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        Charles Edgar Broughton
        Carewe awoke as the clean, pelting drops of the summer rain
        slapped his stubbled jaw. The wetness slipped down the cleft in his
        chin, joining the spittle which had oozed from his slackened mouth.
        He grunted painfully as he raised his head from the leather back
        rest of the open convertible. His neck was stiff, his tailored
        tweeds were sodden. There were pools of water in the seat of the car
        mixed with rye whisky, the last from the bottle, which he still
        clutched in long strong fingers.
      


      
        There was a small sound of splintering glass as his feet slipped down
        over the instrument panel and he pushed himself erect. He tossed
        the empty pint over the windshield. Bouncing from the gleaming
        black hood, it ricocheted off the fender and slid to join other
        broken companions in the mud.
      


      
        Charlie was swearing. Soft and low, complete and obscene. The gas
        tank was empty. The engine “wah-wah-wahed” and whined once more
        into silence. “Stupid jerk!” Charlie finished mildly.
      


      
        The car was tilted at an angle, and without bothering to open the
        door, Charlie swung his long legs over the side. From the rear
        compartment he withdrew a canvas zippered bag and a black
        raincoat. Shedding his tweed jacket, he slipped into the raincoat
        and buttoned it up high. As he wadded the soaked smelly jacket into
        the bag he surveyed his surroundings to orient himself. The big
        T-bird was headed north. There were skid marks from the road where it
        Y-ed a little farther on, going east to the right through Mercer’s
        woods, the highway straight ahead to Nelson. The sign indicated,
        “20 mi.” Charlie ran his fingers through his hair, flattening down
        the curliness the rain had caused. He lunged up the side of the ditch
        and headed south.
      


      
        The huge elms of the woods on his left shook their fists at the yellow
        sky, which muttered back at them. The leaves threw heavy drops of
        water into Charlie’s face, the wind whipped the raincoat around his
        knees. Whistling softly through his teeth, he walked quickly,
        staying off the highway, ready to duck if a car came along. His watch
        had stopped and he could not guess the time; the sky was overcast. It
        could be morning or evening or noon. After about two miles he
        stopped, looked in both directions, and walked out into plain view
        on the highway. There he turned and retraced his steps, north,
        slowly, occasionally walking backward. A small truck appeared,
        and Charlie stuck out a thumb.
      


      
        “Some rain!” He smiled as he slid in beside his rescuer. “Sure do
        appreciate you picking me up.”
      


      
        “Have a breakdown?”
      


      
        “Going through Nelson?” Charlie countered, and did some quick
        calculation as the driver went on about the state of the weather
        and what it would do to the corn. The clock on the dashboard said
        four, straight up. “That clock right?” he said, with enough amusement
        in his voice that he could make some quick remark in case it had
        stopped at four.
      


      
        “’Bout that—maybe fi’ minutes slow.”
      


      
        “Boy, I’m really slowed up,” said Charlie as he set his watch and
        wound it. “Mine says quarter to——” He grabbed at the driver’s arm and
        said, “Hey—you see that? Car off in the ditch. Just passed it.” The
        truck shivered to a stop and then reversed its direction.
      


      
        “You sure got eyes. I never spotted it, down so far like that.”
      


      
        “Let’s see if anybody’s hurt,” said Charlie, and he and the other
        man climbed out of the cab of the truck.
      


      
        There were no dead or injured bodies in or around the T-bird. The
        right rear wheel was sunk in mud up to the hubcap, and the tire looked
        soft. Charlie peered at the identification on the steering
        column and exclaimed, “Whadda y’know! It’s ole Garry Wynn’s job.
        Thought I recognized it.” The single key was still in the ignition
        and they attempted to raise the top, but the mechanism was jammed.
      


      
        “You know the guy?” asked the truck driver.
      


      
        “Yeah. Lives down the hill from us. Drunk lot of the time. Must’ve been
        on a tear last night. Boy, I hope he’s okay.” He shook his head
        worriedly. “Got a grease pencil? Something you mark your crates
        with?” The driver obliged with a thick stub. “I’ll call Garry soon
        as you drop me in town. You needn’t bother about it.”
      


      
        “I could stop at the highway patrol between Nelson and Lesterton
        after——”
      


      
        Charlie interrupted, “Listen, that floor pad’s soaked with booze;
        for Garry’s sake, I don’t want to get the patrol boys in on this.”
      


      
        The truck driver wiped the drops of rain from his nose. “You
        was coming from the other direction, wasn’t you?”
      


      
        Charlie wrote with the grease pencil on the windshield, “Driver
        notified,” before he replied, smiling into the suspicious face
        of the driver, “Yeah, from the Tam o’ Shanter Inn. I play the traps in
        the band there; very late do last night, so I stayed over.” They were
        clambering back up the side of the ditch. Puffing a little, he
        opened the door of the truck, and they slid into the seat. Charlie
        said, “It was such a beautiful day when I started out this morning,
        I thought I’d hike it back home; one of the guys was going to drive
        me, but I——”
      


      
        “Beautiful day! It’s been pourin’ like this off and on
        since five A.M.”
      


      
        “Well, man, don’t you call rain beautiful?”
      


      
        The old Carewe house stood proudly on a bluff overlooking the
        Ainsford River, from a point where the river made its last turn to
        the sea. The sky rolled up its clouds and piled them high and white,
        and the late afternoon sun danced and glittered in the dripping ivy
        that clothed the walls surrounding the house. The great trees, the
        shrubs of viburnum and spiraea grown rank and unpruned, stretched
        themselves protectively, hiding the house from the aggressive
        highway and its slick new developments. The house itself stood
        still in time, like some great lady withdrawn from the world. The
        veranda was close and tight and screened with vines which wrapped
        around the house like an arm protecting the heart. About the place
        was an air of ancient elegance which had ceased to care. A
        stillness of fatigue, weary of grief.
      


      
        Smitty snuffled and whined softly at the screen door, working at
        the scarred edge with her soft black paw. As it gave she stuck her nose
        around it and wriggled her long body through the opening, yelping
        when it smacked her behind.
      


      
        Her nails tick-ticked over the hardwood floor and then were muffled
        as she reached the staircase. In her mind Smitty was “bounding” up
        the steps to the extent that her age and her breed allowed. There was
        caked mud in the carpeting. Not much, but enough to be noticed by
        Doreen, the housekeeper, with a sniff of annoyance; and to Smitty,
        with a sniff of delight. For the mud contained the wonderful,
        personal odor of shoes that belonged to someone Smitty adored.
      


      
        The upper hall was full of his voice. The heavy worn carpeting, the
        yellow damask drapes at the landing, the staid row of Broughton and
        Carewe ancestors hanging on the wall muted the resonance but not
        the volume of the laughter coming from Charlie’s room.
      


      
        “Look, Garry.... Listen, what are you
        sore about! I said, I think you’re a very funny
        man!... You just never remember what you say when
        you’re drunk.... The crack to Joe was great, just
        great, is all I’m saying....”
      


      
        Smitty entered, panting happily. Charlie was pacing around the
        room in his bare feet, manipulating the long phone cord over the
        four-poster bed to where he could sprawl on the window seat. Smitty
        seized a corner of his terry robe and tugged, growling her
        prettiest.
      


      
        “Charles.”
      


      
        At the doorway was Charlie’s sister. She stood tall, relaxed, her
        hands clasped loosely in front of her dark dress.
      


      
        Charlie gave her a wave and went on talking.
      


      
        “Charles, Mum’s resting—you’ll disturb her with——”
      


      
        “Shut up, Smitty,” he shouted and gathered the dachshund up onto
        the window seat beside him. He cupped the mouthpiece of the phone,
        nodding toward a little portable bar beside the doorway.
      


      
        “Fix me a snort, will you, Virgie love—I’m dry as a bone.” Virginia
        hesitated only a beat, then put ice cubes in a glass and poured a
        good dollop from a cut-glass container labeled “Rye.”
      


      
        Charlie grinned his thanks as she came over to hand the drink to him,
        and went on talking. “Well, what am I supposed to do about it? Pay
        for the job, just because you think I borrowed your damned
        heap?” He cupped the phone again and whispered, “Garry Wynn. Thinks I
        stole his car last night!”
      


      
        Virginia turned halfway as she was leaving the room and, more to
        herself than to the man, said softly, “Well, didn’t you, Charlie?”
        She closed the door against the interminable, childish argument.
      


      
        At forty-five, Virginia Shelley was still a great beauty—a fact
        which she did not recognize or dispute. It simply didn’t matter.
        She was tall, tall as a pine. Her posture slumped slightly, either
        from accommodating to the height of others or from the apathy in
        her heart. With increasing age, she would probably turn gaunt, and
        the lily skin would draw more tightly over the prominent
        cheekbones. The fine rich mouth would thin out and become more tucked
        into the corners. There were shadows under the deep eyes, the clean
        brow swept back to meet strong dark hair which showed an occasional
        silver strand within its depths.
      


      
        She walked quietly into her parents’ bedroom. Her mother was
        sleeping soundly in the chaise longue, snoring, twitching a
        coverlet with mottled delicate hands. Virginia carefully wiped
        the drops of perspiration from the pale forehead, straightened the
        coverlet, and walked to her own quarters.
      


      
        Her room was more than a bedroom. It was her whole home, bedroom,
        living room, library, workshop—and museum. It was not
        particularly feminine or fussy. The bed was heavy, ancient,
        canopied. On each side were modern combination table and
        bookshelves. The original pair, more suited to the bed, had been
        carried up to the attic along with the night lamps with their
        crystal pendants. On the tables was the only disorder in the room.
        Books, periodicals, writing material, a small short-wave radio,
        and more books. Over the headboard was fastened a reading lamp.
        Virginia had made friends with insomnia.
      


      
        On the walnut dresser with its silver-backed, unused “toilet set”
        were photographs, framed montages of snapshots, and a delicate
        miniature of an equally delicate little girl of four, with blonde,
        wispy hair and her mother’s cheekbones. Upon another table near
        the curve of the bay window were more photographs, hiding each
        other in their profusion. There were portraits of the family
        showing a tall dark girl and a boy who might have been her twin, and a
        smaller round-cheeked girl perched on her father’s lap. There were
        graduation pictures, pictures of Virginia and Charlie and Elsie
        on show horses, each holding a ribbon in a chubby gloved hand.
        There was a wedding picture of Virginia and Jeff, young, glowing,
        and solemn. Near the back was an enlarged snapshot of Jeff, with
        blanketed legs, in a wheel chair, Virginia smiling down at him
        almost obscured by the fall of dark hair around her face. A smaller,
        drop-leaf table against the wall showed two portraits of Virginia
        and Jeff, both in graduation cap and gown, and above, simply framed,
        were the acknowledgments that in the judgment of certain persons
        they were qualified and had received the degree of Master of Arts.
        In a small recess of shelves were several gold cups, a miniature
        sailing craft in bronze, a pair of crossed fencing foils, and an
        uncarved piece of white jade.
      


      
        Virginia ran a thumb over the soft cool side of the jade, picked it
        up, and blew gently at some non-existent dust. Carrying it
        between her palms caressingly, she moved toward the recessed bay
        window. The setting sun cast crimson and gold reflections on the
        river, and the eastern sky, full of the departing storm clouds, was
        the color of lilacs. The slow four-note syncopation of a mourning
        dove accented the silence, and Virginia whispered the childhood
        imitation of its song: “I—mourn—my love.” To the right, and below
        the high Point with its crown of scrub pine, the ebb tide drew the
        river to the sea, welcomed it and made it belong. It was a time of
        day when Virginia could yield to memories of grief. Everything was
        in harmony, for a small interval of time. There was nothing to urge
        her to “forget, forget”—to be up and about—“life must go on.”
        Obligations to live, to work at living, could be suspended in a
        dreamlike unemotional surveyal. She could look at the distant
        silver of ocean and share its knowledge of the bodies of her
        husband and child. The image of a night on the rocky beach with
        searchlights and the wind-torn shreds of shouting came back with less
        intensity of sound than the dove’s repeated “I—mourn—my love.”
      


      
        The room was full of the goings and comings of a lifetime. It had
        been hers and Elsie’s when there were nurses and governesses, when
        Doreen was an upstairs maid, and there was a couple in the kitchen.
        It had been hers to come back to from college after Elsie, the baby,
        married and moved to Los Angeles. It had been hers and Jeff’s and
        little Alma Bea’s in the summertime escapes from New York.
      


      
        It had been the tense conference room when Charlie was in a jam and
        sought her out to intercede for him with Dad. Endless talks with
        Charlie’s always strange plea, “You’re a smart girl, Virgie, you can
        lie better than I can——” “Charles, even if I could, what good would it
        do? You flunked out, that’s all.”
      


      
        “Just because I wasn’t there for the lousy exams—Fred was sick, I’ve
        told you—I had to be with my best friend when he needed me,
        didn’t I?”
      


      
        “That was last week’s story, Charles. Spare me, please.”
      


      
        “Well, Dad believed it—why can’t you use it?”
      


      
        “Dad believed nothing of the kind. We let it ride because it was
        easier on Mum.”
      


      
        “Easier on Mum! Mum’s got a chicken brain, and you know it——”
      


      
        The pet name refused to come as Virginia, her temper rising, spoke
        sharply. “Beatrice Carewe had more than she could take from you, a
        long, long time ago. She knew it would kill her, to see her son turn
        into something she couldn’t fathom. She refuses to accept the
        fact that you are anything but her fine, handsome, charming little
        boy.”
      


      
        “Well, I’m still that, you’ve got to admit!” And at that point
        Virginia would conclude the discussion in exasperation and
        Charlie would leave, grumbling that she and Dad were always carping
        at him, criticizing his way of doing things, when all he wanted
        was a little fun out of life.
      


      
        And money would change hands, the press be hushed, an irate blowzy
        woman with a black eye pacified. The summer would pass with
        Charlie in the hands of a tutor, alternating between grumblings
        at confinement and a twinkling smugness at the ease with which he
        could cram the extra work. And yet another school would bow to the
        Carewe money and prepare for the entrance of Charlie,
        thoughtfully hopeful that its methods would bring out the best in
        the young man.
      


      
        Walter Carewe had developed many “shoulds” in his life, most of which
        were reasonable and fine enough. He felt that he “should” always be
        understanding, sympathetic, and helpful. He felt that he
        “should” always be the perfect protector of his wife and children.
        He had worked to develop his “shoulds” but had failed to take notice
        of the impossible word “always.” In the atmosphere of his work as
        a corporation lawyer there was a safe emotional dryness, where
        work could be done and accomplished with a machinelike precision.
        Problems gave in to smooth, intellectual unraveling. Genuine
        standards, talent, education all worked for him to give him
        satisfaction and achievement. His mind and his heart were at peace
        and free in his work and in his working world. Also, he took pride in
        his lovely home, beautifully kept by his enchanting Beatrice,
        who graciously and happily bore him their three children.
      


      
        Virginia, Charles, born a year apart, were vividly beautiful and
        pleasantly like him in appearance. Tall and dark children, they
        burned to blackness in the summer, with the sea and the sand and the
        adjoining Mercer’s woods for their playground. Elsie, two years
        younger, resembled Beatrice, in her blondeness and chubbiness,
        and was always the “no trouble” baby. She disdained the
        whoop-and-holler activities of her elder brother and sister, and
        preferred elaborate games of tea parties for her dolls on the lawn
        under one of the great oaks. It was she who went to dancing school
        with pleasure and poise and delight in her patent pumps and the
        swish of her dress, while Virginia and Charlie glowered in a
        corner and finally pressured their parents into giving up the
        whole idea. Of course Charlie’s more than mischievous tactics
        hastened their decision, because little girls were always
        running to Miss Andrews in tears and blushes with complaints of
        Charlie’s having said “a bad word” in their ears while dancing. And
        the live mouse that appeared regularly in the piano disappeared
        when the Carewe children didn’t come to class any more.
      


      
        The time for fatherly lectures in the study began very early for
        Charlie. For Walter Carewe was proud of his fine-looking boy. Proud
        of his directness and his ability to admit with an unswerving
        gaze that he was wrong, that he was sorry, that he would “never do it
        again, I promise, Dad.” Always after these formal interviews
        Walter had a thrill of warmth for his boy, which soothed the
        troublesome annoyance that he didn’t seem to remember his
        promises the next day. “He’ll be all right, that boy. He’s just got a
        lot of spirit, but in time——”
      


      
        In time, his “shoulds” would fall apart—his understanding would not
        always be complete, his sympathy would become a torture of
        anxiety, and his helpfulness exploited, with only the proper,
        empty words of gratitude.
      


      
        One of Carewe’s “shoulds” often backfired. He felt that having one
        of the real solid fortunes in the country should always make him
        feel grateful. Wars and depressions might affect it, denting it or
        ballooning it at the periphery, but never coming near the point of
        affecting his or his family’s needs. But often he felt the lack of
        the incentive that his associates found, that galvanized them
        into effort; the striving for financial security. He was afraid
        of being tempted by laziness. In a world where “achievement” was
        synonymous with the amassing of money, property, influence, it
        was his sometimes difficult task to discard the semantics of his
        colleagues and look further, deeper within himself. He was
        rewarded with the sense of the human need to grow, the sense that
        growing in itself was life and that work was part of growth. But
        often he felt “left out” and apologetic when, on the golf course or
        over the usual nineteenth-hole drinks, there would be jubilant talk
        of the rise in the stock market, of Briggs’s success with a new bank
        merger, or the sound of pride in Anderson’s voice describing his
        wife’s pleasure in a new mink coat. He was often the target for
        good-natured envy and not so good-natured jealousy. And there would
        be a little-boy resentment at not having been allowed to “do it
        all by himself.” Then, at home in the citadel of his study, with the
        walls of books around him, the warmth of the snapping logs in the
        fireplace, with the fragrance of fine tobacco in his nostrils, he
        would look at the texture of the deep wine-colored carpeting, the
        lights on the fine woods and the leather of the furnishings, and the
        gratitude would come back, but with an uneasy feeling of
        unworthiness. Perhaps, alone, he never would have had all of this.
        Perhaps, alone and striving, he never would have been able to offer
        enough to possess his beloved Beatrice with her laughter like
        little bells, with the soft hands that seemed at home only when
        touching porcelain and silver, or nesting in filmy fabrics. And
        Virginia and Charles and Elsie, rushing to meet him in a tornado of
        “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” bowling him off balance with their bodies
        in a tangle of legs and arms. Perhaps he would just have been a
        duffer, as he was at golf. He, Walter Carewe, probably could never
        have made the grade without them.
      


      
        Virginia was feeling gloomy and tense and older than her thirteen
        years as she waited for Charlie at their usual rendezvous on the
        beach. The tide had receded from the flat, round, table-sized rock,
        leaving three crescent-shaped pools of water in the center of its
        flat surface. In their shallow depths were bits of seaweed,
        pebbles, and sea anemone. Virginia poked a long brown toe to feel
        the soft tentacles of the anemone reach and curl about it, and to
        watch countless tiny fish flash away from the disturbance in a wink
        of an eye movement.
      


      
        The children had named the area “Berry Pie.” On three sides of the
        stone were black walls of rock that supported the Point. From the
        beach they had decided that the serrated edges of the table made
        it resemble a giant pie in an oven; upon its surface the crescent
        pools were like the bubbling air holes that Cook made with the tip of
        her spoon. It was protected from the wind—a place to lie after a dip
        and dry out, and the walls had innumerable cuts and shelves where
        they could “keep things.”
      


      
        Virginia wrung out the tail of her long black hair, braided it into
        a thick hunk, and secured it on top of her head with a bone barrette.
        Her stomach felt queasy as when she had swallowed too much sea
        water. Just the fact that Charlie was getting a talk from Dad in his
        study was not the only irritant in her mood. There was an
        unanswered question in her mind. For the first time in her life she
        felt on the wrong side of the fence. She felt that she had gone over to
        the enemy and that she had thrown in with the heretofore
        mysterious, hostile world of grownups. She and Charlie had been a
        unit, within their family unit. Dad and Mum were a unit. Elsie was
        another unit, like a small soft bud attached to the Mum and Dad
        unit. There was the also adult servant unit. The real world was the
        unit which contained herself and her brother. They swam and ran and
        played games, and had secret codes and words. No one could
        understand, when at the dinner table they would catch each other’s
        eye and be overcome with the giggles. Nor would they have been able
        to explain what particular word or sound or gesture had set it
        off. They understood, and something that would not have
        struck them funny alone was material for hysteria if they could
        share it.
      


      
        To insure proper behavior in church they were usually separated
        by either one or both of their parents. Even so they had a
        difficult time maintaining their poise if a fly hovered over Mr.
        Ewing’s bald pate during the long sermon, or if they discovered a
        hat with too long a feather that trembled in the breeze, or with a
        shape which was incongruous to them. Their funny bones were
        sensitive. The serious face of their father, with an ever so
        slightly raised eyebrow, or their mother’s gently pursed lips, were
        usually sufficient to relax them back into boredom.
      


      
        On one particular morning Virginia completely lost her sense of
        humor. It happened in a fraction of a moment. Just before one of
        the ushers reached them to pass the plate, Charlie had been looking
        at her, expressionlessly; as he caught her glance he dropped his
        eyes to his fist, opening and closing it too quickly for her to see.
        The children always made their own contributions of a coin from
        their weekly allowance, and the plate passed swiftly from Elsie’s
        dime, to Dad’s crisp bill, her own quarter, passing Mum, and Charlie
        dropped an unfolded bill. As the plate slid back, she saw that it was
        one of Elsie’s play-money five-dollar bills. Her father had also
        seen it, and quickly snatched it from the shallow basket, looking
        sharply at Charlie and slipping the paper into his coat pocket.
      


      
        Virginia felt her heart throbbing in her throat in embarrassment.
        Always, she had understood Charlie’s and her own motives for
        foolishness, realizing the fact of their foolishness. It was the
        irresistible love of nonsense, like singsong words, or tearing up
        and down and falling over the sandy beach. Even nonsense that would
        make someone in the adult units angry was highly permissible, even
        though justly punishable. But this particular act suddenly and
        inexplicably transferred her into the adult unit. She reflected
        the quick astonishment on her father’s face. She looked at Charlie
        in a quick question, but he was unconcernedly scratching his nose.
      


      
        There were a few bubbles in the pool on Berry Pie, where Virginia
        stirred her toes among the pebbles. There was one big bubble, and as
        a smaller one neared it, it snapped into and was made part of the
        larger bubble. She watched the process over and over, dreamily
        wondering why it seemed to have some connection with the sense of
        loss, an undefined feeling of disloyalty. She felt as though she
        had left her brother without saying good-by to him, and yet there
        was a conflicting feeling of having herself been betrayed. She
        was not used to these pressures and they were making her feel
        physically sick. She could not define them, and she wanted to be
        rid of them at all costs.
      


      
        The sun dried her skin, sand had caked on her thin brown arms, and she
        brushed it off, irritably. She had decided to go back into the sea
        for another swim, when she saw Charlie loping toward her from the
        house. He had changed into his black knitted trunks, and hailing her
        with a “Hi! Come on, you!” tore full speed into the surf. Her
        feelings, her thoughts, and her queasiness disappeared in an
        instant, and she flashed after him, hitting the comb of the breaker
        into which he had disappeared. They pounded through the water
        barking like a couple of seals, then as she drew alongside of him
        they matched their strokes in a steady rhythm till they reached the
        anchored raft. Puffing and dripping and grunting, they clambered
        onto the hot dry surface, where they stretched out flat on their
        bellies with noises of mock exhaustion.
      


      
        “Hey, you know sumpin’,” Charlie said, still breathing hard, “Lela
        promised Yorkshire with the roast beef tonight; I asked her, and she
        said it was too hot for such heavy stuff, and then I asked her again,
        and she said maybe——”
      


      
        “Charlie——” Virginia stopped the flood. “What did Dad
        say—please!”
      


      
        “Oh, nothin’!”
      


      
        “What do you mean, nothin’! You were in there an hour, seemed
        like.”
      


      
        “Nothin’, I tell you. He asked me why I put the fiver in, and I said
        I was getting too old to put just sissy coins in the plate.”
      


      
        Virginia opened and closed her mouth with “Buts——”
      


      
        “Buh! Buh! Buh!” Charlie imitated. “You sound like you’re blowing
        bubbles,” and he rolled on his back in a spasm of giggles.
      


      
        “Listen to me, Charlie.” Virginia folded her arms and tightened
        her lips, and the fledgling body in the grown-up posture sent
        Charlie off into another gale. Virginia screamed, “You’re too old
        for sissy coins, but you’re not too old for Elsie’s play-money.
        You’re nutty!” Rolling off the platform, she beat the water
        in savage strokes, heading back for the beach.
      


      
        The tide was beginning to finger the edges of Berry Pie as
        Virginia grabbed a towel from a rocky peg and started rubbing her
        soaking hair, muttering to herself, “I won’t speak to him for
        three whole days.” In the past, this magic formula had
        always worked whenever they were “mad” at each other. It was a nice
        peak of righteous indignation, from which either of them could
        graciously descend, usually in a matter of hours. The ceremony
        of absolvement was simple, because the punitive silence would
        interfere with some more important activity. “You sorry?”
        “Sure.” “Okay, let’s go!”
      


      
        “Being a girl” or “being a boy” also had been convenient tags for
        the furtherance of peaceful relationship. When they went into
        high gear over the search for bird nests, they were equally agile in
        climbing the trees in Mercer’s woods, but while Virginia was
        content just to take a peek at a pair of blue eggs while the parents
        fluttered and scolded about them, Charlie had to remove them from
        the nest, “to take home.” For a time Virginia would plead with him
        not to, but when he persisted she decided this was just something
        that boys in general had to do. She had the wisdom to say nothing,
        but would have something else to do the next time he suggested a
        nest hunt. And Charlie, who could not bear to do anything alone,
        would find that he wasn’t interested in “some ole bird’s nest”
        either. It was a fine whip that Virginia held—Charlie’s need for an
        audience, a companion; but loving him, she used it kindly,
        feeling that she had enough advantage in the fact that she was “so
        much older” and therefore he had to be treated with
        understanding.
      


      
        Charlie body-surfed on the last wave in, and scrambled to his feet,
        the black curls plastered on his forehead giving him the look of a
        small faun. He grinned as he approached her, dripping, and snatched
        the towel from her.
      


      
        “What’re you looking so glum for?” he said.
      


      
        Virginia was sitting on her spare haunches, gazing blackly at the
        horizon. “I don’t know.” She lifted her shoulders. “I just feel
        glum.”
      


      
        “What about, for cryin’ out loud? You hungry?”
      


      
        “You won’t be serious.”
      


      
        “What’s to be serious about? Go on, tell me. What.”
      


      
        “Well—why did you swipe Elsie’s play-money?” That was a starter
        anyway, although Virginia felt it had nothing to do with the way
        she felt.
      


      
        “I didn’t swipe it,” said Charlie indignantly. “She
        hardly ever plays with it any more anyway.”
      


      
        Virginia made her point. “That’s what I mean. She’s
        outgrown it too! She has an allowance now. Real
        money. Who wants play paper money when they can have real money?”
      


      
        Charlie said, “I don’t like money that jingles. That’s
        what’s kid stuff. Nothing would have happened if Dad hadn’t fished it
        out of the plate. Mr. Hinkle was real impressed—didn’t you see how he
        kind of smiled?”
      


      
        Virginia’s little brown fist itched to do some pummeling. That
        Charlie should have such a blind spot seemed to be too
        extraordinary to be possible. She felt as though he were
        insisting that two plus two equaled five. Her own pride was somehow
        involved too. She was eager to grow up, she felt the process was
        something of an exciting challenge, and she wanted Charlie to
        grow up with her. Charlie’s insistence on being grown up
        seemed a headlong thing, containing danger. It was like taking a
        hurdle on a jumping horse. At riding classes Charlie always
        rushed his horse over the barrier, as though he wanted to be
        there, while she found a quiet excitement in feeling the
        nice sense of control, first in herself, and then in a
        communication with the animal, steady, poised, alert. And when
        the lift came and the wind rushed past her ears the fence seemed
        simply not to exist. It had been a problem to be faced,
        interpreted and valued—and disposed of. She had granted
        Charlie’s more vigorous approach as “boy-ness.” She felt his joy as
        he crowed and shouted when he was successful and went over without
        a “tick”—and she wriggled uncomfortably when he knocked the poles
        down, and then beat the horse with his crop, cussing him for a “darn
        fool lazy animal.” Finally, “boy-ness” and difference in age were
        not enough to excuse his unpleasant aggressiveness. Because in
        another boy in the class she found the same quality she herself
        had. And there was no “girl-ness” in Jeff Shelley.
      


      
        Of course, Jeff didn’t have her brother’s charm, his easy grin, and
        his clear candid brown eyes. Nor was he really any “fun.” But when
        it was Jeff’s turn at the field, and the class quiet and watching at
        the fence, observing him, she would find an agreement, an
        understanding of his behavior, that completely eluded her in
        her brother. Jeff was tall and bony and blond, and when his name was
        called his face would flush slightly, and with a little duck of his
        head and a tight little smile he would trot his jumper to the
        starting point. From then on any sign of embarrassment left him. He
        would walk his horse to the barrier, patting her neck, seeing that
        she got a good look at it, then back to the starting point again.
        Virginia felt as though she were looking at someone who was
        completely alone, completely relaxed. She watched his lips move,
        as he asked the mare to be steady, steady. Then for a split
        motionless moment she could see the pale bony hands, curled firmly
        around the reins, a flicker in the white eyelashes, the pale yellow
        hair, and without a perceptible movement, simply as though he and
        the horse had decided it was time to go, they swung the arc, the
        scenery seemed to move behind them, and her heart would lift at the
        sound of his “Hup!” The horse lifted and cleared as though it was
        nothing at all.
      


      
        “Roaring,” “golden,” “fabulous” were some of the adjectives that
        would be applied to the twenties in later years. But the world of
        F.Scott Fitzgerald, of Edna St.Vincent Millay, the
        Charleston, and the worshipers at the shrines of Garbo, Clara Bow,
        John Gilbert, the new freedoms of the younger generation, was a
        world apart from families like the Carewes. The children were too
        young to be swept into the raccoon-coat, flask-carrying set that
        roared through the countryside in a Lancia or a Stutz. And their
        elders felt that it was simply an exaggerated mood of carnival
        gaiety that could not happen to “their kind.” They regretted it,
        they shook their heads over the capers, and said, as all
        generations have classically remarked, “It wasn’t like that when
        I was young.” Unacceptable social behavior quite simply didn’t
        exist, in their protected world of family tradition, education
        at fine schools, money, solid homes. The modern term “neurotic”
        could have been applied only to people on their own level, such as,
        for example, an unfortunate man who had never recovered from
        being “shell-shocked” in the war, or a bereaved wife who hadn’t yet
        “got over” her husband’s death, or Cousin Elizabeth, who was,
        after all, getting on in years. Otherwise he or she was simply the
        victim of poor ancestry or a “weak” character which could have
        been corrected by proper discipline.
      


      
        “Virgie’s just getting a little sensitive, that’s all, Walter
        dear. Girls do, you know, at her age—it’s only natural.” Beatrice
        dimpled her wisdom smilingly into the mirror at her husband.
      


      
        “It’s more than that, Bea.” Walter, already in bed, a cigarette
        between his lips, folded his arms behind his head. “She beat me good
        at chess tonight; sharp as a tack, that kid. Getting so I can’t be
        careless any more when I play with her.” He chuckled with
        affection, then, raising himself on one elbow, doused the
        cigarette in a glass tray beside him.
      


      
        “Well, it’s been a long time since you’ve been quite so hard on
        Charlie, about a little thing, as you were tonight.” Bea smoothed
        cream into her soft chin.
      


      
        “Look, I know a boy of twelve isn’t supposed to have perfect table
        manners—but belching, for God’s sakes——”
      


      
        “Walter dear,” murmured Bea, automatically.
      


      
        “——out loud, not only once but three times. Even Elsie was shocked. I
        had to send him upstairs. The kids left that kind of stuff with their
        nursery days and Miss Hale.”
      


      
        “Now, Walter dearest, you’ve just forgotten, that’s all. When you
        were his age, didn’t you think it a great accomplishment when you
        learned to belch automatically?”
      


      
        “Sure—but we practiced in private—had contests. I know all that. But
        I’d’ve got my bottom tanned if I had done it at the table. Anyway,
        that’s neither here nor there. It isn’t what we were talking about.
        It’s something else. Something I can’t quite put my finger on. At
        least up till now. But Virgie did.”
      


      
        “Another hot day tomorrow,” sighed Bea as she slipped between the
        sheets of her bed and snapped off the table lamp. There was a period
        of silence. Sleep was closing in.
      


      
        “Virgie did what, darling?” Bea said, as if just hearing Walter’s
        remark.
      


      
        Virgie had said, “Why doesn’t Charlie——well, change?”
      


      
        Walter said, “It was your knight that did the trick. That was a great
        move. Right out of the book... What did you say?”
        Together they were replacing the ivory chessmen on the board. Only
        a moment before Virginia had gleefully announced, “That’s
        check—and ’mate, Dad!” Winning had made her feel expansive and
        warmly confident; temporarily she was on a mental level with
        Walter; the difference in years, the father-daughter
        relationship evaporated, and they were, wonderfully, friends.
      


      
        Walter lighted his pipe, puffing, tamping gently—settling back in
        the twin wing chair opposite his daughter. She had touched a nerve.
        She was asking a question that had been in his own mind, suppressed
        and disregarded.
      


      
        “What are you talking about, honey?” he said guardedly.
      


      
        “Well, I don’t know exactly how to say it, but——” She chewed
        on the ball of her thumb. “I mean—I’ve gotten over acting in certain
        ways, like, well, walking once in a while instead of always
        running. And—I don’t like it if my hands are dirty, and I
        want to wash them before I eat. And a lot of things don’t
        seem quite so hilarious as they used to—oh, I don’t know!”
        She squirmed a little in the chair, and her eyes roved to the
        ceiling.
      


      
        “And Charlie?” Walter quietly led her.
      


      
        “Well—like when we did our English theme paper last June—Charlie’s
        was real good. Actually better than mine, but when he
        turned it in he had drawn scallops and silly decorations all over
        the margins. The kind of thing we both used to do—oh, maybe
        years ago. Like in the fourth grade.” She paused, her thoughts
        deep in that, to her, distant past.
      


      
        The moment was precious to Walter. Carefully he measured the gift
        of her confidence and chose his words to avoid any sound of
        paternal condescension.
      


      
        “Honey, girls take an awfully big jump ahead of us males at your
        age—you know that.”
      


      
        Virginia looked at him with a quick smile, the circles under her
        dark eyes betraying her most recent brush with nature.
      


      
        “Oh, I don’t mean just that,” Walter said hurriedly, “but in every
        way: the way you think, the way you feel.”
      


      
        “I don’t want to be ‘biggety,’ Dad—I know what you mean—I
        think. I feel quieter, I think quieter—most of the time. And
        I like being with Betty and Cheryl more than I used to. Ho!” she
        laughed. “It makes Charlie so mad sometimes. I tell him he ought to
        take Elsie out to the raft and help her learn to dive better. She
        still doesn’t keep her knees and ankles tight—flops like a fish.”
        Walter’s quiet puffing brought her back to the fact that she had
        digressed.
      


      
        “It isn’t the difference between Charlie and me, Dad, it’s the
        difference between Charlie and other boys.”
      


      
        Walter almost bit his pipe in two. His body tensed in every muscle,
        and he felt the hard thumping of his heart. What in heaven’s name was
        the girl getting at? What had she seen? He was aware of his son’s
        rather too perfect good looks, but he had never thought of him as
        soft. On the contrary, he seemed to lack even normal
        concern and caution against physical injury, for instance. There
        wasn’t a gesture or an attitude that was “precious.” As a very
        young child he was always disregarding obstacles; skinned knees
        and elbows were matters of no concern. Once, he remembered, at the
        top of the veranda stairs the child, in his eagerness to retrieve a
        ball that he had thrown, had disregarded the concrete steps and
        simply “taken off,” and for days carried around a scab on his nose
        and chin. It was true, there had been a “normal” period of tantrums,
        of screaming when he was opposed, but they were short stormy
        sessions that disappeared as quickly as they had come on. He seemed
        to carry no grudges, his sunny smile dissolved the protruding lip
        of sulkiness.
      


