you staying in L.A.?” Stanley asked.

“Glad you reminded me,” Henry said. “The Beverly Hills was full when my travel agent checked from New York, but they advised me to call to see if there were any cancellations. Now we need, what, three rooms?”

“No, no thanks. Kathy’s parents, we’ll stay there.”

“While I’m thinking of it,” Henry said, “will you excuse me a minute?”

He made a credit card call. The man at the desk of the Beverly Hills was very polite, but said he wouldn’t know about cancellations till Thursday. “What are the chances?” Henry asked.

“Oh very good, Mr. Brown. There’re almost always some cancellations and you’re first in line.”

Henry reported on his conversation to Stanley and added, “I’ll call them from the Beachcomber in Santa Barbara Thursday, then I’ll phone you. If they have a cancellation, you and your friend get a drink at the Polo Lounge. If not, I’ll let you know where we’re registered.”

“You won’t forget to call?” Stanley asked.

“I always keep my promises,” Henry said, glancing at Margaret. “Especially if Mom reminds me.”

Stanley scribbled down a phone number. “You don’t have to get me on the hall phone anymore,” he said. “This is a private phone I share with my roommate.”

When darkness had descended on San Francisco, Stanley said, “Tomorrow’s my hectic day at school, but on Tuesday morning, when you come down, I’m okay.”

“Can we walk you to the bus station?” Henry asked.

“Afraid I’m going to hitch a ride?” Stanley said, glancing at his mother. “Honest, I was taking the bus back.”

They accompanied him to the bus station anyway. The next day the Browns took in the waterfront, ate lunch in Di Maggio’s, rode a cable car, crammed in as much as they could.

Tuesday morning they got up early, packed, checked out. Henry looked for the clerk who had checked them in. He was nowhere in sight.

They breakfasted on the road, arrived in Santa Cruz in time for father and son to play an hour’s tennis before the three of them went sightseeing on the spectacular Santa Cruz campus.

“You like California?” Henry asked his son.

“Are you kidding? This place is so beautiful I feel guilty.”

“Guilty about what?”

“It’s like a resort, not a school.”

“It’s simple,” Margaret said. “Paradise is a gestalt. It’s hard to concentrate on mundane particulars.”

“Like homework,” Stanley said.

I don’t belong in California, Henry thought. Young people in their twenties here acted as if they were still teenagers. So many of the young women one saw in the street looked like cocktail waitresses, the young men like beach attendants with dyed blond hair. Older men looked not mature but merely wrinkled, wizened by the sun, in need of prunes for regularity. Older women in California suffered from obtrusive cosmetics and arteriosclerotic opinions. What am I doing here, Henry thought. It was the natives who drove Kurtz insane.

Margaret gently put her thumbs on Henry’s eyelids. “Incipient melancholia,” she diagnosed. “Snap out of it. We don’t have any homework to do. We’re on vacation in Paradise.”

Henry put his hands on Stanley’s shoulders and said, “Take care of yourself. And kiss your mother. She doesn’t get kissed enough these days.”

*

Henry and Margaret stopped only briefly to inspect the waterfront in Monterey, then drove on to Carmel. There they checked into an idyllic motel that had groups of rooms at different levels, tiered to conform to the sloping ground. For an extra five dollars, Henry got a room on the topmost level with a splendid view of the Pacific. Margaret wouldn’t take time to unpack, and they were off exploring.

For dinner they searched out a small Italian restaurant a friend had told them about. They had spinace en brodo, fettucine verde, a bottle of Barolo, and shared a single zabaglione afterward.

“Spirits better?” Margaret asked, as they walked up the steeply inclined street, a bit light-headed from the Barolo.

He nodded. When Margaret had gotten ready for bed, she found him on one side, his hands under his cheek, fast asleep.

*

In the middle of the night Henry woke to the sound of angry thunder. He pulled the curtain to see lightning striking at the ocean. Would the squalls reach the land, which was dry as tinder?

He turned toward the bed to see if the noise had awakened Margaret, too, and discovered her writhing. Quickly, he woke her up. She sat up, hugging him.

He knew it had been her medical school dream. Dr. Tate giving her Charley, her own cadaver to work on. In the dream Charley screamed that he was alive, pleaded with her to restore his body to its original condition. The first time she had told Dr. Tate about her dream. He admonished her. “Doctors are scientists,” he said, “they are not supposed to dream.”

“Tate was an idiot,” Henry said. “The best doctors are dreamers.”

“A lot you know,” she said, still clasping him.

“Why now?” asked Henry.

“Probably the storm,” she said, though she wondered if that was really the reason.

