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“Such a dark and devious first novel, so steeped in a man’s manipulation of another life, so full of the self-loathing that is unloving loving—and yet so strong, so close to the new human nature… Erotic, hard, even mean, [The Nenoquich] is adult reading. The redeeming social virtues are in manner and meaning.”

—Art Seidenbaum, Los Angeles Times

“There’s a Nabokovian cunning in this first novelist’s careful portrayal of his creepy protagonist, Harold Raab, a dropout from the 1960s who can only connect with the world around him through the exercise of fantasy… Its steely concentration and understated emotional force make [The Nenoquich] a thoroughly successful experiment.”

—Bruce Allen, Chicago Tribune Sun

“On the surface, the characters and situations of [The Nenoquich] will seem thoroughly familiar and predictable: postgraduate children of the middle class, over-educated, uninspired, addicted to movies, meaningless sex, facile ‘class analyses,’ and cool ironic dialogue…

“Look again. The place is the same but, believe me, you’ve never made this trip before. For Henry Bean’s extraordinary first novel accomplishes what great literature is meant to do: It rediscovers within all the chaff and flash of contemporary life enduring and, in this case, terrifying truths… Rarely has the physical act of sex, as a barometer of someone’s psychological state, been described so well…

“Buy this disturbing book—if only as a hedge against spiritual inflation. For [The Nenoquich], unlike most fiction of the day, will not lose its value. Literature lasts.”

—David Bosworth, Boston Globe
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To Leslie Balog






“Why is light given to one whose way is hid?”

—Job







While I was writing this book, many people helped me in many ways. Above all, Leora Barish, David Milch, and Ann Patty gave me advice and encouragement without which I never would have finished.






PREFACE

It took me more than three years, back in the 1970s, to write this short novel, and at least half that time was spent trying to turn a gnarly book into something more acceptable—to myself and others. I was able to finish only when I saw that all my efforts to “fix” it had done nothing, and I finally had to accept that this was what I had written and what I could write.

Rereading it now has been a bit like meeting yourself in a time-travel story or hearing your voice on a tape recording; you shudder a little, even before you realize who it is. Harold Raab has stayed young, and I’ve gotten old. On first reencounter, I did not like him much better than he likes himself, but as I read on, I began to feel a certain respect for his “commitment.” He refuses to ask for the kind of protection or softening I was trying to give him forty years ago.

That the book appeared at all was due almost entirely to the efforts of Ann Patty, who championed it and founded Poseidon Press, which published it. A few months before it was to come out, Ann called up to say that the salespeople at Poseidon didn’t know how to sell a novel called The Nenoquich and did I have any other ideas? I did not, but instead of standing my ground and defending a title I liked, I came up with a bland alternative, False Match. I was thinking of the film term faux raccord—often used for a jump cut, though in fact it refers to any deviation from normal continuity, visual, sound, even narrative—and which I translated into awkward English. Mismatch would have been better, but not as good as The Nenoquich. Among the many joys of this republication is the chance to go back and use the original title—the true title—and to restore the passage in the text that explains what it means. My abundant thanks to McNally Editions for giving this gnarled thing a second life.

Henry Bean

Los Angeles, 2023






THE NENOQUICH




August 12, 1970

I was afraid again this morning. Even before I was fully awake I sensed fear like a presence in the room, and I thought: when I open my eyes it will be right in front of me, a gray figure on the windowsill. Yet when I looked there was nothing there. Above my toes three parallel wires stretched across a white sky, a sea of black roofs receded into the distance, a frame surrounded the window, walls enclosed the frame, the floor came toward the bed, the blanket up under my chin, and the morning said, Yes?, it said, And you?… That is a peculiarity of the mornings here in Berkeley, they interrogate.