      
        Walter kept his voice calm, objectively interested.
      


      
        “In what way, Virgie?”
      


      
        Virginia hesitated. This was dangerously close to disloyalty,
        she realized. She had never “told on” her brother. Neither her
        father nor her mother required one of the children to tell about
        the misdeeds of another. “Talk about your own faults,” the beam in
        one’s own eye, had been impressed on them very early.
      


      
        Walter saw her thoughts and smiled. “It’s all right, honey,” he said,
        “we’re talking about Charlie as a person, not about something he
        has done that is punishable.”
      


      
        “Well, boys like Roger and Toby and Joe—lots of others—kids he was
        real good friends with, act—well, not scared, exactly, but
        they just don’t seem to like him, because they don’t know what he’s
        going to do next. Like one day, they were playing some catch game
        with a medicine ball, round in a big circle. Charlie could throw it
        just as good and fast and hard as the rest of them—but, for no reason
        at all, once when he got the ball he just pitched it up toward the
        class window, and Jimmy Bleeker or somebody said, ‘Hey, what’s the
        idea,’ or something like that, and somebody else said, ‘If you’da
        broke that window we’d all be in trouble,’ and Charlie just grinned
        and said, ‘We would?’—not sarcastic or anything, just like it didn’t
        matter to him. Oh,” she wailed a little, “that’s not—that doesn’t
        show what I mean. I know he’s smart and strong—if I didn’t know he was
        really bright, I mean, I’d think the way he acts sometimes, that he
        just wasn’t growing up at all. I mean——” It was just too hard to put
        into words, this vague feeling of her own irritability with him,
        of the blows to her pride, when small eyebrows were raised.
      


      
        Walter, relieved, raised another lighted match to his pipe. “Let’s
        put it this way, honey. Maybe you’re not taking into account the
        fact that everybody’s different—unique, is the word that says more
        exactly what I mean. And you have to watch out about deciding that
        because Charlie isn’t becoming the kind of person you
        think he ought to be, or others think he ought to be, he isn’t
        growing up at all. Maybe he’s just a good, healthy
        non-conformist—sometimes they can be quite interesting, although
        not always comfortably acceptable.” He chuckled to himself,
        while Virginia watched, letting it pass, because the discussion
        had begun to make her sleepy, and she wasn’t sure what her father was
        talking about.
      


      
        Walter was still listening to himself, rather than
        communicating with his daughter. “Rebels—it takes a lot of
        courage to get out of a groove. To believe in something enough to
        change the world as a lot of our own ancestors did.”
      


      
        Virginia gave up trying to smother a yawn, and through it she said,
        “But, Daddy, rebels feel something. Charlie just doesn’t
        seem to care.”
      


      
        “You’re sleepy, kiddo, and I care enough for you to say, ‘Off to
        bed’—and thanks for the chess game, you’re just getting too smart to
        handle.” He kissed the girl affectionately and she slipped out of
        the room, stretching her young arms and yawning prodigiously.
      


      
        Rebels feel something. Walter carried the phrase to bed
        with him.
      


      
        In her own room Virginia’s yawns continued as she slid into the
        big bed beside her sister. Elsie flopped over and turned on the bed
        lamp on her side, peering at the clock with a “Gosh!”
      


      
        “You been asleep?” asked Virginia.
      


      
        “A while,” replied Elsie. She pulled out a handful of Kleenex and blew
        her nose loudly.
      


      
        “Oh, not again—you catching another cold?” said Virginia, and
        then, noticing Elsie’s flushed cheeks, exclaimed, “You been
        crying?”
      


      
        “Yes, I’ve been being silly, thinking how wonderful the summer
        has been, and all the fun we’ve had—and pretty soon it will be
        fall—and—and——” And the tears started streaming again.
      


      
        Virginia pulled the girl over onto her shoulder and patted the
        blonde head. “What’s the matter, Elsie, tell me what’s wrong with it
        being fall?”
      


      
        Elsie strangled her words. “Just us not being together—— You and
        Charlie going to different schools and me being left in the same
        one——”
      


      
        Virginia said, “You are a baby! You know this is no surprise.
        Charlie’s always been enrolled at Haverly and me at Miss Penn’s and
        that’s where you’ll come when you get out of eighth grade too.”
      


      
        “But I got so used to us—going together and coming home
        together——”
      


      
        “Now, we didn’t always, silly—boy, you are a leaner, you
        and Charlie both——”
      


      
        “I am not a ‘leaner.’” Virginia had succeeded in
        stopping her tears by the argument. “Charlie is though. Like when
        they skipped him in second grade, because he made such a fuss that he
        couldn’t be with his darling sister!” It was an old discussion.
      


      
        “That wasn’t the reason,” Virginia said defensively, “Charlie
        was just bright—he still is—brighter than me—than I.”
      


      
        There was the sound of the door opening and Beatrice, in a blue
        peignoir, had an admonishing finger on her lips. “Are you girls
        going to talk half the night again? You ought to be asleep. Do you
        want some cornflakes or a glass of milk maybe?”
      


      
        She made mothering noises and patted the sheets into place.
        Virginia had stiffened out and shut her eyes tight. “I’m
        practically asleep, Mum—we’ll be quiet—go back to bed.”
      


      
        Beatrice said, “We’re going to be busy hostesses tomorrow, all of
        us. And we’ve got to keep aware of our schedules—that’s what makes
        good parties. And you can’t expect the servants to do your part of
        it after eleven o’clock. They’ll have their hands full with the
        buffet.”
      


      
        The party was to be a combination beach and buffet picnic in
        honor of the return of the Alden Shelleys to Nelson. The Shelleys
        had been away in Europe on business for five years, and now with the
        business of reopening their home out of the way, they were being
        reabsorbed into the lives of their friends and the colony of beach
        estates.
      


      
        Elsie reached up to pat her mother’s face. “Don’t you worry, Mum
        dear, we’ll keep all the little beasts safely out of the house. No
        sand in the porcelain!” and she giggled.
      


      
        Beatrice smiled and shushed them again and was gone.
      


      
        In the darkness Virginia whispered, “Wouldn’t it be great if
        Charlie found a real chum in Jeff?”
      


      
        Elsie whispered back, sleepy now, “Oh, everybody likes Charlie. I
        hardly remember Jeff—we were so young. But since the Shelleys are
        near us again, I think we can have a lot of fun together.”
      


      
        Elsie was a people-person, thoroughly group-minded. To her, the
        intricacies of relationships were not complicated at all. Her
        world was expanding and growing, its roots settled firmly in her
        love of her family, but Virginia, on the contrary, would always be
        more selective, more apt to perceive the similarities and
        dissimilarities that would make people be “right” or “not right”
        for each other. She had been relieved when her mother had stopped
        trying to make a “cunning little girl” out of her. Bonnets and bows
        did not become the long solemn face, the deep-set dark eyes. Elsie
        had fitted the role perfectly; Beatrice had her little doll, whom
        she could dress up to her heart’s content, leaving Virginia free
        for the “deep talk” with her father and the pell-mell tomboy
        relationship with Charlie.
      


      
        “Everybody likes Charlie,” she agreed, “at first.”
      


      
        “Oh, Ginn, what are you talking about? Everybody likes
        Charlie—period.” And her next breath was a soft snore.
      


      
        Toward morning there had been a brief thunderstorm, but it
        freshened the day and brightened the lawn above the beach, The
        flowered umbrella tables blossomed on the stone terrace, the
        silver glinted, and the glassware sparkled. Down on the beach the
        children’s fire for their wienie bake was burning down to a fine bed
        of coals.
      


      
        There had been no need for Virginia and Elsie to do much
        “hostessing.” Charlie had skillfully maneuvered the young
        people away from the attractions of the buffet, built the fire,
        toted the picnic paraphernalia down to the beach, and Beatrice
        almost burst with pride when several of her friends had said that he
        was certainly growing up to be a fine, gentlemanly boy.
      


      
        By four o’clock the two parties had settled comfortably into their
        individual sounds and activities, the women happily
        gossiping, the men discussing the market and smoking cigars and
        rattling ice in good bourbon.
      


      
        On the beach, the tide had turned and was snaking its foaming veils
        higher and higher up onto the sand. Feats of athletic prowess were
        still going on. Virginia had reloaded her Brownie camera
        several times and put it away, carefully wrapped in a towel,
        beside her beach bag. For a moment she was alone and could take a
        look contentedly at the party as a whole. It was all so
        wonderful, the lovely summer day—the grownups looking like actors
        on a stage, far away up on the veranda; the big elms casting a
        shadow over one end, the bright summer colors of the women’s
        dresses, their voices barely audible as a tinkling sound in the
        lulls between the cracking of the waves. And around her the bright
        orange and reds and blues of the kids’ bathing suits, shifting
        constantly, the squeals and shrieks and shouting, the never tiring
        high spirits. Something about it, something of the unchanging
        preciousness of the moment, made her eyes smart. Her love
        encircled it all, and most of all her pride in Charlie had been
        revived. He and Jeff had got along “like a house afire.” Charlie had
        somehow been able to break down the shyness that had kept Jeff apart
        at the few encounters at the riding class. Perhaps he had just felt
        “new” since his return. But Charlie had put himself out to make him
        a part of the group. He was quick to explain some local joke, some
        reference to a person or an event that Jeff couldn’t know about.
        They had paired off in a swimming race to the raft and arrived at a
        dead heat.
      


      
        Thinking about Charlie, she suddenly missed him. There had been a
        very faint sound that had given her goose flesh on her arms and
        thighs. Somebody was hurt—— Where? Who? Her eyes darted along the
        groups at the water’s edge, to see who was missing, what piece of the
        group had been torn away that would make this faint cry of pain.
        Charlie and Roger Thorne had been “wrastling,” and her inner eye
        remembered that they had been running, laughing and shouting,
        toward Berry Pie. Jeff was approaching her, wiping the water from
        his face. Virginia, standing, stared at him, white-faced. She said
        only, “Come on!” and raced away down the beach. Jeff had heard nothing
        but, sensing her fright, sprinted after her.
      


      
        They rounded the sentinel rocks, plashing through a strip of wave
        that seemed to slide ahead of them, reaching to point to the scene on
        the edge of Berry Pie. Fifteen feet away, Virginia and Jeff froze,
        unable to move or make a sound. Charlie was on top of Roger,
        holding his ears in his hands, rhythmically banging the now
        unconscious boy’s head on the side of a rock. There was absolutely
        no savagery in the action, no passion or hatred, no viciousness.
        He looked up briefly as he saw Virginia and Jeff and called out a
        smiling “Hi!” and then went back to his task. Firmly,
        purposefully, as though he were occupied in cracking a coconut.
        In the seconds before movement came back to the paralyzed
        observers another wave whispered up to the two boys and receded
        with pink in its foam.
      


      
        Jeff was the first to move and, yelling, he pulled Charlie off the
        boy. He picked up Roger, carried him gently out of reach of the
        tide, and deposited him again on the sand, mumbling, “Shouldn’t move
        him—probably got concussion—have to——” and suddenly there were
        screams from other kids who had followed Jeff’s and Virginia’s run
        up the beach, sensing the difference between play and purpose. In
        a moment the area was alive with both grownups and kids and the
        broken sentences, the emergency questions. “How did it happen?”
        “Is he dead?” “Did he fall?” “Get a doctor—Joe, the phone number is
        on the——” “Charlie, how did——”
      


      
        Charlie said, “We were wrestling——” and Virginia screamed, “And
        Roger fell!” Charlie was about to continue, but
        Virginia’s look startled him and he drew his brows together in a
        perplexed frown. He watched the activity of the others, alertly,
        curiously, as though it were a game and he was trying to find out
        what he was supposed to do. Roger’s father had his shoulder in a
        hard grip and was brokenly shouting at him, “That boy’s cut in a
        dozen places—what the hell were you trying to do!” Suddenly all the
        eyes were turned upon him and he seemed to find the situation
        unpleasant. There was an indignant glitter in his eyes and he
        broke out of Thorne’s grip. Striding to the edge of the water, he dug
        his hands into the wet sand and washed the blood from his palms. There
        was the sound of a siren in the distance and the group was again
        turned from him to the injured and deathly quiet boy. The whole
        situation seemed like a big fuss, he’d been let off the hook, so he
        turned and began to stride toward the house.
      


      
        The beauty of the soft summer night, the daylight brilliance of the
        full moon were lost on the big house, withdrawn and still with shock.
      


      
        The confusion had died down, and the burden of the amenities of
        the departure of guests had been on the distraught Beatrice. With
        her social training and poise, she had been able to dissolve the
        party quickly and expertly without seeming to rush. The form of
        the dialogue had such sameness that she could lean on it, without
        having to use her wits.
      


      
        “It’s terrible for you, Bea darling. If there’s anything we can
        do——”
      


      
        “Thanks, Lucy dear, you’re so kind——”
      


      
        “Don’t worry, Bea, I’m sure the boy will be all right—kids are tough,
        you know.”
      


      
        “Thanks, Joe—I’ll call Jane in the morning.”
      


      
        “. . . Let us know...”
      


      
        “Thank you.... Good night.... I’m
        sorry—everything—I’m fine...” and on and on—and
        finally to the kitchen to pull the servants together. “Make
        plenty of sandwiches and coffee—you’d better stay up awhile,
        Edwin, in case we need anything. No, don’t the rest of you hang
        around, just go to bed after you’ve cleaned up. And have you finished
        in the library, because I’m sure Mr. Carewe won’t want you fussing
        around, there is so much to do.” So much to do—Bill Thorne and Walter
        had gone to the hospital with Roger—would they say the boy was dead
        when they got back? It’s been so long—her head was throbbing and the
        tips of her fingers were numb and cold as she went back into the
        living room from the pantry, colliding with Elsie.
      


      
        Almost exploding, she cried, “Elsie, I’ve told you all to just
        please stay out of the way, I don’t want you rushing around like a lot
        of stampeding elephants.”
      


      
        “We will, Mum—I mean we won’t—I just thought I’d get some hot
        chocolate for you—you’ve had such an awful time, and you look awful
        tired—really awful!”
      


      
        The bit of sympathy was too much, and she permitted herself to
        give in and be put to bed by her small loving daughter, not even
        complaining when the cold cloth Elsie brought for her pounding head
        was too wet and dripped back into her ears.
      


      
        Both Jeff and Virginia had been struck into the kind of
        inarticulateness that adults judge as an inability to perceive
        the importance of a situation. They had had a session in the
        library with Shelley, Sr., trying to pin them down on the exact
        circumstances. “What was Charlie doing when you got there?” “What
        did he say?” “What did you do?” Their faces remained expressionless
        and they seemed to have little to report except what he knew
        already: “Roger was unconscious and I had to move him away from the
        water——” “I don’t remember anything about Charlie—he just sort of
        stood there and watched——”
      


      
        Released, Virginia had bolted from the house. A second later Jeff
        was on the veranda, where he stood, his hands loosely shoved into
        the pockets of his gray slacks, watching her climb the path to the
        Point. As she disappeared into the black shadows of the scrub pine
        he began to follow in an easy lope—looking back first over his
        shoulder, carefully seeing that they had not been observed.
      


      
        At the top of the bluff the path leveled off and widened and he could
        see Virginia walking some fifty yards ahead of him. The pines had
        muffled the sound of the ocean, and Virginia wheeled suddenly at
        the sound of his footsteps crunching the small pine cones which
        covered the sandy path. They both stopped, and Jeff spoke softly.
        “It’s me.” “Oh, okay.” For a second they were still, like duelers in
        the moonlight, then Virginia turned and walked on to the rocky
        point, where the pines tilted and reached with wind-torn arms over the
        edge, and the distant sound of the turbulent channel’s mouth gushed
        and sucked and growled beneath them.
      


      
        Jeff seated himself beside the girl, and together they looked
        without looking at the brilliance of the wide V of moonlight on the
        water that reached to the horizon.
      


      
        They were too young for the comfort of silence. They were still
        strangers as far as length of acquaintance went, but the tragedy had
        accomplished what a month of days of ordinary companionship
        could never have done. There was a bond and it begged recognition.
      


      
        Jeff spoke first. “I don’t think I ever came up here before. If I did,
        I don’t remember.”
      


      
        “We used to picnic in the little meadow back toward the river—we
        were all so little then.” We were all so young—so innocent,
        so far from tragedy. It was a starchy world of nurses and eating and
        being tucked into bed—all loving arms and smiling faces—so safe,
        safe.
      


      
        “You come here often, Virginia? Or have I butted in on something
        private?”
      


      
        “Well—no...” Virginia hesitated. “Maybe you’ll
        think it’s silly, but I come up here to think, sometimes—lately a
        lot.”
      


      
        Jeff threw a handful of pebbles over the edge, and they rattled
        briefly and were lost.
      


      
        “That’s a long way down, isn’t it?”
      


      
        “Sometimes I get so I can’t figure things out, around people.
        There’s so much talk—about who we are, and how we must behave
        and——”
      


      
        “Well, we’ve got good families, Virginia—I guess we’re supposed to
        sort of live up to what we are—I guess. It’s better that
        way.” And then she felt a tightness in her chest, remembering.
      


      
        Jeff said, “Where’s Charlie now? What’s he doing?”
      


      
        “I went to his room, just before we talked to your dad. I thought he’d
        be needing me, feeling awful or something. But he was all right. He
        was in bed, cramming down some oatmeal cookies, and the radio was
        going.”
      


      
        “What’d he say?”
      


      
        “He was mad at me!”
      


      
        “Why—for Pete’s sake?”
      


      
        “I don’t know. He said, ‘Hi, Virge, where’ve you been! Fine
        pal you are, letting me take this all by myself.’ I don’t know, I
        couldn’t say anything. I just turned the radio down and left the
        room. And as soon as I did I heard him turn the radio up again—real
        high. I just didn’t feel like fussing about that.”
      


      
        Jeff said it for them both: “Maybe Roger is dead.”
      


      
        “We’ll know pretty soon, I guess.” She was gulping, trying to hold
        back tears. Jeff continued to throw pebbles, avoiding speaking
        about the scene that had etched itself on both their minds in that
        moment of inaction. Charlie was her brother and there were
        limitations on what he could say. But with all his heart he wanted
        to reassure this new friend that he was not judging, not accusing.
        He had liked them both. They had proved to be the swell kids his
        parents had talked about to him. They were closest to his age of any
        one of the families nearby, and as yet he had not had the
        opportunity to make new school friends. He had felt they would fill
        the gap of loneliness that was still with him for the friends he had
        left in London and Switzerland. But now it was more than friends—he
        had been forced into an intimacy of relationship that was
        difficult beyond his years. It was too soon to be forced to take
        sides. What he had seen had shocked him, but he also felt that
        Virginia was bearing some burden of knowledge about Charlie, and
        he wanted to tell her that he would help her share it. He had taken
        her cue in the library, he knew she wanted to protect her brother.
        They both had told the strict truth, just putting what they knew ahead
        in time. Of that moment, how long had it been? Five seconds, maybe,
        when they had watched Charlie and simply could not speak. How could
        they describe the odd emptiness of emotion that Charlie had shown,
        the lack of guilt or fright or remorse, when he saw them, and went
        on——
      


      
        Virginia suddenly spoke. “Jeff—tell me—how did you feel? Did you
        think Charlie was some kind of monster gone crazy or something?”
      


      
        Jeff took a deep breath. “I had a funny feeling. I don’t know
        whether it was at the time or later, when I thought about it. Later,
        I guess. But I think I felt pretty much the same as if I’d seen a
        four-year-old child with a knife in his hand, poking somebody’s eye
        out. That’s awful sounding, I know, but what I mean is that Charlie
        didn’t even seem to be guilty—it was like maybe we were the
        guilty ones, but of just what, I don’t know.”
      


      
        Virginia raised her head till it tilted back a little on her neck;
        the moonlight spread over her face, making her eyes luminous and
        sculpturing the faint smile. “Why, Jeff, you really do
        understand——” For a while the sheer fact of understanding was more
        important than what it was he understood. The months of gnawing
        uncertainty, the frustrating lack of experience that had made
        it impossible for her to find a touchstone for being “right” or
        “wrong”; the attempts to reach her father without being able to
        say, “Do you see what I see?” because there was no real answer to
        “What do you see?” had left her with nothing but a weight of
        apathy and fatigue. But now another human being had mentally
        taken her hand and said, “Yes—there is something there—it is real, it
        is no product of your imagination, and you and I will take a good
        look at it together.” The fatigue lifted, the sweet air poured
        into her lungs, she felt keenly awake and aware. The beauty of the
        panorama of moonlit sea, the organ notes from the surf—it was all
        there in an indescribable at-once-ness. There seemed no
        incongruity that in the moment that lapsed between her last words
        Jeff should say:
      


      
        “Can you see the ship out there?” It was not a changing of subject,
        it did not emerge from schoolboyish embarrassment at the
        intimacy of their sudden rapport.
      


      
        “Looks like a freighter—lumber probably,” Virginia replied. “Do
        you like sailing?”
      


      
        Jeff seemed to hesitate, stuttering slightly. “Very much, did some
        racing on Lake Lucerne in Switzerland.”
      


      
        Virginia said, “You sounded as though you were going to say you
        didn’t like it.”
      


      
        Laughing, Jeff said, “No, I just almost said, ‘Oh, rather.’ I’m
        trying to knock out my English speech habits before school, so I
        won’t sound funny——”
      


      
        Virginia laughed with him—“Jolly decent of you, old boy”—and then
        they both subsided quickly, remembering. Virginia slapped at her
        forehead in compunction. “Gosh—we’d better get back.”
      


      
        As they rose from the ground it passed through Virginia’s mind that
        she ought to say something to thank Jeff, but there was nothing in
        the thank-you form that could express what she felt in gratitude.
        There was no need for form, for once in her life all the drilled-in
        “Please” and “Thank you” words and their many variations were
        completely and surprisingly unnecessary. The fact that she was
        in good spirits, that she felt strong enough to face tragedy, was
        rewarding to Jeff, she knew. Without half trying, he had moved a
        mountain. So instead she offered him her continued confidence:
        “Do you think there is anything we can do, Jeff?”
      


      
        “Well, nothing about poor Rog, except to hope that he lives. As to
        our families—your mother and father and mine—we could only mix them
        up by what we could tell them.”
      


      
        “They’d never understand, would they!”
      


      
        “I don’t see how they could. They weren’t there. I don’t really know
        why Charlie acted the way he did, and I don’t think he does,
        so maybe the best thing is just not to act as if there were something
        goony about him, and maybe we can help him that way.”
      


      
        They walked back slowly, talking easily, about their young lives,
        about the strange confusions and sense of alienation in the stage
        between being children and being grown up. “Seems like there’s
        always something that I’m not old enough for, and other times I’m
        too old,” Jeff had said, and Virginia replied, “Maybe that’s
        the way it’s going to be—always—only someday we’ll know the
        difference ourselves.” Once they stopped, thinking they had heard a
        car way below in the driveway. But there were only the night sounds,
        a scurrying in the thicket of sumac, an owl’s insistent
        questioning, the wind in the tops of the pines. They talked with the
        ease that shy people find only in each other; they skipped from
        subject to subject, from Switzerland to Maine and back to London,
        from generalities about “all boys” and “all girls” and around to
        Charlie and themselves, the “whys” and “what is its” that never in
        their short lives had been satisfied in superficial
        explanations.
      


      
        The talk lagged as they approached the end of the path, their “free
        floating” meshed into the patterns and emotions of the troubled
        household, and for a second Virginia turned a panicky look to
        Jeff.
      


      
        He grinned and said, “Steady on, old girl,” and they swallowed their
        giggles at the apt Britishism.
      


      
        They walked tall and poised into the living room, looking again like
        proper children of proper parents.
      


      
        Alden Shelley, a handsomer, fuller edition of Jeff, smiled faintly
        in welcome from where he stood in front of the fireplace, a brandy
        glass in his hand. “Roger’s all right,” he said. “Concussion and
        scalp abrasions—be in hospital a few days——” Virginia sank down
        in relief on the divan beside her father and put her head quietly
        on his shoulder. Walter stroked her head.
      


      
        “Where you kids been?” he asked. “Things get too thick for you around
        here?”
      


      
        Jeff buried his superfluous hands in his pockets. “Virginia felt
        kind of nervous—we’ve been talking it off——”
      


      
        Alden put his drink down on the long coffee table. “It’s been a rough
        day; we must go home, son——”
      


      
        After they left, Walter went around locking up, putting out the
        lamps, and joined Virginia at the french windows where she stood
        staring out to the sea. “There seems to have been so much moonlight
        this summer—I guess because I love it so.”
      


      
        “It’s a beautiful night—beautiful,” murmured her father, and then
        he gave a long heavy sigh. “That’s a fine boy, that Jeff, he’s all
        right.”
      


      
        The following morning Charlie bounced down the free-hung stairway,
        setting up a protesting jingle of glass in the chandelier;
        Gretchen vonWiegandII followed as fast as her four short
        legs allowed. Charlie pushed open the front screen for her. “Beat it,
        Sassie, that’s the girl.” Whistling aimlessly, he strode toward
        the breakfast room through the long formal dining room, its shades
        pulled together against the sun. In the big mirror above the buffet
        he looked quickly at himself, passing a hand in front of his face,
        wiping off the whistle and leaving a solemn expression on his
        face. He slowed his walk, lowered his eyes, and entered the bright
        enclosed solarium where his mother and sisters still sat over the
        remains of breakfast. “Morning, Mum dear,” he said, kissing her.
        “Sorry I’m late—didn’t get to sleep till about five, I guess it was.”
        He caught Virginia’s quick look over Beatrice’s head and gave her an
        athletic wink. Beatrice tinkled the hand bell as he slid into his
        chair. Taking a long draught from the chilled fruit juice, he asked
        chattily, “What’s the news on Roger? Did he die?”
      


      
        Virginia’s and Elsie’s mouths opened in twin gasps and Beatrice
        shook her head in quick irritation. “No, Charlie, thank God, he did
        not die.”
      


      
        “I told you. Could’ve happened to anybody——” He flashed his
        beautiful smile at Lela as she slid a plateful of eggs and bacon in
        front of him.
      


      
        “Charlie dear.” His mother spoke sweetly, patiently. “Roger is
        not out of danger. He has a severe concussion and is still
        unconscious—you don’t seem to realize——” Her voice thickened.
      


      
        Charlie patted her hand. “Mum dear, what are you crying
        about—he isn’t your son. I’d expect you to cry about me if I had been
        hurt, but why Roger? And it was just an accident!”
      


      
        Beatrice rose, touching her lips with her napkin. “You had better
        be thinking about what you are going to say to your father. He’s
        coming back from town early this afternoon, and I would like to
        suggest that you begin to think in other terms than ‘just an
        accident.’”
      


      
        Charlie shivered elaborately as she disappeared into the
        kitchen. “Br-r-r, the icebergs are thick today.” Elsie started to
        say something in indignant protest.
      


      
        “Forget it, Elsie,” said her sister, getting up. “I’ve got to scrape
        the Vee Cee’s hull today,” she announced.
      


      
        Elsie made a sound of disgust. “Eeee-ugh!”
      


      
        “All I want is for both of you to get on the end of a rope and help me
        beach her. The tide’ll be high in about half an hour. I can do the
        rest.”
      


      
        “Can’t,” stated Charlie. “I’m biking into Nelson to get new
        grips.”
      


      
        “Forget your bicycle,” said Virginia. “You couldn’t get back in
        time.”
      


      
        “Time for what?”
      


      
        “You heard Mum. You were let off easy last night, because everybody
        was tired and worried and upset. But there are going to be some
        funny rumors going on around town about Walter Carewe’s young son
        and his apparently dangerous temper—and Dad doesn’t care for
        it—at all.”
      


      
        “Dangerous, huh?” Charlie preened a little. Virginia flew from
        the room, fearing her own loss of control.
      


      
        Elsie got up to follow and, turning, looked at her brother as if she
        had never seen him before. “Charlie—you’re being so funny——”
      


      
        But Charlie was absorbed in his breakfast.
      


      
        The list of “thou shalt nots” in Charlie’s mental card index was
        increasing. Whenever he wanted to, he could refer to them as
        something to be avoided because they interfered with the
        pleasures of living. Thus, “Thou shalt not steal—money from the cash
        box in the kitchen because it will be missed more quickly than a
        dollar or two from Mum’s handbag.” And “Thou shalt not swim too soon
        after a meal—it will cause bellyache” was catalogued ahead of “Thou
        shalt not remove a book from Dad’s library—he raises an awful row.”
      


      
        That latter was just too silly. He had been keeping a scrapbook of
        famous people with the name of “Charles” and in a volume of French
        history there was a painting of a certain CharlesIV, which he
        fancied because he was called “Charles the Fair.” He had
        thoughtfully used a razor blade to cut it neatly out of the book.
        Unfortunately the razor had cut through several pages which he
        had put into the wastebasket, and his care in returning the
        volume to its proper place on the shelf had gone unappreciated.
        In his father’s mind this was inexplicably cross-filed with
        another, quite different and very funny episode. It amused
        Charlie to write his initials in the sand at one end of the beach
        when he was urinating, but it took much more skill and was
        infinitely more satisfactory to do the same thing neatly in the
        center of the white oval rug in front of Mum’s dressing table. With
        his legal lingo, his father had lumped both things together as
        “Wanton defacement of personal property.”
      


      
        But there was a difference as anybody with any common sense could
        see, because the “defacement” of Mum’s rug had precipitated one
        of the rare sound thrashings he was often threatened with but rarely
        dealt. The sound thrashing was not nearly as bad as it sounded,
        either. His father cuffed him around for a while, and then, because
        it tired him, Charlie supposed, he would go over and put his head in
        his hands on the desk and tell Charlie to “Go on now, and remember
        this as a lesson to you.” It did make things sticky around the house
        for a while, so it was a good idea to avoid such consequences. And
        nothing cleared the air so quickly as those magic words “I’m sorry”
        and everybody positively beamed if one said, “How could I be so
        stupid?” or seemed to brush away a tear. Boy! What fools people were.
      


      
        At that moment Charles was feeling brilliant. He was adding a
        valuable item to the index: “Thou shalt not lose thy temper.” It was
        practically like a lecture with illustrated slides they had
        sometimes in school. The subject was “the danger of letting one’s
        emotions run away with one” and Dad said, “You obviously lost your
        temper when you were wrestling with Roger, and as a result he was
        seriously hurt.” But the best part of it all was that, as long as he
        remained quiet and attentive, Charlie could watch his father
        become what he was talking about. His face got redder and
        redder, he began to walk faster up and down the library, and once he
        pounded the desk with a crack that must have hurt his hand. It was
        very interesting.
      


      
        “We are lucky as a family,” he intoned, “to have a position in the
        community, a reputation of soundness and integrity. Do you
        understand how valuable these things are, son? They are not
        acquired easily. We have fine friends such as the Thornes, or we
        would be in grave trouble.” Walter took a breath, paused and pinched
        his chin, thoughtfully. He realized he was talking over the boy’s
        head, because that blank stare just wasn’t registering anything
        like comprehension. He sought in his mind to find the proper
        button to push that would awaken a response, a reaction of
        some sort. Pride? Certainly he remembered himself as a
        boy being full of pride, and he was as quick to fight for it as
        anyone. There were plenty of bloody noses around at that period in
        his life and he would hotly defend his right to administer a few
        telling punches when somebody got out of line. This had been a
        natural phase that was replaced eventually with more acceptable
        behavior. If Charlie had only come up with some explanation for
        what had caused the fight, it would be simpler. Obviously, it
        seemed to Walter, the boy had been overwhelmed by a passion which
        had surprised him with its force. Something animal and lustful
        that lay buried—deeply, thank God, in most decent people. Well, he
        thought, reasoning doesn’t seem to work, I’ll have to throw some kind
        of scare into him. He began quietly, solemnly:
      


      
        “Just suppose, Charlie,” he said, “just suppose this boy had
        been—well, someone not in our—uh—class. Do you realize the
        boy’s father could file a complaint, a suit for damages, haul us
        both into juvenile court? And there would be absolutely
        nothing I could do.” He hammered the desk again for emphasis.
        “A Carewe boy, mugged, with a number attached to his name
        that would remain for life.” As Charlie’s eyes widened, Walter
        quickly dismissed the picture. “Of course, we’re lucky, don’t
        forget that. Bill Thorne is my friend, he knows it was a terrible
        accident; neither of us wants that sort of thing to happen.” It had
        worked, even though he felt that fear techniques were drastic and
        usually unnecessary. He sat down at the desk and lighted a
        cigarette. Surprisingly, he noticed he was somewhat shaken,
        and didn’t trust his hands to light a pipe.
      


      
        He blew out the match with a quick hiss of the smoke, continuing:
        “You’re no different from other human beings, Charles. We all of
        us have to keep watch on our passions for our entire lives,
        otherwise they will control us instead of our controlling them.”
        How to explain that they could be channeled, used as fuel for
        ambition, to overcome wrong? “Most of them are a kind of hangover
        from the Stone Age, I guess—when all we had was our fists to claim what
        belonged to us. But just take a look at those fists of yours—they
        almost claimed a boy’s life.”
      


      
        Charles caught the expression on his face and mirrored it. He heard
        the tone of his voice and became an echo. Looking at his hands, he
        said solemnly, “A boy’s life,” and his voice was an awed whisper.
      


      
        His father rose and, putting an arm about the boy’s shoulders,
        walked him to the door. “Don’t dismiss it too soon, Charles—think it
        over—think it over.” And Charles went out of the room shaking his
        head, still looking at his fists, a perfect picture of bewildered
        remorse.
      


      
        Charlie was having a wonderful time. He had acquired a new toy
        that delighted him with its effectiveness. It contained
        innumerable ways of getting attention—of the pleasant kind.
        Heretofore there had been times when kids or grownups looked at him
        too suddenly, with widened eyes and open mouth, and it made him want
        to scratch himself or get out of the way. Now, as a result of a few
        words that his dad had said in the library, he had found a whole new
        world. To himself in the mirror above the washbasin in his
        bathroom he said, “Dad, I’m grateful to you.” His voice slipped a
        little and he relaxed his throat and tried it a tone lower:
        “Dad—thank you.” While he was about it he studied his face,
        staring hard, and by concentrating a little his eyes filled.
        “That’s enough, that’s enough,” he whispered. More would look
        babyish.
      


      
        “Charles, where are you?” His mother’s voice came from his bedroom.
        He was about to whisk the moisture from his eyes, when he stopped, and
        in a muffled sound called, “In a minute, Mum.” Snatching up a piece
        of Kleenex, he blew noisily into it and timed his exit so that he
        would still be rubbing his nose hastily and then jammed the tissue
        into his pocket. It worked.
      


      
        “Why, Charles baby, have you been crying?” With genuine concern she
        drew him over to the big embrasure at the window and pulled him down
        beside her. “Now tell me, what’s upset you—you seemed so flip and
        unfeeling this morning at breakfast——”
      


      
        The answer to this wasn’t quite clear, so he played it safe, saying
        nothing, keeping his eyes down.
      


      
        “Now listen to me, dear. I talked to your father, and he’s really
        very pleased with you. He said that you understood completely
        now—that you just didn’t realize what had happened, that it was just
        too important for you to grasp.”
      


      
        “But, Mother, what have I done?” He pulled away from her and buried
        his face in his hands, which gave him a chance to listen more closely
        for the next cue.
      


      
        Beatrice felt close to tears herself at her son’s apparently deep
        contrition. But he was too young, too young to suffer so much.
      


