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One

It was five A.M. and still dark outside. Inside the Fourleaf Club there was fluorescent daylight, toneless except for the occasional twitching of a defective tube. Most of the games were shut down; a mop crew worked in a roped-off section. A few sleeepless walkers and watchers trickled in and out of the big casino without playing. Tired clerks at the Keeno counter stared vacantly at a few nearly motionless old men waiting around with marked slips for the next drawing. A house shill wearing a work glove and pulling three levers in a steady, dismal rhythm was the only player on the long lines of slot machines. The play at the craps table, at one of two open blackjack deals and at the lone operating roulette wheel was all by shills. The oppressive torpor of that hour of an off-season, mid-week day deadened the atmosphere.

Then the live one, a brisk, compact man in a blue plaid shirt and tan sports jacket, came in through the alley entrance, went to the craps table and got directly into action. Ava Lowell, the croupier at the roulette wheel, a sad-eyed divorcee with a vague air of injury and reproach about her soft oval face, felt his vitality like an intrusion. She looked briefly across the casino at him, wondering for an unpleasant instant if she knew him, then decided she didn’t.

Ava eased her weight from one leg to the other very slowly so as not to disturb the tired, pleasant heaviness of her body. She stood resting herself slackly against the edge of the betting layout table, her eyes remote, her fingers in languorous motion gathering and stacking the loose chips she’d raked in after the last mock play against the shill seated alone across from her.

The ball slotted and though there were no real players to hear she spoke the winning number aloud. To assure wins the shill had scattered her bets all over the layout. Ava raked in the losing bets quickly, measured out the wins more deliberately. Getting the losses rapidly out of sight and lingering over the payoffs was house policy, the theory being to expose prospective players for a longer period to the sight of winning. There weren’t any prospective players nearby. She set the ball spinning again, feeling like an automaton.

The man in the sports jacket was making a lot of noise at the craps table and her attention moved, will-less, toward him, a slight frown around her sad brown eyes. No; she didn’t know him. It was just that he somehow reminded her of the dream she’d had last night …or rather yesterday afternoon, since she slept days.

Like all recent dreams, it had been horrible: She had been in a small shadowy room, alone and yet not alone. She looked in a mirror and saw that some of the shadows had gathered themselves into a dark mass. She tried to turn to look directly at it but it was visible only in the mirror. When she looked it was always motionless, but each time she looked it was a few inches closer to her back. It moved only in the split-second blinks of her eyes. Then it was at her lovely hair and she struck at it but it was bodiless. She tried to scream and was voiceless. Then the cloud was gone and she looked in the mirror and her head was shaved.

As she forced her attention back to the roulette wheel, Ava’s fingers touched reassuringly at her thick, light brown, shoulder-length hair, secured by a plain barrette at each temple and bound loosely in back by a narrow green velvet band. Shy all her life, there was an unassertive feminine charm and grace in her manner and movement. Of medium height with a slim, unspectacular figure, she looked neat in the Fourleaf Club uniform of tailored gray slacks and short-sleeved white blouse featuring four-leaf-clover buttons and “Ava” embroidered in green on the breast pocket. But even after a year of it the uniform of a gambling casino seemed strange. She never put on those man pants without a twinge of shame as if they were a public badge of failure as a woman.

Occasionally she nodded, half-listening, as the shill, an elderly widow with insomnia resumed her story of adjusting to the loss of her husband. Because, as her husband Dave had used to say—approvingly—she was a listening woman, and because, as he had once said later—despairingly—she had an affinity for failures. All the nowhere-going, the dead-stop, the backward-going people in the world knew her as one of their own. The widow spoke of resigning herself. They all finally did resign themselves and seemed proud, as if accepting the defeat of a second-best kind of life and lowering the flag to permanent half-mast were a triumph. She pitied them. Sometimes she envied them. For herself she had tried desperately but futilely to stop loving Dave, knowing she could not, but must, live without him.