I sat at the window. I could hear Jimmy and Donna talking in the kitchen. Shaw would still be asleep. Across the street the brown house opened and out came the Portuguese family: man, woman, boy. They climbed into their red Simca wagon and drove off. A moment later Jimmy Wax appeared from our house, got in my Dodge and left for his job in San Francisco. I thought… no, it is too simple to say, “I thought.” I had ideas, but I also had other ideas. Since I quit my job it is often like that.

I ate breakfast with Donna, read the paper, then went out on the porch for a minute. The Simca was back in its garage, and the Portuguese woman had begun her daily watering of the lawn and garden. She is in her thirties, wears pants, her black hair is stiff and melancholy. Infidelity would become her, but for the same reasons she would never consider it. Above her head a black bird detached itself from one of the wires and flew across the sky, disappearing a second later against the black roofs. It was time to work.

13th

Work: I sit down here at nine each morning and write for three hours. During that time I am not permitted to daydream, stare out the window, write letters, masturbate, read or make superfluous trips to the bathroom (one an hour is the limit). Occasionally I violate each of these rules, but not often.

Recently I have begun work on a large and still formless project, which I like to think of as a scientific rather than an artistic or literary effort. I am writing this “for myself,” though not without the usual dreams of glory. I once read about a man who worked in a similar way; a literary agent of some sort would appear in his room at regular intervals and pay him by the kilogram for his work. Unfortunately, the agent is lacking in my situation; no one comes, no one pays, no one reads. I work in a closet, as it were, though not entirely by choice. Twice I have told my roommates that on such and such a corner of this desk was a stack of pages their opinions of which I would be interested to know. As far as I can determine (and I have been scrupulous in my search for evidence), the pages have never been moved. Once I found several of them scattered across the floor, but experiments indicated that they had most likely blown off in the breeze that comes through a crack in the window. In the end I became convinced that none of them had read a word. When I mentioned this at dinner one night, there was silence, which I took for an admission.

More troubling than the obscurity of my labors, however, is an undisciplined quality in the work itself. Despite my efforts, the thing grows in size without any refinement of shape or purpose. The problem is that I cannot resist throwing into it every odd remark and event that catches my attention even for a moment. Just yesterday, for example, I overheard Jimmy Wax on the phone with Lucy. They were arguing about something (a quasi-lovers’ quasi-quarrel; Jimmy losing, as usual), and finally he said, “Well, she’s mad about him, isn’t she? At least in the physical sense…”

Now written out here these words look quite ordinary, yet when Jimmy said them they gave me a peculiar shudder. The very flesh of the word “physical” (the rough texture of the opening consonants sliding through the narrow vowel to the fricative surface of the S, and from there through the second vowel, narrower still, until the whole word bursts in the calm pool of the final syllable) seemed for a moment the purest expression I had ever heard of a love that was indistinguishable from sexual desire. I felt myself grow hot and tight. I wanted someone, but for what?

These sensations occupied only an instant, of course, and my first thought was: how could I use this in my work? It wasn’t enough simply to hear it spoken (in fact, that was useless), I wanted to make it mine.

I went to the desk and copied out the words on a piece of paper. Yet even in the act of writing I felt them losing their force. Sitting there in my handwriting, they seemed empty, banal. I tried to recall Jimmy’s nervous inflection, his posture as he sat at the top of the stairs, his usually dolorous beard turned a momentary spade of flame in the evening sunlight. I looked in my book to see what I’d been reading at that moment. But the magic eluded me, hovered briefly just a thought away, then receded into the irretrievable distance until I found myself staring at something that, like an exhausted love affair, embarrassed me with the memory of what it had once been.

I describe all this to show how my concentration is squandered in attempts to seize for myself (for my work) whatever glitters out there, gold indistinguishable from the rest. And as a result the work assumes no direction, becomes merely a trash heap of these mental spasms.

August 16

For three years I held a respectable job, one my various alumni magazines could have mentioned without embarrassment. I was industrious, reliable, a productive citizen. People on the street would occasionally say, “There goes…” In exchange for my labor I received Blue Cross group coverage, eighty percent of dental work and more money than I needed; enough, that is, to support Shaw and Jimmy as well as myself. So I thought, all right, you’ve given up the old life, started pulling your oar instead of your meat, and the fear has left you alone.