      
        She spoke quietly and with a delicate control. “Listen dear,
        listen to Mum. We’ve had a close brush with tragedy, but we all know
        you didn’t mean to hurt Roger so badly, and that you’ve had a great
        lesson. You see,” she continued thoughtfully, “we’re all human,
        but it goes a little harder on people like us, when something like
        this happens. When one member of a family like ours makes a mistake
        it affects us all. We have to be more careful than most people, even
        in other things—little things. That is why Dad and I have made such
        careful plans for you children, that you should go to the right
        schools, be with the right people, and learn to do the right things,
        so that we can keep on being a fine example to others. It’s our
        duty, Charles—do you understand?”
      


      
        He was making her a little uncomfortable, staring at her now, the
        dark lashes of his eyes twinkling with his tears.
      


      
        “I’m just a leftover from the Stone Age,” he said hollowly.
      


      
        Beatrice bit her lip, to suppress a smile. “Well, cave man,” she
        said, “you’ll grow up to be a Carewe and a gentleman, don’t you
        worry.”
      


      
        “Thank you, Mum dear. I love you very much.”
      


      
        Almost overcome, Beatrice held him close for a moment. “It’s near
        dinnertime, my pet; take a nice hot bath and change your linen, and
        you’ll feel better.”
      


      
        In the “nice hot bath” Charlie lay with his hands locked beneath his
        head, under a lavish blanket of soapsuds, working on a pleasant
        puzzle. He was on the edge of understanding
        something.... Meditatively he raised first one
        dripping foot and then the other, carefully lifting a fragile
        cone of suds with his big toe. “Have to do lots of thinking,” he said
        aloud, “lots and lots and lots of thinking.” It was a new exercise
        for him, and he was thoroughly enjoying it, because it promised
        whole new avenues of freedom from boredom. And boredom, lately,
        had become a very irritating companion.
      


      
        He knew that there was a key somewhere to the new toy, that would
        unlock, oh, maybe the answers to just about everything. All he had
        to do was to keep looking at it, the way he did at a math problem or
        a piece of mechanism. It soon became completely clear, and he
        always arrived at a result that was correct and simple, while
        others around him were still fussing with the silly word “Why?”
      


      
        When that word was directed at him it made him—itchy—irritable. He
        used it often enough himself, because it was a good way to argue.
      


      
        There was no “why” connected to this key, dancing and gleaming with
        promises—there now—almost got it! He had learned that it was the
        proper thing, and therefore the rewarding thing, “not to make a
        fuss.” When he was young and he bellowed over a cut toe, people would
        keep saying, “Don’t make such a fuss.” Instead, if he said, “It’s
        nothing,” he got lots of attention. “Are you sure, you
        poor, dear boy—you are so brave.”
      


      
        But there was a subtlety about the events of yesterday and today
        that was still eluding him. He had been going ahead with his “don’t
        make a fuss” routine, and it had boomeranged. He’d got nothing but
        those silly O-faces that his sisters put on, his mother had got icy
        with him, and Dad had been thoroughly dull until he became angry;
        and that was interesting to watch because for some reason it was
        not directed at him. Then suddenly it had come to him, he
        “got” what was expected of him. He laughed as he thought of the way
        it was with animals, dogs or horses, when you were teaching them
        tricks. For a long time they seemed stupid and stubborn, and then all
        of a sudden they got the idea, and they could do the trick just
        beautifully. And this was the key! Now it lay shining and cunning
        in his palm. No effort, no “itchiness,” no boredom. You just were
        clever and watched and listened with a kind of third ear and you
        could find out what people expected you to do, and then you
        did it and, oh boy! Life would be one sweet song! He slapped his hands
        into the water, splashing the suds over the side. “‘Yo-ho-ho
        and a bottle of rum——’” His voice took on the recent new deep
        note. “‘Sixteen men——’” he shouted, and then quickly put
        his hand over his mouth. “Careful, dummy!” he whispered to himself,
        and reviewed the situation. He wondered how long he would have to
        act “shocked and suffering.” And with the new key he answered
        himself: “Just as long as it works!” Simple, simple, simple. He got
        out of the tub and dried himself. Vigorously he scrubbed his teeth.
        Long ago he had learned the value of his smile and what it got him,
        and that his much-admired “mouthful of teeth” was important.
        Stretching his lips apart, he grinned at himself in the mirror,
        crinkling his eyes into merry slits. With his new wisdom, he knew
        he would use it exactly at the right time, and not when
        somebody O-faced at him and said, “Why are you grinning like a
        jackass?” He did a little jig and made a few boxing passes at the
        rack of bath towels. Then he snatched his comb, parting his hair
        carefully, settling the unruly curliness of it, and as a final
        touch he ran two fingers through the piece above the temple, drawing
        down one curly strand for a look of carelessness. He took a hand
        mirror, working it so that he could see how he looked with his eyes
        cast down. He slacked his shoulders a little, gave a sigh, and
        muttered: “A disgrace to the name of Carewe.” That was it. Try it
        through dinner, don’t talk, just listen closely, and don’t seem to
        listen.
      


      
        The change in Charlie in the next few years was a bit awesome to
        Walter. He felt he had no right to claim full responsibility for
        having hit the note that would make a man out of a boy. It would have
        been old-fashioned and somewhat pious bad taste to refer to the
        guidance of God. His ancestors had had no hesitance in using the
        phrase often and resoundingly; but today it seemed linked with a
        kind of conceit to feel that God should concern himself with such
        small matters. Especially since He seemed quite unconcerned that
        the nation’s economy had had the props knocked out from under it;
        that there were miserable things like bread lines and apple sellers.
        It was the greedy have-nots who had caused the whole thing, he thought.
        What they “had not” was not so much money as sound judgment, the good
        breeding that is cautious of extremes, knowing instinctively
        that a money market that showed graphs like a high fever was a sick
        market, and the only sensible thing had been to sell out, to turn
        one’s back on it. Humbly, Walter attributed his judgments, his
        acts, not entirely to his own acumen, but to the accumulation of
        his inheritance of sound solid principles. It was breeding, pure
        and simple, and it was this breeding that had come through in
        Charlie. He was as fine and spirited as a blooded race horse, and
        that unfortunate accident had only served as a kind of shock that
        made Charlie aware of his true self. Terrible thing, he mused, such
        rotten luck. The last he’d heard of the Thornes was that they were in
        Europe, in search of another “cure” for Roger, something about his
        eyes. Bill assured him that there was no connection, as it was
        months before Roger began to complain of these occasional
        temporary blind spells. Some inherited deficiency, no doubt. He
        turned back to the old letter from the university that had led to
        affectionate musings about his son.
      


      
        There was a feeling of apology in the letter, and of regret. They
        were disappointed that they could not award Charlie the honors
        they were sure he would have received if it had not been for—and here
        the letter went round and round, avoiding in pleasant phrases the
        fact that they simply couldn’t prove that Charlie had
        cheated in his finals, but even one with so high a scholastic
        record of brilliance could not possibly have known so much about a
        subject that he had commenced only that year. He had come out with
        flying colors—too flying. His explanation, that he had been
        fascinated by the subject and had done some cramming on the side,
        had been accepted reluctantly, but they wanted Mr. Carewe to know
        that they weren’t a bunch of damn fools and were going to keep a
        sharper eye on one smart-aleck Charlie in the future.
      


      
        “Just a stupid lack of appreciation of the boy.” The letter had
        again caused a knot of anxiety to form in his stomach and Walter
        swallowed his own words as a palliative. As an isolated
        happening, it was not worthy of much attention. As a matter of
        fact, the whole thing had been forgotten and Charlie was launched
        into his final year. It was now October and everything was going
        splendidly. The very fact of his feeling of relief showed an
        over-anxiety, a tenseness, that periodically assaulted him. He
        felt if he could just get Charlie safely through the growing-up
        years, protect him, stand between him and the consequences of his
        occasional high-spirited shenanigans, he would become a man who
        would accomplish great things, in whatever field of endeavor he
        chose. What a lawyer he would make! Not the dull efficient plodder
        like himself, but a trial lawyer, a criminologist for example.
        With his unusual ability to say the right thing at the right time,
        his almost uncanny ability to charm, why he could twist a jury
        around his little finger!
      


      
        Walter chuckled a little at his daydreaming. But they were
        achievable dreams, not the muddleheaded emotional dreams of a
        father who looks at a tousle-headed youngster and visualizes him
        in the White House.
      


      
        Of course there had been slips—bad ones. Hard to describe, hard to
        figure. Twice he had withdrawn Charlie from schools in the nick of
        time before he had been formally expelled. And several times he
        had been obliged to cover for him in money matters. At the time
        these incidents had seemed exasperating because they were so
        hard to explain. Of course, some of them were due to the bad
        influence of some older boys. That disgusting drinking episode,
        for instance, could hardly be called Charlie’s fault. Any boy wants
        to experiment with a little hell-raising once in a while, just to
        get it out of his system. But it was the—he looked for the feel of a
        word—the timing that made it difficult to understand.
        Without effort, Charlie had sailed into the top five in his final
        year in prep school, and in one of his letters he had said, “I know
        how much it means to you, Dad, and more than anything in this world I
        want you to be proud of me, and you know I won’t let you down.” And
        then—and then during the final month he indulged in the most
        damaging activities imaginable. There was a small matter of a
        forged check to pay for some extracurricular books at the school
        bookstore. Unexplainable, because all expenses were paid for by
        Walter. Again, after one weekend at home, he simply didn’t arrive
        back at school until the following Thursday, saying he had been
        detained at home by serious illness. Poor kid, he’d got entangled
        in a whole complicated mess of lies, which he finally owned up
        to—admirably. Walter had discussed the possibility of too great
        pressures with the headmaster—perhaps these were the
        precipitating factors of his behavior. And Henderson had
        replied, “Pressure! Nonsense—it’s the fellows who are competing
        with Charles who are under pressure. Rarely have we had a boy with
        such potentialities of brilliance. It’s simply that Charles just
        doesn’t seem to care!” Of course Henderson was wrong, as
        only a dull pedagogue can be. Completely missing the point that
        Charlie’s attitude of not caring was a gentlemanly offhand
        modesty. It was not in Charlie’s make-up to show his emotions—to be
        ambitious in a wild-eyed, too, too eager manner. Study was simply
        too easy for him. He was sure that some of the thinly veiled
        suggestions of cheating were due to the fact that he had a
        photographic memory. Charlie had once described it thus: “I just
        look at the textbook in my mind.” Of course one time it had
        been cheating, because instead of the textbook he had been looking
        at someone else’s paper—in his mind.
      


      
        But it was foolish now to think of these things. They were in the
        past, no point in dwelling on them now. He stuffed the letter back in
        the file. Genius. The word insisted on coming into his mind. It
        was a word that sang with contradictory qualifications. It
        meant—dangerously gifted. Too exclusive. Immoderate ability.
        Acceptable queerness. It produced an emotion in him, a welling up
        of protectiveness. A resolution that his boy would never be left
        to the mercy of mindless clods.
      


      
        Firmly he pulled his attention back to his work. “Adams vs.
        Williamson. In the matter of final settlement of moneys and
        properties re: sale of La Junta Mining Corp.”
      


      
        Charlie sneezed. “Pardon me. That’s ticklish, Jane.”
      


      
        “Item: one highly bridged nose, slightly sunburned and peeling.
        Item: a pair of black brows, wide in the center, no grizzly
        beetling.” She traced his features with the tips of her fingers,
        finally, rhythmically losing them in the springy hairline. “So
        fine, so precious, so mine.”
      


      
        Charlie slept. Watching him, Jane continued the soothing
        movement, slowly her firm fingertips sliding from the hairline of
        his forehead back to the form behind his ear, the clipped hairs rough
        on her palm. His head lay heavy in her lap, his long legs stretched out
        beside her on the chintz-covered divan. Jane glanced at the little
        Sheffield clock on the mantel. Another half hour till daylight. A
        whole, lovely half hour, and then she would have to rouse him and send
        him back to the dorm. Brian wouldn’t be back till way late this
        afternoon. What a blessing his passion for fishing had turned out
        to be. How it used to make her feel sorry for herself! Being stuck
        in a university town wasn’t so bad, and she had, surprisingly
        enough, got along well with the wives of the faculty. She was proud of
        Brian’s position as professor of math, inasmuch as it lent her a
        dignity she could never have achieved on her own. But there was so
        little to do. Reading and entertaining and once in a while a
        movie. The usual chitchat of gossip. And then the Friday open-house
        afternoons for Brian’s students. Tea and sherry and platters of
        sandwiches. And the everlasting football talk. The boys liked
        Brian. He was not at all the stereotyped, stodgy math teacher, and
        he was quite as eager to dispose of classroom talk and
        formalities as they. The invitations were general, but the
        acceptance boiled down to his “pets,” as most of the boys preferred
        entertainment in less formal surroundings than the pleasant
        living room of the Brian Dexter cottage near the campus. And one
        day Charlie appeared. He explained that he had been in the habit of
        going home on the weekends, as he lived only a couple of hours away,
        but “for no reason” he had just decided to stay this time.
      


      
        She had hardly noticed him at first, until once in the middle of a
        heated discussion about this season’s team he had caught her in the
        act of a stifled yawn. His grin was enchanting, but he held her look
        a moment longer than was necessary to communicate, “I’m bored
        too!” There was a minute lowering of the eyelids, just enough to
        shade out the twinkle, and she felt a weakness in her bones;
        shivering, she got up to close the window, and he quickly went to
        help. She smiled her thanks, and said, “What a pity Brian’s never
        brought you here before. I’ve heard him speak of you many times, of
        course.” Charlie said, “How could I have lived here three years and
        never even seen you!” “It’s a big place,” she laughed.
      


      
        Brian had walked to the arbored gate with some of the late stayers,
        and Charlie still lingered. “Can I help you carry out the trays?” he
        said. But the blood was pounding in Jane’s temples, and she heard a
        hoarseness in Charlie’s voice. Glancing out the open doorway, in
        the dim twilight she could see that the boys and Brian would be
        jawing for another ten minutes. Without heeding the warning bell
        in her mind she pressed her body to Charles, feeling the young
        muscles of his arms hard around her, his mouth urgent and moist upon
        hers.
      


      
        “I knew this was going to happen,” she breathed.
      


      
        “Did you?”
      


      
        “Didn’t you?” Startled, she looked at him.
      


      
        “No.”
      


      
        The young fool! He meant that! She had been prepared to handle
        impetuosity, to push a tray into trembling hands and playfully
        push him off to the kitchen, where he could regain his poise. She,
        the one with control. Well, he was a cool one! He had made her feel
        unreasonably foolish, caught up into analyzing symbols
        expressing an emotion. Recognition that her words implied a
        yielding to an emotional “fate” should have been mutual. But his
        literal question, “Did you?” called for a literal answer. Did
        you, for God’s sake! It should have been a whispered I know,
        I know. Wasn’t he aware of the language bargains, the implied
        meanings below the levels of speech that everyone used?
      


      
        He was looking at her, quite poised, his arms still around her, his
        hands low on her back, pressing her to him. “What’s wrong?”—still in
        that flat, “how’s the weather” voice.
      


      
        It would have been so simple to put a stop to such impertinence.
        Jane laughed a little at the returning feeling of control of the
        situation. She could “get even” very easily. Slap his face, and
        Brian would return and throw him out, and that would be that.
        Unfortunately. The thought of exciting this boy was in itself an
        excitement. She could well afford to postpone “getting
        even.”...
      


      
        Gasping a little, she worked free of his arms, and picking up a tray
        of the remains of turkey and ham sandwiches, she carried them
        into the kitchen. She had the reins again, for he followed quickly
        and stood beside her while she fumbled in a drawer for waxed paper.
        “What’s wrong?” he repeated. “Did I make you cross?” Immediately
        she forgave him, everything, everything—why, he was just a child—a
        baby with big brown eyes looking at her, concerned that he had been a
        bad boy! Carefully she selected the unused sandwiches and
        wrapped them in the paper. Holding one to his lips, she said, “Bite?”
        Instead of the sandwich he caught her wrist in his teeth gently, and
        she felt the tip of his tongue on her pulse.
      


      
        “Be careful, darling, be careful,” she whispered. “When can you get
        away——”
      


      
        “Friday week? I’m sure I can make it again. I’ve enjoyed this. It’s
        so kind of you to ask the fellows over.”
      


      
        Without a word Jane went back to the living room, and then, seeing
        Brian coming up the walk, she made no effort to hide her
        annoyance, as it would be interpreted as fatigue by Brian. In
        her high lilting voice she said, “I’m so glad you could come, Charles.
        Mr. Dexter and I enjoy having you boys around. Keeps us young.” She
        twinkled at Brian and gave him an eyes-to-the-ceiling look of mock
        despair that said, “Get rid of him!”
      


      
        “Still here?” Brian boomed in his friendly, “we’re all pals” voice.
      


      
        “Yes sir,” said Charles, “just trying to be helpful—not very good at
        it, I’m afraid,” and he hung his hands out in a clumsy fashion, to
        illustrate.
      


      
        Brian put a friendly arm around his shoulders and steered him to the
        door. “Think you can make it next Friday?”
      


      
        “I’m sure I can,” said Charles, and then his eyes fell on a thin
        volume lying on the table back of the divan. “Oh, could I—could I
        borrow this, please? Mother was always wanting me to read her
        sonnets.” It was the slim Sonnets from the Portuguese
        of Elizabeth Browning.
      


      
        “Of course,” Jane said. “I’d like to say keep it, but it was given to
        me and it’s been marked and everything.” She smiled at Brian.
      


      
        “Thanks, so very much. I’ll bring it back—soon.” And he was gone.
      


      
        “Soon.” Jane felt the blood rise to her face. Her fever chart had
        risen and fallen so erratically in the past hour that she was in a
        dizzy state. She put her hands to her cheeks. Idiot, idiot, it was
        she who was being led around by the nose.
      


      
        “Well.” Brian sighed his pleased relief. “That was very, very nice,
        my dearest. You are a lovely hostess, and I’m always proud of you.
        It does those fellows so much good. Tired?”
      


      
        “A little,” smiled Jane. “Will you want any supper, I hope not,
        after all that food? How those kids stash it away!”
      


      
        “Oh, lord, not now—maybe later, some soup or something. I have a
        flock of papers to grade, and then I’m going to bed early.”
      


      
        “Up at dawn, I suppose—the bass are biting, or is it perch?”
      


      
        Brian ignored her casually. “What did you think of the new man,
        Gregson?”
      


      
        Jane frowned. Gregson? Which was Gregson? Surely he meant Carewe,
        but play it safe. “Oh, fine, I guess—they all seem pretty much alike
        to me—like babies behind a hospital nursery window.”
      


      
        Brian laughed heartily. “And they think that Mrs. Dexter is just the
        most wonderful, the most sympathetic, the most charming, etc.,
        etc. You take the place of all their mothers, except that you’re
        young and beautiful; what more could a boy ask? I’d be good and
        jealous if I didn’t know you had a peculiar aversion to the
        callow male.”
      


      
        She was lighting the gas in the fake log in the fireplace. “I’ve
        passed the time of life where I can yell my lungs out—‘Team! Team!’ A
        chrysanthemum is something to put in a vase, not wave like a
        banner. I like good talk. I like you. In fact I’m a very
        discriminating person!”
      


      
        He put his arms around her as she stood up. “And I take that as the
        greatest flattery.”
      


      
        She pressed her face into the wool of his cardigan. “You sure you’re
        going fishing so early?”
      


      
        Brian pulled her tighter to him. “At the moment, it does seem
        ridiculous—you smell so good.” Firmly, playfully he disengaged
        her arms from around his neck. “Get away, get away, woman. I’ve got a
        whole slew of papers to correct—I’ll be lucky if I stay awake long
        enough to finish them.”
      


      
        At his study door he paused. “What did you think of Glamor Boy?”
      


      
        “Who?”
      


      
        “Carewe—the Greek god with a brain.”
      


      
        “Oh yes—Charles Carewe. A brain, you say?”
      


      
        “Definitely—the real ‘no trouble’ student. Funny guy, though. I
        can’t seem to ‘place’ him, if you know what I mean. You know how I get
        to know the men, know how much pressure they can take, how much help
        certain ones will need and so on. For three years, now, Carewe has
        sat, smack in the middle of the classroom, and I go for days trying
        to remember whether he attended or not. Never says a word, hands
        in beautiful papers, doesn’t mix much. Funny guy. I thought maybe
        you could chip some of the ice off him—see what makes him tick.”
      


      
        Jane promised herself, “I will, oh, I will indeed!”
      


      
        A block away Charlie was whistling a blues tune in march time,
        punctuating the rhythm by scuffing his feet through the freshly
        fallen leaves. He hunched his collar up around his neck; there was a
        bite in the air and a hint of rain. He reviewed the afternoon as
        having been most successful. No doubt the old boy, Dexter, liked
        him. He’d invited him to his house, hadn’t he, and he’d had to do
        none of the sucking up the other fellows did to wangle the
        invitation. This year he was trying out the “quiet one”
        attitude. It was most profitable. It seemed to attract attention
        even more effectively than being quick on the uptake. That little
        moment of delay in answering a question seemed to tell the
        questioner that you thought that what he had asked contained more
        importance than was apparent, and you needed a minute to study it.
        Then, when you answered, and if you were wrong, you could offer a
        smiling look of helplessness that said, “You’re so wonderfully
        profound—do you expect poor little me to give a satisfactory
        answer? I can but flounder in confusion!” It worked in all kinds of
        ways. Like not talking when everybody else was jabbering. Like
        sitting still when everybody was fidgeting or walking around. You
        became a kind of magnet. And being a magnet was fun.
      


      
        He had heard of but paid little attention to the “Friday teas” at
        Dexter’s house. They sounded like a bore, and usually he had been
        anxious to get his gear together and get home for a weekend of late
        sleeping and being waited on and good food. But Jerry Somborn had
        dropped the information that the attraction at the Dexter home
        was mainly his luscious wife. “Look, but don’t touch, sonny
        boy—you’ll get your hands slapped.” She was younger than most of the
        faculty stiff-necked how-ja-do wives. She didn’t look at one with a
        condescending “You dear boy—tell me all about your family”
        attitude. This one was very flesh and blood. She didn’t simper or
        shake your hand with fish fingers. Jerry said, “She’s got the bluest
        eyes you’ve ever seen, and boy, I’m telling you, that ain’t all!”
      


      
        It had been no trouble at all. Charlie simply delayed his
        departure from the classroom that afternoon, as though he wanted
        to ask Dexter a question. And when he was passing out the
        invitations: “See you at the house, eh, Joe? Oh, and, Andy, we’re
        looking forward to seeing you too,” he had just been standing there
        with a pleasant, questioning look on his face, and Dexter acted
        delighted that he had waited and asked him to join the others. All
        this to-do about “wangling an invitation”! And surely it wasn’t
        going to be such a difficult job to get to go to bed with her. He
        must tell that to Jerry—no, better not, he might say something like,
        “But, Charlie, she’s Dexter’s wife! ” or “She’s
        Dexter’s wife!” something, anyway, that would make him look
        in the wrong. The hell with it!
      


      
        And he knew that Jane knew that he wasn’t going to wait till next
        Friday to see her, either. He had no classes after eleven on
        Monday, and Dexter had study hall till five, so the decks would be
        clear. Meanwhile, what was in this Browning thing? He’d give her a
        real good time—quote a few hot passages maybe.
      


      
        He opened the book and peered at the pages in the fading light,
        walking slower, and just then, in another part of the city, a
        switch was automatically thrown, the street lamps faded up
        quickly, and Charlie bowed to the nearest one. “Thanks,” he said,
        looking back at the illuminated page.
      


      
        
          
            When we met first and loved, I did not build
          


          
            Upon the event with marble.
          

        

      


      
        
          He laughed, “And that’s no lie!” Here, here was something:
        

      


      
        
          
            I think of thee!—my thoughts do twine and bud
          


          
            About thee, as wild vines, about a tree.
          

        

      


      
        
          He mused, thinking how he could improve on it. Turning a page, he
          found one he thought had a familiar ring:
        

      


      
        
          
            How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.
          


          
            I love thee to the depth and breadth and height
          


          
            My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight
          


          
            For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.
          


          
            I love thee to the level of everyday’s
          


          
            Most quiet need, by sun and candlelight....
          

        

      


      
        
          A rising wind fluttered the pages and a few drops of rain pattered
          the dry leaves. Charlie stood quite still, absorbing the words, “I
          love thee to the level of everyday’s Most quiet need——” My Jane—my
          beautiful Jane. He raised his head and let the rain touch his face,
          breathing the crisp air. Then he gave a shake to his shoulders and
          strode on. “That ought to do it,” he said, and resumed his
          whistling. “Am ah blue ...”
        


        
          Jane glanced at the little Sheffield as it gave its little whir,
          promising that it would announce the hour in the proper time. She
          ought to rouse Charlie, but it was so good to hold him like this. He
          seemed to belong to her as he never did when he was awake. She’d
          wait a little while—at least he was dressed, and at the last minute
          she could shoo him out, fast. They’d come down for a cup of coffee
          and a few minutes of talk. But he was always so sleepy and relaxed
          afterward—he never really wanted to talk, just to stumble
          into his clothes and leave.
        


        
          Jane was fully aware of her predicament. Always the clever
          woman. Proud of her cleverness. Proud of being able to get any
          young male, when she wanted to, and then pull the dignity bit,
          without injuring the young man’s ego: “What have we done! We must
          never see each other again, etc.,” sending the frightened
          creature back to the halls of ivy.
        


        
          But Charles, Charles the strong, cool maddening one. Without
          realizing it she had become involved to depths of which she had
          never realized she was capable. It wasn’t that his skill as a
          lover was anything unusual. Actually, if comparisons were in
          order, there was no skill at all, but even this intrigued her. At
          first she had wondered if he were a virgin, so crude, so sudden
          and brief were his demands. She was too clever to ask, for many
          reasons. It might hurt his vanity to learn that he had appeared
          inept—or if he had had other experience it might have been
          something cheap, some education garnered in a house of
          prostitution. It all didn’t seem to matter any more.
        


        
          All her energies were spent in contriving to continue their
          relationship, because she felt she wouldn’t be able to live
          without him. She carefully learned the patterns of Brian’s
          activities, without betraying her new interest in them. She
          had it down to a science, his goings and comings, his schedules,
          where they were predictable, where they could break down and for
          what reason; all plotted so that with a minimum of effort on
          Charles’s part, with a minimum of concern to him, she would find
          the hours, and occasionally the whole nights, that had become her
          only reason for existence.
        


        
          How had he got such a hold on her? Jane felt ruefully that perhaps
          at last she had found out what love was. At first it had simply been
          the familiar chemical attraction. The little ringing of a
          bell inside her that gave notice that it must be eventually
          answered. That after a few preliminary, mutually agreed upon,
          unspoken half yieldings, little flights and pursuits, there
          would be the frantic surrender, the stifling entanglement, the
          grasping, driving, urgent need for release—never found, never
          found. Nothing but exhaustion and ennui.
        


        
          It was no different with Charlie. Why, then, did he seem to wipe
          out all others from her mind? Some taunting, vague quality, which
          she had sought to analyze, eluded her. He had an unusual amount
          of just plain male attractiveness, impulsive and demanding,
          coupled with a little-boy sweetness that made her want to do all
          sorts of absurd things like feeding him, and covering him
          up—babying him! But how stupid Brian was, when he said that
          Charlie had a brain. Perhaps he was a good student—he had a
          prodigious memory, and learning was to him simply an
          effortless skill, simply the amassing of more and more
          information. But it had taken her no time at all to see that he
          had no development as yet, that once she broke into his thought
          pattern, listening, drawing him out, he chattered on and on like
          a monkey. He was gifted with a great imagination, she had found,
          but also it was a gift that she mustn’t call by that definition—as
          she had learned almost to her grief.
        


        
          She had not been particularly surprised to hear that he had been
          to Europe. They had been walking by the river one Sunday
          afternoon. He had a new Cord and had wanted to show it off to her.
          It had been risky—but Brian was away at a convention, and she had
          taken the bus into town where he had met her. They had picnicked
          and napped and made love and his tongue had been loosened by the
          wine she had brought. They talked of Paris and Florence and he spoke
          of having skied in Switzerland with a friend of his, Jeff Shelley.
          A place she had been once or twice a few years before she met
          Brian. It was up very high in a range of mountains and a field that
          was too tricky for all but the finest skiers. The inn was small,
          priding itself on its un-touristy atmosphere—the haven of the
          experts. Delighted, Jane said, “You must be very good indeed, my
          darling.” He put an arm around her, saying, “I’ll take you there
          someday—it’s magnificent, I’ll show it all to you.” Shaking her
          head, smiling to stop him, she put in, “I’ve been there, darling,
          I’ve been trying to tell you—don’t you remember the Guntner
          twins, the guides? I remember you could never tell them apart, and
          Mama Liesel?” He stopped and added rather airily, “Jane, I hate to
          remind you, but you are before my time—no, I never knew the twins
          and Mama Liesel—they’re probably dead and buried.” She said, “But,
          Charles, I had a Christmas card from Mama—last Christmas.” He had
          grown a little sullen and quiet. “Why, Charles, I do believe you
          made it all up—what in the world for!” He shrugged. “I thought you
          wanted to talk about skiing.” And for some reason, for the rest of
          the afternoon, she did nothing but apologize. He had never been
          near Europe but he was hurt because, as he said, he was trying so
          hard, just to amuse her, and what difference did it make?
        


        
          It was a peculiarity, to say the least. In a strange way her
          recognition of these odd facets of his make-up made her
          tremendously possessive. She knew they made him vulnerable,
          and she wanted to find out more and more about him so that she could
          be armed and be able to protect him. How to protect him,
          practically, actively, was as yet no more than a vague mission.
          She had found that he was not particularly “teachable.” She had
          tried, oh, she had tried. “Charlie, don’t you know it’s wrong to
          tell such whoppers? Don’t you know you could get into a lot of
          trouble by lying?”
        


        
          “Certainly. I’m not stupid.”
        


        
          ’Do you realize that in some other circumstances you might get
          called a ‘lying son of a bitch’ and get hit in the jaw?”
        


        
          “Jane, my beloved beautiful goddess! Such language!”
        


        
          “I’m being colorful just to impress you, to shock you into
          thinking about consequences for a moment.”
        


        
          “Don’t you worry about me, my fair one. Anybody hits me is going
          to get hit back.”
        


        
          “Oh, Charlie, that’s not the point!”
        


        
          “And nobody’s going to put me in jail or anything, I’m just too
          smart.”
        


        
          “Wow! Are you conceited!”
        


        
          “I am not conceited. Now take Ellerbe, for instance, you know
          Ellerbe, boy, oh, boy, he talks about himself all the time!”
        


        
          And thus the conversation would degenerate, with Charlie
          picking up a word or phrase and running away with it. It only
          served to spoil an afternoon. She would feel irritated at his
          stupidity, and irritated that he did not seem to notice her
          irritation. And so it would end, with his chattering
          endlessly, purposelessly—a Niagara of words that meant
          nothing.
        


        
          She stopped trying. Protecting them both from his headstrong
          impulsiveness was a full-time job. She had to do the thinking,
          the worrying, the maneuvering out of situations that might be
          dangerous. Love and exasperation were mismates but they had to
          be accepted. He loved to give her presents, and she loved him for
          bringing them to her, postponing her dismay until she was alone.
          It was impossible to make him understand that she couldn’t wear
          a lovely expensive blue sweater set he’d found for her in town.
          How to explain, even if she could tell Brian that she had bought it
          for herself, that their money was accounted for to the last
          penny and that she had no rich out-of-town relative who might
          have sent her such a gift. A pair of heavenly aquamarine
          earrings—“to match your eyes”—the filmiest of nightgowns, all
          found themselves in the bottom of a trunk in the storeroom,
          until she could put her mind on what to do with them. Luckily—and
          yet strangely—he never spoke of his gifts afterward. It was
          apparently an impulsive thing—buying and offering, and
          receiving her smiling, loving “Thank yous” was all there was to
          it. And foolishly, she would keep the gift around to look at, to
          dream over as a symbol of his love, postponing its safer storage
          in the trunk.
        


        
          His own obvious love for her was reproof enough for any
          complaints at this tightrope-walking existence. To save him any
          misery about her relationship with Brian she had explained it,
          carefully—that she loved Brian “in quite a different way.”
        


        
          “He’s like a good, solid friend. We’re fond of each other. I feel
          safe and protected with Brian.” She would have gone further, lied
          even, about their very occasional sex relations, made them seem
          even more occasional, and more meaningless than they actually
          were, for she required reassurance of Charlie’s fidelity. Her
          jealousy was a torment, especially when he seemed cool and
          quiet and remote.
        


        
          He had seemed not to care even to talk about Brian. Perhaps it was
          a superiority of taste, of a sense of delicacy beyond his
          years. But, hating herself, she had to probe, to find out, to ask
          unanswerable questions that would make secure an obviously
          insecure position.
        


        
          “Aren’t you ever jealous of me, my darling?” His head on the
          pillow, the brown muscular arms behind his neck, and the faint,
          mocking smile, all maddeningly sensuous to her, made her want
          more of him than he could possibly give. Dissatisfied
          physically, she tried to fill the emptiness with words.
        


        
          “Sure I’m jealous. I’m a red-blooded male.”
        


        
          “I never know when you are—do you ever worry about the fact that I
          might find someone else—one of the other men in your class,
          maybe—attractive?”
        


        
          He seemed to think it over, still looking at her, the smoke from the
          cigarette in his lips making him squint his eyes, giving him an
          inscrutable look.
        


        
          “You’d never do such a thing. You’re too—well bred.”
        


        
          “Oh, Charlie,” she laughed, “you and your ‘breeding’—I’m not
          exactly from the wrong side of the tracks, but I spring from a very
          ordinary, very dull line of teaching people.”
        


        
          “They must have been wonderful, to bring you into this troubled
          old world. You’re so beautiful and exciting and lovely.”
        


        
          “I’m old!” she coaxed.
        


        
          “Pooh—what’s age!”
        


        
          “Fifteen years is an awful difference, darling—especially on
          the wrong side of the ledger.”
        


        
          “How can it be wrong? I’m flattered and grateful, that a perfect
          being like you would even look at me!”
        


        
          This was wine, soothing and comforting, and she drank deeply of
          it. “You’ll forget all about me. Someday you’ll meet a girl of your
          own age.”
        


        
          He raised himself on one elbow—cupped her face in his long
          fingers. “Stop that! Stop it! You don’t trust me! How could I
          ever—even look at another woman?”
        


        
          Charlie stirred as the little clock began to strike. Jane leaned
          and kissed his forehead. “Wake up, baby-thing—you have to go.” He
          groaned. “Oh, please—lemme sleep a little——”
        


        
          Gently she pushed him up to a sitting position; he slept so
          heavily, like a child. Groggily he shook his head.
        


        
          “Come on, off you go, it’s very late, I let you sleep.”
        


        
          “What did you do that for? I should be back in bed.”
        


        
          Unbelievably, Jane heard the sound of the garage door behind the
          house. It couldn’t be—dear God, it was—Brian! Choking with fear,
          she pulled Charlie to his feet, slapping his face frantically,
          trying to wake him fully.
        


        
          “Hey, stop! What are you doing anyway!”
        


        
          “Charlie, Charlie!” she whispered frantically. “It’s Brian,
          he’s come back! Run, get out of here.”
        


        
          “Okay, okay, I hear you, what are you so scared about?” He patted
          her cheek. “Good night, my beautiful, my dearest.” He listened
          for a second, and then, soundlessly, swiftly, he was gone.
        


        
          As the key in the back door rattled Jane turned on the wall light
          brackets, emptying the ash tray in the wastebasket, gratefully
          remembering she had straightened up the bedroom before they
          came down. Quickly she opened the swinging door into the kitchen
          and turned on the wall switch.
        


        
          “Brian!” she cried. “What in the world! I thought we had burglars,
          I couldn’t believe——”
        


        
          “Cut my damned hand,” he said, holding out a badly bandaged fist.
          “I was afraid I’d better have it looked at—would have been stupid
          to stay any longer and risk infection.”
        