Ava had not wanted to divorce Dave, and he had not asked for a divorce. But she had become a serious liability to him and she’d offered him his freedom. She didn’t delude herself that her motive had been pure and selfless. If she had stayed he would have had to quit the company in which he had made such fine progress as a young executive or else he would have had to endure watching lesser men with better wives pass him by. Such an injury to his pride and frustration of his ambitions would gradually have embittered him. And whether or not he ever expressed it openly, he would know her as the source of his pain and failure, not a sweetness but a poison, and even the memory of the beautiful thing their love had been would be gone.

“Hey! Where are you going with those chips?”

Ava stared in dumb surprise at the man seated across from her. Her hand had been in the process of raking in a stack of about ten chips off the board. Her hand froze. Her glance flicked anxiously over to the craps table where this man should have been playing…. He wasn’t at the craps table—he was here, across from her, staring at her with bulging, amber eyes and talking in an excited voice.

“Put ‘em back. You’re not supposed to take in a win bet. Put my chips back on twenty-five.”

“Twenty-five?” Ava said tonelessly. She saw that the elderly widow who had been playing at her wheel was over at one of the blackjack tables.

“Sure. Twenty-five. I was on it. Put the chips back.”

Ava looked at the wheel. The little white ball was riding in the “25” slot. She didn’t remember the widow’s leaving. She didn’t remember this man’s coming. She blinked, wet her lips and with a sense of helplessness put the chips back on the “25” square.

“I guess,” she said uncertainly, “I was half asleep.”

“Think nothing about it.” He smiled, relaxing. “I didn’t mean to get tough.” He glanced to the left and to the right and said in an undertone, “Hope I didn’t get you in trouble. But I kept playing and playing that number. Put my last ten chips on it. Naturally when it hit—”

She smiled. “Naturally. I—I’m sorry.”

She remembered neither his buying chips nor making any bets. The chips were orange-colored. On the rim of the wheel housing she saw a single orange chip resting on a silver dollar. The denomination of chips, except the five-and ten-dollar ones, was not marked. Usually the chips were worth a dime; if more, she kept track of the value by placing a coin with the chip. She did recall putting that chip on the silver dollar. A moment later she remembered another fragment. She had taken a fifty-dollar bill from him, inspected it briefly, then inserted it into the slot of the table bank. The rest remained blank. She frowned intently as she counted out and nervously recounted thirty-five ten-dollar chips. She pushed them across to him.

“Can you cash them?”

She shook her head. “Unless you want three hundred and fifty silver dollars. The cashier’s right over there.”

He got up, smiling. Ava shifted her eyes. “You want a ten-dollar chip for those?” She indicated the chips on “25.”

He shook his head. “Let ‘em ride. Bad luck not to replay your winning number.”

Ava set the ball spinning and watched it, aware that he stood watching her instead of the ball. She could feel a slow flush crawling up her neck. The ball dropped into “10.”

“Damn!” he said. “Right beside it. The very next slot …Oh, well, you’re a damn good dealer. Here!” He reached across and put two ten-dollar chips on the green baize beside her hand.

“Thank you, but that isn’t necessary at all.”

“I want you to have it …Ava.” He winked at her. “I’ll be seeing you.” He strolled over to the cashier’s office.

She closed her eyes. It was later in the East. She could visualize Dave at breakfast and she concentrated her thoughts to him saying, Dave …I’m scared…. Dave, I can’t stand it, I’m losing my mind. Dave, I’m scared.

The stranger’s “I’ll be seeing you” probably meant nothing, Ava knew. Nonetheless if she stayed in town as usual for a meal after the shift he might see her. She hurried out of the Fourleaf Club and away from the casino area to the parking lot across the tracks. She drove out into the residential area at normal speed but she had a sense of racing. There was a harried look about her soft brown eyes and she repeatedly flicked glances at the rear-view mirror. There had been something cynical about his broad, coarse face and a bullying quality about his bulging, amber eyes and the “I’ll be seeing you,” accompanied by that knowing wink, might have been a sort of threat.