Then one morning last spring, as if I’d recognized a car parked across the street, I knew the fear was back. It showed up at work and asked around. It came over to me and said, I know you. So, I quit the job and went home. I went home and got in bed, and now when I wake, the gray Berkeley mornings are suffused with fear. Already I am twenty-six.

16th again

All right, perhaps there was something else in my reaction to that remark of Jimmy’s the other day, an irritation or annoyance that I failed to mention at the time. Sometimes I do not like hearing about a woman’s passion for another man. I can’t help taking it as a rejection. Of course this is absurd; the woman (whoever she is) may never have met me, probably hasn’t even heard my name. Nevertheless, I find myself wondering what she sees in this man she’s mad about and whether she’d see it still after she’d met other people.

Forget this.

18th

I was at the bank today cashing my unemployment check when who should appear behind me in line but Mickey Marcus. Or, as he put it when I greeted him, “Not Mickey, Morton.”

I said, “Who’s Morton?”

He said, “I am, it’s my real name. I’m using that now. Okay?”

“How about Mort?”

He smiled, “If that makes you comfortable.”

Mickey brought me up to date with not only some genuinely charming stories about baby Noah and Pamela’s complaint that I haven’t been up to see them lately, but also the sensational news that he had just sold a piece to Penthouse. And for some reason this information did not stiletto my liver as I would have imagined. Growth, I supposed, maturity. I said, “That’s terrific, Mickey.”

“Morton.”

“Morton, that’s terrific.”

He agreed that it was and then, in an effort to spread the good fortune around, said that Ab Potter (“You remember Ab.” “The junkie?” “Not anymore.”) had been made Penthouse’s San Francisco editor and was looking for writers in the area. Maybe I ought to send him something.

“Like what?”

“Whatever you’ve got and can slant their way.” He had done an article on radical sex, how politics could change what went on in bed for certain kinds of people.

“Like who?” I asked him.

He laughed. “Who do you think, man? Us.”

Strange, I hadn’t noticed. Things always seem the same. For instance, a moment later at the teller’s window, Janet said she was about to go to lunch and did I want to go with her? And though it was true that I had come to the bank chiefly to see her, face to face with the invitation I equivocated.

I said, “You’re too tall, Janet.”

“No, I’m not. We stand on these little platforms.” She glanced at her feet. “They’re supposed to cut down on robberies.”

I tried to see over the counter, but it was too wide.

Mickey said, “I’ll take you to lunch, Janet.”

She said, “What about your wife, Mr. Marcus, Pamela A.?”

“Pamela A. is okay,” said Mickey. “I’m talking about lunch, not bigamy.”

But Janet said, “Sorry,” and would not talk about either. She also seemed slightly disgusted with me. When she cashed my check, she counted out the money, placing it precisely in the threshold of the window, then withdrew her hands a discreet distance and put one on top of the other as if to keep them from doing anything wrong. Her fingers were strikingly pale against the dark marble counter. I turned to see if Mickey thought this was strange, but he wasn’t watching, and when I looked back there no longer seemed anything unusual about it.

Out on the street, Mickey wrote down Ab Potter’s number, and I put it in my wallet. He said, “You know, you could get that style down pretty easily, and once they start buying your stuff…”

“Yeah…”

“It’s good bread, too.”

“What?”

“Eight for the first piece, then up a hundred each time.”

I said, “What’s a piece, Mickey?”

“A piece of what, you mean? I don’t know, buddy, that’s up to you. I’m just making a suggestion.”

Meaning I was a schmuck. And an asshole. I said, “I appreciate it. I’ll see what I’ve got around.”

He smiled, “Good,” touched my arm and was off to the city.