*

They woke later than they’d planned, dressed more casually than they had for San Francisco, breakfasted in the coffee shop, sauntered around town, and took in the shop windows. Margaret was attracted by a scarf in a window, went in, looked at two or three dozen different ones, suddenly realized that Henry was not with her, and felt the familiar, momentary alarm. It wasn’t a phobia, she told herself. If she were ever to be separated from Henry, the worst would really happen. Their lives were too intertwined. She rejected the idea of widowhood as intolerable. Her private deal with her Maker was either she went first, or they had to go together. Margaret excused herself to the clerk, went quickly out, and immediately, with a wave of relief and a reprimand for her anxiety, saw Henry coming up the inclined sidewalk holding a single flower wrapped in green tissue.

It was midafternoon before they drove out of town to find Highway 1. They stopped at a lookout on the edge of the craggy cliffs that plummeted to the white-flecked breakers below.

“The weather around here is supposed to be the most perfect in the world,” Margaret said.

“If you don’t like to see the leaves turn.”

“Oh Henry, you’re a spoilsport.”

“Just kidding. The views are fantastic,” he admitted.

“I have a feeling California will be good for us,” she said.

I have a feeling California will be bad for us, Henry thought. What he said was, “I’m not sure.”

“Think of it,” Margaret said, “the Pacific, the palisades, the redwoods, and views like this, all in one state.”

“Including the desert.”

“Henry, you’re talking yourself into a depression. This is a vacation. We’re supposed to be having fun.” He strolled back to the car alone. Margaret was right. He turned to look at her, standing at the cliff’s edge, her back to him, looking out over the most magnificent ocean in the world. You fool, he thought, it is she and not the view that is your aphrodisiac.

As they went around a curve on the winding road, Henry spotted the green camper up ahead followed closely by a yellow highway patrol car, its roof lights flashing.

“The next lookout should be very soon,” Margaret said, looking up from the map to see the vehicles ahead. “What are they doing?”

“I think he wants the camper to stop,” Henry said, tapping the brakes as he closed in on the slowing vehicles. The camper pulled into the lookout area. The police car followed. Henry stopped fifty feet behind the police car. He saw the trooper emerge, take his gun out of his holster, and approach the driver’s window of the camper.

Henry got out of the car.

“Stay here, Henry,” Margaret said.

“Maybe I can help.”

He stopped when he saw the trooper point the gun directly at the driver’s face as he lowered the window. The driver, a young man with longish hair, handed something out to the policeman. The policeman glanced at the card, keeping the gun inches from the driver’s face. Henry couldn’t hear what the driver said.

With the gun the trooper motioned the driver out of the car. Henry could see that it was a boy of about Stanley’s age. He turned toward the camper, put his hands on the roof, as the trooper felt the sides of his pants and along the inseams. Then, motioning with the gun, he had the young man open the rear of the camper. He peered in, lifted something, dropped it back. The trooper glanced back at Henry, just for a second, as Henry instinctively stepped closer.

The trooper had the young man open the driver’s door wide. Still pointing the gun at the kid, the trooper peered inside. Then he gave the license back to the young man, holstered his gun, and drove off, tires screaming.

Henry went over to the young man.

“Anything wrong?” Henry asked.

The driver shook his head. “The usual. If I cut my hair, they wouldn’t stop me. They stop Chicanos, Blacks, longhairs, and—for different reasons—cute blondes.”

“Why the gun?”

“They always do that. At least he didn’t put the cuffs on me while he looked in the van.”

“What was he looking for?”

“Grass. Anything. Trouble.”

“Were you speeding?”

“Nah.” The young man looked at Henry. “Where you from?” he asked. “East?”

“New York,” Henry said.

“Well,” the driver said, getting back into his camper, “this is California, mister.”

*

“You should have stayed in the car,” Margaret said. “It could have been dangerous.”

“I thought I might help.”

“Who? The police or the driver?”

*

They arrived in the Big Sur area, content but tired, glad they had reserved a room. Within minutes they spotted the huge orange-and-blue sign off the road on the left: CLIFFHAVEN, RESERVATIONS ONLY. A double chain hung from posts blocked the dirt road leading upward. What Henry thought of as a sentry box, also in orange and blue, opened the moment they drove up, and a fair-haired young man of twenty-six or -seven with a clipboard under his arm bounded out, his hand reaching for Henry’s as he opened the door. “Welcome to Cliffhaven,” he said. “You’re Mr. and Mrs…?”

“Brown,” Henry said. “Mr. and Dr. Brown. We reserved from San Francisco.”