        
          “Oh, darling, let me see.” In her relief she could afford to make
          a fuss over him, and then, with the hand washed and disinfected
          and rebandaged, fresh coffee made, they sat in the living room,
          while he told her of the poor fishing, the amount of mileage he’d
          got on the car, the weather at the lake—the factual filling up of
          the gap of time since he had seen her.
        


        
          There was something so solid about Brian—he filled a room with his
          presence. As he talked, Jane stood off in her mind and watched him
          fill a pipe, ease his feet out of the heavy boots; listening to his
          rumbling, familiar voice, a wave of relaxation swept over her.
          The whole stupid affair with Charlie seemed suddenly what it
          was, an insanity. Nothing, nothing, must endanger her
          marriage. She must rid herself of this attachment—somehow, some
          way, she’d figure it out. She’d settle down and be a good wife to
          Brian and stop trying to hold onto her youth—it was a losing game
          anyway. And Brian loved her—he needed no spate of words. He
          trusted her completely, without saying so, simply expecting
          nothing but the best from her, as the best of himself was given to
          her.
        


        
          They walked upstairs together with linked arms, Brian yawning
          his fatigue. “Big doings tomorrow night, eh? Got a new dress?”
          What big doings! “Oh—oh, tonight, you mean—the Halloween
          dance? No, no new dress, honey—the good old basic black and the
          little pearls is all. Maybe I’ll wear a pumpkin for a head!”
          Without realizing it her heart had started hammering again. Why!
          Why? Because Charlie would be there, of course.
        


        
          The band was inadequate, the punch was a little on the sweet side,
          there were not quite enough girls to go around, as many of them
          preferred to wait and come up for the bigger event of the
          Christmas ball, but on the whole it was a successful party. The
          moon obliged by being full, mellow, and properly
          pumpkin-colored, and the weather was mild enough for sauntering
          on the stone terrace between dances.
        


        
          Jane felt tired. The muscles of her mouth were cramped from
          smiling, from the effort of living up to her reputation as the
          young vital wife of Brian Dexter. The boys tired her by
          cutting in constantly—she was the one faculty wife with whom they
          could perform their obligation and have a good dance and a few
          laughs at the same time.
        


        
          She had danced a discreet two times with Charlie. He was so tall
          she could turn her face to his shoulder and drop her mask of
          pleasant gaiety, giving in momentarily to the excitement of
          being so close to him. Above her head, he hummed to the music and
          whispered to her, “Isn’t it fun? Are you enjoying yourself?”
        


        
          “Not much, I’d rather be alone with you.”
        


        
          “The Fraser girl’s pretty, isn’t she? Andy’s sister. Boy, that red
          hair!”
        


        
          In spite of herself, Jane felt herself stiffen in annoyance, and
          wonder at his impertinence in spending precious moments with
          her talking about another woman—well, all right, girl.
          She was about to rebuke him when the music stopped. They
          applauded politely and he looked down at her with that
          engulfing warmth that always staggered her. “Can I get you
          something?” he said. “You look like a doll!”
        


        
          “Thanks no, dear, I think it would be best if you took me back to
          Brian for intermission—we must be careful.” She felt
          perspiration on her upper lip as they walked down the long hall
          through the chattering couples. It was like taking a beating,
          she felt; this torture of too much emotion, this touchiness, this
          oversensitivity to his every word, every look, every movement of
          his handsome body. He was one of those men born to wear a dinner
          jacket. No look of gauche, misfitting, dressed-in-a-uniform
          stiffness that most of the boys had; it simply enhanced his
          bearing and drew the eyes of the girls like magnets. She wanted to
          be back with Brian, where she couldn’t watch the admiration
          Charlie drew, where she couldn’t see some young thing tip her head
          back and look up at him like a flower to the sun.
        


        
          He was saying to Brian, “Thanks very much, sir; your wife is an
          excellent dancer. I enjoyed it, Mrs. Dexter,” and he moved off
          into the crowd.
        


        
          Brian tucked her arm beneath his own. “Honey, you look a little
          beat. Let’s go into the lounge where you can kick off your shoes.”
          Dear, sweet, no-nonsense Brian!
        


        
          Three long rapid strides took Charlie to the door of the ladies’
          powder room, from which Barbara Fraser was emerging, having
          repaired slight damages to her complexion.
        


        
          Charlie closed in. “You know, Barbara, we all kid Andy about his
          red hair.”
        


        
          “You do? Now, is that nice! Are you going to kid me about mine?”
        


        
          “That would be like kidding about a sunset.”
        


        
          She was terribly pleased, but it was more in form not to seem to
          be. It was “the thing” to do to keep matters on a bantering,
          lightly insulting level.
        


        
          “And what do you say to blondes? That it would be like kidding about
          moonlight?”
        


        
          “Wrong. Let’s see now, if you were a blonde, I’d have to say
          something about halos—and I hate halos!”
        


        
          He steered her out the door to the terrace, where they got caught in
          a slight traffic jam. The intermission was about over, and the
          girls in their colorful frocks wedged themselves with giggles and
          apologies past each other and then broke free like butterflies.
        


        
          “Whew, it’s hot in there,” said Barbara as Charlie moved to her
          side. “Isn’t the river lovely tonight!”
        


        
          Charlie said, “I’d like a nickel for every single time someone
          has said, ‘Isn’t the river lovely tonight!’”
        


        
          “Well, it is! Charlie, you are awful!” and she flounced
          prettily away from him.
        


        
          He drew out a cigarette case, silver, monogrammed. “Want one?” he
          asked.
        


        
          “My!” she exclaimed. “Just like William Powell—real suave.”
        


        
          “Man of the world, that’s little Charlie,” he said as he struck a
          match for her.
        


        
          She looked at him over the light, in the best movie-star manner.
          “Lots of people say I look like Myrna Loy. What do you think? She’s
          got red hair and green eyes too.”
        


        
          “Has she? It looks black in the movies.”
        


        
          “Well, of course it does, but don’t you read the movie magazines?
          They say she has freckles too, but they don’t show.”
        


        
          “And I bet you’ve got a lot you don’t show——”
        


        
          The girl blinked and caught her breath. “Why, Charlie!” she
          whispered, and glanced nervously around her. Several couples
          not quite in earshot were ambling slowly up and down the terrace.
        


        
          He moved a step toward her, and she backed up against the stone
          balustrade. “Please, please,” he whispered, “lean over a little,
          let me see——” He plucked at the lacy edge of the neck of her gown,
          sliding the back of his hand to the full outside curve.
        


        
          “Charlie, are you crazy? Somebody will—don’t, please, Charlie, I
          don’t want to have to make a fuss——”
        


        
          “I won’t do anything—just please—pull your dress loose at the
          top—just with your fingers—just enough so I can see your nipples.”
        


        
          With an indignant gasp she slapped his hands away from her and her
          cigarette flew out of her fingers onto the diaphonous fabric of
          her dress.
        


        
          Charlie bent quickly. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it, I’ll get it.”
          Like lightning, in one move, he knocked the cigarette from the hem
          of her skirt and rose with the delicate folds tight in his fist.
          Her quick scream was muffled as he pulled the skirt over her head,
          holding it tight behind her neck. He pressed a knee in to open her
          thighs and as he was fumbling, cursing frantically, he felt a
          blast in his ear. The terrace tilted and the darkness and the
          moonlight and the sound of gasping and screaming blended as one
          sensation and then cut out dead.
        


        
          There was a soft click. Another. Something rustled, and
          there was a stir of air. Charlie slept.
        


        
			In only a moment, it seemed, there was another 
			click
          ... click . Another
          rustle... A voice, sibilant...
          A word: “Sedative.”... Charlie groaned, and
          slept.
        


        
          Again: Click ... click! Charlie
          pushed his fists against the sunlight and growled. “What the hell
          goes on! Let a guy sleep.” From under his lids that seemed
          stuck together he could see the pleats of a tan wool skirt.
        


        
          “Can you hear me now, Charlie?”
        


        
          Startled at the sound of Jane’s voice, he raised up, and then sank
          back again, holding his jaw. “Oh, Christ!”
        


        
          “You’ll be all right, Charlie—lie back, take it easy.”
        


        
          Months went by, and then the sunlight plucked at his eyelids again.
          Full consciousness surged through him. He sat straight up and,
          wide-eyed, looked around him, at the strange surroundings, the
          white walls, the unaccustomed height of the bed. “What is this,
          the infirmary?”
        


        
          “Yes, Charlie,” said Jane. “They carried you over here
          unconscious, and then when you came to a little bit you were
          flailing around and raving so, they gave you a sedative and
          called in a nurse.”
        


        
          A pair of sparrows scolded on the window sill. The half-drawn
          shade flapped a little. Charlie poked an exploring finger into
          his mouth and withdrew a bloody pack of gauze. “My teeth! My back
          teeth—they’re gone!” He turned to Jane. “Who th’ hell was it that
          socked me?” he asked indignantly.
        


        
          Jane was sitting stiff and rigid in a small chair, holding back
          her need to cry, trying to control her sick rage, hoping she would
          be able to fulfill the purpose of her visit, to play the role that
          Brian and the dean had assigned her. “You know the boy, Jane, maybe
          you can talk to him—find out something, some explanation for his
          actions,” Brian had said. She had protested, on the grounds that
          one didn’t “know” a boy, simply because he’d been around at a few
          tea parties. But not too much. It had been all she could do to lie
          still and pretend to be asleep in the endless night, tortured and
          full of shame for herself and for him. Wanting to get to him—talk
          to him. Talk! She faced the fact that what she really wanted to do
          was—make him suffer in some way for the suffering she was going
          through.
        


        
          She had been fairly composed by the time she reached the
          infirmary. She had bathed and dressed, deliberately,
          carefully, attending to little details, dissipating emotion
          by little actions. Going over what she should say to him with
          Brian, about finding out what Charlie would like them to tell his
          parents, to make it easy on them; to tell him that they
          “understood” that it must have been some kind of temporary
          insanity, but that that wouldn’t lessen the fact that he would have
          to leave. Brian said that he and the others were just too damn
          disgusted to be able to talk any kind of sense, and that she could
          probably handle it with diplomacy.
        


        
          Now, sitting beside him, looking up at him on the high, hospital
          bed, his face puffed and swollen, she could only hope to be able to
          say what she was supposed to say—and then get out.
        


        
          “Do you remember—what happened, Charlie?”
        


        
          He looked at her, perplexed, and then as it came back he relaxed
          back onto the pillow. “That little tart!” he chuckled.
        


        
          “Oh, Charlie—no, no, no!” She put her face in her hands. “You’ve got
          to talk about this as it really happened. To realize what you’ve
          done, not only to the school, but to yourself and to me.”
        


        
          “To you! What did I do to you! Did anybody hit you? Did you get your
          teeth knocked out?”
        


        
          “What came over you, Charlie—what went on in that mind of yours—how
          could anything like that happen so suddenly—how could it happen
          at all!”
        


        
          “Oh, you just don’t understand one bit—I can see that,” he
          accused.
        


        
          “You are so right.” Her breath became shorter. “You who have said
          so often that our love was ‘sacred,’ that we belonged to each
          other ‘forever.’ I believed you, because you were so young, and
          I felt that words like that had not yet become just a ‘line.’ It
          takes years of training and effort to be that much of a bastard!
          Where did you learn it all so fast——” She was crying now, angrily,
          bitterly.
        


        
          “Now, now, Jane—don’t make a fuss, please—I can’t stand it, I still
          feel awfully groggy. I’ll be all right in a day or so—and then
          watch out——” He leaned over and tweaked her nose.
        


        
          She pushed his hands away and went to the window, her arms folded
          over the sickness in her stomach. She spoke, calmly, her voice
          raised a tone, and cold. “You don’t seem to comprehend what has
          happened to you—leaving us and our relationship out of it.
          You’ve been sacked, my boy. You’ve been thrown out on your behind as
          a disgrace to the school. Do you know what that’s going to do to
          your parents? Do you know what it’s done to your life?”
        


        
          Charlie started to yell. “Listen, Mrs.
          High-and-mighty-nympho-Dexter, you can just goddam well leave my
          parents out of this. They’ll understand all right. They know the
          kind of phonies you people are. That you’re jealous of people like
          us, because we have money and breeding and culture. Why, they
          wouldn’t even spit on a woman like you. I wouldn’t be a bit
          surprised if somebody didn’t put that redheaded floozy up to
          it—the way she pulled up her skirts right there in front of
          everybody, making it look like I was going to rape her or
          something. I feel sorry for her—that kind of behavior!”
        


        
          Jane had walked back to the bed to look at him in a kind of horror.
        


        
          “And I—loved you.” She was talking about someone else, someone she
          didn’t understand. “Why, I’ve been the most unbelievable,
          ridiculous fool. I thought that you were ‘sensitive,’ that you
          had a kind of deep, undiscovered beauty of mind—and that I could
          help you discover yourself by my love——” The ache for her
          injured being overcame her, and she sank back into the chair.
          Grasping his hand, she pressed it to her mouth, moaning:
        


        
          “Charlie, Charlie, what have you done to me—didn’t it mean
          anything—I can’t bear it that you didn’t love me——” The words ran
          together, became mere little animal sounds of pain. As she
          raised her streaming eyes she saw that Charlie was looking over
          her shoulder, a pleasant smile on his face.
        


        
          Startled, she whipped around to see Brian standing in the
          doorway, his face like chalk. He walked over to his distraught
          wife, gently taking her by the elbows and raising her to her
          feet. “Come on, Jane,” he said behind tight lips, “let’s get out of
          here.”
        


        
          From the bed, Charlie’s laughing voice reached them, carrying
          them out of the door.
        


        
          “Thanks very much, Mr. Dexter—take good care of her—she’s a good
          screw!”
        


        
          All over the country people read newspapers, listened to
          radios, shook their heads at the reports of crime and impending
          war, and publicly lamented the plight of the struggling human
          race, but in the privacy of their own thoughts each was more
          seriously concerned with personal struggles quite different
          from those that enveloped the world.
        


        
          On the States side of the Canadian border, where a river tumbled
          noisily beyond the open door of a small lodge, a girl in a white
          apron hung a pewter mug on a peg and contemplated the newly
          cleaned room. It would be peaceful and clean and sweet-smelling for
          a few hours. She looked at the whiteness of the stone doorsill,
          drying now in the sunshine from her vigorous scrubbing. She put
          her elbows on the polished surface of the bar, listening to the
          throb of a donkey engine deep in the woods. The pines spread their
          fingers in front of the face of the falls, beckoning her to come
          and dream with them, to forget for a while the heavy voices, the
          heavy jokes, the sweating men who would at the signal of the
          setting sun be consumed with thirst.
        


        
          In an upper Manhattan hole in the wall, red and white checked
          tablecloths, multicolored candle wax dripping from a chianti
          bottle, and the odor of garlic attested to the fact that the
          management provided an Italian cuisine. Spaghetti and meat
          balls were sixty cents; it was near a public library and an
          employment office. These were the added attractions for two
          young men who enjoyed their own conversation and their daily
          lunch together in that order.
        


        
          “Like a cat falling into the cream, that’s what it is,” said Herb
          Jenner, snapping a bread stick in two.
        


        
          “If I get it. Let’s not be hasty—the qualifications are
          very stiff.”
        


        
          “Eliminates a lot of others—look at it that way.”
        


        
          Gregg Nicholson smiled. “You overestimate me, my friend.”
        


        
          “I have a lot of respect for a man who gets a quiet chuckle out of
          a page of Greek—even though I think I’ll get along better in the
          world.”
        


        
          “Herb, you’re an inverted snob—you generalize too much—you hate
          the rich, you hate people who like to sit and think——”
        


        
          “I don’t ‘hate.’ I’m just self-sufficient—I don’t need someone
          else’s money, and I feel I’ve wasted precious years with a
          college education. I don’t need anything but my own two hands and
          my common sense.”
        


        
          “You may think you are contradicting me—but you’re not! Let’s
          go—can you leave the tip?”
        


        
          At the Blackstone Hotel in Chicago, where her father’s fortune
          had brought forth the best food, the best music, and a
          magnificent figure “21” formed of Cecil Brunner roses hung
          from the beak of a carved-in-ice swan, Miss Zoë Appleby was
          celebrating her birthday. There were beaming parents on the
          side lines, keeping discreetly out of the young people’s fun.
        


        
          “He sure made up for it, didn’t he?” whispered a best girl friend to
          Zoë, after examining the pear-shaped diamond pendant on her
          friend’s throat.
        


        
          “Of course, it’s fabulous,” said Zoë, “and I love it, I really
          do—but it’s really just a bribe. Dad just hated
          Maurice—said he didn’t believe he was a baron at all. I tried to
          tell him I didn’t care —that I loved Maurice, that I
          couldn’t live without him——” Tears sprang to her eyes.
        


        
          “Come on, darling,” said the best friend, “let’s go over and have
          some champagne—make you feel better.”
        


        
          In an old-fashioned hospital laboratory Dr. Lawrence Payne was
          wishing there were thirty-six hours in a day, so that once in a
          while he could get eight hours sleep. He would have liked to chuck
          practice and do nothing but research. But that was the desire of
          most inquiring men, and the riddle was always, “Where’s the
          money coming from?” A case had been referred to him that had
          stumped the experts. He was not quite sure whether to be flattered
          or not. He had had a few modest successes in his specialty of
          diagnosing brain injuries and diseases, but he strongly felt
          that it was a combination of circumstances that had brought
          Roger Thorne to him. And one of them was the fact that the Thornes
          were running out of money.
        


        
          His colleagues said he was unscientific; that he was riding a
          hobby by continually inquiring as to whether the symptoms of
          brain damage might not be psychogenic in origin. Especially
          when any damn fool could see there was an actual history of brain
          damage. But he was never satisfied, he tried to explain that it
          might simply be a precipitating factor for the behavior
          symptoms which followed. The trouble was it took time, time to
          investigate, to analyze clinically thousands of cases—to dig
          into reading matter, to keep patients hospitalized and not
          have to kick them out because the turnover was so great. It needed
          buildings, and nurses and men and money—and time. But mostly
          money. Payne wished he had a fairy godmother.
        


        
          Beatrice Carewe was putting unlovely lines in her face by asking
          herself unanswerable questions: “Is it because I have been a
          bad mother in some way?” “Why couldn’t Charlie be like his
          father?” “What am I going to do if—when—in case——” The only
          answers she could get had to come out of thin air, and thin air is
          poor comfort. So she increased her consumption of aspirin and
          made several phone calls to prevent the possibility of someone
          asking those same unanswerable questions or, worse, offering
          the kind of sympathy that concealed disapproval.
        


        
          “Edie, I’m just not going to have time to act for the committee on
          our drive, I’m afraid you’ll have to get someone else—maybe
          Margaret.... I know, I know, I promised, but
          something has come up—Walter’s business—we might have to
          go to London——”
        


        
          “Of course, dear, I understand, I’m sure Margaret can handle it.”
        


        
          And how well did she “understand”? Did she know?
          Probably. Edie had an aunt in Boston who worked as a
          receptionist for a doctor in the Eastern Seaboard Bank
          building and most probably lunched with the vice-president of the
          bank’s secretary, and the vice-president was Barbara Fraser’s
          father. She picked up the phone again.
        


        
          “Darling, my house is in an absolute turmoil. I’m
          breaking in a new cook, my Agnes has to take a month’s
          leave—somebody in her family is sick. Anyway I’m canceling the
          luncheon for Thursday—I don’t think I would be happy serving
          patties and peas, which is all most of these part-time girls know
          about....”
        


        
          Patties and peas, secretaries and girls named Barbara—it ran all
          jumbled in her mind. If only Walter would talk to her, help her.
          Just answer her one simple question—“What is going to happen
          now?” But he couldn’t of course. He was preoccupied these days.
          His face was grim and set. He stayed at the office for longer hours
          and when he came home he made long, violent phone calls, spent
          hours at the typewriter—giving her a vague, unseeing look if she
          looked in on him. At night he simply held her close in his arms,
          saying, “Go to sleep, go to sleep, don’t you worry about a thing,
          Bea.”
        


        
          Maybe he was right. Maybe she shouldn’t worry. She had
          successfully disposed of all social commitments, and others
          in the future would be equally easy to dispose of—now, what had
          become of those napkins she was initialing for Virginia’s
          trousseau? Of course, in the bottom drawer, all lovely and
          smelling of the potpourri bags she had put in with them.
          Carefully she got together her work materials, pulled the
          curtains a little against the too brilliant sunshine. She picked
          up the ivory house phone on the tabouret beside her.
        


        
          “Agnes, will you please fix me a tray for dinner, I’m not feeling
          too well, and ask Mr. Walter to come up when he
          returns.... That’ll be fine....
          No. No biscuits... a little salad, maybe.”
        


        
          She pulled a robe from the closet, slipped out of her shoes,
          girdle, and stockings, and wriggled her toes into some soft
          slippers.
        


        
          With a contented sigh she sat back in the big chair, examining
          the fine details of the initials on the napkin. The gleaming
          needle caught the sun as it began to dip in and out of the linen.
          Humming softly, Beatrice smiled to herself. “It will be nice to
          have Charlie bring in my breakfast again, like he used to.”
          Nothing, nothing was going to change any more.
        


        
          Christmas would have to be a quiet one this year. Walter grabbed
          onto the circumstances of Beatrice’s poor health as an excuse to
          avoid the fraud of gaiety. Occasionally he felt guilty at the
          seriousness he made of it, but he simply could not have the
          usual celebrations with friends and friends of friends dropping
          in, the usual dinner parties. The strain would be too much,
          especially with Charlie around, maddeningly indifferent to
          the whole nasty business.
        


        
          Gregg Nicholson had slipped by gradual steps into being an
          acceptable member of the family. He had been engaged as a
          private tutor for Charlie to complete his final year of
          college. He had won Walter’s confidence almost immediately
          in an early interview, by a happy choice of words, saying that
          Charlie had “undeveloped brilliance,” when Walter was very much
          in need of reassurance. Walter had refrained from any
          explanations when he had engaged Gregg, but it was not long
          before Charlie had startled the young man with some lurid
          details of his escapades, from which he sorted out some of the
          truth.
        


        
          There had been an arrangement in which Gregg was to come over in
          the afternoons from the Inn, for a work period of three hours,
          four days a week, assigning Charlie study material to complete
          in his own time. It was excellent pay, and the kind of work that
          left Gregg happily free to do his own reading and studying, which
          to him was life itself. However, after three weeks with Charlie
          he was almost desperate. No work had been completed, and the
          hours with Charlie were spent almost solely in talk, with Charlie
          spinning yarns, making jokes, thoroughly enjoying himself.
        


        
          On the way out of the house one afternoon he met Walter just as he
          was pulling up to the front entrance. Walter hailed him.
        


        
          “Evening, Nicholson, can I give you a lift to the Inn?”
        


        
          “Thank you, Mr. Carewe, but I’d like the walk—been sitting all
          afternoon, you know.”
        


        
          His irritation with Charlie had made him a little flushed and
          tense. Walter caught it, as always these days sensitive to
          Charlie’s effect on people. “What’s wrong, Gregg? How’s your
          pupil?”
        


        
          Gregg groped for his collar to loosen it, but it was wrapped
          solidly in a scarf and overlaid with his overcoat, so he
          abandoned the gesture. “Would it be all right if I came back this
          evening and had a talk with you, sir? It wouldn’t take too long——”
        


        
          Walter covered a sigh with a hospitable voice. “Better than
          that, stay for dinner, and we can talk afterward.”
        


        
          After dinner Beatrice retired early, saying she wanted to get a
          hot pad on her shoulder, which had been paining her for several
          days.
        


        
          The men retired to Walter’s study, Charlie chattering about his
          preferences in brandy, helping himself to one of Walter’s
          cigars.
        


        
          Walter said, “I think Gregg has——” but was stopped by the slightest
          shake of the head from Nicholson, who interrupted.
        


        
          “What do you think of the new addition to the penal code, Mr.
          Carewe, or does your specialty take you out of the realm of
          interest in such matters?”
        


        
          Walter smiled, thinking, “Bright young man.” They were to exclude
          Charlie, and thus get rid of him. “Not at all,” he replied, “I am
          interested in justice in all its forms, not only legally, but
          philosophically——”
        


        
          Into the verbal ball game Charlie occasionally threw a name or
          so. “As Dunbrick says——”
        


        
          The two men looked at him blankly.
        


        
          “Never heard of him,” said Nicholson flatly.
        


        
          “Never heard of him!” Charlie echoed vehemently.
        


        
          “Neither have I,” said his father, equally flatly, and turned
          back to Gregg. He went on, “Of course, you are probably one of those
          people who think that the thirteenth century was the time in which
          to be alive.”
        


        
          “I think too much has gone out the window, just because it is
          ‘old’—we are frightened of tradition——”
        


        
          After half an hour Charlie set his glass down and yawned. “I hope
          you won’t think me rude, but I’ve got some studying to do,” with a
          rueful wink at Gregg.
        


        
          As Walter closed the door after his son he turned to the quiet
          young man. He liked him. His clothes were a bit seedy, he had the
          kind of thinness that goes with grabbing meals at odd times, or
          forgetting them altogether. His face was quite
          expressionless, his head usually cocked in a listening
          attitude. His hair was thin and mousy. The prominent beaklike
          nose was the only feature of his face that saved it from being
          undistinguished. He began without preamble.
        


        
          “Mr. Carewe, I don’t want to lose my job.”
        


        
          “Well now, Gregg, what’s troubling you?”
        


        
          “I’m a very selfish man. I have the most profound laziness about
          becoming a schoolmaster. I am a spectator, an absorber,
          rather than one who does things or gives of himself, and I am not a
          ‘go-getter.’ I think the whole psychology of our competitive
          culture is an anachronism dating back to the pioneer days of
          the country, when an enormous amount of energy was launched in
          pushing out the frontiers. It’s like a billiard ball that strikes
          another into action—but,” he smiled a little, “I am supposed to
          talk about my job.”
        


        
          Walter gave the fire a few pokes and sent up a shower of sparks.
          “How are you making out with Charlie?” he said. “He seems to like
          you. I noticed all through dinner he was trying to impress you—a
          sure sign!” He shook his head, wearily.
        


        
          “Yes, I was aware of that—he works very hard at something he has no
          need for. My only wish is that he would work more at his
          studies—then I would be much more impressed.”
        


        
          “You’ve seen his scholastic records——” Walter began
          defensively.
        


        
          “Yes, I have.” Gregg came to a full stop. He wanted to say that
          never had he seen such a hodgepodge, such a history of brilliant
          failure.
        


        
          “Let me put it this way,” Gregg continued. “I don’t feel that
          Charlie realizes the value you put on his graduating from
          college; I feel that it means less than nothing to him—but of
          course that’s not uncommon. But away from—isolated from
          competition, I’m afraid he’s going to dog it, take advantage of
          the informality between us.”
        


        
          Walter bit at the groove worn into the stem of his pipe.
        


        
          “I won’t get down on my knees again,” he said softly, bitterly. “I
          won’t beg another school to give the boy another chance. I think
          you must know that he has embarrassed me, shamed me beyond
          endurance. I have faith in him, however. I fully believe he
          will outgrow his shenanigans, and when he does—it will be worth the
          time and effort and money to me for him to have a college degree.
          As you know, it means everything nowadays, in business, in the
          professions—everything.”
        


        
          “Or nothing,” murmured Gregg. He was thinking of his friend Herb
          Jenner, who had thrown his final year out of the window as a waste
          of time, simply cramming all the chemistry into his head that he
          could, pawing at the earth in impatience to wrest from its
          materials the secrets of the new and exciting developments
          in plastics.
        


        
          “I’m afraid I don’t agree—that it is ‘nothing’—ever,” said Walter.
          “I realize that many work for a degree simply as a kind of social
          accomplishment—a blue ribbon—a bit of parchment to hang on the
          wall. But our family have been doctors, lawyers, for
          generations. We haven’t been the ‘idle rich,’ we’ve been the
          grateful rich, grateful to those before us who built up fortunes
          from lumber and coal—not sitting on our behinds, but being
          productive—oh, hell, I’m making a speech——” and he went for the
          poker again.
        


        
          “Well”—Gregg rose, crushing out his cigarette—“it’s too soon to
          tell, but I think it’s going to take a great deal of patience, both
          mine and yours. I’ll get him his degree, but I’ll not let him
          goldbrick it. Neither can I turn him into a scholar. I am going
          to have to ask for more time—and later on, if I gain your
          confidence, I may have a suggestion to make.”
        


        
          Walter offered to drive him to the Inn as it had begun to snow,
          but Gregg had refused, saying, “Thanks, I’d still like that walk.”
        


        
          When he reached the Inn the snow had begun to take on blizzard
          force, and he ran up the drive, clutching his hatbrim with both
          hands, At the desk there was a post card from Herb Jenner saying
          cryptically, “Hope the pitcher is full. How’s the skiing?”
        


        
          There was a fire of cannel coal burning brightly in his small
          room, its flames reflected and dancing on the backs of a pile of
          books which he had uncrated that morning. After undressing he
          poured himself a tot of dark rum and, squatting cross-legged
          before the pile of books, began to sort them, lovingly.
          Suddenly it came to him what Herb had meant in his post card—a
          month ago he had said “like a cat falling into the cream.” Well, it
          was, damn it, and he liked it. Was that the reason he had told the
          old man that he “needed more time” with Charlie? Be honest now, he
          told himself. By standing over the boy, holding his nose to the
          grindstone, he could cram out a degree for him, in the specified
          time. Was he interested in the sociological problem of the
          boy himself? Was he really interested in helping him? Carewe
          had put it mildly, calling his activities shenanigans. In spite
          of himself, he felt a challenge in Charlie. If he, Gregg, could
          somehow find the answer, direct this boy’s obvious brilliance
          into some channel that he would be interested in—the feeling
          gave him warmth, but skeptically he glanced at the rum.
        


        
          In bed, finally, the light out, and the little flickering
          shadows from the dying coals on the ceiling, he listened to the
          wind moan in the eaves of the old building. He felt content,
          knowing that for a while there would be no job hunting to find food
          and shelter, plenty of time for reading and studying, the
          perfect life. Perhaps the old man would like somebody to be a
          mental nursemaid for his son—yes, possibilities along that
          line—and maybe he could help—but again, his mind balked at
          the rationalization. At the end of a loud yawn he said, “You’re
          right, Herb. The pitcher is full.” And fell asleep.
        


        
          Beatrice woke suddenly, her heart pounding. There was something
          she had to do, something very unpleasant. She lay quite still
          until full consciousness, which was slow in coming, would help
          her to locate the still submerged anxiety. Carefully she turned
          her head toward Walter’s bed. He was gone. It must be morning. The
          curtains were still drawn, but there was a small space where they
          met through which a bright shaft of light directed itself upward
          to the ceiling. It was the familiar “winter look” of the room,
          and meant that outside the sun was reflecting itself on a
          sparkling expanse of snow. Beatrice began to breathe more
          slowly, consoling herself. “Everything’s all right, if I can
          just sleep a little more, it must have been a nightmare.” For a
          moment or two she slipped back into unconsciousness, but her
          dreams took over, bringing back the anxiety, translating her
          feeling into images of people rushing about, talking about
          something she couldn’t understand—she was holding an enormous
          decorated cake, saying, “Please, please,” to someone who looked
          back over his shoulder and kept on running. She couldn’t hold the
          cake any longer and it slipped from her hands, and as it fell there
          was the sound of an explosion. She awoke with a gasp of fright and
          sat up, forcing herself to become fully conscious. “There’s
          something I must do—what is today—that’s it, it’s nearly
          Christmas, and there is so much—oh, wait awhile, wait till I’ve
          showered and had something to eat—I’ll think about it then.” She
          rang for Doreen, the new upstairs maid, and stumbled to the
          bathroom.
        


        
          The shower and applying lotions and lipstick and a quick
          combing of her hair only seemed to fatigue her. She slipped on a
          bed jacket as Doreen appeared with fruit and coffee and toast.
          Beatrice sank gratefully back into the bed which the girl had
          already smoothed and straightened. Plumping up the pillows,
          Doreen said her polite good mornings and inquired as to Mrs.
          Carewe’s neuralgia, was it any better?
        


        
          Beatrice made herself speak pleasantly, “Better, thank you,
          Doreen. Please pull the curtains back together a little—that’s an
          awful glare.” And as she did so, “Where is Mr. Charles this
          morning?”
        


        
          “He’s gone off for a walk in the woods with Mr. Nicholson, ma’am.
          They took snowshoes, there was such a fall last night. But he asked
          me to give you this note.”
        


        
          Beatrice seized it as though it were a billet-doux, as indeed it
          might have been, from its contents:
        


        
          
            Mamma-love——
          


          
            You are a sleepyhead! I shall bring you some pine cones
            from the woods for your fireplace, and then I insist upon your
            dear presence for a short drive in this glorious weather.
            Bundle up good, because I’m going to put the top down, and blow
            some roses into your cheeks. About two?
          


          
            Love, love,

            C.C.
          

        


        
          Doreen had vanished with “Please ring for anything else” and
          Beatrice held the note to a cheek which had already lost its ivory
          pallor. For a while she played with the image of the adoring son
          that the note had evoked. In a little while she would see him
          bursting into her room, full of vitality, with his enchanting
          grin, asking how she felt, holding her hand to his cheek, and
          bossily but lovingly demanding that she put on something
          warm, that he would be waiting for her impatiently in the car.
          She could hear her own laughter as she got into the convertible,
          wrapped in her furs, with a bright woolen scarf around her hair. She
          could feel the crisp wind on her face as he cried, “Off we go!” and
          he roared the car out of the driveway and down the hill.
        


        
          Although she knew it, she could not face the painful fact that he
          had forgotten all about the note, even by now. It would be absurd
          to prepare for him—to wait for him. Recrimination when he failed
          to appear was a waste of energy, for he would seem to be abjectly
          astonished at his having forgotten; and then he would look down
          at her with a little-boy pursed lip and say, “I’m so stupid—do you
          forgive me?”
        


        
          In a multitude of little ways he disappointed her, and the
          little ways were simply the ditto marks of her disappointment
          in him as a person. That burden had been too heavy and she no
          longer faced it, and now all she had to do was to go to the small
          effort of erasing the ditto marks. It was a simple technique.
          She simply tossed the note into a wastebasket, then painfully
          sat erect in bed with her hands on the dull ache in the small of her
          back. “Silly child,” she said to herself. “He knows I can’t bear to
          be jounced around in a car with this back.”
        


        
          After she had rung for Doreen to remove the tray she dreamed awhile
          of the warmth of the times when Christmases were full of a sense of
          security and unity—the sound of children and their rushing about
          with new toys—babies put to sleep in one of the upstairs rooms. And
          the wonderful odors! Pine and wool and spices, cookies and
          puddings and turkeys, food for an army—the fresh feel of kissed
          cheeks, cold from the snow, the stomping of shoes, the unwrapping
          of scarves; the whole, lovely sentimental picture changing
          gradually into merely present giving, and people dropping in
          for a hot buttered rum or cocktails. Now Christmas was simply an
          increased tempo of party giving and attending, with the young
          people flying in and out between parties.
        


        
          Parties! Even the thought of them made her feel weak. She was glad
          that Walter had decreed that there were to be no parties this
          year, because of her poor health. That they would have a quiet
          Christmas, no outsiders, just Virginia and Elsie and Charlie—of
          course Virginia’s boy Jeff—how dull he was compared to Charlie,
          she thought—but, as her mother would have said, “an excellent
          match.” Somber Virginia and dull Jeff! With the fortunes of two
          families to keep them from financial worries for their entire
          life. They would go on grinding away at their studies, even after
          they were married, she supposed. Both of them were after
          postgraduate honors, Jeff in engineering and architecture
          and Virginia in journalism. All very fine indeed, but not
          conducive to being very interesting socially. Her mind veered
          back to Charlie, and the thought of his great charm made her smile a
          little. What a catch he would be in a few years! As a single man, a
          bachelor, he would be on the “most wanted” list of hostesses,
          then when he “settled down” a bit he would marry some lovely girl,
          perhaps buying the Shephard property at the end of Dorfelt Lane
          and building a lovely Tudor house. If only Charlie
          would... Turning, she buried her face into her
          pillow, sobbing and weeping.
        