20th

From Peterson’s Ancient Mexico:


“The five ‘useless’ days at the end of each 360-day cycle were called nemontemi by the Aztecs and uayeb by the Maya. These were considered empty, sad, unlucky, or fateful. Landa writes, ‘During these days they did not comb nor wash themselves, nor did the men nor women free themselves from lice, nor did they undertake any mechanical or fatiguing work, for fear some misfortune should happen to them.’ Sahagun also mentions the nemontemi: ‘In these five days, which were of evil omen, they said that those born during this time would have bad luck in everything and would be poor and miserable. They were called Nenoquich, which means ‘Worthless person’ or ‘Will never amount to anything.’ ”



21st

Imagine someone who, in an excess of fantasy, decides to have an affair with a woman he has never met, whose very existence he discovers only by chance. Obviously he is something of an anachronism.

The woman is not his type. She is too tall, too young, too cheerful, too frank. Yet he is a man who does not know his type, or, to be honest, refuses to know it. He is as much offended by the woman as attracted to her. He has fantasies of degrading and humiliating her. He pictures a brief affair that begins with her feeling whole, solid, full and ends when her life and character lie in ruins. It should last two or three months. He would give up other women for the duration. She would arrive about four in the afternoon and leave by six to make dinner for her husband. He would force her to have pleasure. She would be lost.



When I asked Jimmy, he didn’t remember the phrase or the conversation. What else had he said? I’d only heard those words. He couldn’t imagine who he’d been talking about. He gave me his sly look, “Why do you want to know?”

“Just curious.” I glanced at Shaw.

“Come on…” Jimmy said with a smile, “I know when something’s up.”

I said, “Find out who it was, and I’ll tell you.”

Shaw laughed. Jimmy indicated Shaw, “Does he know?”

I said, “Jimmy, you’ll be the very first.”

He grinned, “That’s the way I like it.”

“You were talking to Lucy, maybe she’d remember.”

“I doubt it.”

“Why not?” said Shaw, “She remembers everything else.”

He looked at Shaw. What did that mean? He said, “I’ll ask her,” finished his coffee and grabbed his clipboard. He was off to work. When the door closed, Shaw and I both smiled.

August 22

The first time I saw Shaw he was in a pose like the discus thrower’s but more extreme, and in his hand instead of a discus was a dark green bottle with a burning rag in its mouth. He should have thrown it right away, but he paused a moment, looked around and saw me watching. He smiled. Then the bottle rose into the ice-colored dawn, returned to earth and burst into flame on the windshield of a U.S. Army Plymouth. Fire splashed across the glass and poured in through the windows. A minute later there was an explosion, and flame gushed out both ends of the car. When I glanced back to where the bottle had come from, Shaw was gone.

He had traveled fast and light in those days, involved in politics that were serious, full time and not at all distracted by the electoral process. He was also married, I eventually learned, one of those political couples who never had a roof or a car or a bed of their own, for whom children were unimaginable since there was hardly time or place to conceive, much less bear, nurse and raise. Their life consisted of borrowed rooms, meetings, mimeograph ink, coffee, gasoline, Benzedrine, theory, strategy, criticism, self-criticism and, at the end of the night, Mexican food and beer. There was also a big, faded purple Indian motorcycle that they both drove.

The only time I met Greta she was so fierce and implacable that even Shaw appeared sentimental by comparison. Their life had a function to which all else was subordinated, and a discipline that must have fed secret appetites. Instead of ropes and riding crops, they competed to see who would sacrifice what the other could not, a calculus whose limit both must have seen coming, yet which neither chose to avoid. In the end who left whom? Maybe one night neither came back to wherever they were sleeping, and each, finding himself capable of doing without that, too, stayed away for weeks before learning that the other was also gone.

In any event, Greta took the motorcycle. Shaw heard that she had moved to Los Angeles and become involved in a group with PLO connections; later she disappeared. He did not expect to see her again. One day I met him on the street, and he asked if I knew of a place to stay. Jimmy and I had just rented this house and were looking for roommates. Shaw brought over his few things that afternoon.