“Yes, indeed,” said the young man, checking his clipboard. “The Dr. threw me. I guess I assumed you were two men. My name is Steve Clete, and I’m your guide. How do you do, Dr. Brown,” he said, coming around to Margaret’s side of the car and shaking her hand through the open window.

Well, they’re friendly here, aren’t they? thought Henry. Out loud he said, “I guess it’s a good thing we reserved. You don’t take people who just wander by, like a motel?”

“Well, we’d like to, of course,” said Steve, “but we really can’t, sir. We’re pretty full up with reservations since we opened six months ago—word gets around, you know—and if we didn’t have the sign and the chain, people would drive in. It’s a good fifteen minutes getting up to the place, three S-curves on the way, and it’s pretty much one way except in a few spots. They’d get angry being turned away after the drive up, and we wouldn’t know they were coming so we’d have cars going up against cars coming down, awful. Let me buzz them that we’re on the way.”

The young man went back inside the sentry box and into the wall phone said, “On the way.” Henry saw the books on the rocker inside the sentry box.

“I see you have something to read while you wait,” he said.

“Oh yeah,” the young man said, “it’s great. Gives me a chance to catch up on all those books I was supposed to have read in college, you know, Spengler, Joyce.”

“What school’d you go to, Steve?” Henry asked, feeling the necessity of reciprocating the effusion of hospitality.

“Call me Clete,” the young man said. “Everyone does.”

Clete latched and locked the sentry-box door.

“Mind if I ride in the back with you?”

Henry thought Clete was a very nice, California-looking young man, down to the blue jeans and orange T-shirt saying “Cliffhaven.”

Clete unhooked the chain, waited for the car to pass, and put the chain back up, then clambered into the back seat of the Ford.

“Nice car,” he said.

“Rented,” Henry said.

“That’s good,” Clete said.

Why good?

Henry drove up the dirt road slowly in order not to stir up too much dust.

“You’ll probably find it easier in low gear,” Clete said. “Don’t worry about the blind curves. They’ll hold any car coming down until we get there. Who recommended Cliffhaven to you, Mr. Brown?”

Henry told him.

“That’s good,” Clete said.

Henry kept his eyes on the rock-strewn, curving road.

“Oh look,” Margaret said, “there’s a baby redwood.”

“Right you are, Dr. Brown. Actually, if you want to stop a minute here, it’s worth looking. The redwoods go down almost as far as they go up.”

They got out of the car, and true enough, the redwoods at the side of the road went all the way down into a ravine for fifty or sixty feet. It was an odd sensation looking down and then up to get the full length of the trees.

“The lay of the land gives us plenty of privacy up there,” Clete said.

“Yes,” Henry replied.

“Off we go,” Clete said, clapping his hands.

Henry wondered whether Stanley would be like that when he was twenty-six or -seven. Well, he wouldn’t be that blond or that California-looking. Stanley was not likely to be working at an inn. At least he hoped he wouldn’t.

“Be a bit careful on this next turn,” Clete said. “You’ve got a boulder on each side, but you can squeeze by. We get small trucks by them.”

“It’s a long way,” Margaret said. “Does anyone walk it?”

“Not usually,” Clete said, a sober tone in his voice. “Especially after dusk. We get some mountain lions in these parts.”

“You do?” Margaret said.

“They never attack a car,” Clete said.

When they finally reached the top of the road and passed another sentry box, Henry was able to pull over and the three of them got out of the car. Cliffhaven was miraculously beautiful.

The four largest buildings seemed to Henry triangles greatly extended vertically, one side thrusting straight at the sky, and at the apex sloping at a sharp angle almost to the ground. Though the design was stark and modern, the graying redwood used in the construction seemed natural atop the hills overlooking the surf far below. An artist-architect with a nature-defying boldness had implanted new houses atop hills accustomed only to wilderness.

Henry turned to Margaret. Her eyes were registering astonishment and praise.

“You folks dig Cliffhaven?” Clete asked.

“Yes,” Henry said.

“It’s like I imagined Norway would look like on a sunny day without the snow and ice,” Margaret said. “Or Switzerland.”

“Terrific, isn’t it?” Clete said.

Margaret looked at Henry. “How much is this a night?”

“I think it’s around eighty,” Henry said.

“It won’t seem high,” Clete said, “when you see your room. It’s not like a motel or a city hotel.”

They got back in the car, and Henry followed Clete’s instructions, pulling up and around the second triangular edifice to its rear, where a graceful wooden staircase went up to a landing divided into small patios overlooking the redwood forest and, far below, the breakers of the Pacific.