She stopped at the little grocery where she had an account, then drove on to her apartment, one of a dozen one-room units in a group of one-story, flat-roof, concrete-block buildings forming a quadrangle around a small court. She entered, chain-locked the door, set down the groceries, and, still in hat and coat, went to the front window. She stood tensely at the edge of the closed Venetian blind, one eye gazing fixedly at the entrance to the court.

She stood as though entranced for a full two minutes, watching for him. It was fantastic to expect him. He had not been around to see her drive out of the parking lot, hadn’t followed her in a car and couldn’t know where she lived, but she stood gripped by fear and at the same time by an intense anger. She loathed the creature, her whole instinct was revolted by him. She shook her head and went quickly to the closet and hung up her hat and coat. She went back to the window, but only briefly, knowing he couldn’t possibly be coming.

Get hold of your senses, she told herself. There was something suspicious about the overintensity of her reaction to the mere thought of the man. She stripped out of the casino uniform and hurried into a nice little pink house dress. In the process she caught herself automatically avoiding as much as possible the sight of her pale, bared flesh. She washed her hands and face carefully in the bathroom, came out and set the little dinette table prettily, then began the preparation of her meal.

The dread which that man roused might be disguised sexual desire. Her eyes lighted with brief hope as the idea flickered like heatless flame, then vanished. That part of her was dead, she knew, to her regret. She had tried to rouse it these past few months by dates with men of all types. She had a continuing interest and affection for several of them, but never any sexual desire. On occasion she had even taken the memory of Dave as lover into bed with her and tried to recreate his touch and sensation, but it was a barren, depressing experience. Only Dave’s actual body could bring her body alive.

Food helped and she had developed a big appetite. But she couldn’t seem to put on weight and she felt weak most of the time in spite of vitamin supplements and several tonics that she took regularly. Now, though it was near her bedtime, it was breakfast time and her meal consisted of breakfast foods. She had cooked oats with cream and sugar, a whole pan of biscuits lavishly buttered, scrambled eggs, sausages, fried potatoes and two glasses of milk. She sat properly and ate slowly, remembering all of her manners with the exception of a pleasant countenance, and there was no purpose in that when there was no one to cheer. Now and then a wave of loneliness would pass over her and she would stop chewing, her throat too full for swallowing, and just stare for several seconds.

When she was done she washed the dishes, tidied up the little place, converted the sofa into a bed and went in for her shower. She bound her hair, adjusted the spray and stepped into the stall, a towel protecting her upper back from the chill of the tile while the spray warmed her full stomach comfortably.

The warmth and friction of the water gradually put a flush on her skin and she looked down at the slick pinkness and remembered something horrible from her very young girlhood. She had been visiting a farm with her grandfather and had gone into a cornfield with some older boy cousins who caught a small rabbit. With a pocket knife they had cut the fur around the neck, then peeled the fur down clear off its hind legs, skinning it alive. They had put it down, a raw thing, slick and pink and in agony, and they had laughed at the poor creature and at her when she fell on the ground screaming and vomiting….

She felt suddenly giddy. She shut her eyes and clutched the flesh of her upper abdomen, her nails digging. She had no sooner banished that memory than two others involving bullies came into her mind. She had been in the second or third grade in school and almost every day a big boy chased a smaller one and always caught him and always made him beg and cry. The smaller boy would start to run even before he was chased …and she herself, a rabbity little thing, had looked at a certain rough boy with such scared eyes that he chased her in the park and made her stand still and lift up her dress and show her pants. There had been no sex connected with it in her mind, just fright and shame, and a sense of helplessness.

She looked at her thin, naked body, so depleted that she hadn’t menstruated for four months, and knew she was still weak and defenseless. The rough creature who had somehow hypnotized and paralyzed her senses back there in the casino and had stirred up these dark, unhappy memories was strong. He was stocky and there was vigor about him, a look of excessive and highly compressed physical energy, the whole of him saturated with unmistakable, ruthless maleness. He was like a powerful magnetic field and, whether by repulsion or disguised attraction, he exerted some sort of force on her. He was ugly and horrible and she didn’t want to be under his influence…. She began to cry softly, the tears flowing down her cheeks…. Dave …Dave …I’m your girl.