In the year since, he has done almost nothing. Days he passes on the Avenue drinking coffee with a few former political friends; nights he reads long, dense texts of political and aesthetic theory, the syllabus of a graduate program he dropped out of three years ago. He sleeps very little. He isn’t especially interested in women. When people talk about politics, Shaw rarely participates, or he will say something so oblique and impenetrable he seems to be making a joke at his own expense, the arcane syntax presumably an ironic comment on his current extreme passivity.

One evening last April, Shaw picked up Donna in the Caffe Med. She thought he was picking her up anyway. She’d gotten into a conversation he was having with some other people, Shaw had mentioned his dissertation (“Class Origins of the Modern American State,” one-quarter completed, moldering in his closet), and Donna had said she’d like to see it. So he brought her back to the house, showed it to her, and they sat up talking until four in the morning. When she finally said she was sleepy, Shaw put her to bed alone on the sun porch.

She has been there ever since. For a while she kept after him. She was great looking and unembarrassed as only nineteen can be, and Shaw liked that, but he wouldn’t sleep with her. Jimmy got jealous (though of whom and what it would be interesting to know), so Donna fucked him once, but that was all. After a few weeks things settled down, Jimmy got his editing job, and the three of us became four. Now every morning Jimmy drives off to work, Donna practices piano (rehearsals or gigs at night), Shaw does whatever it is he does, and I come up here to write. We pool our money and take turns cooking.

Tonight I made hamburgers, and, while we ate, Jimmy Wax read us a letter he had just gotten from his mother:


Dear James,

I’m not quite sure how to answer you, because although we have our wishes (and there’s no need to go over them again), we respect your judgment and your right to lead your own life. I only wonder if “intuition” is the thing to trust with a decision like this when one’s entire future is at stake.

We know that you love movies, “passionately” as you say, and that you have felt most fulfilled working on them. You ask us to support you in this, and we certainly want to. If we hesitate, it is only because it has seemed to take you so long to complete your projects. Unless I’m mistaken, you’ve made only two films in the three years you’ve been out in California, both of them quite short. I should think a person would have to work a good deal faster than that to make a go of it in film making, which I understand is a very competitive field with a great many talented people trying to get into it these days.

I confess that when you applied to medical school last year, we both hoped you might finish what Alan started, but you’re right, you haven’t any obligation to make up for our disappointments. I do trust at least that your decision is not irrevocable. I know you said it was, but so much that we think is final turns out to be anything but. Just to be safe, Dad called the admissions office, and Dick Wheeler assured him they would hold a place for you in next fall’s class.

I suppose my real fear is that a lot of intelligent young men like yourself decide in their twenties that they are “totally committed to film,” and wake up one morning to find themselves forty years old and living in a rented room. Perhaps there comes a time when we have to look life square in the eye and make hard decisions.

Much love,

Mother




P.S. We’re delighted to hear about Lucy, and if she makes you half as happy as you say, she must be really special.



There followed a silence broken only by the faint ping of Shaw’s cigarette tapping against the edge of his plate. Jimmy refolded the letter and put it in his pocket. He smiled at Shaw. “You like that?”

Shaw made a noncommittal gesture with the cigarette. Donna went into the kitchen and lit the burner under the coffee. One could feel it happen, the maneuvering around this widening hole. There was something Jimmy wanted from us, but God knew what. Say it was all right, maybe. It’s all right, James, forget the bitch. Yet Jimmy just kept grinning as if the whole thing were a riot.

Shaw looked at me and raised his eyebrows.

Jimmy said, “What?”

Shaw shook his head.

“No, come on, what?”

Shaw smiled in astonishment: what was he talking about?

Jimmy waited for an answer while Shaw’s smile curled outward at an infinitesimal rate. Finally he said a very quiet and direct, “Well, fuck you, man,” got up and left the room.

Donna looked out from the kitchen and said, “What’s with him?”