        
          The main street of the town looked like an old-fashioned Christmas
          card, glittering, unreal. The state highway half a mile to the
          west had been efficiently swept by snowplows and was open to
          traffic, but Oak Street was in no hurry. Like many another main
          street in the land, it had been by-passed by the point-to-point
          directness of the highways, and so remained, sulking by itself,
          lazy and unchanged. There were a few parked cars along the curb,
          apparently sleeping comfortably under their humped-up,
          glistening eiderdowns. Occasionally a delivery wagon with
          loose chains cloak-clonked along briefly, and then the street again
          was quiet. St.Mark’s white steeple bore a violet shadow,
          holding its gilded cross against the icy blueness of the sky.
          People walked down the center of the street, where the snow had
          packed down. Children in bright red and green, purple and plaid,
          threw snowballs, shouting, their voices muted just as the
          sharpness of the angles of the buildings were softened by the
          thickness of the snow.
        


        
          Gregg was puffing a little as he and Charlie mounted the wide,
          freshly swept steps of the Inn. “City feller, huh?” laughed
          Charlie.
        


        
          “You set a fancy pace, Charles,” replied Gregg. “Makes me feel I
          should cut out cigarettes or something.”
        


        
          They had timed their jaunt to reach the Inn at lunchtime, as Gregg
          wanted to meet Herb Jenner. It was the weekend and Herb had
          arrived by train the day before, partially to see Gregg and to
          combine the meeting with some skiing, as Gregg had assured him
          that the townspeople were very proud of their nearby run.
        


        
          After the weeks at the Carewe house, coping with Charlie’s
          restlessness, the feeling of restraint and anxiety in the
          household, the hush-hush comings and goings of Dr. Hagedorn
          visiting Beatrice, Gregg had welcomed Jenner and his whole
          healthy personality with a warm relief.
        


        
          They caught up on their news of Mends and Herb’s fund of new
          “stories,” his progress in his new job with a geological and
          chemical research plant. Herb had thrown a few rough grayish
          green pebbles onto the bed and waxed poetic: “Like the wings of a
          dove, my boy,” he had declaimed, “fabrics, strong, soft—last a
          thousand years—there’s no end to it and we’ve hardly begun a
          development that in twenty years will be a commonplace. And
          none of your dedicated scientist stuff. There’s plenty of dough
          in it—but plenty.”
        


        
          After a heavy beef ribs and noodles dinner, a deep apple pie for
          dessert, they had returned to Gregg’s room, lighted cigars, and
          sprawled in front of the little fireplace while Gregg talked about
          his impressions of the Carewe ménage. After listening closely
          for a while Herb said, “Doesn’t seem very complicated to me, Gregg,
          the way you tell it—more like a plain case of a spoiled rotten rich
          man’s son, probably.”
        


        
          “Overprotection, you mean? There’s no doubt of it. But the girls
          don’t show any sign of it, and that’s what makes it so
          inconsistent. Of course I’ve only met them briefly. They came
          flying up one weekend when Mrs. C. had some kind of asthmatic
          attack, and then one Saturday Virginia and Jeff Shelley—the guy
          she’s going to marry—stopped by the Inn and asked me to go to the
          movies with them. We had a drink downstairs here at the new hotel
          bar, and they seemed like great kids, full of each other of course.”
          He smiled. “Virginia’s got the better mind of the two, but she’s a
          nice enough person to conceal it from Jeff. Actually I don’t
          think she realizes it—the superiority is only slight, but she’s
          not the type that is trying to prove something all the time.
        


        
          “What I’m trying to say without oversimplifying is that
          Virginia is a beautiful woman, rich, and with a good education
          and brains, but because she is so thoroughly all of those things
          she is under no pressure to prove anything.”
        


        
          “But according to what you said about Carewe, Sr., there’s a lot of
          crap about Family with a capital F.”
        


        
          “Herb, it’s a weakness—or rather a delicacy, if you can say that
          of a man.”
        


        
          “Weakness is probably right. Ancestor worship, blood lines, who
          gives a damn who your great-great-grandfather was?”
        


        
          “Usually the people who know who he was—but that’s not the
          point. Carewe is eaten up with pride, and his only male heir is
          driving him slowly nuts. And my guess is that, outside of normal
          involutionary troubles, that is all that’s the matter with Mrs.
          Carewe.”
        


        
          “What’s the name of the other sister—Elsie, you said?”
        


        
          “Yeah—Elsie—and there’s a girl who shows none of the effects of
          overprotection. Of all the things that the word ‘wholesome’
          means—she is it. I mean, a ‘whole’ person, not necessarily the
          clean-scrubbed milk-fed gal that usually comes to mind with the
          word. She’s about eighteen, I think, no great looker, except for
          the expression in her eyes.” He paused a moment. “Feel like a bit
          of rum, Herb—help you digest that meal?”
        


        
          Herb accepted and then pounced on his previous words: “What
          ‘expression’ and just how brief is your acquaintance with this
          young lady?”
        


        
          Gregg looked at him blankly for a moment, and then, “Oh, my God, are
          you at that again! I’m an old man in her book—it’s just that in a
          young girl—well, she’s so interested in life, and I’m sure she
          looks at everyone else the same way, as though they were
          fascinating—it seems flirtatious, but I’m sure nothing could be
          further from her mind.”
        


        
          Herb started to speak, but Gregg stopped him with an upraised hand.
          “To sum up,” he said loudly to drown any possible speech from Herb,
          “my point is that I am wondering why a fine family—nice people,
          good people, really special people—should produce an
          inexplicable, unpredictable, egocentric, shallow bit of
          manhood like Charles Carewe.”
        


        
          “Well—let me ask this.” Herb caught an emotional note to his
          friend’s words. “Is this an academic question or does it matter
          to you? And why should you give a damn?”
        


        
          “I am not sure about how much I care. I don’t know yet what I want to
          do about it—if anything. I know I want to stick around, first of all
          because I’m fascinated, but I get that mixed up a little with the
          fact that I’ve walked into a good thing financially.”
        


        
          “So?” said Herb. “You don’t know whether to cast yourself as a
          parasite or a do-gooder, is that it?”
        


        
          “Not quite——” Gregg bristled a little, because Herb was hitting
          close. “I’d be no pilot fish to a shark——”
        


        
          “But that has a sinister sound—if your Charlie’s the shark.”
        


        
          Gregg was pacing the small area from the front window back to the
          fireplace. “It’s a funny thing.” He paused and straightened a book
          which had fallen on its side on the mantelpiece. “You’re not far
          off. I think the guy’s a man-eater, without the hunger.”
        


        
          “Well, where in hell have you found evidence to come to that
          conclusion! It’s not like you to get dramatic, old boy.”
        


        
          “I’ve practically lived with him, daily—for a couple of months
          now. Look——” He sat down saddle-wise across the seat of a straight
          chair, his arms on the back. “This boy is no dope, neither is he
          insane, by any of the standards that I have heard of, at least. He
          is poised, he has an appearance of physical well-being. He seems
          immune from anxiety or worry—too immune, and that’s part of what
          I mean. Sometimes I think he’s simply a psychopathic liar, but
          he even falls short in that classification, because that kind of
          person will fight for his lies. Charlie doesn’t seem to give a
          damn, if it’s pointed out to him that he’s just shooting the
          breeze. He gives you that big grin and flatters the hell out of you
          by saying, ‘Of course it’s not the truth—aren’t you clever to see
          that!’ I don’t think he has the capacity to love—or to hate. And
          that’s dangerous.”
        


        
          “What does he want to be—if anything?” asked Herb.
        


        
          Gregg threw up his hands. “You name it—as long as it’s something
          big. Right now he’s going after a career as a criminal lawyer—I
          think his father put that bee in his bonnet—two weeks ago he
          wanted to be an explorer in the Amazon. But it’s all hot air. I’m
          trying to instill some enthusiasm for something he could do
          right now without half trying—pass his college exams with a very
          high rating, and make his old man happy for all the trouble he’s
          had to go through with him.” He stood up suddenly, impatiently,
          knocking the little chair over. Bending over to pick it up, he
          said, with more composure, “I don’t know why I should care. I
          should pick up my monthly check and then, come June, walk away and
          say, ‘Thanks, it’s been a pleasure!’ But I just have a feeling, and
          maybe it’s stupid and egotistic, that I’d like to get between him
          and the people who will cross his path and warn them off. He’s a
          killer—without a weapon. The only weapon he’ll use is himself. And,
          if you ask me, he’s already begun.” He swallowed the remains in
          his glass with one gulp, gagging a little.
        


        
          Herb watched him, concerned. “Maybe you’re imagining things,
          Gregg. I must say I want to meet this creature, you’ve got my
          curiosity aroused. I hope you’re not letting yourself in for
          something. I think you ought to keep the problem at arm’s length,
          if it’s that bad. Maybe somebody ought to warn you! It’s
          that old thing about being ‘my brother’s keeper’—I’m all for it,
          but mix well with prudence.”
        


        
          Herb had been up at the crack of dawn the next morning, and gone out
          with a group on a bus to the ski run, which proved to be for
          children and duffers. It was short, crowded, and therefore
          dangerous, and he hitched a ride back into town about noon.
          Perhaps it was the fact that he had the luncheon date with Gregg
          and Charlie on his mind. Perhaps it was because he was
          preoccupied that everything seemed to irritate him that
          morning at the run. He had taken a clumsy fall at the top of the
          runway and the hoots of laughter and some corny advice, “Get a
          sled, mister!” had nettled him. He decided the snow was too soft,
          that everything was lousy. He felt like a professional golfer
          who’d muffed a putt at a Tom Thumb golf course. He had looked for
          some fun, and so far the weekend had been anything but
          exhilarating. In the light of day Gregg’s reluctant schoolboy
          sounded like an utter bore, and he found himself divided by
          annoyance and a comradely desire to share his friend’s
          interests.
        


        
          It further irritated him when later he found himself in
          complete disagreement with Gregg’s description and analysis of
          Charlie.
        


        
          They had their meal at a big window at the rear of the dining room
          overlooking a tableau of white birch robed in torn ermine cloaks.
          In the clear reflected light, listening to Charlie’s voice, Herb
          saw a young man who was perhaps handicapped by looks and money,
          at least in his opinion, and he wondered if Gregg wasn’t a little
          jealous. Truthfully he felt a twinge of that emotion himself.
          His own lack of distinctive good looks had never particularly
          bothered him—he saw to it that the face he called his was shaved and
          clean, and was quite unaware that to others it was a “good” face,
          reflecting his zest for life, his tempered aggressiveness.
        


        
          With a slight shock he realized he was dominating the
          conversation at the table, talking about his passion for New
          York. “It’s greedy for ideas, new thinking—it not only
          appreciates talent in any form, it stimulates you and asks for
          more, more!”
        


        
          Charlie was listening intently, eagerly. “It sounds
          wonderful the way you put it,” he said. “Sometimes I feel I’ve
          hardly lived at all—I’m so impatient to do something.”
        


        
          He drew some fine lines on the tablecloth with the edge of a fruit
          knife. “I guess my keeper here”—he flipped the knife toward
          Gregg—“has told you about my difficulties with our educational
          system.” So far they had avoided personalities successfully,
          and both Herb and Gregg, though they kept their masks on straight,
          felt the sudden alertness against betraying to the third party
          that he had been under discussion.
        


        
          Gregg protested, “‘Keeper’ is a strong word, Charlie.”
        


        
          “I know, I know, Gregg—but I resented like hell not being able to
          go back to finish out the semester, and I’ve taken it out on
          you.” His smile was a warm apology, and then, turning to Herb in
          explanation, “I got into a bit of a mess at the beginning of
          the term.” He dropped his eyes to the tick-tack-toe he was drawing.
          “I don’t think you know this either, Gregg, I’ve never told it,
          because it sounds too damned egotistic, but it was really
          because of a couple of gals. Women fighting over me! Can you
          imagine!” He chuckled modestly, but as though the modesty was
          obligatory and he was pleasantly resigned to the fate of always
          being the prey of fighting females.
        


        
          “One of them was the wife of a professor—a foolish lonely
          woman—I spent a little time with her, read her poetry, stuff like
          that—but she got it bad, poor thing.” He sighed at the memory, and
          lifted his shoulders in a “What was I to do?” gesture.
        


        
          “It’s my own feeling that the professor got wind of the dear
          lady’s attraction to me and put a younger girl in my path, just to
          prove to her that she was too old to flirt.” Gregg was listening,
          fascinated. This was a brand-new version. He had not even heard of
          the “professor’s wife.” If this were true, then he could
          understand more clearly why his being thrown out of school had
          been so completely without qualification. So far all he had
          heard was that a girl had pursued him so thoroughly, practically
          throwing herself at him, that on the night of the Halloween party
          he had been a little drunk and had lost his head.
        


        
          Charlie was pounding the table softly in emphasis and
          frustration. “Well—I made a pass at the kid—she was a pretty
          piece—she screamed for help—and pulled my world down around my ears.”
          He was silent, as though he could not go into further detail
          without being ungentlemanly.
        


        
          The silence extended itself and Herb broke it, weakly. “Yeah,
          women are like that——”
        


        
          Gregg shot him a look, one eyebrow raised, his lips twisting, that
          said, “Oh, brother!” and then went on, quickly, “Nothing has
          happened to ‘your world,’ Charlie—I’d say you were in pretty good
          shape.”
        


        
          Quickly Charlie said, “Oh, no reflection on you, my friend—you’re
          damned easy on me. I don’t see, sometimes, how you can put up with
          me, letting me goof through assignments. Of course, you are rather
          handsomely paid!”
        


        
          Gregg felt a rush of blood to his face. “I’m not paid to let you
          ‘goof’—get that through your head, Charlie. And I intend——”
        


        
          Charlie cut him off with, “Sorry, sorry—I’m always
          misunderstood when I speak the truth—it’s a habit of mine, it just
          seems impossible for me to be dishonest.” And before Gregg
          could explode he turned to Herb, who was hiding the lower part of
          his face in his coffee cup. “Herb, I’m sure you understand—this
          man is my friend. He has the patience of Job, and I’m a very
          sensitive, very impatient person. I resent being fettered in
          any way. I hate being ‘crowded,’ and I’m apt to hit out at the
          person nearest to me.
        


        
          Herb felt his own impatience beginning to rise. To his
          straightforward mind, there was no problem. “Why let yourself
          be crowded then?” he asked. “Chuck the whole thing. Hop a
          train. Go somewhere and do whatever it is you want to do. Gregg
          says you’ve got a good brain, you’ll probably be a success at
          whatever you put your mind to—you’ve got dough, health,
          personality. I’m afraid I agree with Gregg—you’re in pretty good
          shape.”
        


        
          Charlie smiled, a small sad smile. “Herb—you’re very kind. I
          appreciate it—I really do. I can see why you two guys are such
          close friends. You’re both interested in the other fellow’s
          problems. You’re unselfish, not like most people. Will you do me
          a favor?” He leaned forward, his dark eyes intense, serious.
          “Come for dinner tonight, both of you. I want you to meet Dad; my
          poor mother will probably be too ill to come down to dinner, but
          she’ll see you for a minute anyway. I’m not sure, but I think my
          younger sister will get in late this afternoon—she’s a doll. I
          want you to see the reasons why I can’t just ‘chuck’ things——”
        


        
          Herb protested. “Well, I don’t know—I don’t want to butt in——”
          looking at Gregg, who shrugged and said, “Why not? Thanks a lot,
          Charlie.”
        


        
          A plumpish waitress in starched blue and white asked pleasantly if
          there would be anything else. The three men agreed there was
          nothing and Charlie reached for the check she was holding, with a
          deaf ear to the protests of both Herb and Gregg. He peeled a
          fifty-dollar bill from a wallet that looked as though it contained
          brothers. “Sorry.” Charlie smiled apologetically. “Can you
          handle this?”
        


        
          “Certainly, sir, thank you,” said the waitress, unimpressed.
        


        
          Charlie gazed after her retreating form and shook his head.
          “Might be nice—without a girdle—more bounce to the ounce.” And then
          laughed loudly at his own joke.
        


        
          “See you later, fellows—I’ll grab the local hack and beat it
          home—tell the folks to break out the ancestral silver.”
        


        
          The two men remained silent at the table. The luncheon crowd had
          thinned and the anemic winter sunshine was beginning to draw
          charcoal shadows at the base of the birch trees.
        


        
          Herb looked at the quiet landscape, watching a little girl in a
          red knitted snowsuit climb over a snow-covered low rock wall, and
          a barking collie taking it in a leap. For a moment they
          disappeared, and he waited until they came into view again, the
          collie ahead and the child after him, before he spoke. “Poor guy,”
          he said.
        


        
          Gregg looked up from his not so charitable thoughts. “What do you
          mean, ‘poor guy’?”
        


        
          “Just that—poor little rich boy. I wouldn’t trade places with him
          for all the tea in China. I think he’s swell—a little wet behind
          the ears, that’s all.”
        


        
          Gregg said, “I think I’d better make a phone call. Call Mr. Carewe,
          I mean, and tell him Charlie invited us.”
        


        
          “What for? He was going right home and——”
        


        
          “Home,” Gregg said, “is ten minutes from here. Nobody knows what
          can happen in that ten minutes in Charlie’s head. Enough to make
          him forget he even asked us. And you’ve got to admit that would be
          pretty embarrassing for us. Show up there, and nobody knows
          we’ve been invited for dinner.”
        


        
          “Well, he seemed anxious to have us—to prove something to us. At
          least it seemed so to me.”
        


        
          Gregg fished for some change in his pocket. “Be back in a minute—or
          better still—let’s get some air. If you’ll go up to the room and get
          our coats, I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
        


        
          “Right.”
        


        
          Gregg was leaning on the cigar and cigarette counter looking
          idly at a movie magazine when Herb descended the stairs into the
          deserted lobby. There was one old couple sitting close to the
          dying fire at the end of the room, looking out at the street, or
          rather in the direction of the street, in a vapid, meaningless
          way, without perception, just looking because they had eyes
          whose function was to see, and they could let their eyes go on
          seeing, without disturbing whatever it was that was going on
          in their minds, if anything.
        


        
          Gregg had the same “spectator” look on his face, and Herb thought
          how chameleonlike Gregg was. He had always seemed able to be at
          home in any surroundings. He never looked like a stranger, never
          intruded his own personality on the picture, but Herb knew he
          was absorbing every facet of it. He would have made a good
          detective, Herb thought, like that Hercule Poirot character of
          Agatha Christie’s. He soaked up information like a sponge. The
          smells and sounds and looks of things and people. In
          conversations he seemed to be listening more for the little
          signs, a tone of voice, a hesitant question, than to the actual
          words a person was saying. It had made Herb very uncomfortable
          when he first knew him. He had the impression, and he remembered
          the dull burning of angry ego, that what he was saying was boring
          to this intellectual snob. He laughed to think he had
          categorized him as such, at the time, for Gregg had said, “I
          exercise my humility by reading. The more I read, the more I
          study, the more I am appalled by how little one human being can
          know in a lifetime—and even that thought is hardly original.”
          They had become friends after a nodding acquaintance in the
          library at Columbia over a period of months. Gregg was swotting
          over his doctorate, preparing for a teaching career, and Herb
          was about to chuck college for a paying research job. Small pay it
          was and would remain, it seemed, but it meant everything to Herb
          because he had no family, no one to please but himself, and it was
          the kind of work he had always wanted to do since he was a
          ten-year-old fooling with a Christmas toy diem set. They had
          discussed this in the little Italian restaurant, in the long
          walks around the reservoir in Central Park. That was during the
          Lillian part of his life. When he’d almost got married to the
          dumbest dame in the world.
        


        
          He and Gregg had known each other for about a year, and they had
          been to some Village party together at a walk-up flat full of
          artsy-craftsy decorations, and the smell of cheap wine, onions,
          and garlic, and everybody talked at once, very clever and
          superior and boring as hell. And Lillian had seemed by contrast
          to be a fresh springtime breeze. She was “just a working girl,” a
          stenographer at a big wholesale china place up near Gramercy
          Park, and Herb thought he had found the girl of his dreams. She had a
          primness, a coolness that looked out of flat aqua-blue eyes, her
          ash-blonde hair was clean and shining, bunned and braided over her
          ears. And no one was more amazed than Herb when, during a pouring
          storm one night in her own plain little flat, she suggested he
          stay overnight. That was the beginning of a semi-domestic
          relationship that Herb felt would eventually culminate in
          marriage. She had a little boy who lived with her parents in
          Brooklyn, about whom she talked incessantly: how hard it was not
          to have him with her, and how bad for the child not to have a real
          home.
        


        
          He had talked over the situation with Gregg, who had simply
          listened. After a while the three of them would have dinner
          together at the flat, or Lillian would get a girl from the office
          and they would double-date for a movie. And all the time Gregg
          simply was there, and listening. Pretty soon Herb began to see
          the whole business through Gregg’s eyes. They had finished one of
          Lillian’s unimaginative meals, mostly heated up from cans and
          cardboard containers from the delicatessen. Lillian had been on
          the “when Herb and I are married” theme. Herb was sprawled on the
          sofa, and Gregg sat opposite them in a beat-up leather chair,
          smoking a cigar. He had been leafing through a stack of
          magazines on the table and in the quiet gesture of simply
          straightening them somehow made Herb feel he was saying, “Look at
          this—nothing but True Story, movie magazines, lurid
          romances—look around you, this is not just poverty, this is
          tasteless—look at the Kewpie dolls on the mantel,” and Lillian
          was simpering about “what fun” it was going to be to have a man
          around the house whom she could take care of—of her philosophy
          about her own sex, that women made a mistake thinking they could
          be dominating and hold a man. Of how wonderful it would be when
          Herb got a real job and they had money enough to have a nice place,
          with a room for Freddie. And something began to crawl inside
          Herb’s ribs.
        


        
          Later they were walking fast together up by the lake in Central
          Park. Both of them were puffing too hard for speech, and when they
          finally reached a bench Herb had exploded.
        


        
          “All that stupid bitch wants is a meal ticket and a father for her
          bastard son.”
        


        
          “That’s right,” Gregg had said, laconically. As if to say, “It’s
          your life, and it’s fine with me, if that’s what you want.”
        


        
          “How the hell do I get out of this, Gregg?” Herb said finally.
        


        
          “Just remind her of the depression, Herb. That her dream of a guy
          getting a ‘real job’ is pretty slim, and she’d better keep
          looking for better husband material.”
        


        
          It hadn’t been that simple of course. There had been very wet and
          stormy scenes, in which Herb had felt like a louse. Then Lillian had
          made the mistake of going to bed with a new bachelor tenant from
          the floor below, and told Herb about it, trying to make him feel
          that he had driven her to it, that she had been “desperate for
          comfort,” that it meant nothing to her but had saved her from
          suicide. For a moment Herb’s male rage caught fire and then
          disappeared in a huge icy wash of pure contempt. And that had been
          that. It somehow was as clear and simple as the way Gregg had
          straightened the stack of magazines. They were there, he was not
          interested in trash, although it was all right if somebody else
          was. Just as now, as he stood leaning on the cigar counter, Gregg
          put a magazine back in the rack beside it and looked up and saw
          Herb coming down the stairs.
        


        
          “Did you get hold of him?”
        


        
          “Yes. He seemed very pleased—‘delighted’ was the word he used.
          Charlie was down in the wine cellar, in search of something extra
          special in the beverage line, he informed me, said he was
          rushing around like a nervous hostess.”
        


        
          As they stepped outside onto the veranda the cold air hit them like
          a fist, and they hunched their collars up and dug their hands into
          their coat pockets.
        


        
          “Wow!” Herb said. “It’s really cold—no more snow tonight, I’ll
          bet.” The sun had disappeared into a gray haze, the street was
          deserted, and the wind had risen in little whipping gusts. They
          swung into their familiar harmony of walking, the duet of their
          heels crunching crisply in the packed snow. Except for the fact
          that Herb knew it was unlike Gregg to be “offended,” he seemed to
          be withdrawn; perhaps he was regretting the importance he had
          given to Gregg’s character the night before, perhaps the rum had
          excited him into a rare exaggeration of the situation,
          giving it unnecessary sinister outlines, and now perhaps
          after the luncheon he felt foolish. Because young Carewe seemed
          no more than the usual product of wealth to Herb’s thinking. Money
          was a great thing to have—it brought time to do the things you had to
          do, something that those who inherited it rarely appreciated.
          In the very act of working to get money you sharpened up, it
          seemed, making you more aware of the preciousness of being able
          to work without thinking about where the next dollar was
          coming from. Like Doc Payne, hopelessly enmeshed in treating
          colds and measles, and filling in at Bellevue’s emergency,
          patching up cracked heads, frustrated by time running out, when
          he wanted to practice psychiatry.
        


        
          “You’ll like Walter Carewe,” Gregg finally said, breaking into
          Herb’s free-floating thoughts.
        


        
          “I liked Charlie,” replied Herb with a grin, looking at him
          sideways. “Ought I to apologize?”
        


        
          “On the contrary,” Gregg said, smiling a little himself, “I
          expected you to like him. He has the art of being charming down
          to a science. I just hope you’ll be around to watch when it slips.”
        


        
          “When what slips?”
        


        
          “The mask. The façade of sanity.”
        


        
          Herb turned to face him in astonishment, but the rising wind
          moaned around the corner of a brick building, clutching at them
          like a desperate beggar, and they both staggered a little under
          the sudden onslaught.
        


        
          “The hell with this,” cried Gregg, grabbing his hat, “let’s get back
          to the Inn.”
        


        
          It wasn’t very hard for Gregg to understand why Charlie couldn’t
          “chuck things.” The “fetters” that he spoke of were made of the kind
          of material that the average person would be happy to be
          shackled by, even though Gregg thought, “No man loveth his fetters,
          be they made of gold...” and Charlie’s were
          partially, literally, made of gold, but they also were forged of
          the love of a fine but bewildered family.
        


        
          He looked around at the candlelighted table, thinking with
          curious warmth how he and Herb had been welcomed almost
          hungrily. There was a feeling that a “best foot forward” effort
          had been made, solely because Charlie had seemed to take an
          interest in bringing a couple of his friends to his home. Not
          only was Elsie present as Charlie had anticipated, but also
          Virginia and Jeff Shelley. It had been a pleasant surprise to
          see them again, although when he had said so Virginia smilingly
          raised her eyebrows and said, “Didn’t Charlie tell you? We try to
          come up every other weekend on account of Mum.” Walter had
          explained that the doctor had been in earlier and Beatrice’s
          blood pressure was way down again, and he didn’t think it
          advisable for her to exert herself in any way. What Walter
          didn’t explain, naturally, was that Beatrice had been more
          unreasonable than he could remember, with a kind of snobbism
          that was totally unlike her.
        


        
          He had gone into her room as soon as Charlie told him about
          inviting Gregg and Herb for dinner, hoping anxiously that she
          would make the effort to at least be with them for dinner. She had
          been reading Anthony Adverse sitting up in bed, and
          as though even holding the heavy volume was too much for her it had
          slipped out of her hands to the floor, and she was sound asleep, her
          reading glasses askew. Walter was about to close the door
          silently and leave her when she jumped violently, looking at
          him in a quick animal fear, then quickly she smiled anxiously.
          “Come in, come in, darling, I must have dozed off. I didn’t sleep a
          wink last night and I just felt exhausted.”
        


        
          Walter sat down on the edge of the bed, and with his fingers
          smoothed the worried lines on her forehead, explaining about the
          arrangement for dinner. “It’s been so long, Bea—years, I
          guess—since Charlie has even suggested bringing someone home, I
          think it would be nice if you would be at your place tonight. It’s
          been so long since we’ve all been together.” Walter felt that he
          had been eating tray meals in his study forever. Beatrice had
          seemed to prefer to eat alone, in bed, saying that it was
          depressing for her to have someone watch her and reprove her for
          not eating enough. When the girls were home they usually went
          sailing out on dates, and usually Charlie disappeared in the
          afternoon after his classes with Gregg, returning late at
          night, banging his bedroom door shut. The whole damn house was like
          a morgue, he thought. Even now he felt as though he were walking on
          eggs, as though he were being unreasonable to suggest that they
          have a family dinner and entertain two nice young friends for
          their son. But Bea was unpredictable these days. It was tough for
          her, of course, going through the change so early—he guessed that
          that was what was making her have a difficult time. He worried
          that she was actually weakening herself by giving in and
          staying in bed all the time. Of course, she did have terrible
          insomnia, and she refused to take any “dope” for it, as she called
          the little pink capsules Dr. Hagedorn left for her. And now, just
          as he had feared, she began to get very excited.
        


        
          “How, how can you be so lacking in understanding! Tell
          me, why should I exhaust myself to be gracious, for
          heaven’s sake, to Charlie’s tutor and some unknown friend of his.
          Just who are they, anyway! Herbert Jenner! Who is
          he?” And she began to cry, without sobbing, just great
          tears streaking themselves in a river down her cheeks. Panting a
          little, she drew out some tissue from under her pillows and blew
          her nose, but the tears wouldn’t stop.
        


        
          Walter patted her shoulder comfortingly, wordlessly. He
          never knew what to do when these floodgates opened. It seemed that
          no matter what he said he only provoked more, so he had learned to
          be silent. “Never mind, never mind, honey—we’ll manage.” He left
          the room quietly, and Virginia, with an armful of school clothes
          she was going to take downstairs to be sent to the cleaner’s,
          emerged from her room across the hall. He raised his hands in a
          hopeless gesture, shaking his head.
        


        
          Virginia said, “Don’t worry about it, Dad, we’ve got a whole
          beautiful mess of quail that we can break out of the freezer—we’ll
          have a scrumptious dinner—and I’ll be just the best hostess in the
          world.”
        


        
          Walter put an arm about her. “That’s my girl—I guess it is
          asking too much of Mum.”
        


        
          Dinner was over, the meal had been really “scrumptious” as
          Virginia had promised. Doreen and the butler had cleared the
          plates and filled the coffee cups, and at the moment no one felt
          inclined to make a break in the comfortable conversation that
          ebbed and flowed around the table. Above their heads, the heat of
          the candles making a clear bright tunnel in the center, a nimbus
          of smoke swirled and eddied around them, a gentle bond,
          delicately uniting the elements of a chance gathering.
          Charlie was bored with it. On his right hand, Gregg was discussing
          with Virginia the Julius Meier-Graefe biography of Vincent
          Van Gogh. On his left Herb was absorbed in Elsie, as he had been
          ever since he arrived, leaving him, Charles, to make small smoke
          rings, into which he would point the end of his cigar. At the
          opposite end of the table, Walter and Jeff were deep in the
          international situation.
        


        
          “I feel that the danger is that Europe may not let Germany wait,”
          Jeff was saying. “Hitler is sharp enough to know that the longer he
          waits, the better his Reichswehr and Storm Troops become, the
          more arms and munitions he can hoard up and the better chance he
          will have to strike for success. But there has certainly been a
          lot of talk about a ‘preventive war.’ Those fellows, the
          strategists in Paris and Warsaw and Brussels, know what Hitler is
          up to, I’m sure.”
        


        
          “But, Jeff,” Walter said, “there isn’t a man who has been a soldier
          who would want to start another war—not after the last one. And I
          think that even Hitler realizes that both Czechoslovakia and
          Poland have heavily fortified frontier cities. Pilsudski’s
          troops could plow their way in three weeks to Berlin. No—no,
          Hitler’s motives are too obvious, as you say, for him to get away
          with anything.”
        


        
          “I hope you’re right,” said Jeff, staring into the tawny swirl in
          his brandy glass.
        


        
          The radio in the living room was making a station break and the
          Sunday evening symphony from Chicago was being announced.
        


        
          “And yet, in a way, Vincent was the more productive of the two
          brothers. Isn’t it strange,” Virginia was saying to Gregg, “how
          one artist will use paint to pour out his soul, and another,”
          nodding toward the sounds of Beethoven coming from the radio,
          “will use music.”
        


        
          Gregg laughed shortly. “It would seem that the more normal one is,
          the less need there is to express oneself.”
        


        
          Virginia smiled. “Don’t you think it’s probably that a whole
          person expresses himself satisfactorily to himself in all
          the little things of the day—I mean——” She hesitated.
        


        
          Gregg laughed again. “That perhaps if everybody was ‘normal’ we
          wouldn’t have any artists in the world?”
        


        
          “Perhaps there are a lot of artists who would resent
          that.... What do you think, Charlie?”
        


        
          She had caught a glimpse of Charlie’s face beyond Gregg’s
          shoulder. It carried an expression of complete boredom; he was
          drumming on the table, his gaze in an odd smile fastened on
          nothing.
        


        
          “Charlie?” she repeated anxiously, trying to draw him into the
          conversation.
        


        
          “Hah?” he said. “I wasn’t listening. Why don’t we get out of here,
          Virge, my legs are asleep.”
        


        
          Virginia looked around the table. “Of course, if you like,
          Charlie—everybody seems so happy, though, I hate to break it up.”
        


        
          “Well, I’m not ‘happy,’” he growled. “I can’t keep my eyes
          open. I want to go to bed.”
        


        
          The conversation stopped as if it had been turned off by a switch.
          And instantly started up again, as Walter hastily pushed back
          his chair, saying, “Sorry, it’s my fault, let’s go into my study
          and have some more coffee, it’s more comfortable in there.”
        


        
          He led the way across the hall, followed by Jeff, Elsie, and Herb.
          Charlie, the last out of the room, passed Gregg and Virginia and,
          without a word, began going up the stairs, two at a time. At the
          door of the living room, both Virginia and Gregg stopped and
          looked up at him.
        


        
          “Charlie?” called Virginia anxiously. “You’ll be back?”
        


        
          “Of course he will, don’t worry,” said Gregg, and yet he also had
          caught the surly look that had caused Virginia’s question.
        


        
          “Go on in, will you, Gregg, please? I’ll be right down.”
        


        
          The sound of Charlie’s door slamming reached her ears as she
          reached the top of the stairs. Firmly, angrily she went up to it,
          rapped and went in without an answer. Charlie was flinging off
          his coat, pulling out his shirt.
        


        
          “And what,” Virginia asked, “is biting you?”
        


        
          Charlie sat down on the bed to pull off his shoes. “Nobody’s
          listening to me,” he said petulantly.
        


        
          “What are you talking about, Charlie? I wasn’t aware that
          you were even holding up your end of any conversation.
          You can’t just walk out on a dinner party—you can’t be so rude.
          Especially since you were the one who turned the house upside
          down at the last minute—without any notice.”
        


        
          “Oh, it’s my fault now, is it—it’s my fault that everybody
          sits around and talks a lot of crap—and that Jenner guy, on the make
          for Elsie right under everybody’s nose. Well, just let him try to
          get away with something, that’s all, just let him try. Who the hell
          does he think he is anyway? Research laboratory,” he sneered,
          “I’ll bet you’ll find out he works in a drugstore—at a soda
          fountain!” He fired a shoe across the room.
        


        
          “Charlie, you are behaving—well—just terribly! Please, you must
          come back down and join the guests.”
        


        
          Charlie smiled pleasantly. “Look, Virgie love, let me be. Go on
          out now, so I can get my clothes off—I tell you I’m just sleepy.”
        


        
          Virginia, completely bewildered, cried, “But what will I say,
          what will I tell them?”
        


        
          Charlie took her firmly by the shoulder and eased her out of the
          room. “See you in the morning, old girl.”
        