Two

Ava’s parents had married young and had lived in her grandfather’s house while her father continued his schooling. Ava had been barely three when they crashed to death while speeding home from a weekend party in Detroit. It was decided by everyone in the family except Ava that her grandfather, a widower and retired judge, was too old to rear a little girl, so she had been taken into the family of an aunt. The strange home frightened her and a pair of older cousins pushed her around and subjected her to rough “teasing,” and within a year she changed from a lively, happy, aggressively friendly little charmer to a sickly “cry-baby.”

Her only happy memories of that period were of her grandfather’s visits, but even these were surrounded by pain and anxiety. She would begin to brighten at the mere prospect of seeing him. As the moment of his arrival approached she would become dangerously overstimulated and would have to run repeatedly to the bathroom to keep from wetting herself. The possibility that he should ever see her dirty and shameful was terrifying. At the sight of his tall figure and gentle, beautiful, smiling face she would run to him and cling possessively throughout his visits. Too soon he must go and because he did not want her to cry and because she was afraid to let her cousins see her cry, she contained her misery, but she lived only for his next visit. Finally he reclaimed her and brought her safely and permanently back home.

When Ava met Dave McKettrick at the college in Cincinnati where she was a freshman, she was living with her grandfather, He was sick with age and missed her terribly if she was out at night and though she was eighteen, she’d never had a serious date. She spent her evenings studying, playing the piano for him, reading to him there in the big old house which had always been home to her. He was her whole world and she had no sense of confinement; she loved him and liked their quiet way of life.

From the time she was old enough to listen he had talked to her, trying through many a solemn and joyous hour to impart the best of his wisdom and goodness to her, his flower, his good girl. And it pleased her to know that she had become the sort of demure, soft-spoken young lady he so highly prized. “Blessed are the meek,” he had used to say.

She had seemed prissy to most of her contemporaries at the college. But Dave was older—twenty-five. He had a degree in engineering and he had recently been selected by his company for executive training and he was at the college for a course as part of the training.

Dave had noticed her several times during the first week of the semester. As he told it, he had seen a dainty figure in skirt, blouse and unbuttoned sweater who moved with short, quick, legs-together steps and wore pink or blue or white bobby socks that matched the ribbon in her long, bright blond hair. He had liked the timidity and mood of embarrassment about her. She was sunburned and her thin, bare legs were pink and he had come to think of her as the pretty little virgin with the blushing legs. In the second week of the semester he approached her directly for a date and she had scurried away. Ava hadn’t the slightest recollection of that first meeting and even when he told her about it after their marriage she couldn’t quite believe it.

The Dave McKettrick she met through a mutual acquaintance in the middle of the fall term was of medium height, with a compact but sturdy physique, and the neat, chiseled Anglo-Saxon features of the adman’s fantasy of the “typical” American youth. His firmly molded lips could break into a warm, handsome smile, but there was a glint of calculation in his dark eyes, and he seemed aware of the sales value of things like good grooming, correct dress and the smooth manners of a career boy on the make. Yet he seemed incapable of brashly thrusting himself at her without an introduction or of entertaining such a thought as “the pretty little virgin with the blushing legs.” She had liked him at once and had gone to a stage play with him on Saturday afternoon and for a short drive Sunday afternoon. For weeks they had afternoon dates and occasional lunches together and walks around the campus, but it was a companionship, not a romance.

Ava Lowell never thought about marriage except as a someday-maybe thing because it would have meant abandoning her grandfather. She planned to teach music in the public schools and stay with him. He was old, but he always had been as long as she could remember and she didn’t believe his predictions of his own death. Dave not only understood and praised her attitude but felt freed by it since he wasn’t planning marriage either. Neither of them had any expectations beyond the simple pleasure of each other’s company and talk. He, of course, did most of the talking, and she fell happily into the familiar role of responsive, sympathetic listener.