Shaw made another face: what did she think? She brought the coffee pot to the table and filled three cups. Shaw went into the kitchen for milk, and she called to him, “Get the milk,” just as he was coming back through the door with it.

Donna did not like these scenes. Every so often one of us would be seized by a fit of despair over his prospects in life, and Donna would gawk as if she had no idea what the trouble was. Jimmy, for instance, what was his problem? He had a job editing a film ($400 a week and we were living like gentry), he had a new girlfriend, and if he had not quite gotten it completely together yet, he was at least collecting it all in one place. He could be anything he wanted this time around, Donna thought, and she did not like it when Shaw told her that that was not exactly true, that one’s mother could set certain limits…

“So big, fucking deal,” Donna said. “My Mom’s a cunt, too. I don’t give a shit.”

Though of course she did. Every time her fingers couldn’t forget the years of classical piano and just improvise, Donna would feel her mother watching her practice, that fierce, handsome, stone-slab face yielding not a flicker of approval until Donna had gotten it right, right, right, every note, and who gave a shit for feeling. Donna never mentioned this, but we all heard it when she couldn’t play and smashed the keys instead.

Shaw was trying to make her see that, saying, “Donna, listen…” But she wouldn’t. He was talking about mothers or capitalism or technology (a different trip every night), and she was afraid that if she paid attention it would touch her life, she’d be sucked down into it and drowned. But standing back and refusing to listen, she knew that Shaw was wrong, at least for her. She was nineteen, you made your own, and hers was different.

She got up. He was still talking (softly, it seemed, she wasn’t sure), and she interrupted, “Look, I’ve got rehearsal. Let’s talk about it later.” Shaw could not believe this. She went upstairs to get her stuff, but his impenetrable surface had been torn open, and she heard him back at the table screaming after her. Donna didn’t understand that he wasn’t trying to drown her, only show her his own predicament. His and hers and Jimmy’s and mine; they were all one to Shaw.

She came back into the dining room with her music, but by then he had turned silent as ice. She put on her leather jacket, shook out her American hair. Jimmy was at the table again, drinking her coffee and reading the paper. Donna made a helpless gesture of apology, but Shaw would have none of it. Older brothers had bullied her as a kid, and now she had an edge much harder than necessary that was forever cutting things by accident. She felt bad about it, said, “You know I love you guys, but Jesus Christ…”

“You love him more,” said Jimmy.

She laughed, relieved, but as Shaw’s face did not alter, she finally just said, “Okay,” and left.

Another silence. Ashes stuck in the grease on Shaw’s plate, fluttered like water reeds in the breeze from the door. The sense of an ending. Now what? Then what? Rented rooms.

We adjourned to the living room and watched television, or, rather, watched and commented, our remarks sprinkled through the scenes like supplementary dialogue. We liked talking this way, at and about something external, the TV screen. When we spoke directly to each other, the immediacy inhibited us, we became clumsy, self-conscious and eventually fell silent. The television cured this, unstopped our speech and drew to itself remarks that were, at once, a conversation among the three of us and commentary on its passing text.

At the end of the night there was a film we had watched many times, and I began to think (as we responded again to those moments we liked best) that what we share after all these years are the movies we have seen together and that we have agreed to love them instead of each other. Which is to say that I cannot love Jimmy or Shaw, nor can they love me, but that we may all feel for certain films of Don Siegel an affection far in excess of what they deserve. They have become like a trust into which our mutual love is invested and from which a small income is occasionally paid. It doesn’t let us live in luxury, but it keeps us alive.

Donna came home about two with a guy from her band. She said, “This is Jerry,” and we each took an eye from the screen long enough to tell him our names, but then blood was dripping on a black shoe, and we had to look back. The band was all black except for Donna, and Jerry was light black with very black clothes and a black music case in his hand. He stood watching the show because Donna did, and he waited on her word. After a minute she said, “Let’s go up,” and they went.