        
          As Virginia passed through the living room, Elsie and Herb were
          fiddling with the dials of the radio—tuning in some dance music.
          Charlie’s unpleasant phrase “on the make” flitted
          distastefully through her mind. Herb looked more as though he had
          been hit over the head, and knighted in the bargain. Elsie’s color
          was high and her eyes sparkled, and as the strains of the popular
          “Did You Ever See a Dream Walking?” came over the radio and they
          embraced lightly and swayed into the breezy rhythm, Virginia
          shook her head a little, and spoke the answer in the song. “Well, I
          did.” She went on to Walter’s study without their even having been
          aware of her presence.
        


        
          As usual, she thought, she was making a fuss, putting too much
          importance on Charlie’s behavior. She should be used to it now.
          Wearily she thought, at least there was one consistency; in any
          given situation, Charlie could be counted on to do the wrong
          thing, the inappropriate thing. Nobody, but nobody, could be
          more charming when he wanted to be. He had, it seemed, a full
          command of the social graces, and in any gathering, especially
          of people who were strangers to him, could attract attention with
          no effort. People would gravitate toward him, toward the sound
          of his pleasant voice, his contagious laugh; but always he seemed
          to want to destroy the effect he had created, or rather he
          couldn’t help doing something that would destroy it. Some silly
          thing. Some absurdity. Like at the cocktail party at the
          Millers’ in Boston last summer, when a waiter with a loaded tray
          of canapés passed them seated on a divan, and he deliberately
          stuck out his foot and tripped him. In the mess and embarrassment
          which followed, he had not even apologized or tried to turn a
          silly prank into an accident. He had simply doubled up with
          laughter and said, “Well, that’s one way to get some service around
          here!” and, not yet content with the effect, proceeded to pick up
          a handful of the bits of bread and anchovies and cheese and stuff
          them into his mouth. People laughed politely, those nearest him;
          someone said, “He’s a card!” and someone in the background said,
          “He’s crazy!” and Virginia in an anguish of embarrassment
          managed to get him out as quickly as possible.
        


        
          Schools could expel him, friends were quickly made and quickly
          lost, his contact with any kind of social life was brief, and none
          of it seemed to matter to him. Nor did it matter that the
          cumulative effect was destroying a family. She and Elsie would
          be lucky of course—going on eventually to make their own homes,
          their own lives. Charlie could be dropped out of their minds and
          their hearts, he could do nothing to them, except be thought of as
          their eccentric brother, and they would have little to do with
          him. But what of Dad and Mum and their sense of failure? Mum half
          sick all the time, and Dad beginning to look drawn and tormented.
          Oh, damn him, damn him, she thought, tears constricting her throat,
          tears of nostalgia for the once wonderful closeness of the
          family, when Charlie was an enchanting playmate, when the days
          were filled with the excitement of growing and the house was full
          of warmth and love.
        


        
          She slipped into the library as Doreen was coming out with a tray.
        


        
          In a low voice she said, “Doreen, Mrs. Carewe’s asleep—I drew the
          curtains, so you needn’t go in to her.”
        


        
          “Yes, Miss Virginia.”
        


        
          “It was a fine dinner, Doreen, tell Agnes—and you needn’t wait up.”
        


        
          “Thank you, Miss Virginia, and I’ll say good night then.”
        


        
          She had prepared her demeanor to skip over Charlie’s defection
          and treat it in the acceptable social manner, to carry on with
          conversation and let it pass with an apology later. But the men
          had faced it head on.
        


        
          “Honey, Gregg says he knows Lawrence Payne, Dr. Lawrence Payne,” Jeff
          said to her.
        


        
          “I don’t think I know whom you mean——”
        


        
          Walter said, “The man Bill Thorne’s been taking Roger to for
          treatment for the past six months. I ran into him a couple of
          weeks ago in the building——”
        


        
          Virginia exchanged a quick wide-eyed look with Jeff, who
          imperceptibly shook his head. It had been years since they had
          mentioned the elusive secret which had brought them together.
        


        
          “I can only say to you, Gregg”—Walter was continuing apparently
          from where Gregg had left off—“that in some amazing way I feel
          relieved at what you have said. It would explain so much—so very
          much. But of course, at the same time, I am revolted, naturally.
          There has never been a hint of such a thing in either mine or my
          wife’s family——”
        


        
          “Excuse me, Mr. Carewe,” Gregg interrupted, “but there are many
          schools of thought, increasingly so, that claim that mental
          illness cannot be inherited.”
        


        
          Virginia felt her body go rigid with horror. She gripped Jeff’s
          arm. “What—what are you talking about?” she whispered
          harshly, staring from her father to Gregg, for whom she felt a
          sudden unreasonable hatred. What had this—this
          outsider dared to say! Just because her brother had done
          something rude, unforgivably rude, of course, but
          insanity!
        


        
          Gregg went on, “Larry Payne is one of the really brilliant
          newcomers in the field—he was a couple of years ahead of me in
          Columbia Med. He’s been doing his best in private medical
          practice, to keep the wolf from the door, but some of his theories
          have received a great deal of attention from people like the
          Washington-Sullivan group.”
        


        
          “All that Freudian hocus-pocus has always sounded a little
          ridiculous to me,” Jeff put in.
        


        
          “Well, as I understand it, Jeff—Freud is the pappy of them all,
          but there have been some very strong developments, as an
          outgrowth, you might say, of his discoveries. Of course, I know
          nothing at all, but I’ve spent some fascinating evenings with
          Larry, and his zeal for doing something, and recognizing our
          mental troubles before they get to the point of the need for
          institutionalizing, is worth listening to.”
        


        
          In spite of herself, Virginia felt herself growing a little
          faint, because she was hanging onto one thought, which was
          bringing her nothing but terror. “Gregg—I’m sorry, but this is
          scaring the wits out of me. Remember, Jeff and I are going to be
          married this June, we expect to have children, and what you seem
          to be hinting is that there is something—well, wrong with Charlie.
          How can we be sure! How can we know if there is something wrong, and
          if so, how can we be sure that it isn’t something I might
          pass on to our children! How do we know for sure it isn’t
          inherited—maybe sometimes!”
        


        
          “Virginia, please, I don’t want to upset you, or anyone. I know
          I’ve overstepped the bounds in even putting such an idea into your
          heads. I know very little of the subject, even though I’ve read a
          lot at Larry’s recommendation. I do feel”—he leaned forward,
          speaking more to Walter—“that since you have put me in a
          position where I can observe a situation unemotionally—I have
          no ax to grind—and since you asked me a little while ago what do I
          make of him, the best I can do is to offer a theory—no more. And
          you can kick me out—with my theories—if you like.”
        


        
          “Naturally, naturally, Gregg.” Walter moved from the fireplace
          to his desk, where he selected one of his pipes from the rack and
          began to fill it from a humidor shaped like a rum cask. His color
          had returned and he seemed more relaxed. “Of course you
          appreciate the problems your ‘theories’ would get us into——”
        


        
          “How would you ever get Charlie to consent to an examination of
          that kind!” suggested Jeff.
        


        
          “And poor Mum—it would kill her. Dad, you won’t even mention——”
          Virginia had a tight hold on Jeff’s arm, because something
          within her knew that what Gregg had suggested, had brought out
          into the open, as it were, was the truth. It explained the fact her
          mind always slewed away from, the little phrases—“He’s crazy,”
          “He’s nuts,” “What a screwy thing to do”—whenever they were applied
          to Charlie. They could be applied to anybody at times, because
          everybody always did some crazy things, sometimes behavior that
          seemed to have no place in reality. But she felt that she had known
          it always, about Charlie, and simply had given it no room in her
          mind. Because of fear. Fear of embracing a fact that would be
          painful.
        


        
          “That goes without saying, Virginia,” her father said a little
          reproachfully. “At the moment at least. I’m sure that your
          mother, if she were well, could face this even better than I, as
          you well know. I’m the ‘softy’ in this family.” He smiled at her
          reassuringly.
        


        
          “You were talking about Bill Thorne a moment ago,” Jeff tried to
          deflect the subject a little. He could feel the tension in
          Virginia’s hand, knew that they both stood once more with their
          bare feet in the sand watching a nightmare.
        


        
          “Thorne is a different person. He’s seen the first improvement
          in Roger, after having practically gone through a fortune with
          doctors, eye specialists from Boston to Munich and back again.
          They all felt that an injury Roger sustained when he was a
          child”—he carefully avoided Jeff’s and Virginia’s eyes—“had in
          some way affected the optic nerve, giving him these temporary
          spells of blindness. Now, after working with Dr. Payne, on the
          theory that it was an emotional and mental problem, rather than
          a purely physical one, Roger has become not only relieved of
          his blindness—oh, I believe it isn’t complete as yet—but his whole
          personality has taken an upswing. It’s remarkable.”
        


        
          At this moment Herb and Elsie rejoined them. They were laughing
          and flushed.
        


        
          “At last!” Elsie cried. “I’ve found me a rumba partner!” The
          tension in the library was relieved. Everyone gratefully broke
          into pleasant chatter. Virginia and Jeff moved to the portable
          bar and fixed whisky and soda for a nightcap, and the four young
          people, Gregg begging off, made a date to go ice skating on the
          river the next afternoon.
        


        
          “I may find myself without a job tomorrow.” Gregg lay back on his
          pillow, his arms over his head. He and Herb had rehashed the
          entire evening after they got back to the Inn.
        


        
          “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised,” said Herb, tying the cord of his
          pajamas. “Be as nice as pie, saying, ‘How interesting,’ and
          ‘You may be right,’ and then gently toss you out on your behind.
          For having tried to enter their world. Their tight little world.”
          He spoke bitterly, but it was not on Gregg’s account. He was
          thinking of his own chances. “I think you made a big mistake,
          Gregg. You should have kept your mouth shut and your opinions to
          yourself. Can’t you see”—he sat on the edge of the other twin
          bed—“they’re more vulnerable than most people. They shock easily.
          If you haven’t the things they have, you are just out. If you haven’t
          got a list of family names and who they were and what they did,
          you’re a barbarian. Do you think for a minute that people like us
          would be asked into that home, for dinner, if it wasn’t
          for a martyr attitude?”
        


        
          “What do you mean—what are you beating yourself about?” asked
          Gregg, lighting another cigarette.
        


        
          “I mean they are ‘making the best of things,’ gallantly, they are
          keeping their own kind from their door because they are ashamed of
          Charlie. Because his behavior against that background
          isn’t acceptable. I’ll bet if somebody kicked that boy out of the
          nest, stopped smothering him with duties to an ill mother and a
          stuffy father—there’d be nothing wrong with him at all.”
        


        
          “I don’t agree with you, Herb. Not entirely. I think you’re
          talking about yourself. Your own problems. Not Charlie’s. You’re
          making up attitudes.”
        


        
          Without listening Herb went on. “The old man asked me what ‘field’
          I was in—not, mind you, what I did for a living. I guess I went up a
          notch because I didn’t have to say ‘car salesman,’ although he
          probably would have fainted if I told him I did janitor work to
          pay for college. Even so when I told him he sniffed a little,
          ‘Chemist, eh? Interesting,’ and walked away. God, I wonder if
          the unemployment problem has any meaning to him—if it isn’t just
          a set of figures on paper.”
        


        
          Gregg burst into laughter, loud and hearty. Herb stopped short and
          looked at him in amazement, because Gregg’s laughter was rare.
        


        
          “Name the first baby after me, will you, Herb?”
        


        
          In spite of himself, Herb went red to the ears, and he babbled, “Do
          you think anybody—noticed? I mean, we stayed out of the library,
          purposely, because the door was shut, and we naturally thought
          you wanted to talk privately about something——”
        


        
          Still laughing, Gregg rolled on his side and looked up at Herb, who
          had shed ten years, looking like a guilty kid.
        


        
          “Bells were ringing and lights were flashing all evening, old boy.
          I don’t believe in love at first sight, but Shakespeare did, so I
          could be wrong. Anyway I saw it happen tonight, with my own eyes.”
        


        
          Herb broke into a grin. “She is something terrific, isn’t she?”
          But then he lay back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. “What
          chance have I got, with a girl like that?”
        


        
          “Oh, brother!” Gregg snapped off the lamp between the beds. “Bring
          out the violins, play me sad songs—it’s entirely up to you—and to
          Elsie. You’ve got lots of time. Take it. Get to know each other.” He
          overlapped Herb’s “How!” with “Write letters. Make dates for
          weekends in New York. Behave yourself. Work hard. I took a look at
          the set of that girl’s chin, and I have a hunch that if she wants
          you—and loves you, nothing’s going to stand in the way. And I don’t
          think she’s got any such set of false values as you were tacking
          onto her father. Any more than I completely agree with you that he
          is so narrow-minded. The trouble with you, Herb, as I’ve always
          said, is that you think that because people are wealthy,
          because they have a traceable family, it follows
          automatically they are stuffed shirts. So you’re a self-made man.
          You’ve worked since you were sixteen without any help, you’ve been
          able to ‘take it.’ Well, that’s something to be proud of, very
          proud—but you never have to be defensive proud of it. Just be
          yourself. That’s the greatest thing any human being can do. And
          the more completely you are yourself, the more automatically
          will any false values give way. Lecture over. Good night. Boy, what
          dreams you’ll have tonight!”
        


        
          “Tomorrow, we’re going skating—together.” Herb felt as though
          he would never be able to sleep in his tumultuous state of mind.
          But when he closed his eyes the images began almost
          immediately to lose color, to slip and slide into meaningless
          symbols, a long spiral stairway was made of glass—or was it ice?
          It didn’t matter.
        


        
          But nobody went skating the next day, and Gregg was out of
          a job. Herb had phoned Elsie about noon, she sounded as though she
          had been crying, saying that her mother was very ill, they had
          called Dr. Hagedorn, and all through it she kept saying that
          Charlie was gone, and that she wouldn’t be able to see him.
          Finally, frantically, Herb persuaded her to let him pick her up
          for dinner at least. He had to take an eleven o’clock train that
          night to get to work on Monday afternoon. She said that he was to
          tell Gregg to come to the house, her father wanted to see him. It
          was all such an emotional conversation, Herb could make nothing
          of it, simply reporting the gist of it to Gregg, who took off ten
          minutes later in the rickety sedan that was one of the town’s
          three taxis.
        


        
          The girls were not to be seen, Dr. Hagedom’s car was in the
          driveway, and Gregg supposed they were with Mrs. Carewe.
        


        
          In the library were Walter, rigid with fury, and Jeff.
        


        
          “I don’t know how you suspected, Nicholson, but you were right.
          My son is either a devil or a maniac.” He thrust out several
          crumpled pages of writing paper to him. As Gregg read it, his
          embarrassment increased, and he felt his own fury rising at the
          dramatic phrases: “My beloved family—” it said in a
          flourishing penmanship:
        


        
          
            When you read this, the bird will have flown. Where to? The ends of
            the earth probably. I find I have a restlessness that is
            all-consuming. Life is just too unbearably dull for me at home.
            Mother’s whining sickens me—and my precious wholesome
            American type sisters bore me. I hate the spying
            intellectual snob that has been bought to watch me—and his
            hearty soda-fountain clerk boy friend. I don’t understand how
            you put up with it all, Dad, my sympathy is with you. I will be
            in New York for a while, I expect, before I really take off,
            and I wish you would cut a little red tape for me as I expect I
            will need a little more money than my usual monthly stipend
            between now and January second. I will wire you a P.O. Box
            address when I get to N.Y. Oh, and incidentally, Merry
            Christmas.
          


          
            Your loving son,

            Charles
          

        


        
          Gregg laid the sheets gently down on Walter’s desk,
          unobtrusively, quietly, so that his gesture would convey no
          comment. It was not for him to say what he felt. That it was a piece
          of the rankest cruelty, full of fake hostility and
          chest-thumping. He saw his job sprouting wings, but at the moment,
          in his sympathy for the family, it took very little room in his
          thoughts.
        


        
          “‘Incidentally, Merry Christmas,’” Walter growled.
          “He never gave a thought to what kind of a Christmas he was making
          for his mother.”
        


        
          “What about her, Mr. Carewe? How is she feeling?” asked Gregg.
        


        
          “Not good. It would have been better if she’d thrown a good case of
          hysterics, but she just lies there—and won’t talk. She won’t even
          cry.” Walter’s voice came from a tight throat.
        


        
          Jeff spoke from the other end of the room, where he had been
          striding, nervously. “What do you want us to do? We can’t very
          well go after him—he’s almost twenty-one, he has a right to do
          what he pleases.”
        


        
          “Including hurting people?” asked Walter. “Why did he think it
          necessary to write such a stupid, brutal letter? Did you ever
          have any hint, Gregg, that he felt so bitterly about us—and you?”
        


        
          “No—and I don’t think he does feel ‘bitter,’” replied
          Gregg, with some caution. He kept thinking, “What can I offer in
          sympathy, in reassurance—and still stick to the truth?” Aloud he
          said, “I rather imagine that, on the contrary, he is very much
          aware of doing something that you will find painful, and being
          unable to experience pain, emotional pain, himself, his only
          ‘out’ is to rationalize it—to dream up excuses for his
          restlessness.”
        


        
          “What do you mean”—Walter was looking at him in
          astonishment—“‘unable to experience emotional pain’?”
        


        
          Gregg evaded the question. “Well, I doubt if he knows much about
          it, at his age——” He was glad he had not added “or ever will.” He
          dared not, because for one reason he was out of his sphere. He knew
          from talks with Larry Payne that there was a type of personality
          floating around in the world, tossed like a ball between the courts
          and the institutions, called legally sane in one and not
          technically eligible for the other. Trelat described it as
          “la folie lucide,” Larry had said. But in this
          environment, this warm, solid room, and the household itself,
          deeply concerned and upset over a loved one, Charlie was not a
          “type.” He was a son—a brother, he was like the changeling of fairy
          tales, the child whom a wicked witch had placed in the cradle and
          removed their own. And where was their own? Was his existence
          simply a creature of their combined ideas of what their son and
          brother should be, or had the evil changeling somehow assumed the
          body and being of Charles Carewe, and now was taking over,
          smiling, cruelly saying, “I don’t belong to you?”
        


        
          Gregg made a mental note to look up the basis of fairy tales and
          myths. They were certainly an easy solution of many painful
          problems, and undoubtedly had been used as such. Today there was
          no such easy “out.” Those solutions were considered absurd and
          unbelievable and ignorant. And yet here today there was
          ignorance involved; knowledge, being accepted, could have
          spared them much pain and anxiety, would have saved them from
          feeling, “What have we done!” Bravely and unappalled, they could
          have faced a physical disability, but a mental deficiency or
          handicap somehow was still something that “couldn’t happen to
          us.”
        


        
          His eyes happened to fall on some finely bound volumes of
          Dostoevsky, and for a moment he considered calling Walter’s
          attention to Nicolay in The Possessed, as an
          example, but dismissed the idea quickly. He shook his head a
          little. He must come down to earth, he thought. Theories and
          literature were not helpful at this moment—he must meet their
          trouble in the area which concerned them. Suddenly he realized
          Walter was speaking to him.
        


        
          “I’m sorry, Gregg—this business seems to leave you out on a limb.
          The only possible thing I can do is to assure you that you will be
          paid until June as we discussed, and somehow, stand by, in case
          the young gentleman changes his mind.”
        


        
          “Thanks, Mr. Carewe, I appreciate your even thinking about my
          small problems at a time like this. I only wish I could help in some
          way. Would you like me to talk to Mrs. Carewe?”
        


        
          Walter pulled on his chin. “I don’t know, honestly—I’m sure it
          wouldn’t be wise at the moment. Virginia’s with her now, she’s got
          a level head. Funny,” he said, reflectively, “she seemed to know
          it was coming—for years!”
        


        
          Virginia sat on the edge of her mother’s rumpled bed. There was
          the sharp odor of some stimulant that Dr. Hagedorn had given her.
          Something in the glass beside her bed, pungent and clean.
          Beatrice’s skin had an unpleasant yellow-ivory transparency,
          and the dew of tension was at her hairline. She opened her eyes and
          looked at her troubled daughter with suddenly clear eyes.
        


        
          “I’m not behaving very well, Virginia, I’m so sorry.”
        


        
          “Oh, Mum, please, darling, don’t worry about that. You’ll be
          perfectly fine when you get your strength back.” The little
          soothing noises put into words, Virginia thought, to comfort
          the sick. She searched her mind for something, something that would
          rouse her mother from the waxlike stillness she had sunk into.
          Lord, if she would only get mad! Furious, throw something—anything
          but this give-up-itis, this crawl-into-a-hole-and-die attitude.
          She rose, as once again her mother seemed to drift off into sleep,
          and joined Elsie, who was doodling on an envelope at the rosewood
          secretary, at the other end of the room.
        


        
          “Asleep again,” whispered Virginia. Elsie slammed the pencil
          down, and it bounced to the carpet. “Sh-h! Elsie, let her rest!”
        


        
          Elsie gripped the retrieved pencil like a small dagger. “If I had
          that brat here this minute, I’d—I’d——”
        


        
          Virginia stretched out on the chaise longue, running her fingers
          up the back of her neck, losing them in the dark cloud of her hair.
          “What I can’t understand,” she whispered as she lay back, “is why
          Charlie wanted to burn his bridges, why did he have to take cracks
          at everybody, just because he wanted to leave home?”
        


        
          “Virgie, you know that Dad’s held him pretty tightly—and Mum too
          for that matter.”
        


        
          “Much more so than either of us,” Virginia agreed. “I don’t think
          either of them realize it, you know. They let us have a lot more
          freedom—and I think it’s been because they, well—trusted us more.”
        


        
          “‘Wholesome American type’ girls. Ee-ugh, what a smug
          picture!”
        


        
          Elsie forgot her irritation and giggled a little. “Wonder what
          he’d say if he knew I was madly in love with the ‘soda-fountain
          clerk’!”
        


        
          Virginia, shushing her again, got up from the chaise and said,
          “Let’s go into our room, so we won’t disturb Mum—I want to talk to
          you about that——”
        


        
          Passing by Beatrice’s bed on their way out, they paused and looked
          at the quiet figure. She was breathing more deeply and a little
          color had returned to her cheeks—only her fingers at the edge of
          the blanket cover were active and seeking its texture, as though
          they had a life of their own.
        


        
          In the girls’ room, they kicked off shoes and plopped themselves on
          the bed as they had done all their lives, for naps, for arguments,
          for cross-legged late-at-night gossip.
        


        
          Elsie had no desire to evade discussion of Herb—her thoughts had
          held very little besides for the past eighteen hours, and
          Charlie’s dramatic disappearance had upset her only very
          temporarily, and only because it had worsened her mother’s
          condition.
        


        
          “Just don’t let it show, Elsie, for heaven’s sake! Dad
          would be really suicidal.”
        


        
          “Don’t tell me! ‘And who, my dear, is Herbert
          Jenner?’” she mimicked an exaggerated kindly tone.
          “‘Why, Dad, you know what Charlie said—he’s a soda-fountain
          clerk——’” She succumbed to her laughter, holding her ribs
          and tears coming out of her eyes. “Where on earth,” she gasped,
          sobering, “do you suppose Charlie got that fantastic idea? Just
          because Herb works among bottles and flasks and retorts and smelly
          liquids and wears a white jacket. I must ask him next time to mix
          me a raspberry soda——” And she was off again.
        


        
          Virginia laughed a little, but said, “Come off it, girl, it’s not
          that funny.”
        


        
          “I know it’s not. Boy, I would pick a guy who had to work for a
          living, and an orphan to boot! I know Dad was promoting Jack
          Sinclair—all nice and proper Boston.”
        


        
          “What do you mean, ‘pick a guy’?” Virginia interrupted. “You
          only met him last night!”
        


        
          “Remember how you and Jeff fell in love—remember how you told me
          it happened all in one moment—and you were kids!”
        


        
          “But Jeff and I have known each other all our lives—we know each
          other’s faults and moods and likes and dislikes—we’ve got a
          basis for marriage.”
        


        
          “But love, Virgie—love—it happens in a split second—I’ve
          never felt this way before in my life—I know, I know.” She
          stretched her arms above her head in exultation. “Blast it all,”
          she switched quickly, “I suppose it would be just too too
          frivolous, if I called him and kept our skating date——”
        


        
          Virginia smiled. “It would—but I doubt if anybody would miss
          you——” and as Elsie with a delighted little scream bounced off the
          bed, “Now wait a minute—better phone me, so I know where I can reach
          you. I honestly don’t think Mum’s going to get worse—Dr.
          Hagedorn is coming by again this evening——” but Elsie was already
          at the phone, calling the Inn.
        


        
          Charlie waggled the receiver impatiently on the french phone
          in his handsome suite at the Ritz. From his window was the lovely
          view of the Boston Common, white and snow-laden. He had been
          installed only a few minutes, long enough to shed his coat and open
          his suitcase for a bottle of rye. He flexed the fingers of his
          right hand, which were still a little numb and cold from the long
          drive. He was in high spirits, and while he waited for room
          service he chuckled in satisfaction. Boy, had he thrown a bomb!
          He only wished he could have somehow been there to savor the
          effect—like Tom Sawyer, he thought, when Tom and Huck Finn came
          back and attended their own funeral.
        


        
          He ordered an elaborate supper from the waiter who arrived at
          his request. With the large menu in one hand and a drink in the
          other, he paced the room, while the waiter patiently wrote,
          crossed out, and rewrote his order.
        


        
          Suddenly Charlie said, “I’d forgotten! The country’s
          civilized again. Have you been able to engage a
          what-do-you-call-it—a sommelier? And more important what is the
          state of your wine cellar?”
        


        
          “Excellent, sir. We have been anticipating repeal for some
          time—I can have Mr. John call you when I——”
        


        
          Charlie smiled warmly, reaching into his wallet. “Ask him to
          come up—I hate telephoning about so serious a matter as the
          choice of wine——”
        


        
          The waiter palmed the ten-spot as though it were a paltry quarter,
          but his “Certainly, Mr. Carewe,” indicated that the entire staff
          would be as prompt, efficient, and eager to serve Mr. Carewe as
          the most dedicated slaves.
        


        
          To Charlie, an empty wallet was like being naked in the streets.
          Ridiculous and unnecessary. He woke around eleven the
          following morning, with only a slight dryness in his mouth, a
          mild headache. That was the trouble with liquor for him, he
          thought. He could never drink enough to have a really good time.
          For a while the world was simply enchanting, filled with
          fascinating people, and then without warning, all he wanted
          was sleep. The night before was a bit hazy. He remembered giving
          some money to a bellboy for a phone number. Then a “Mr. and Mrs.
          Adams” had been announced. The man, short, thickset,
          conservatively dressed except for a large diamond ring on his
          little finger, had stayed only long enough to down a quick drink of
          brandy. He spoke very little, except to explain to Charlie that
          they worked the big hotels this way, so the house dicks wouldn’t get
          curious, and that he’d find “Pearlie” lots of fun. Somehow
          “Pearlie” was an extremely vague figure. He looked over at the
          twin bed beside him and it was empty, the pillow hollowed, and
          the coverings thrown back only a little as though the occupant
          had slid out from under them, quietly. On the desk he found a note
          in a rounded childish hand on the hotel stationery.
        


        
          “Thanks, Charlie,” it read. “You’re real cute. I had the best
          night’s sleep I’ve had in months. Call me any time you come back to
          our town. Love, Pearl.” His wallet was quite empty. Charlie
          laughed loudly, remembering. He had been so tired that nothing
          but the comfortable routine of preparing for sleep had
          occupied him. He had carefully showered and brushed his teeth,
          put on pajamas, and crawled into the other bed, muttering,
          “Night, Pearlie,” and had been asleep in a moment.
        


        
          With beaming alacrity, the wallet was filled again, in
          recognition of the solidity back of Charlie’s flourishing
          signature. The desk clerk, the bell captain, the doorman all
          beamed at Charlie, wished him well, and assured him that they would
          all be glad to see him again sometime.
        


        
          The world was a wonderful place, thought Charlie, as the miles
          rolled away beneath him. The check at the hotel would probably
          bounce. He always drew out his money from the bank as soon as it
          was deposited by his father, because a fat wallet was pleasant
          and more impressive than figures in a bankbook. His father would
          cover for him, of course, and on January second he would be
          twenty-one, and then the whole lovely hunk—well, half of it,
          anyway; there was the other half to be turned over when he was an
          old man of thirty—would be his for the asking at the whisk of a
          pen. He didn’t want anyone to know where he was for a while.
          Freedom was too sweet. He had left his home address at the hotel,
          so the check would be returned there. He had made it out for
          sixteen hundred eighty-two dollars and seventy-eight cents,
          after apparently making some quick calculation in his check
          stub at the cashier’s desk. “Like to keep the balance in round
          figures,” he smiled, and the clerk smiled indulgently at this
          harmless eccentricity.
        


        
          It was snowing again and the windshield wiper kept a bouncy rhythm
          to Charlie’s whistling tune. There was very little traffic, the
          wind kept blowing spindrifts of snow from the piled-up shoulders
          of the highway. He was enclosed in a white world, and his blood
          sang to the call of strange gods, the call that was dearer to his
          heart than anything else. He pulled up to the side for a moment so
          that he might fill and light a pipe, and in the momentary silence,
          sudden gusts whipped at the canvas of the convertible’s top,
          sounding like the sail on the Vee Cee when she was lulled
          into the wind. Around the pipestem he grumbled an old resentment
          at the reminder. “Stinkin’ little skiff! Just wait, Miss V.C.,
          someday I’ll hand you aboard the schooner Double
          Cee—if there’s room for you!” He caressed the smooth
          ivory ball of the gearshift which bore the design of two written
          notes of music budding from a single line. He wondered,
          delighted that he had never appreciated their full
          significance before. It had simply seemed to be a clever way of
          putting his initials together, but now it was as though in
          precognition he had put down the fate of this day. “Up the scale,
          Charlie boy—up the ladder! Boy, am I going to show ’em!” Just whom
          he was going to show what, and how he was going to go about
          showing it, was not important. But the multitudes were already
          saluting him in awe, the world gasped in amazement at having
          produced such a genius, and he was weary from acclaim. He meshed
          the gears and the car skidded back into the road. The tires sang,
          the wind sang, and the call of his gods sang and moved him swiftly
          onward toward the city.
        


        
          The voice of a tug on the East River hoarsely demanded the right
          of way. Alma Beatrice Shelley’s nose was flattened into a tiny
          shape against the streaming windows of her important world, an
          apartment in the East Seventies overlooking the river. Her
          breath steamed a small area as she echoed the tug, “Hoo-hoo.
          Hoo-hoo!” A strong pair of hands lifted her from the floor and up to
          a white starched shoulder. “I’ll hoo-hoo you, young lady, right off
          to bed—let’s say good night to Mommy and Daddy, now.”
        


        
          “I want Daddy to ride me in—take me ride, Daddy!”
        


        
          “Coming up, sweetheart—one taxi, coming up.” Jeff was wheeling
          himself through the dining-room entrance into the big living
          room. Behind him, Virginia and Zoë Appleby were lingering over
          their coffee. Virginia interrupted the flow of conversation
          to call out, “Come say ‘night’ to Zoë first, Alma, like a good girl,”
          but the child was already being swung up onto Jeff’s shoulders,
          squealing, “Go fast, Daddy, go fast!”
        


        
          Jeff laughed, “Once around the park, and then to bed. Okay?”
        


        
          To Alma, her father’s means of locomotion was infinitely more
          fascinating than that of the other people in her world, for the
          invalid chair was part of his personality. She had no
          recollection of a time when he walked, tall and strong, nor did
          she remember the long gap in time when he was gone, for she had
          been safe and sound and warm and happy in her crib. In another
          part of the city her father had lain, equally helpless and cared
          for, battling through bitterness and shock, trying not to cry
          out, “Why me!” And coming through the clouds of pain and
          bewilderment to find an overwhelming gratitude, for Virginia
          and his baby, his home, the fact that they would never have to
          worry about money as did so many other tragic victims of polio,
          and the fact that he could still someday design the most
          beautiful buildings and homes and bridges in the world right in
          his own sky-swept studio.
        


        
          The “taxi ride” was all too short for Alma, once around the living
          room, passing out kisses en route to Mommy and pretty Zoë, who
          smelled so delicious, through the hall to Daddy’s studio, where
          the rain was thundering on the skylight, and splashing on the
          terrace, beyond the french windows, then back into Miss Archer’s
          waiting, firm hands. Another hug and a slippery kiss all around.
          It would be fun to start all over again, but Miss Archer was
          unshakable about the fact that she was sleepy. Yawning, suddenly
          drooping onto the capable shoulder, Alma had to agree with her.
        


        
          “More coffee, Jeff?” asked his wife.
        


        
          “After that, I think I need a slug of brandy!” he laughed. “That baby
          is getting heavy as an ox. Isn’t she too fat, Virge?”
        


        
          “Fat! You’re mad. Actually she has very small bones, she weighs
          just a bit under for her age——”
        


        
          “Okay, okay, Mama, she’s perfect, sorry I mentioned it but she
          does have the feel of a small round Rubens.”
        


        
          “Her face is pure Botticelli,” put in Zoë, thus winning a smile
          from Virginia. “I’m sure Charlie and I would have children as
          beautiful, although probably the girls would be dark,” she said,
          touching the pale gold of her hair.
        


        
          “Counting your chicks already?” smiled Jeff, as he poured a bit of
          brandy into each of their glasses. “If persistence is any factor
          in winning the heart of a Carewe, you’ve got it. Personally, I
          never found it necessary, thank God,” and Virginia leaned to his
          kiss.
        


        
          “Just wait and see, my friend. I’ll make a bet with you that you’ll
          be best man at our wedding.” Zoë had smooth cheeks which cracked
          into deep dimples when she smiled or laughed, and it was no small
          part of her charm. At twenty-eight, Zoë Appleby had more than her
          share of the world’s gifts bestowed on her by her widowed father.
          She had lived like a princess, and taken for granted that her
          wishes were everybody’s command. Graciously she had turned down
          the offers of marriage from the money-seekers. She could spot
          them a mile off, after a few stern lessons from her father, and
          her own experience had hardened her and made her shrewd in her
          summing up of the males in her coterie. She could have had any of
          them at the beckoning of a bejeweled little finger—but she
          wanted Charlie, and Charlie seemed indifferent. At the moment
          her campaign was in full swing. She had made herself an intimate
          of the Shelleys, quite frankly telling Virginia that she wanted
          her co-operation in getting Charlie to see that she would make
          an ideal wife for him.
        


        
          “I’m tired,” she had said, “of simply being an ‘item’ in Cholly
          Knickerbocker, of dangling ornamentally from the arm of the
          boy genius of Wall Street.”
        


        
          Virginia and Jeff had done their best to dissuade her. “He’ll
          never have any stability, Zoë.”
        


        
          “Who needs it? Besides there’s something about the word
          ‘stability’ that sounds dull.”
        


        
          Virginia put in, “I love him, but——”
        


        
          “Exactly, you love him, but—I love him without any buts.”
        


        
          “Well, I don’t, frankly,” said Jeff. “I find it difficult
          even to respect him—although I admit I am charmed by him when he’s
          around. But he’s a—a disappointing person, Zoë. Walter
          and Beatrice, his own parents, are either on a mountaintop or a
          toboggan, they live in a kind of tense fear at what he’ll do next.”
        


        
          “They bore him, darling!”
        


        
          “I’ll let that pass—for the moment.” Jeff was beginning to
          despair, the girl was completely blind, apparently. “Have you
          seen that office of his? It looks like something in the movies;
          that Gothic board room! I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a pin
          spot to light his face when he is presiding. And the girls—they look
          as if they had been promoted when he gives them a pat on the
          fanny!”
        