He came from a small Nebraska farm and was a “poor cousin” McKettrick. It had been a financial struggle to put him through engineering school and his branch of the family had felt unusual pride in his placing in the top tenth of his class. They considered his career an honor to them and Dave felt an obligation to succeed as though he were carrying a banner for them as well as himself. The company he worked for was an empire with twenty-four branches in the U.S. and Canada and a network of subsidiaries throughout half the world and he conveyed to her the importance of his selection as an executive trainee. Ava had been truly impressed and glad for him.

Then the tone of his talk had subtly changed. He began to confide his fears that the school he had attended lacked class, and that he was up against brilliant men from MIT and other really important schools. The intense technical focus of his schooling left gaps in his general knowledge and he was never quite sure of himself among some of the highly educated, sophisticated people who sometimes patronized him and maybe laughed behind his back.

He didn’t know what to like in art or music and she helped him there. Her grandfather lectured him on literature and history and recommended basic reading, pleased that Dave had the mind and the inclination actually to learn. At the time he had needed all the things she could provide, and not the least of these was her continual assurances that he was intelligent, personable, and endowed with the highest skills and finest character and must, inevitably, succeed. He would drink in her words and nod gravely and believe everything she said as though hers were the final and only meaningful authority. For her part she came to feel a profound involvement and partisanship and an almost maternal tenderness toward him.

By the following May they had come to the point where they could not miss a day seeing each other. They usually met outside the library and she often had a chance to observe him the moment he first saw her. His dark face would light up with a grin and he would quicken his pace, his whole being alerted and transformed with pleasure. Seeing and feeling his reaction to the simple sight of her would fill Ava with such emotion that tears often came to her eyes and her breast seemed to burst.

She was not astonished one June morning to look in her mirror and see that she glowed and was no longer tepidly pretty but beautiful. She thought that truly he had entered in unto her in a spiritual sense and had given her this woman-virtue of beauty while the essence of her had nourished his man’s strength. She loved him and she would be his mate forever.

They were married on her nineteenth birthday in September. Her grandfather had said with a morose sort of cheerfulness that he would be free, now that she was safe and well loved, to go to his rest in peace. But the old darling had decided that death was not for him and had perked up and headed out on a world cruise at the same time she and Dave had gone on their honeymoon.

She was frightened on the wedding night and Dave didn’t press her. The second night he did press her, but when she cried he relented.

“I wouldn’t hurt you,” he kept assuring her, “you know I wouldn’t hurt you, dearest. Don’t be afraid, Ava …Baby, don’t cry.” He sat on the edge of the bed, soothing her in the dark, petting her and every few moments kissing her cheek. When she was calm he stood up between the twin beds and lighted a cigarette. He stood there smoking and watching over her till he finished his cigarette. Then he dropped to his knees beside the bed and gazed at her. “Don’t worry about it. Just close your eyes and go to sleep and tomorrow you’ll feel better and we’ll have a wonderful day. Everything’s going to be all right because I love you.”

“Dave, I love you, too, and I will be a good wife. I swear it…. I want to and I will, darling.”

“Now, now, you’re getting upset. Just don’t think about it.”

“I don’t want to be such a disappointment to you, Dave; I’m so ashamed.” Her face was filled with sudden pain—pain for him.

“Of what? Of being what you are? An innocent girl, nurtured as tenderly as a flower. That’s the girl I loved and married and if anyone should feel ashamed it’s me for not realizing how special you are, how precious. I’ve treated your love as if it were small change, something you could give lightly and casually to any stranger…. I’m almost a stranger and I’ve rushed you as if there’s no tomorrow.

“I brought you here to make you happy and give you a wonderful time and instead of that I’ve made you afraid. Listen, Ava, from now on, you’re not to worry, because everything is going to go at your pace. Then, when you’re sure of me, of how deeply I love you—and only then—the thing you’re afraid of will happen, and you’ll find it’s nothing to fear, but a wonderful experience. But for now, you’re not to give it a thought. I won’t press you at all.”

When he got into the other twin bed she lay for the longest time staring miserably at the ceiling and listening to him toss. She turned on her right side and he lay on his left, facing her. A lamp table, higher than the beds, stood between them, its top and legs forming a sort of frame through which they could see each other. They lay, open-eyed, peering at one another. Then Dave laughed silently.