“If you’ll give me your keys,” Clete said, “I’ll get your bags out of the trunk.”

“I’ll help,” Henry said.

“No need.” Clete opened the car trunk. “You’ve only got two small ones. Traveling light?”

When they reached the landing, Margaret, taking in the view, said, “I wish we were going to be here more than a night.” She looked at Clete, who set down the bags, hoping he would say that they might extend their stay. He looked straight at her but said nothing. Strange young man, she thought. But so many of the young men she’d seen in California looked like that, lean and muscular, bronzed from the sun, walking on sneakers as if they were balancing on a surfboard.

Clete opened the door of their room with a key. He let them go in first. The wall opposite the entrance was a continuation of the ceiling, an angled line of solid, sloping glass through which they could see the cloudpuffs drifting in the blue sky.

Clete entered behind them, carrying the bags.

“Everybody says it’s fantastic. Here. If you’ll just sign your name on this card and put your home address in, I’ll register you downstairs.”

“That’s very considerate,” Henry said.

“One moment,” Margaret said to Clete. “How do you open this huge window?”

“The room’s air-conditioned, Dr. Brown, and it works perfectly.”

“I prefer fresh air unless it’s very humid,” Margaret said.

“I’m afraid it’s part of the architecture,” Clete said.

“Too bad,” Margaret said. “Well, we’ll live with it, I suppose.”

Only then did Henry sign the registration card. He handed it to Clete.

“Will you be paying by cash or credit card?” Clete asked.

“American Express okay?”

“Sure thing,” Clete said. “If you’ll let me have your card, the girl at the desk will get you squared away.”

Henry rummaged in his left pocket where he kept his singles folded, peeled off three, and gave them to Clete with his Amex card.

“Oh thank you, sir,” Clete said, as if he hadn’t expected to be tipped. “You’ll find towels in the bathroom. The phone’s by the bed. It rings in reception when you pick up. The beds are firm. I hope you like firm beds. Breakfast is included in the charge. It’s served from seven a.m. in the main building—that’s the flatter one over there. If you need anything, just ask reception for me. I’m your man,” he said. “Take care now.”

The moment Clete had closed the door behind him, Henry put his arms around Margaret, happy they had discovered a place like this.

He kicked off his shoes and took in the king-size bed with its inlaid headboard. It looked, like the outside, very Scandinavian modern, but the wood was Californian, like everything else. He stretched out on the bed, clasping his hands behind his head.

Margaret, her head supported on an elbow, was on the bed beside him, looking at her contented husband. “I wish we weren’t staying just the one night,” she said, “despite the window.”

“Yes,” Henry said. “Yes, yes, yes.”

*

When Henry woke, Margaret’s face was so close to his it blurred in his vision. They must have fallen asleep in each other’s arms. His stirring stirred her. He took her chin in his hand and kissed her gently just to the side of her mouth because Margaret, as a courtesy, always wanted to brush her teeth before being kissed, even if she was waking from a brief nap.

“Oh Henry,” she said.

“Oh Henry what?”

“I love you, and I’m hungry. It must be dinnertime.”

Henry glanced at his watch. It was still on his wrist. It must have been the drive. He always took it off when sleeping. It was almost seven.

“Let’s change,” Margaret said, swinging her legs off the bed. “Put your elegant blazer on. We’ll have a drink at the bar—I assume they have something that does for a cocktail lounge.”

“In this healthy atmosphere, they probably serve only orange juice,” Henry said, checking to see that he had his wallet, his comb, his—then remembered Clete had not returned his car keys.

“I guess he moved the car to the parking lot. I’ll pick up the car keys at the reception desk. I’ll bet that’s where he left them.”

He looked on the dresser for the room key. “Margaret, did you see the room key?”

“Hmmmm,” she said. “It had a triangular orange-and-blue plastic tag on it. I saw it in his hand when he opened the door.”

“Could he have forgotten to leave it? Check the bathroom, will you?”

Margaret said, “I didn’t see him go into the bathroom.”

“Don’t be difficult. Just look.”

“I’m not being difficult.” From the bathroom Margaret called out, “Come look.”

She was pointing to a typed index card taped to the bottom of the mirror over the basin.

California is experiencing a water shortage.

Please make sure the tap is turned off tight.

“As long as there isn’t a wine shortage in the dining room,” Henry said cheerfully. “I’ll check at the desk about the room key, too.”

At the door he said, “Come on now.”

“Coming.”

The knob turned, but the door did not open. He tugged at it.

“That’s odd,” he said.

“Is it stuck?” Margaret asked.