        
          Zoë was calmly surveying the ice-blue tips of her sandals.
          Easily she folded her hands behind her head in Charlie’s relaxed
          “don’t give a damn” gesture. She smiled, and the dimples appeared.
          Her breasts tightened and lifted with her arms, the softly draped
          sleeves of her blue crepe dress falling away and stirring the
          delicate fragrance of her custom-made perfume. “Neither of you
          dear people,” she said, “seem to get the idea at all. I
          know Charlie. I know all the things he seems to be.
          Undependable, thoughtless—even heartless at times. But I have
          the strength to give him purpose. I can protect him from himself.
          He is a lousy businessman—really—I know that. Intuitive,
          sharp, he doubles, halves, triples and loses money for accounts
          that make conservative investors shudder, and then makes it all
          back again. He might lose his shirt completely someday—but maybe I
          can prevent that. I love him because money seems to have no value
          to him——”
        


        
          “Oh, now, Zoë!” Virginia interrupted. “What would he do—what
          would he be—without it?”
        


        
          “He’ll never be without it, Virgie love, because somebody will
          always be around to take care of him. I want to be that person. I
          want you to make him see that.”
        


        
          The rain had stopped. Deep in the canyon of the street below the
          faint tooting of horns could be heard again. Jeff and Virginia
          looked at each other over the coffee table, in quiet
          hopelessness which Jeff tried to express. “What can we say to you,
          Zoë? You’re in love and determined to marry Charlie. All we can
          do is say to Charlie that he’s a lucky guy.” He smoothed the tartan
          cashmere over his knees.
        


        
          “Damn!” cried Virginia from her corner of the big couch. She held
          up a shapeless hunk of fluff. “I forgot to decrease, and now I’ve
          got to take the whole thing back about six rows. Catch!” she said to
          Jeff, tossing him the ball of yarn. “Wind it up while I pull out
          this mess. I don’t know why I persist in making itty bitty things,
          when my fingers are meant to do nothing but pound a typewriter.”
        


        
          “How’s the book coming?” asked Zoë.
        


        
          “Don’t get me started, Zoë, you’d find it dull. I’ve just
          uncovered some evidence, about Richard III and Henry VII, that
          makes me feel my historical novel is going to turn into a
          first-class whodunit.”
        


        
          “Sounds marvelous, darling,” but her heart wasn’t in it, for Zoë
          was repairing her lipstick in a small gold mirror, and
          wondering how to get the conversation back onto Charlie,
          without being too much of a bore. She rose and went to the tall
          windows, staring out at the lights and the blackness that was the
          river.
        


        
          Behind her, Jeff was winding the wool too tightly—as it pulled
          taut between them, Virginia looked up quickly to protest, to find
          Jeff’s eyes on her, teasing, warm. “I love you so much,” he
          whispered; then, as she shook her head in a smile, he turned to Zoë.
          “Helps, doesn’t it?”
        


        
          Zoë spun back to them, the dimples gone, her eyes sparkling with
          tears. “Helps what, for God’s sake!” The two took no notice of the
          heartache in her voice.
        


        
          Jeff went on, “To look at water—to spread your thoughts over it like
          a net.”
        


        
          Zoë looked out at the river again, sniffling. “My net doesn’t haul
          up any fishes, that’s the trouble—solutions, I mean.”
        


        
          Virginia said, “When Jeff and I were on our honeymoon in Europe
          we were always gravitating to the call of watery vistas.”
        


        
          “The night we decided on this apartment,” added Jeff, “we took it
          because of the view of the river, because we seem to be ‘water
          people.’” They were making conversation so that Zoë could
          recover her composure, but they were remembering a V-path of
          moonlight from the Point back home. And how in Europe they walked in
          the mist along the Thames, poked at bookstalls beside the Seine,
          and later, whenever troubles rose, one of them would say, “Let’s
          go find some water to look at.” They could project their worries,
          get them outside themselves, plunging them into the lazy flow of
          a river, or tossing them over a waterfall; staying close
          together, saying nothing, until their minds felt clarified,
          cleaned from emotional confusion, resting in reality once more.
        


        
          There was a difficult silence for a while, and Virginia tried to
          help. “Where did you say Charlie was going tonight?”
        


        
          Zoë’s tears had not stopped. “I said he was taking a client to
          dinner, because that’s what he said, but I know damn well it’s not
          true.”
        


        
          “How?” inquired Virginia. “How do you know——”
        


        
          “Because—well, because he likes to boast, for some reason, about
          who he’s hooked—he always goes into detail with me about his
          strategy, how big-shot Brown or Smith or whoever is no match for
          his cleverness, and so on and on. But when he just says, airily,
          ‘a client,’ I know—I just know, that’s all.” She picked up a table
          lighter and snapped it viciously at her cigarette. “Those
          crummy people he draws like flies—says he’s ‘helping’ them.”
        


        
          “What people, Zoë?” asked Jeff, hoping to make her talk it out.
          Virginia knitted on, without expression.
        


        
          Zoë took a deep breath and sat down squarely in a chair,
          forgetting, for once, to drape herself into her usual chic line.
        


        
          “I don’t want to hurt you people, I doubt if I can, I envy you that
          Charlie’s actions no longer really concern you—you’re so safe——”
          The tears were about to spill again, but she recovered herself.
          “You know that Dad is thoroughly unimpressed by Charlie. We had
          an awful fight not long ago. He had no right—anyway, I made the
          mistake of crying on his shoulder one night, when I was feeling
          sorry for myself—like tonight; he took it upon himself to find
          out a few things about my guy—dreadful things, I don’t really
          care, because I know I could change everything. Apparently
          Charlie just gets—well, restless, sometimes, and goes off and gets
          drunk with some really dreadful characters—holes up in some
          miserable dump for a few days; once he got tossed into jail, but he
          waved enough money and indignation around so that it never got
          into the papers. Then he ‘comes back’ from an ‘out-of-town
          business trip’ blithe and gay as you please. And none the worse for
          wear.”
        


        
          Jeff said in astonishment, “Zoë, why in hell do you bother with
          such a person! Don’t worry,” he assured her, “Virginia and I
          know the score, you can’t offend us, but what beats me——”
        


        
          Zoë flashed at him like a mother defending a child, “Listen, he
          isn’t the first ‘scion of a noble family’ to sow a few oats.”
        


        
          “He’s twenty-seven years old, Zoë—it’s a little late for
          oat-sowing:,
        


        
          “And I’m twenty-eight. I could steady him. I know he loves me—he
          isn’t just a no-good guy, somebody you just dismiss as not being
          worth bothering about.”
        


        
          “Well...” Jeff’s tone was lower, quiet. “Let’s
          have another drink and put a pin in it for tonight, what do you
          say?”
        


        
          “You know, Jeff”—Virginia stuck her needles into her work, and
          got up to get the brandy—“I keep remembering, the day Charlie
          left for New York in such a big hurry—no, it was the night
          before—we were all together—and Gregg Nicholson was trying to
          explain that Charlie might be mentally ill in some way; I often
          wondered. I’ve met a few others, like Charlie, in a sense—having
          a peculiar type of personality——”
        


        
          “Oh rot!” said Zoë. “Charlie is Charlie, and as for Gregg
          Nicholson, he bores me completely. I can’t see why Charlie lets
          him hang around. He’s thoroughly dull, thoroughly the pedagogue.
          He would find no welcome in our home, I can tell you that.”
        


        
          “I wouldn’t pursue that area, if I were you, Virginia,” said Jeff
          to his wife, “you might find something that would make everybody
          unnecessarily miserable.”
        


        
          “But, Jeff,” Virginia replied quickly, “you always face things,
          why not face this? If it’s true, we might save a lot of grief—and
          help Charlie.”
        


        
          Jeff caught her eye and shook his head. “Or cause a lot of grief—to
          your mother and father, to Alma and Herb and Elsie—stop it,
          Virginia.”
        


        
          “I’m sorry,” Virginia whispered, and Zoë burst into laughter.
        


        
          “I can see Charlie submitting to a psychiatrist! He’d read up
          on a few books first and have the poor man so confused he’d think
          he was crazy! No”—she shook her head with its cap of gold—“I
          don’t buy that one, darlings; because if there’s anything the
          matter with Charlie, I know, I feel it in my bones, that the
          remedy is me, just plain me.”
        


        
          It was high noon of the kind of day when the city seems to reach
          into the sky and pull the season down around itself like a
          radiant garment. There is a sweet mildness in the temperature,
          the flower shops bulge with color. And the horn tooting and the
          rush of cars seem to express exuberance rather than the usual
          hostile urgency.
        


        
          There was full press coverage of the Appleby-Carewe nuptials.
          There was police protection, as the sidewalk was jammed for a
          look at glamor and wealth; hushed now, as the organ vibrated in
          low emotional wave lengths. The pageant was at the climax of its
          meticulous preparation, and jangled nerves were settling in
          satisfaction that nothing, so far, had gone wrong. No toe tripped
          on a rug, no delicate material snagged on anything. Not a
          candle sputtered, not a blossom but held its petals intact. There
          were still a few beaded upper lips of tension. Virginia
          released her hold on her father’s hand to touch her own lips
          gently with her handkerchief. On her other side Jeff, in his
          invalid chair, sat in the right aisle, holding an enchanted Alma
          on his knees. Virginia was trying to rid herself of the small
          resentment that Charlie had been obstinate about having Gregg
          as his best man instead of Jeff. “My oldest friend and revered
          teacher—besides, I need his help, and Jeff is hardly——” Also, Zoë
          had airily announced that she simply had to have Maude Olsen as
          her matron of honor—“She would be terribly hurt, poor
          darling—I’ve known her since we were in high school.” And, she might
          have added, had always been served by her with unquestioning
          devotion. Ever since the engagement had been announced, Zoë had
          ceased, paradoxically, to be one of the family. Any and all of
          Jeff’s and Virginia’s offers of assistance were graciously
          refused, because she didn’t want them to “bother.” “The real
          reason being,” Jeff had said one day, “that she’s embarrassed.”
        


        
          Still holding the phone in her hand, Virginia said, “She
          practically hung up on me! Nobody’s in that much of a hurry.
          What’s she got to be embarrassed about? Hasn’t she won? Isn’t this
          her great hour of triumph?”
        


        
          “She’s confided too much in us. Don’t you see, darling? She’s
          admitted to being a fool, she’s admitted that Charlie’s an
          unholy mess—and now she wants to forget that she ever said
          anything of the kind.”
        


        
          Zoë had found a new word for Gregg’s “dullness.” He was
          “dependable” and therefore useful to her. “I think it’s
          wonderful that Charlie wants you to be his best man, Gregg dear.”
          And laughing, she had said, “I’m sure you’ll see to it that Charlie
          won’t take it into his head to run out on me at the last minute.”
          Her laughter meant that of course she was being funny, that such a
          thing could never happen, but Gregg knew that her fear was real.
          “He’ll be there, Zoë—don’t you worry. He’ll be there—for the
          wedding.” Gregg knew that he had an easy job. He knew that Charlie
          had a full set of antennae regarding other people’s responses
          to any given situation. Charlie was quite aware that people
          attached tremendous significance to things like “Love and
          Marriage,” “Right and Wrong.” Because he was never deeply
          involved he could anticipate emotions. He could repair a
          sensitive situation with what seemed like great tact, or he could
          add a word that would make it burst into flame. Getting attention
          and applause was sometimes a lot of bother, full of annoying
          details, but extremely satisfying.
        


        
          Standing beside Charlie at the altar, Gregg watched Zoë’s
          approach, leaning on her handsome silver-haired father’s arm,
          looking like royally. His compassion for the beautiful girl was
          deep, but his onetime desire to protect people from Charlie had
          died down. It had been a losing game. He preferred to be the
          spectator. Last night he had made some jocular admonition to
          Charlie about being on time for the ceremony and Charlie had
          said, “Don’t be crazy, I wouldn’t miss it for the world. It’s going
          to be a hell of a good show.”
        


        
          As Zoë joined him, and the others stepped into their positions,
          there was a hushed moment. The organ began a soft tone poem of
          Grieg’s, the minister cleared his throat discreetly. “Dearly
          beloved,” he began. Charlie looked down at Zoë with a slight
          smile, and she caught his look briefly, her eyes shining. “Funny,”
          thought Charlie, “her eyes are blue; dark blue. Not brown, like
          Mavis’s.” He wondered for a moment if Mavis had seen any
          newspapers. Not possibly of course. She could barely read, and
          the only paper that ever appeared in that God-forsaken place was
          just a local sheet. If she had gone back to Clarke Falls.
          He wondered what had become of her. The little brown bird. Mavis.
          His wife.
        


        
          It was the tiniest of portage stations, just inside the United
          States on the Canadian border. Hunters and their guides made the
          stop briefly, overnight. The falls reared up, ahead of the
          traveler, who would pause for the night, to rest, to get a good
          meal, to put in a few supplies and take off in the morning to where
          the river was again navigable, some ten miles upstream. There
          were a few weeks in early spring when the ice broke, and
          imprisoned logs began to groan and move and then spin over the
          falls like matchsticks. There were gangs to greet them, to shepherd
          them into order, and for a time there were voices shouting in
          strange dialects, the sound of a donkey engine, the rattle of
          chains, and the heavy sound of boots on the stone floor of the Inn.
          These were the thirsty men, the sundown drinkers of quarts of ale
          or tumblers of whisky, the men who cleaned out the larder and
          brought a flush to the face of the small plain girl who served them.
          She accepted ribald remarks in English and in French without
          comment, and the redness of her cheeks was caused as much from
          removing the hot meat pies from the oven in the kitchen as from
          the content of their remarks.
        


        
          “They’ll be gone in a day or two, sir,” she had apologized to the
          young gentleman, who had made loud complaints about the “service
          around here.” “Then I’ll be able to take care of you.”
        


        
          “Thanks, Mavis, I’m doing fine.” He relented a little. “Just save
          me a few of those beautiful fat strawberries, will you?”
        


        
          She bobbed a curtsy as she closed the heavy door. It stuck a
          little, she pulled harder, and winced when it slammed. She pushed
          at the white kerchief which held her hair. It was damp at the
          forehead, and wearily she leaned against the planked wall for a
          moment.
        


        
          It was new to her, the weariness. Usually she looked forward to
          the few hectic weeks of the spring run with some excitement. The
          preparation, the scrubbing and scouring, the anxiety of
          reporting to Grand-mère the state of supplies from the border
          station; Louis’s bad temper in the kitchen, whose cooking was
          hearty and unimaginative, but whose touchiness equaled that of a
          French chef; it made the slow blood of the winter months move again,
          and tumble it through the body like the logs speeding down the
          river.
        


        
          The young gentleman had arrived about a week ago, with some
          hunting companions. They had gone on without him, because he had
          an ankle that was swollen to twice the size of its mate. For a few
          days he had seemed to be in a very bad temper. He had complained
          about everything, the poor man, and Mavis had stood quietly at the
          door while he growled and grumbled at his misfortune. About the
          lack of consideration of Joe and Mitch at leaving him in this
          “God-forsaken place——” Amazed at her own bravery, she had pointed
          out to him, “It’s a fine time of year, here in Clarke Falls—it’s
          spring—that big tree there, outside your window, any day now is
          covered with blossoms and they smell just beautiful. There’s good
          fishing in the little streams—when your ankle gets better, it
          would be easy to get to them.” Then she had turned crimson at her
          effrontery, muttering, “I’m sorry, sir, excuse me, please,” and
          had backed hurriedly toward the door.
        


        
          But he wasn’t offended. He was smiling in the most friendly way.
          “You're nice, Mavis. It's me who should be excused. Come back and
          talk, when you're free. I’m lonesome, that’s all.”
        


        
          When the loggers had left, the post settled down, back into its
          unfeverish activities. The stillness of the forest moved in
          closer as if to watch. And the falls, free of the rifle-cracking,
          tumbling, jarring cargo of logs, was able to hear its own voice
          again, to pick up its lost place in the chorus of sound. To furnish
          the proper, steady background for the wind and the rain and the
          choirs of birds who had returned home.
        


        
          There had been no answer to Mavis’ knock. She went into the room
          and picked up a tray Mr. Charles had left on the table in front of
          the window. With a frown she wondered how he had managed the
          stairs. Through the branches of the big apple tree she could see
          him leaning on the cane that Grand-mère had loaned him. It was of no
          use to her, Mrs. Durand had said when Charlie protested. She only
          kept it in the corner in case her knee got bad; when it was cold
          mostly, she had said. He was at the edge of the kitchen garden,
          talking to Louis, who was working the black soil with his hoe.
        


        
          For a long moment Mavis watched, secure in not being seen, able to
          look at Mr. Charles without having to endure the flush of modesty
          that overcame her in his presence. Other men looked at her, the
          loggers with their leering, their jokes, their eyes that were like
          hands. This had no effect, they could be shut out simply by not
          looking at them, by being busy filling mugs and wiping tables.
          There was Emile presiding over his domain of merchandise down by
          the river’s dock, where she went to buy thread and spices and Epsom
          salts for the compresses for Grand-mère. But Emile was looking for
          sympathy, his eyes were always saying, “Be kind to me,” for the
          voice of his wife was always just beneath the screaming point,
          even when she only said, “Good day.” And there was Louis, her
          cousin, whose eyes were like the red calf’s in the barn.
        


        
          Mr. Charles looked back toward the window and Mavis ducked from
          sight, even though she was sure he couldn’t see her. She went about
          tidying the room, picking up things to be washed that he’d left in
          a trail. She took a little pride in his carelessness. It meant
          that he was highborn, he was used to people picking up after him.
          His underthings, his shirts had the unaccustomed feel of
          fineness, made of fabrics she had never seen. Even the
          “lumberjack” shirts were bright and gay but made of no material
          ever worn by a logger. She reached for the pillow to plump it up
          into shape, and suddenly buried her face into the center where
          his head had lain. The faint odor of his hair, of the dressing he
          combed it with, of tobacco, and the elusive, faint,
          unexplainable odor that was his alone, that if you were blind and
          deaf you could tell he was near. She inhaled it deeply, hungrily,
          acquainting herself with him, like a little forest animal
          breathing in the scent of a friend, reassured, coming closer.
        


        
          The enforced idleness would have made Charlie irritable with
          boredom if it had not been for his fascination with the Durand
          family, and especially the challenge of a new kind of human
          being, the unbelievable Mavis. She seemed to project an
          innocence that was its own protection. He knew that anything so
          crude as a “pass” would either go unnoticed or she would
          disappear, silently, swiftly, and his only sight of her would be
          at her duties, eyes down, expressionless, absorbed. There was
          other protection, the good-humored Grand-mère, Berthe Durand,
          with her black dress and her rattling keys, who made him
          uncomfortable, gave him the long-forgotten feeling of
          “itchiness.” She received his flattery with an amused glint in her
          black snapping eyes, said, “M’sieu is very kind,” and went back to
          the columns of figures in her books, leaving him with a sense of
          dismissal, a feeling that he had been waved out of mind by a
          duchess. The cousin, Louis, was simply a boor, sullen,
          ugly-tempered, whose hands and strength went to work
          automatically at a sharp word from Mme. Durand.
        


        
          Charlie’s attempts at conversation with the young man were met
          with little response, in sentences that were almost cablese in
          their brevity. It made Charlie feel as though he should speak
          louder, and as simply, in order to establish some kind of
          communication.
        


        
          He had watched Louis hoeing in the vegetable patch, turning over
          the loam preparing it for seeds. His wrists were thick and dark
          with hair, his back moved with the ripple of deep muscles beneath
          the faded shirt and its oval of sweat.
        


        
          “What are you going to plant in there?” Charlie had asked,
          pleasantly.
        


        
          The man stopped, looked at Charlie as though he had just seen him,
          wiped the perspiration from his eyebrows, and shook it off with a
          flick of his thumb. “Beans. Green ones,” he answered, and leaned on
          the hoe, still looking at Charlie.
        


        
          Charlie laughed and said, “I’ll bet you’d rather plant beans than
          work in the kitchen.”
        


        
          “Work is work. We work hard, Mavis and me.”
        


        
          “You do, indeed,” replied Charlie. “Don’t let me disturb you,” and
          limped off, leaning heavily on the briarwood cane. He heard a
          whole essay on the situation in the words, “We work hard, Mavis and
          me.” It sounded the contempt for the city man who invaded their
          woods in search of fish and game, the intruder who was tolerated
          only because he paid for his intrusion. It said that he and the
          girl belonged there, together, and held the warning, “Stay out of
          our life, you’re not our kind.” As he moved away along the path he
          felt that the man was still looking after him, but the sound of the
          hoe biting into the ground had begun again.
        


        
          His walk carried him through the orchard, which was a small world
          of fragrance and sound. The bees staggered and blundered
          drunkenly among the odor-drenched branches, and the throat of a
          thrush bubbled with ecstasy just above his head. The ground slid
          away at the edge of the orchard, down a grassy slope to a noisy
          stream. Charlie slipped a little on the dried winter weeds,
          flattened by the high waters of the past winter. He was
          perspiring from the effort of sparing his tender ankle, and he
          sank down and pulled off his sweater vest. Glinting among the rocks
          in the water were swift, undulating forms and he wished he had
          brought a rod. He lay back, pillowing his head with the sweater,
          squinting his eyes from the warm sun. New York seemed far away, all
          the fuss and turmoil of a stupid lawsuit, in which he and his
          company had been accused of fraud. They hadn’t been able to prove
          it, of course, because old Charlie boy was just a little faster on
          his feet than the other side. The details began to come back to
          him, and impatiently he brushed his arm over his head as if
          brushing away a fly. Soon the muttering of the stream and the
          drone of the bees from the orchard, the warmth of the high-noon sun
          relaxed his body and his mind let go and gave up to sleep.
        


        
          He was roused more by the sense of Mavis’ presence than by any sound
          she had made. She was placing a napkin-covered basket beside
          him.
        


        
          “Louis said you’d come this way. I thought you’d like to take your
          lunch here. It’s so good for you not to be in your room.”
        


        
          Charlie sat up, pleased. “Well, now, you needn’t have bothered.”
        


        
          “Oh, it’s no bother, sir,” replied the girl. There were thick hunks
          of cheese between dark slices of bread, some pieces of fried
          chicken, a bottle of wine, and a large cold pear, which she lifted
          from the basket and arranged on the napkin.
        


        
          “This is wonderful. I’ll never eat it all.” He watched the girl as
          she knelt beside him, absorbed in arranging the food. She
          carefully poured the wine into a heavy glass and held it to the
          light. The sun caught at its depths and a dancing ruby was
          reflected at the corner of her mouth for an instant, and then it
          slipped beneath her chin and came to rest on the little pulse
          throbbing at the base of her throat. Charlie watched, astonished.
          She seemed so cool, so impersonal, and yet there was a wild tempo
          dancing beneath the stain of light.
        


        
          “There’s a bit of the cork in it. I’ll get it out——” She pulled a
          blade of grass and fished out the offending fragment. Charlie
          kept quite still, waiting for her eyes.
        


        
          “There now. Eat it all up!” She smiled, pointed at the food, and
          looked at him. The smile vanished as their look held.
        


        
          “Mavis,” Charlie whispered. Suddenly her eyes filled with tears
          and, dropping her head, she started to rise.
        


        
          “Oh, don’t go, please, Mavis. Sit with me while I eat. Talk to me,
          can’t you?”
        


        
          Almost obediently, slowly, she sank back on her knees. “I
          haven’t nothing to talk about, sir.”
        


        
          Charlie busied himself with the lunch, taking his attention
          away from her, for fear she’d disappear like a squirrel.
        


        
          “Sure you have. Talk about yourself. Do you ever get away from this
          place? Go to the movies? Isn’t there a town south of here?”
        


        
          “Only Grand-mère and Louis go—once a year, maybe. Grand-mère says the
          town is noisy and the people very rude.”
        


        
          “Well, what do you do in this God-forsaken place? Do you read a
          lot?”
        


        
          She was quiet for a moment. A little frown appeared between her
          eyebrows. She seemed to be trying to find the words. “I think—God
          has not forsaken us. I feel He is very much—present. No, I have no
          time to read.”
        


        
          “But the radio.” Charlie persisted in trying to find out the
          degree of her awareness of something other than Clarke Falls and
          Grand-mère and the clod Louis, and the few close-mouthed dull people
          he had seen around the dock.
        


        
          “The radio is full of other noises. Louis say it’s ‘static.’ We
          are too far from the station.”
        


        
          “Oh, I’m sorry, Mavis!” Charlie laughed. “I don’t mean to quiz you.
          I just think you’re sweet and lovely and I’d like to know you
          better. You don’t need things like radios and people and movies.
          But it seems a shame that others can’t see you.” What a sensation
          she would be walking into the Stork Club with him, dressed in a
          simple dress from Bergdorf’s, and that rich skin with no make-up,
          and her hair pulled back. She had the kind of dignity that other
          girls tried for, and simply ended up by looking like a
          caricature of Garbo. She wouldn’t have to talk. He’d teach her
          enough so that she’d be comfortable, and—— He caught his dream in
          mid-air.
        


        
          She was watching the stream, alertly, intently. “There’s a big
          old one in there. Nobody’s been able to catch ’im.” She seemed to
          blend with the surroundings. The drab yellow of her cotton dress,
          with her small brown hands clasped in its folds. Her hair the color
          of shining wood, the coffee-and-cream skin tinged with the flush of
          ripe fruit on her cheeks and lips.
        


        
          No human being should be left to rot in such a place, at least no
          attractive human being, and he felt a glow of chivalry
          that was quite pleasant. He would be the one to save her
          from all this. To save her delicate person from the gross touch of
          some Canuck lumberjack, and possibly even—he shuddered—her
          cousin Louis. With this thought he felt a burning jealousy,
          wondering if he had been taken in by her dovelike innocence, if
          perhaps now and then she and that ape did some fumbling in the
          hayloft. It was on the tip of his tongue to blurt it out, to
          deliberately shock her into some admission, but he stopped in
          time with the realization that there were subtler methods of
          finding out without jeopardizing his own plans. If she were
          simply a quiet type, he could have a little fun and go on back
          when Mitch and Joe returned. If not—well, that took some planning.
          In the meantime it was pleasant to foster his chivalrous
          emotions, to feel the protector, the champion of innocence.
        


        
          Still, for some reason he went ahead, nearly defeating his own
          purpose. He smiled pleasantly enough, but his wink was vulgarly
          playful. “You got any boy friends, Mavis?” he asked.
        


        
          “No, sir, no one.” It was so completely simple. A statement of a
          fact, and as believable as if she had said, “I have never been to
          China.”
        


        
          Charlie was not the least ashamed of his question, but he said,
          “I’m so ashamed, Mavis. I shouldn’t have asked you such a personal
          question.”
        


        
          Mavis clasped her hands tighter in her lap, not knowing what to say
          next. With all her heart, she wanted to run and hide in her own
          room. She had no right to feel this way about a man such as Mr.
          Charles. Her love was a sickness, a weakness, and she felt sure
          that he knew it and, knowing, must feel that she behaved so
          forwardly with all men. How tell him that the men she knew, the few
          villagers, the hunters, the transient loggers, the very thought
          of contact of any kind was abhorrent? That she welcomed the
          steely eye of Grand-mère when someone reached to pinch her cheek or
          tried to detain her at one of the tables. She felt the tears burn
          behind her eyelids again at Charlie’s apology and then forgave
          him because he had apologized—like the gentleman he was. Now she
          had no need to say anything because he was telling her about New
          York, where he lived.
        


        
          “How you would love it—the most beautiful clothes in the world, and
          everything shines—the automobiles, the windows in the sunshine.
          Why, just think of the tallest tree around here, and think what it
          would be like to be taken to the top of it and look down on the
          world. And theaters, Mavis—you can go to a show every night, and
          eat food the like of which you’ve never tasted.” She watched him
          talk, munching at the pear, watched the interplay of his jaw
          muscles, the beautiful bony hands that had no ugly fleshiness
          about them. She had heard about New York from Grand-mère, who said it
          was incredibly vulgar compared to Paris. But cities, all
          cities, held little attraction for her. She had felt secure, at
          peace with her own world, content to work, to care for the young
          things around the small farm; there was always the miracle of baby
          chicks or puppies or kittens to stir her tenderness, to need her.
          But now, and her heart ached in admitting it, it was all nothing,
          commonplace and meaningless. If somehow she could be with Mr.
          Charles in a kind of eternity, a never-ending period of
          servitude, simply to be with him, to listen to him, to care for
          him——
        


        
          “Hey—don’t go away from me!” She started, realizing that she had
          lost the drift of his words, that she had been dreaming, lost in
          love.
        


        
          “What do you see over there?” he asked gently. “Are you one of those
          people who speak to elves and gnomes? It wouldn’t surprise me in
          the least.”
        


        
          She smiled, showing her even white teeth. “I used to—at least I
          pretended I saw and spoke to all kinds of things in the woods; but
          once one night, a very dark night, I thought it was all true.”
        


        
          “What do you mean?”
        


        
          “I saw a strange light at the edge of the orchard, just where the
          oaks commence. It was very soft, but it glowed so, I thought maybe
          there really was a fairy queen at the center of it and I was very
          scared.”
        


        
          “What did you do?”
        


        
          “I—just ran in the house and got in bed and hid under the covers.”
        


        
          “Well, weren’t you afraid to be in the woods at night anyway?”
        


        
          “Oh no, sir. There’s nothing to be afraid of in the woods. The
          creatures are much more scared and won’t harm anyone.”
        


        
          “Did you ever find out what the strange light was? Did you go out
          again?”
        


        
          “Oh yes, I’ve seen it many times. It’s a mold that grows on the
          stumps of trees, and when the moon is dark, it glows—it’s real
          beautiful. It’s something they call fox fire.”
        


        
          Suddenly she was overcome with her own talkativeness, gathered
          the remnants of the lunch into the basket, and with a last swift
          smile, that exposed her heart, she was gone.
        


        
          It was two weeks later that Joe Allen and Mitch Cooper came back
          through Clarke Falls, bearded and boasting of the game they had
          missed, of the fish that got away. It was after he had shaved and
          bathed and stowed away a hearty meal that Mitch first noticed his
          “pal” Charlie was rather quiet. He supposed it was because he was
          disappointed at having missed the trip, jealous of their
          adventures. Good old Charlie, never could tell what he was going
          to do. Sometimes he was a real buddy, getting drunk with the
          fellows down at Mack’s place in Brooklyn; and think of him taking
          a guy like him, Mitch, on such an outing! Hell, he’d never shot at
          anything except the clay pigeons at Coney, and to be staked to
          something like this—well, it showed the guy had a big heart, that’s
          all. He was a great guy, Charlie.
        


        
          “Mitch, I want you to do something for me.” Charlie interrupted
          Mitch in a long-winded account of how he’d almost got a bead on a
          bear.
        


        
          “Sure, sure, anything”—he almost said “boss,” because of his
          tone—“Charlie, anything at all.”
        


        
          “I’ll never make it down the river with this ankle of mine——”
        


        
          “Why, sure you will, there’s no other portage between here and
          Tidemont——”
        


        
          “I said, I’ll not be able to go by canoe.” Charlie gave Mitch a
          cold look and then turned back to the map he had spread out on his
          bed. “Now then, I want you to go back, pay off Joe and buy me a car
          with a trailer, and then come back up here.”
        


        
          “Why the trailer? Can’t you sleep out in a roll?”
        


        
          The severe discipline of his prolonged role of “chivalrous
          gentleman” had built up tensions that made Charlie explode. “God
          damn it! Why can’t you stop asking stupid questions and just do as
          I say! Haven’t you any gratitude for all that I’ve done for you?
          Who the hell went bail for you the last time you got in a fight?”
        


        
          “Okay, okay, Charlie m’boy.” Mitch’s tone was placatory and he
          touched his forehead in a small salute. “Let’s have a look at the
          map, see if we can get a car up here.”
        


        
          “There’s a road all right, but it isn’t even shown—look, after you
          get off the highway you turn north——”
        


        
          Mavis lay still and stiff in her small bed, listening to the
          rumble of voices down the hall, her heart throbbing like a
          tom-tom. She was afraid they might wake Grand-mère, so she got out of
          bed and, slipping on a corduroy wrapper, tiptoed down the dark
          hall where a shaft of yellow light lay on the floor. The voices
          stopped as she tapped the door. It opened a few inches and
          Charlie’s face was close to hers as she whispered, “You’ll wake the
          others, be careful,” and put her finger to her lips.
        


        
          Charlie was shielded from Mitch’s view by the angle of the door;
          he slipped his arm through the opening and cupped the girl’s chin in
          his hand, holding it for a moment. “Don’t worry, we’ll be
          quiet—go to sleep,” and he made a small sound of a kiss.
        


        
          “Just you trust me—just leave everything to me,” he had said. How
          not trust him! How could she do anything but let him do the
          planning? In her state of mind it took all her efforts to
          concentrate on the chores around the Inn, to keep Grand-mère’s
          piercing eyes from seeing the reason why a kettle was not rinsed
          properly or why the beds were “made like puddings.” She seemed to
          be constantly in need of breath; she was afraid to speak for fear
          her voice would break. She had been overwhelmed when Mr.
          Charles—Charles, she corrected herself—had told her that
          he loved her—and wanted to marry her and take her away to be with
          him forever. Only two nights ago—it seemed a lifetime—she had been
          in despair at the prospect of the men returning and of him going
          away. He had seen her reddened eyes when she served him at
          dinnertime and, grasping her hand beneath the table, held her
          still for a moment, looking deep into her eyes. “Nine o’clock.
          I’ll be at the creek.”
        


        
          She had been able to keep her love to herself, she thought, after
          that first talk by the stream when she had brought him his luncheon.
          Carefully she walked through the days that followed, carefully
          she had talked with him on the steps of the Inn, a few words in the
          morning when she came to tidy his room, quietly happy when she
          prepared the trout he had caught and had brought into the big
          kitchen. She had been so successful at concealing her feelings,
          afraid he might take her for a fool; and not by word or look had he
          shown her more attention than he gave to the others. And then, in
          a cheerful tone one morning when she was dusting in his room, he
          announced, “Well, I guess Mitch and Joe should be back in a day or
          two. I’ll miss this place—it’s been a wonderful rest for me. Back
          to the salt mines for Charlie.”
        


        
          “Mines, sir?” she asked.
        


        
          “Oh, that’s just a manner of speaking about the everyday grind.
          The making of stuff called money.” And then he had said, quietly,
          “Will you miss me, Mavis? Just a little?”
        


        
          “Oh, sir!” she had whispered and then, with a stricken look on her
          face, had fled from the room.
        


        
          Charlie turned back to the window, continuing the lighting of
          his pipe, and watched a breeze lift a shower of petals from the
          bloom of the tree, scattering it about like confetti. It was a
          cheerful sight, and it made him smile.
        


        
          It was a bit after nine when Charlie stood by the creek. There was
          no wind, no soughing of branches, but the voice of the stream had
          risen, garrulous and chuckling. Beyond the rise of pines in the
          distance, the moon rolled over and sank, leaving its horns for the
          last. And suddenly she was there in the velvety blackness, her
          body part of the blackness, her face candescent. Headlong,
          rapturous, defenseless, she went into his arms. Gently he
          kissed her and held her close as she sobbed without voice on his
          shoulder. Charlie felt a great surge of chivalry, superior to
          the clods who would have taken advantage of such a moment. She
          was like a little brown bird in his hands, to be treated with great
          care—lest she fly away.
        


        
          They talked for hours, the stream burbling and laughing; in the
          distance a thrush thought it was day and gave out a burst of song
          and then subsided.
        


        
          “I just want to be with you——” She had said it over and over
          completely without any objections to his explanations that he
          couldn’t stay here, that he must take her away—and that no one must
          know, because someone might try to stop them. And nobody would if
          his plan worked out. He told her about getting a trailer, how he
          would leave it standing outside the fence overnight, and she could
          put a few things in it, so that at the last minute she could slip
          into it herself without having to change her clothes or call any
          attention to herself. She would leave a handkerchief on the
          driver’s seat of the car, and that would tell him that she was
          inside and safe. “What about the man? Mitch, who brings the car?” He
          pulled her closer to him in the dark, and kissed her hair. “You see,
          my baby thing, you are incapable of thinking. Mitch will be left
          behind, much to his surprise and annoyance, I should say.
          However he will have enough money in his wallet to take a canoe
          down the river.” Meanwhile, it might be at least ten days before
          they could leave; she would have to be a very smart girl, and not
          give them away; and when he told the others his ankle was worse, to
          try and keep from laughing!
        