We hardly noticed. Lee Marvin had suddenly doubled over, and blood was coming through his shirt, but when the woman moved, he mastered the pain and put the gun back on her. She said, No, wait… But he couldn’t. Lady please, he said, I haven’t got the time. A shot. Lee staggered out the front door holding the briefcase over his wound, but it was true, he didn’t have the time. Halfway to the car his knees gave, he crumpled, died, and when the briefcase broke open, waves of gray money blew across the lawn. Pull back. End titles. Shaw turned it off.

And now, instead of going to sleep, we drifted out to the kitchen where the strange ritual of separating for the night was indefinitely postponed. We made toast, drank more coffee, glanced at each other furtively. Often it was difficult to understand why we were not going to bed together. When there was nothing left to occupy us, we went upstairs and reconvened at the bathroom door. More talk and amusement but finally each of us went into his room, shut his door, opened his book. Later, one by one, we turned out our lights and jerked off into our towels. I had been abstaining recently, but tonight permitted myself a leisurely session to the tune of this woman Jimmy cannot remember, yet who, like the angel she is, sang me to my sleep.

23rd

Her name is Charlotte Cobin, Lucy remembered right away. Or, rather, her name is Charlotte, Cobin is his, Joshua Cobin; he’s in Lucy’s class at medical school. What were they like? Jimmy shrugged. Okay, he said, straight, but nice, but nothing special. He only knew them slightly.

“Then how do you know they’re so physical?”

“You can tell these things,” said Jimmy, “vibes…”

Shaw said, “Isn’t Joshua the one Lucy’s always talking about?”

Jimmy considered this. “Not that much.”

“He’s a big guy…?”

“Yeah, he was all-coast rugby something at UC Santa Barbara.”

I said, “Is he blond?”

“Bronze.”

“Jewish?”

“Cobin?” said Jimmy Wax, “Bien tsuris. But he could pass. There’re many, many shekels between him and the shtetl.”

I said, “While Charlotte isn’t rich, but she’s more cultured…”

He nodded, “Not bad.”

“Joshua even seems a little coarse next to her. But they both like that. She thinks he’s a hunk, and he…”

“He thinks she’s sweet,” said Shaw.

I smiled. “So how long do you give it, Jim?”

“Give what?”

“The marriage.”

“A long time. They’re happy.”

“They only seem happy.”

Jimmy said, “They seem very happy.”

“That’s always the first sign,” I said, “isn’t it?”

Shaw laughed.

“Forget it,” said Jimmy.

I said, “How does Charlotte pass the time?”

“I don’t know. What do you mean?”

“I bet they have a nice place… a house… they own the house… something in Noe Valley or…”

“Diamond Heights,” said Jimmy.

“Perfect. You been there?”

“Once. It’s nice, but—”

“And they dress well, too. Not just neat and clean. I bet they buy from places we’d never go into. I bet, Jimmy, you’ve thought about how nice they dress and wondered if you ought to dress like that, too.”

Jimmy looked from me to Shaw and said, “So what?”

I said, “They’re finished.”

“She’s yours already,” said Shaw.

Jimmy didn’t want to argue about it. He held up a roach and asked, “Who wants the rest of this?” No one did, so he took a drag and popped the rest down his throat. Outside a dog barked. We went to the movies.

25th

There were six Cobins in the San Francisco book, only one Joshua. But what had we here? Listed separately, just two lines above, Cobin, Charlotte, same address and number. Is this an affectation or something more?

I called from the phone booth in the Texaco station. A woman answered. I said, “Hello, could I speak to Harold, please.”

She had a fine alto voice, full of confidence and trust. The last thing she’d have expected was what was happening. She said, “What number do you want?”

I read it off.

“This is it,” she said, “but there’s no Harold here.”

“Too bad. What about you? Are you there?”

She laughed. “More or less.”

“What are you doing for lunch?”

“I already ate,” she said easily, “and besides…”

“All right, I’m sorry.” And I was. I hung up. I wished I hadn’t called.