Henry tried again, then went to the room phone. Within a second of his picking it up, a woman’s voice with a marked California accent said, “I’ll connect you with Clete.”

Henry heard a buzz like an intercom, and then Clete’s voice. “Yes, sir.”

“This is Mr. Brown in room twenty.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m sorry, this is silly, but I can’t seem to get the door open.”

“I know, sir.”

“I don’t understand,” said Henry, who believed in patience.

Clete’s voice changed just the slightest when he said, “You’re Jewish, aren’t you?”
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Once when Henry had been asked if he were a practicing Jew he had answered, “Practicing for what?”

When asked if he were religious, he’d say, “I have the same beliefs as God.” Pressed, he would amplify. “The notion that God is everywhere in nature is bullshit. That’s an idea that confuses the Creator with the creation. Nor is God a plant superintendent, overseeing us all. If you believe that God had a hand in making all this”—Henry’s gesture would encompass the world—“He had to be the most energetic Force around. Please understand, God is not a democrat. In the animal world He distributed his energy unequally, a modicum to the sloth, a lot to frisky puppies. Now, if you look at people you can see how undemocratic He is. The superenergetic who have been great leaders have seemed to others godlike. If you want something done, the saw says, give it to a busy man. If you want to understand God, you have to know the Devil, who keeps road gangs standing around as each man takes turns working a bit, like government workers everywhere. Firemen and policemen start out as energetic types, and the Devil grants them twenty-year retirement. All over the world the Devil is winning out. That doesn’t make me a Republican, it makes me a believer in the source of energy. Call it God, it’s okay with me. If you realize there’s been a battle out there between God and the Devil since the beginning of time, you don’t get so uptight about human nature, you don’t become a zany perfectionist, you take life and other people as you find them.”

It was Henry’s gentle father who had taught him to respect competence rather than authority. In his business, for instance, Henry made a special point of being able to do almost anything any of his employees could do except reprogram the computer. When they saw him roll up his sleeves to help the foreman get a stuck conveyor belt moving again, his employees fortified their belief that in this company at least authority derived from ability not rank.

Henry saw to it that his family had enough of the necessities, including love. Other men demanded from their business life always more. Henry did not want to expand, acquire, or make more money. “Unlimited ambition,” he told Margaret, “is for artists or athletes who compete mainly against themselves. In business and in politics, unlimited ambition is dangerous.”

If, now that Henry had reached fifty, people felt relaxed in his presence, it was because he had learned to relax himself. He was not an optimist or a pessimist, he thought, but a realist poised to consider whatever life would offer.

*

Now, whenever a moment of panic presented itself, Henry would think There has to be a net.

It came from passing a crowd in New York City some years ago, everyone staring upward to the lip of the roof of a six-story tenement, where a stout lady was hanging on perilously. A policeman on the roof was trying to talk her into giving him her hand.

Faced with the decision to accept or reject the helping hand, the woman suddenly let her grip go and started to tumble through the air. Henry didn’t want to believe what he was so clearly seeing, a fat lady on her way to momentary death.

But the firemen were below with their safety net. The six men holding it braced themselves for the impact. The fat lady bounced high, then bounced less, then stayed, safe from the concrete and herself.

*

“Let me try that,” Margaret said, turning the doorknob. She pulled on it. Nothing happened. “Some people,” she said, “would get angry about a practical joke like this.”

There has to be a net. “Give me a moment,” Henry said, as Margaret stepped aside. He bent his knees to peer between the door and the jamb, separated only by a vertical hairline of light. He could see two locks.

I wish that were true, Henry thought. On his knees in front of the door, he seemed fascinated by the hardware. “The top lock is a deadbolt,” he said, “but Clete locked only the bottom. The bottom’s a spring latch. Watch me,” he said, turning to look up at her.

Of course, there was anxiety in Margaret’s face. She was unprepared by history. “Don’t be nervous,” he said. “It’ll be all right.”

Henry was good at fixing things around the house. She thought This isn’t our house.

“Thank heaven for credit cards,” Henry said. He still had his from the Diners Club. It just fit between the door and the jamb. He moved it carefully until it was under the spring latch, then gently pushed upward, moving the latch back into the door. “That’s why deadbolt locks are safer,” he said over his shoulder to Margaret. “These can be opened by an amateur.”

As soon as the plastic card was up an inch, he said, “There,” and with his right hand turned the knob and opened the door.

Clete was standing three feet from the door, his arms folded. Henry felt the blood rise to his face.

“You’ve passed the first test,” Clete said gaily. “I’ll have to use the deadbolt also from now on, Mr. Brown.”
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