“I see you.”

“I see you, too.”

“Can’t you sleep, pet?”

“I’m lonesome.” Ava extended a slim bare arm over to him and touched his face. “I could sleep if you were here, holding me in your arms.”

He began to kiss her hand.

“You’ve got sugar fingers. And the most graceful hands and arms. And the most adorable shoulders and the most exquisite breasts. See what just your hand does to me? That’s why it’s impossible for me to get in bed with you.”

“Couldn’t you just sleep? Please?”

“If I come over there somebody’s going to lose something. It’ll probably be me, losing my mind. No, Ava. I can’t lie beside the body of the woman I love more than anything in the world and not respond to her totally. The instant you’re aware of that simple physical male response you’ll get tense and scared again. Next thing you’ll be crying and I won’t go through that again tonight. I’ve had all the failure in that department I can take just now. Go to sleep.” He turned on his other side.

After a moment Ava sat up and slipped out of bed. He sat up and started to rise from the opposite side when she came onto his bed. She caught him from around the back, and standing on her knees behind him, pressed her cheek against his.

“It’s not your failure, Dave. It’s mine. I know it, but please say you still love me, anyway.”

His aggravation dissolved and he laughed at her. “Well, since you put it so appealingly and say please …I still love you.” He turned and lay on his chest and drew her down so her upper body lay against his chest. He held her face in both hands and pulled it close and kissed her lips and then lifted it a few inches and grinned up at her while she gazed solemnly and lovingly into his eyes. “Want to hear a dirty joke?”

“No.”

“I prescribe this one. Once upon a time there was an innocent farm girl who went off to college in the big city—”

“Are farm girls innocent?”

“Some are, some aren’t.”

“In Nebraska?”

“If you mean the girls around where I lived, yes, all of them, as far as I knew. So when this girl went off to college her mother told her—”

“Honestly? You never—well, made love to any other girl?”

“You’re the very first girl in my life. So her mother said, When you get off there in the big city, you be careful; don’t you let any of them there slickers—’”

“Did you ever want to make love to any other girl?”

“Never.”

“There was never anybody before you that I ever wanted to be kissed by.” She kissed his lips slowly, withdrew and smiled. “It’s awfully sweet of you to lie to me, Dave. I don’t want to know a single thing about any of the girls that’ve been in love with you …except, were any of them my type?”

“No. Besides, you’re not a type. There isn’t anybody like you. So the mother warned her that if she let a man kiss her and get on top of her she’d be pregnant. Well, a few weeks later the parents came to college to visit the girl and the girl suddenly pointed to a boy and cried: ‘Look, Ma …that boy’s pregnant!’” He stopped and laughed. “Get it? She’d been on top of him. And the moral of this story, Ava, is that you may think of sex as a fight and of yourself as being beaten up. That makes you afraid of me as if I were an enemy. But you’d lose the fear if I were the downed one …the partner on the bottom.”

She rolled away and buried her face in the pillow, giggling.

“You liked that joke, h’m?”

She rolled onto her back, laughing out loud. “Yes, but what I was laughing at was the other—the idea of me being on top. I wouldn’t know how to do it to you….” She became aware that he’d turned on his side, and she could feel the heat and pressure of him against her hip. She sobered. “I’ll go back to my own bed.”

“Stay here,” he said. He rolled on his back. “Nothing’s going to happen.” There was a long silence between them.

“Dave …”

“What?”

“You made me realize something. I do think of it as a fight. I think I know why I’m that way. You see, when I was young and in grade school I wanted to be the cleanest and best little girl there ever was so that my granddaddy would be proud and wouldn’t ever be sorry that he took me back home…. But some of the kids resented me for being a teacher’s pet and getting good grades and being quiet and careful about my clothes and hair. Everything about me irritated certain kinds of boys—the loudest and roughest and untidiest. They’d push me and hit me when they got a chance and try to muss me up. Sometimes I went home dirty and blubbering and I’d have to sneak in and let the housekeeper pretty me up before letting Granddaddy see me.
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