27th

Broken bones and broken bottles, Robert Mitchum lies dying, kicked in the gut by a brahma bull. Susan Hayward pushes through the crowd. He ain’t gonna make it, lady. Mitchum looks up at her, laughs at his pain and, oh, the irony of it. Hiya, Red, he says. Jeff… Guess your husband was right about me being washed up. Hayward buries her face in his chest. He winces. She pulls back. Jeff! He’s dead, lady. Eyes dry, she goes back outside where Arthur Kennedy reads Mitchum’s death in her face, and they walk off together. Fade. Scattered applause. Lights up.

Jimmy Wax twisted in his seat, stretched, groaned, smiled. He said, “What did you think of that?”

“Well, if it had been me,” said Lucy, “I’d have gone off with Robert Mitchum the night before. Then he wouldn’t have had to get himself killed over it. Such a waste of a good cowboy.”

“What about your marriage?”

“Marriages should be permanent, James, not incessant. Her husband was running around with those rodeodies; she had a right to get someone for herself. There’s a latent feminist theme in this: if you don’t take Mitchum when you can get him, you might have to spend the rest of your life pretending to love Arthur Kennedy.”

Donna said, “She loved them both, didn’t she?”

Lucy was born for these conversations. She leaned over the back of the seat and smiled. “Can you love two at once, Donna?”

Donna, who’d been sitting with her right arm over the back of Shaw’s chair, now put her left over the back of mine and said, “I can.”

Everyone laughed. Lucy said, “Look, they’re locking up, they want us to leave.” She put on her coat and led us out to the street. Jimmy suggested coffee and dessert, but Lucy told him, “You go ahead. I have to get home.”

“Home?” Jimmy was upset. “You’re not staying over?”

“Jimmy…” impatient, she’d explained already, “… I’m on surgery tomorrow at six.”

“Six o’clock in the morning,” said Jimmy Wax elegiacally. “Where have all the all-nighters gone?”

I said, “Shaw still stays up.”

Donna said, “I’ve got rehearsal now.”

“That’s because he has no one to answer to,” said Lucy, ignoring the intervening remark. “You and Shaw are what’s left of the leisure poor, Harold.”

Jimmy said, “Harold works.”

“Oh, right, I forgot,” Lucy said to me, “You’re a writer, now. How is that?”

“Leisurely.”

We were walking along the sidewalk, and as the group stretched out, I let Jimmy go ahead with Shaw and Donna and kept Lucy behind. Away from the others her manner changed, she became even tolerable. She asked me, “How are your parents?”

“They’re okay. You’ve probably seen them more recently than I have.”

“Not since the funeral.”

“They miss your mother,” I said, “my mom especially. I don’t think she’s ever going to get over it.”

“Me either.” Lucy shrugged. “It’s so weird for my dad. He’s with this person twenty-nine years, I mean good or bad, every day for twenty-nine years, and then she’s just gone. He gets up in the morning, and she’s not there.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t stand it.”

“That’s why you don’t like Arthur Kennedy.”

She laughed. “You’re right. At least with Mitchum you know he’s going to get pissy someday and split, so you never let yourself feel too comfortable.”

I said, “It’s interesting you should mention this. The other day Jimmy and I were talking about what sounded like some pretty comfortable friends of yours.”

“Oh, right, the Cobins.” Lucy smiled. “Jimmy warned me about this. What are you up to, Harold?”

“Tell me about them.”

“There isn’t much to tell. They’re pleasant enough. Not terribly interesting. They have a good marriage, though.”

“What makes it good?”

“I don’t know. Sex probably. They’re kind of marvelous looking if you like Californians.”

“And we do, don’t we, Lucy?”

She laughed. “They’re so much healthier, at least on the outside.” Then, remembering something. “Except Charlotte limps a little.”

“Really?” Mitchum had limped slightly in the movie, old rodeo injuries. “Is she crippled?”
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