        
          She laughed then and hid her face on his shoulder, and then
          suddenly stiffened, looking beyond him to the bank by the
          orchard. “Look!” she whispered, pointing. He felt the hair rise on
          his neck at a dull glow of light beyond a silhouetted pattern of
          the blossoms and their branches. It wasn’t a lantern, it didn’t
          move, and Charlie felt a wave of panic, a rising anger at the
          damned mysteries of the woods.
        


        
          “It’s the fox fire!” the girl explained. Locked together,
          bewitched, they stood, watching the spectral glow, and all around
          them in a sweet conspiracy was the warmth of the velvet night, the
          baby talk of the brook, and the dim, living whiteness of the
          blossom-laden branches. Charlie felt the girl’s breath on his
          cheek, her arms tightened around him. “I will never forget—it
          burned just for us—the fox fire!”
        


        
          Charlie was feeling smothered, restless. The odor of the spring
          blossoms, of candle wax and Zoë’s perfume, was cloying. The
          minister waved a fly off his nose. He was certainly taking his
          time, Charlie thought. Every word, every phrase was drawn out to its
          fullest. Carefully he shifted his weight and a painful tingle
          shot up his right calf. In contrast, he remembered the
          unceremonious brevity of the ill-tempered, sleep-bereft
          justice of the peace who had married him and Mavis. It was all over
          in three unsolemn minutes without any of the tribal claptrap he
          was having to endure at this moment. Women seemed to like
          ceremony, drama. He had to admit he had enjoyed the
          melodramatic, suspenseful departure from Clarke Falls. Right
          in broad morning light he had captured their little brown bird. He
          regretted he had had to tell Mitch the whole story, with an extra
          hundred to keep him quiet till they had gone. Mavis had been just
          perfect. She had shaken hands with him solemnly on the stone
          steps of the Inn and gone with a basket as though to gather the
          eggs. Mitch was still asleep, still quite drunk, unfortunately,
          he told Mme. Durand. She had accompanied him to the car to bid
          him a proper good-by. Somewhat impatiently, he said he had to
          get back to the city in a hurry and couldn’t waste time with the
          fellow. The trailer, with its single, curtained porthole for a
          window, seemed burdened with its secret, and Charlie cut the
          farewells to the sharp-eyed woman short.
        


        
          His heart was beating rather rapidly in his excitement as the car
          jounced over the rutted road and the trailer slewed around behind
          him. There had been no handkerchief on the seat, which was lucky in
          one way—the Durand woman might have spotted it; but did it mean
          perhaps Mavis had lost her nerve? It was an hour before he dared
          stop. As he walked to the rear he thought, if she weren’t in the
          trailer, well, then the hell with her; if she couldn’t appreciate
          what he was doing for her, taking her away into a new, fine
          life—but then the little door of the trailer burst open and Mavis,
          laughing and apple-cheeked, had jumped down into his arms. He took
          her single bag with its few possessions and put it into the back
          seat of the small sedan with his own pack. She protested when he
          uncoupled the trailer and left it slanting in the ditch beside
          the narrow road. “You waste the money, Charles—we could sell it
          when we come to a town.” He laughed and kissed her and said, “My
          darling, with Charlie you’ve got to travel fast—nothing to tie us
          down, no encumbrances, nothing——” She sat beside him, savoring
          his presence, thrilling to the sight of the highway when they came
          to it, unable to talk, content to listen to him as he expounded
          on the merits of city life.
        


        
          It wasn’t until late afternoon that they came to a town. They
          drove up and parked outside a small department store and Charlie
          said, “I’ll be back in two shakes—don’t go ’way, sweetheart.”
        


        
          The store was poor, but Charlie spotted a good pleated wool skirt,
          a white blouse, and a dark red sweater jacket that at least
          wouldn’t be as conspicuous as her long, now even
          shabbier-looking house dress and dingy gray coat. He guessed
          accurately at her size, and overwhelmed the saleslady with his
          speed of selection. Then he remembered her shoes, ancient, run
          down at the heel, split. Frowning, he said to the clerk, “I seem to
          have forgotten my wife’s shoe size, just a minute——” “Cain’t she
          come in herself?” asked the woman. Smiling charmingly, Charlie
          confided, “She’s feeling rotten, I thought a new outfit might
          perk her up a bit.”
        


        
          In the car, Mavis stared wide-eyed, soberly, at the activity of
          the beginning of the Saturday night traffic in the small town.
          The street lights were winking on, and electric and neon signs were
          beginning to bloom. To her ears it was bedlam, the cars honking,
          the voices of people, the shouting of children. The clothes
          looked odd, the women teetering on high heels, the men dandified
          in their town suits. Her head ached a little and the long drive had
          made her unaccustomed nerves quivery. She jumped as Charlie
          leaned in over the door, saying, “What’s the matter, honey?” and
          in his impatience went on without waiting for an answer and
          asked her for her shoe size. “I think these will fit you,” shoving a
          big box in beside her. “We’ll stop at a gas station and you can put
          them on in the ladies’ room. Not very fancy for a wedding dress—do
          you mind terribly, honey?” She felt safe again, with his eyes upon
          her. Mind? How could she mind—anything! Even when he returned,
          triumphantly bearing a box with a pair of sport pumps, white with
          a stitched brown trim, all that mattered was that she could be with
          him, that she loved him and always would.
        


        
          It rained steadily for two days after they were married. It tried
          Charlie’s patience to the breaking point to crawl along in the
          steady downpour at a snail’s pace. The windshield wipers were
          almost totally ineffectual, and the wind battered the sedan
          and made it weave from side to side. They pulled into an auto camp,
          Charlie irritable and fuming, Mavis subdued and anxious at
          Charlie’s mood.
        


        
          “We’re just going to stay here until the damned weather clears up,
          that’s all. I’m not going to drive another mile.”
        


        
          Mavis was not turning into a charming companion overnight; her
          wonder at things was beginning to bore Charlie. For a while her
          awe at the most ordinary conveniences of life had been amusing.
          A coffee urn at a drive-in had been a magic lamp. A completely
          carpeted floor in a hotel room was something to touch, and she
          wondered, “How do they keep the floor clean underneath?”
        


        
          Perhaps New York all at once was not a good idea. Charlie thought
          that a halfway stop at Nelson with his parents might help a
          little. In thinking it over it became a brilliant idea. His
          mother could teach Mavis all sorts of things, and she would be safe
          and happy in the pleasant surroundings. A sort of training
          school for her! Then, later, when she had the rough edges rubbed
          off, he could take her to New York and there she could be the
          gracious hostess of his penthouse apartment. That they might make
          some small fuss at his having married a girl so out of his
          class—well, he could manage that all right. They were really
          wonderful people, Mum and Dad; especially Mum. For a moment
          she stood clearly in his mind, gracious and sweet, with the little
          white crisp collar at the base of her throat. He threw the
          magazine that he had been leafing through to the floor, and looked
          over to where his wife stood watching the rain from the window. Her
          shoulders drooped, her hands hung straight at her sides. Her lips
          were open a little, giving her something of a stupid look.
        


        
          “What’s the matter, my pet? Rain get you down?”
        


        
          She turned and looked at him and her eyes seemed dark and anxious.
          “Oh no!”
        


        
          “Well, what then? You looked worried.”
        


        
          “I’m not worried, Charles. It’s just—I can’t find anything to do.
          If I had some wax I could do the woodwork maybe.”
        


        
          Her voice trailed off as Charlie burst into laughter. “Look,
          darling—you’re not a slavey any longer! Can’t you get that through
          your head? You’re never going to have to cook or wash dishes or
          make beds or scrub floors again.”
        


        
          “Then what am I to do, Charles? How can I care for you if I don’t do
          such things for you?”
        


        
          “Whew!” Charlie shook his head. “You are a character—why, most
          girls would give anything in the world to be told they never had to
          bother with housework again.”
        


        
          “Well,” she smiled a little; “perhaps after the children come, it
          will be nice to have all that time, just to be with them.”
        


        
          “Now—wait a minute!” Charlie swung himself off the bed,
          tightening the belt of his robe around him. “There’re not going to
          be any children—not for a long, long while. You and I have places to
          go, things to see, and I’m not going to be trapped by any kids.”
        


        
          “We’re married, Charles. And I hope God wills that we have
          children. It’s not for us to say.”
        


        
          He ran angry fingers through his hair and began to pace the floor.
          With great control he went up to her and took her by the shoulders.
          “Listen to me, Mavis honey. I love you so much, I don’t want to
          share you with children. It just wouldn’t be any fun. Later maybe,
          in a few years—all right?” Dismayed, he saw her eyes fill with
          tears, but he pulled her down with him into the one overstuffed
          chair in the room.
        


        
          “Don’t rush me, sweetheart. I’m just not cut out to be a domestic
          animal. You just do all the things I told you, and everything will
          be all right.” She seemed rigid and unyielding in his arms.
          “What’s the matter with you!” He pulled her shoulders around so
          that she faced him. Her eyes were closed tightly and the tips of her
          fingers were pressed against her mouth. Suddenly he flung her from
          him and strode into the bathroom. In a moment he returned, with a
          plain wrapped package in his hands.
        


        
          White with rage, he spoke between his teeth. “You damn little
          cheat! You never even opened it!”
        


        
          The rain cleared the following day. The sky was sullen as
          Charlie’s mood, but they moved on because Charlie said he’d have
          to get out of the sticks or go crazy. Mavis sat miserable and mute;
          and Charlie drove the car at top speed, adding to her nervousness.
          He was determined to reach the sizable city of Boynton by
          nightfall, a place where maybe he could find someone civilized to
          talk to. He would have given anything to hire a plane and go on
          into New York without any more nonsense, but now the idea of
          leaving Mavis at his home was urgent, and there were no other
          connections that would get them there any quicker than the car.
        


        
          Boynton was a bustling crowded industrial town, and its impact
          hit Mavis like a blow. She had felt that she was becoming
          travel-wise and used to civilization, but the big crowds and the
          dirt and the noise brought on a kind of panic. She clung to
          Charlie’s arm as they made their way from the garage along a block
          to the hotel. His steps were too long for her, and each time as
          people passed her on the other side she would drop back a step. He
          tugged her along. “Honey, don’t give way like that! Keep moving, let
          the others get out of the way!” Impatiently he took her elbow
          and guided her up the steps through the tide of people emerging
          from the hotel.
        


        
          In their room, she sank onto the bed, too exhausted to observe the
          first decent surroundings they had been in since leaving Clarke
          Falls.
        


        
          Charlie’s spirits had risen. “Well, now, how about this, huh? Now
          we’ll have a real dinner here in the room,” and to himself he
          thought, “God, she needs clothes, I’m sick of that damned red
          sweater, can’t take her into the dining room in that outfit.” He
          went on, “Then, maybe a good movie afterwards, what do you say?”
        


        
          She opened her eyes at his pleasant tone, and smiled. “That will be
          nice, Charlie.” If she could only sleep, just get a bath with lots
          of hot water and then sleep. If only he’d take her in his arms and
          just hold her, quietly, she could relax, and all the voices of
          people and the noise and hooting and whistling would go away. And
          her heart ached within her for the deep sound of the wind in the
          pines beyond her window at home. There was a difference, she
          thought, between sound and noise. The forest was never really
          still for long, there was always a sound of water, the chatter of
          a squirrel, the murmur of a breeze, the crash of a dead branch. A
          wave of homesickness swept over her, surprising and shocking, so
          that she sat up straight on the bed, feeling that she had been
          secretly disloyal to Charlie.
        


        
          The novelty of the movie had revived her a bit, but in a little
          while the screen hurt her eyes, she could make nothing of the
          story, and what people said seemed to have no relation to life.
          For a while she whispered questions to Charlie, but it seemed to
          annoy him, so she just shut her eyes and stayed very quiet. It
          seemed only a moment before Charlie nudged her and her head
          snapped back on her neck. She had fallen asleep! Impatiently,
          Charlie took her arm and pulled her along with him to the aisle,
          bumping and bumbling over the other people in the row of seats.
        


        
          He said nothing to her on the way back to the hotel. The silence
          was stiff between them. He took her to their room and said, “I’ll be
          back in a little while—why don’t you just go to bed, you seem to
          need sleep so badly.” It was the first time he had left her alone
          for more than a few minutes. At first she thought she’d be worried,
          but as she undressed, a sense of peace and relaxation and relief
          came over her. Also, she seemed wide awake. After a luxurious hot
          bath she brushed her hair till her scalp tingled. Ignoring the
          expensive, too heavily scented jars of cream that Charlie had
          purchased for her, she took the cork from a plain bottle and poured
          some drops of her own glycerine and rose water into her palms,
          smoothing it into the skin of her face and neck and hands. Its very
          familiarity of texture and scent was pleasant. From the ancient
          suitcase of Grand-mère’s she drew out one of the clean cotton
          flannel nightgowns that Charlie had laughed at on their wedding
          night, saying, “Till I can buy you decent lingerie, you’ll sleep
          raw! I refuse to put my arms around an old cheap blanket.”
          To her, as she now pulled its generous folds over her head, it
          smelt of the sun, of the clean wind that had snapped it dry, of the
          beeswax touch of her iron. In the bedroom she flipped off the
          overhead “crystal” chandelier, pulled the cords of the floor lamp
          by the heavy plush sofa, and the one beside the desk with its
          orderly pile of hotel stationery and cards describing the
          services of the hotel. In the light from the one lamp on the bed
          table the room became mellow, the red carpeting softened, and
          from beyond one of the blinds that she had pulled down carefully
          came a streak of pale white light. It looked as though the moon might
          have risen and found its way through the crack. She rushed to the
          window to welcome it, and ran up the shade, but it was only a
          street lamp, cold and glaring on the opposite corner. Slowly she
          drew the shade down again, bringing it precisely to the window
          sill, orderly, carefully. She thought, “I must get used to it. I
          must do what Charles wants me to. I must learn his ways, and then
          someday he will be proud of me.” She began to go over her
          catechism: “Don’t turn around and stare at people.” “Don’t make a
          face when you taste some new kind of food.” “Don’t wipe the
          silverware with your napkin at the table.” Oh, the list became
          longer every day! “Don’t hang onto my arm——” How could she not cling
          to him, in the confusion of traffic, a curb that was always a
          surprise, the strange hostile glances of the city people. He
          solved problems so easily, so swiftly, and often he did so much
          to please her. When, after they were married, she had gently
          suggested that she would like it if Grand-mère knew that all was
          well with her, he had miraculously found a Western Union, and
          as she leaned over his shoulder saw how he neatly printed the
          message that she was married and happy and sent her love, and she
          thought with delight of the cubbyhole in Emile’s general store
          where his taciturn younger brother would somehow
          mysteriously receive it on the chattering little key.
        


        
          Kneeling beside her bed and folding her hands, she said her
          prayers, something she hadn’t been able to do since the night
          before they had fled from the Falls. Whispering, she asked God to
          bless her beloved, to teach her not to be a stubborn, silly girl,
          to obey her husband as she had promised.
        


        
          There was the sound of a key in the door, and quickly she jumped
          into bed, pulling the covers around her. Charlie’s voice, talking
          to someone else, and then the rumble of another man’s voice, made
          her eyes widen. He had brought someone back with him! She was about
          to leap from the bed and run into the bathroom to hide—maybe it was
          a bellboy for something—when the door opened.
        


        
          “Hi, honey,” said Charlie cheerfully. “Not asleep yet, you
          naughty baby!” He leaned over and kissed her. His mouth was wet and
          soft, and he breathed a sour stench of whisky and garlic.
        


        
          He waved his guest inside the door. “Come in, Art, it’s all right,
          she’s covered up.”
        


        
          Art was a glassy-eyed individual, in dinner jacket, with
          blooming cheeks, a small paunch, and a cheerful grin.
        


        
          “Want you t’meet the bride, Mrs. Carewe, Mr.—ah—Affonston, did you
          say, Art?”
        


        
          “Haversmith. How do you do, Mrs. Carewe.” His h’s and
          c’s seemed to come from his throat, like phlegm.
        


        
          “Never mind the formalities,” Charles said, weaving a little as
          he went to the phone on the desk “It’s Art and Mavis—pretty name,
          huh, Art? Got it from her English mother—she’s French and English,
          speaks both languages perfectly, don’t you, sweetheart?”
        


        
          “Look, you’ll have t’excuse us, Mrs. Carewe, butting in like this,
          but Charlie said you were a good sport and wouldn’t mind—you don’t
          mind, do you, now, do you? I ’preshiate it!” He cracked his
          cheerful face and bowed cavalierly.
        


        
          Mavis sat frozen, the blankets up around her chin. On the phone
          Charlie was ordering ice and soda in loud obscenities. Over his
          shoulder he said, “Make yourself at home, Art—take off your
          coat—the glasses are in the bathroom, I’ve got the rye in my
          suitcase—wait’ll you taste it, it’s the las’ bottle I brought from
          New York—none of this swill we’ve been drinkin’.” Art disappeared
          into the bathroom, and Charlie spoke to Mavis in a loud stage
          whisper: “Get up, get up, put your robe on, you look fine. Be nice
          to this guy, now will you?”
        


        
          “Charles,” whispered Mavis, “how could you bring—a stranger——”
        


        
          “Now, damn it, I mean it!” He spoke roughly and Mavis hastily
          pulled on her robe and sat on the edge of the bed, trembling. “Now,
          try not to act like a damn clod—this man is my friend,” and then more
          gently, “Don’t worry, hon, I’ll tell you after he’s gone why he
          can be very important to us. We’re jus’ gonna have one nightcap
          and that’s all.” From the bathroom came the sound of loud prolonged
          urination.
        


        
          Mavis sat opposite the two men stiffly, while the level of the
          bottle of rye went down. For a while they had tried to include her
          in their conversation, and once Art had attempted to apologize
          for their smutty speech. Charlie had interrupted. “Never mind
          her, she hasn’t the faintest idea, not the faintes’, what we’re
          talking about. She understands a lot of things though,” he
          cackled loudly. “Boy, oh, boy! A virgin wife, can you imagine
          that, Art! A pure lil thing, couldn’t get her without that golden
          ring, and God, I love her so, don’t I, sweetiekins?” He winked over
          at her and waggled his fingers at her. Somehow his arm became
          very heavy and it dropped to the coffee table of its own accord,
          knocking over a glass. Mavis got up, quietly, and brought a towel
          from the bathroom and cleaned up the spilled drink. She had cleaned
          up after drunks before, and her embarrassment faded as they
          took their place in her mind with the lumberjacks back at the Inn.
        


        
          It all became a very bad dream, as she watched the two sitting
          together on the plush sofa, arguing about politics, stocks and
          bonds, finances. They now ignored her completely, absorbed in
          their own profound discussion. Charlie was smoking a cigar,
          which kept going out but which served him as a pointer for
          emphasis. Art fastidiously aimed for the ash tray to flick his
          cigarette ashes with his forefinger, but the ashes fell to his
          knees before he could make it. Then, brushing at them, he would
          stub out the cigarette and light a new one from a silver case.
          They were extremely polite to each other at this point. “Excuse
          me for disagreeing with you, old boy...” “Just a
          minute, just a minute, wait’ll I finish...”
          “Listen, listen, par’n me for int’rupting, but you called the guy
          a son’fbitch, and I say you’re absolutely right, except”—and
          Charlie’s cigar would point—“except that he’s not only a
          son’fbitch but he’s full of bull——”
        


        
          Mavis grew chilly as the night wore on; outside the window there
          was the sound of rain, as though someone were throwing
          granulated sugar at the panes. She could not move, although she
          ached simply to leave them and crawl back into her bed unnoticed.
          As drunk as he was, Charlie seemed to sense it, and would shake his
          head at her, elaborately reproving. Once she shivered, and
          solicitously he asked her, “Cold, honey?” and getting up from
          the sofa, surprisingly steady, got his own coat from the back of
          the desk chair and threw it over her shoulders. Taking advantage
          of his proximity, she appealed to him in a whisper, “Charles, I’m
          so sleepy—please!” Kneeling down in front of her, he took one of her
          clammy little hands, and speaking as though she were a little
          child, he smiled his most dazzling smile. “Mavis, honey, baby, you
          just have to learn to be a gracious hostess!”
        


        
          “At four o’clock in the morning? Charles, you’ve had too much to
          drink, haven’t you?”
        


        
          Coldly, he rose, and slowly shook an admonitory finger. “And
          you mustn’t cri’icize me, it’s bad taste.” And as he turned away she
          again ceased to exist.
        


        
          From the depths of the suitcase, which Charlie had bought
          somewhere along the line to supplement the hunting bag, appeared
          another “las’ bottle,” and by the time its level was just a
          little above the halfway mark Charlie and good ole Art were
          Indian wrestling. The conversation, if such it could be called,
          had got around to athletic prowess in college.
        


        
          The phone rang, and Mavis hurried to pick it up.
        


        
          “Charles—Charles! It’s the man downstairs, people are
          complaining!”
        


        
          “Aw, th’ hell with ’em!” said Charlie, stumbling over a fallen
          lamp. “Come on, Art, two falls out of three, now——” But Art was sound
          asleep, full length on the sofa, his hands folded peacefully on
          his chest. In a moment Charlie too flung himself prone onto the
          bed, a pillow bunched around his face. Lifting his head, he looked
          around, but the strain on his unco-ordinated neck muscles was too
          great, and it flopped like a weight back into the pillow. “Mavis!
          Come t’ bed! You gonna stay up all night?”
        


        
          Mavis had sat still and exhausted, with Charlie’s coat drawn
          tightly around her, until the light began to gray the room.
          Dressing, she tidied up as best she could around the two snoring
          men.
        


        
          Her disappointment, her disillusionment were too deep for her
          to pay attention to the shallower levels of shyness, and she
          walked into the coffee shop off the lobby of the hotel as soon as
          it opened. The few early risers, salesmen perhaps, were
          engrossed in their own coffee, their early morning mood, and the
          newspaper, glancing up only at movement, tropistically,
          indifferent.
        


        
          Mavis warmed her hands on her own heavy cup of coffee, and her
          spirits in its hot liquid comfort. Of course, Charles would feel
          so badly when he woke and remembered. How terribly alike men
          became when they drank too much—they seemed to find a level of
          fellowship never achieved when they were sober. She would comfort
          him in the remorse she knew he would feel, she would be careful not
          to say a word of recrimination. She knew he was not in the habit
          of drinking, thanks be to God; never at the Falls had he had more
          than wine or ale for dinner, he never asked for anything stronger.
          She must be patient.
        


        
          Nevertheless, there was a bleak, obscure feeling that the
          change-over from her kind of life to his was too great. Something of
          the feeling that he would protect her from everything and
          everybody had gone. She could not put her finger on the source of
          her depression. Was she so weak, still a little girl at twenty,
          that she should have her love washed away by a breath of alcohol?
          Why, if she had real dignity, couldn’t she have simply insisted
          that he bid his drinking companion good night, insisted on the
          right to privacy? Because she was afraid of him? But how love
          someone and be afraid of him? She felt she must be very like one of
          the creatures of the woods that had to be carefully coaxed and
          gently wheedled to come out into the open, still ready to run at
          the slightest hint of an aggressive move. To run at the slightest
          smell of evil. Evil? Charles? Her own dear love? And suddenly a
          wave of tenderness swept over her, and her own stupidity seemed
          enormous. Of course, he would take her in his arms, blame himself
          for the idiotic night, feel ashamed that she had had to put up with
          such embarrassment, horrified at the remarks he and Art had
          made in her presence. And she would forgive him easily, comfort
          him and make light of it, and ask for his own patience with her
          ignorance. She walked up and down the main street of the town, and
          around several blocks, carefully staying oriented to the
          hotel building, until her feet began to hurt from the hard
          pavement and the unaccustomed heels. She must get back to him,
          whether he was awake or not. She would boot out the intruder, Mr.
          Haversmith, with a sharp tongue and a no-nonsense look.
        


        
          The desk clerk gave her a preoccupied grouchy glance and her new
          strength wilted. The elevator boy was humming tunelessly,
          slyly appraising her, and she felt the agony of being without
          Charlie’s protecting arm. The ride to the sixth floor seemed
          endless.
        


        
          She took a deep breath of relief at their door and, opening it
          quietly, she heard Charles whistling in the bathroom. Mr.
          Haversmith was nowhere to be seen.
        


        
          “Charles?” She spoke softly as she went to the door of the
          bathroom.
        


        
          Catching a glimpse of her over his shoulder, Charlie turned, soap
          still framing the margin of his shaven face. “Well, where the hell
          have you been!” he said, wheeling around.
        


        
          “How do you feel?” she asked, startled. She had fully expected a
          groaning hangover, and was prepared for a job of fixing cold
          towels and coaxing broth. Except for his eyes, which looked
          bloodshot and oily, Charlie had an alert, fresh vigor. Above clean
          white shorts his body glowed from the shower which still steamed the
          room, bearing the odor of English cologne.
        


        
          “I told you I wanted to get an early start this morning,” he said
          sharply, “If we get with it, we might reach Nelson by dinnertime.
          What in hell were you doing roaming around?”
        


        
          Mavis was speechless.
        


        
          “Well!” he shouted.
        


        
          “Nothing. Nothing.” She stuttered.
        


        
          “Nothing—nothing,” he mocked in falsetto. “Well, get packed up.
          You had breakfast, I suppose—couldn’t wait for me.” Striding
          around, he finished dressing, brushing his jacket, carefully
          tying his tie in the bathroom mirror, absorbed by his own
          reflection.
        


        
          Mavis had sat down in the nearest chair, trying to assess the
          unfamiliar emotion that had taken hold of her. It was anger,
          yes. It was shock, yes. The tips of her fingers tingled, her chest
          felt tight, her heart thudded. She grasped feebly at one straw of
          explanation. “Charles, did the whisky keep you from
          remembering?”
        


        
          “Ha!” He laughed shortly. “Really pinned on a beaut! That lousy
          joker, Art what’s-his-name, damn near drank up all my liquor. Left
          without so much as a ‘how’ve you been’ this morning. Come on, come
          on,” he said impatiently, “what are you just sitting there for?”
          Stopping in front of her, he put his hands on his hips and surveyed
          her. “You know, you look stupid—just stupid! I never realized how
          dumb you are. Look at you! Not even a sign of lipstick, your nose
          shiny, no stockings—God, you’ve got thick ankles, I never
          noticed.”
        


        
          “Stop it! Charles!” It was an explosion, high and shrill. Then at
          the sound of her own voice she suddenly clasped her arms around
          herself, holding herself tightly.
        


        
          “Why, what’s the matter with you? You feel sick or something?”
          Charlie’s widened eyes, his faint smile, were that of complete
          astonishment.
        


        
          In that moment Mavis knew him. She could put off the pain for a
          while. It would sweep over her later back in Clarke Falls, much
          later when her son was born. But at the moment the clarity of her
          understanding was an absorbing wonderment. He was a paper
          doll, walking in the moonlight, blundering over shadows of
          objects that did not exist. Her own emotions, her sense of
          injustice, her acute disappointment in his lack of
          sensitivity, died down like a fire that has nothing to consume.
          Loving him was absurd, for there was nothing to love. Being
          afraid of him was as ridiculous as being afraid of the snakeskin
          lying in the path, beautiful, shaped in evil, without content of
          evil.
        


        
          Charlie often puzzled, in the months that followed, over how
          strangely she had disappeared. One moment she was at his
          shoulder at the desk while he paid the bill, and then when he looked
          around she was gone. He had looked for her for a while back in the
          room; even at the garage, he asked the boy if she was in the car.
          Well, that was that. She was just gone, that’s all. And later he
          could truthfully answer—truthfully enough, that is—when people
          idly asked if he had ever been married, “Hardly!” with a shrug.
        


        
          The idea of going through the formalities of a divorce seemed a
          waste of time to him. Why bother? Why bring something to light that
          would make him look silly; marrying a backwoods character like
          Mavis! He could just see himself walking into the house at Nelson
          and saying, “Mum, I got married while I was on a hunting trip—no,
          I don’t know where she is now!” Fat chance! Sometimes it was a good
          idea just to keep one’s mouth shut. It was a personal matter
          anyway.
        


        
          And then there was a clamor of bells, the taste of Zoë’s lipstick
          on his lips; in the vestibule of the church flash bulbs were
          popping and he was being the proud “lucky man,” smiling down into
          Zoë’s face and wondering how she had actually achieved the
          effect of blushing! It was most becoming.
        


        
          Charlie was an early enlistment in the Navy after Pearl Harbor.
          He gained the admiration of his office force and basked for a
          time in the pride of his wife, his parents, and the amazement in
          Virginia’s eyes at his zeal for his country. She told Jeff, “He
          could have got out of it so easily—got himself a cushy job in the
          Pentagon; it’s just not like him.”
        


        
          Jeff was working at his drawing board, a stack of War Department
          assignments in front of him, preoccupied. “Be a good thing for
          him, probably. Now he’ll have to knuckle under. And I’m sure poor
          Zoë will be glad for a little peace in his
          absence....”
        


        
          Zoë was aware of the appellation her intimates gave her. But
          even so, “poor Zoë” had a feeling of accomplishment. She was the
          perfect hostess, with the most perfectly appointed apartment
          in New York; she laughed with her friends over the fact that Charlie
          simply had to flirt with anything in skirts from nine to ninety.
          Her whole life was spent in foreseeing and forestalling serious
          consequences to Charlie’s often unexplainable acts. She knew
          his partners ran his office but she ran the partners to protect
          him. With her poise and dignity, she was able to freeze out certain
          characters Charlie often brought home with him, and to
          discourage them from coming back. One night he hired a popular
          New Orleans combo to come in and play for him, bringing along some
          twenty strange guests. She gave the leader twice what Charlie had
          paid him, they decided it was too late anyway, and the party had
          died a natural death.
        


        
          In her lonely times, and she had many of them, she would think to
          herself, “This is what I wanted. I wanted to take care of
          him,” and dropping a small tablet into a glass of cola, she would
          watch it dissolve and fuzz the dark liquid. Drinking it, waiting
          for the lift it would bring, she would sigh deeply and bitterly.
          “You got it, girl; you got it, make the best of it!” and with the
          dimple nicking her cheek, she would smilingly give orders for
          the packing of their bags for another unexpected weekend
          cruise to the Bahamas or a flying trip to Acapulco.
        


        
          After a trip to Mexico Charlie had decided he wanted to see
          Elsie, who lived near Los Angeles—see how “his baby sister was
          making out.” Charlie had somehow never changed his contempt for
          Herb Jenner as a “soda jockey.” He had been righteously
          indignant when Elsie and Herb had married hastily, even though
          they had full parental approval. Elsie had simply said she knew
          her parents couldn’t stand another big wedding so soon after
          Jeff’s and Virginia’s, but that they just didn’t want to wait, that
          Herb would be embarrassed at all the fuss, so, “We’ll just elope,
          Dad—with you and Mum in on the secret!”
        


        
          Charlie’s dire predictions that Herb was after Elsie’s money
          proved false. Herb had worked out the situation with Walter so
          that, as he said, “he could keep his pride intact” and still permit
          Elsie to enjoy some of the money from her inheritance. For a
          while he resisted Walter’s suggestion of a fifty-fifty
          proposition, but it was better than the ancient idea of a
          “dowry.” It was simply that Elsie would match him, dollar for
          dollar—minus one dollar, in whatever he earned. He grumbled
          awhile at the silly game, but when he realized that, even so, it
          would be tough on Elsie, he agreed. It was the source of a few
          quarrels in their early years, until Elsie put her foot down quite
          firmly. “We have one marriage, we have one bank account. It is an
          accident that I am able to contribute forty-nine per cent of it;
          I never had to work for it, take it and be happy about it like you
          are about what you call my ‘pretty face,’ and stop acting as though
          you would be happier if I were homely.”
        


        
          Now he was head of the western regional branch of Mentone
          Research Laboratories, and their home at Playa del Rey bad a
          view of the sea, which often comforted Elsie in her occasional
          bouts of homesickness. It contained the wealth of their love,
          their twin boys, and a contentment that for some reason
          irritated Charlie when he and Zoë visited them.
        


        
          In the patio Herb had a fire going in the barbecue, and the twins
          were playing, delighted with Uncle Charlie, who had thoroughly
          charmed them by a magic trick with a coin. “Do it again, Uncle
          Charlie, do it again!” and Charlie had obliged until Elsie
          gathered them up protesting, to be off to bed. As they
          disappeared into the house Charlie watched after them, smiling.
          Zoë put her hand gently on his shoulder and whispered, “Wouldn’t
          you like something like that of your own?”
        


        
          “Don’t be an ass!” he laughed shortly. “The dogs are enough trouble
          in the apartment, as it is. Of course, it would be handy now, in
          case of war, to cop a deferment because of kids. Hey, Herb!” he
          called to where Herb was painting the broilers with an aromatic
          sauce. “I suppose you’d be called necessary to the war effort in
          your job, wouldn’t you?”
        


        
          “Automatically,” said Herb, concentrating on his task.
        


        
          Charlie pushed his bands into his pockets as he got up and went
          over to stare into the magenta coals. He said, “Of course,
          personally, I don’t think there’s going to be a war. The Japs just
          haven’t got the nerve to try anything against us.”
        


        
          “You’re not alone in that thinking, Charlie. But if I could tell
          you about the kind of stuff we’re concentrating on at the lab,
          it’d make you wonder a bit.”
        


        
          “What kind of stuff?” Charlie’s eyes widened, and Herb thought to
          himself, “He’s scared stiff!” and aloud, “Sorry, it’s top secret.”
        


        
          “Nuts,” said Charlie, and kicked a pebble out of the way as he
          strolled off to look at the view. The rest of the evening was
          thoroughly unpleasant. Zoë and Elsie tried to keep apart and
          ignore the argument, and Herb kept attempting to change the
          subject. But Charlie persisted and finally grew louder and
          boasting. He knew a hell of a lot more than Herb with his stinking
          chemicals. He had talked with certain guys in
          Washington, and there just wasn’t going to be a war. When Herb
          finally refused to discuss the matter he switched. “But let me
          tell you one thing, if there is a fracas, I can tell you that
          this member of the family is going to be right there in
          front to slug it out with the yellow-bellies. No hiding behind
          kids or war-effort jobs for me!”
        


        
          Zoë said quietly, “Stop talking like that, Charlie. You’re
          forgetting your manners!”
        


        
          “Manners? Crap! What does a guy like this know about manners?”
        


        
          Herb looked ready to punch him, but said instead, “It’s getting
          late—I’ll call you a cab.”
        


        
          Driving back to the airport, Zoë was silent, as she had learned to
          be. Charlie was gazing out at the shimmer of the sea, humming a
          tune. “Cute couple, aren’t they?” he said cheerfully.
        


        
          Back in New York, though Zoë had geared her life to surprises, she
          was totally unprepared for Charlie’s new, quiet, thoughtful
          attitude toward life. Everything about their relationship had
          had the “light touch,” as though there were something unchic about
          taking anything too seriously. There were occasional small
          fights about small matters, always prefaced by his tight smile and
          overelaborate objections, indicating that since they were
          both reasonable people the matter must be obvious to both as
          something to be corrected.
        


        
          “Darling, I do wish you wouldn’t substitute a poor wine when you
          can’t buy the one I like from Gilman’s. I’m sure it wouldn’t be too
          much trouble to look someplace else?”
        


        
          “Darling, could you ask Robert not to put a mirror shine on my
          shoes? It makes me feel as though I should also wear a diamond
          stickpin!”
        


        
          “Darling, I loathe that color on you, please put on something
          else, just for your Charlie boy?”
        


        
          “Darling, what in hell has happened to the thermostat? It’s like
          an oven in here!”
        


        
          Zoë was not so polite. On one of their rare evenings alone she had
          put some new Flagstad recordings on the Capehart, and Charlie,
          clad in robe and slippers, a highball in his hand, kept lifting
          the needle off the record to replay a passage. “Listen to this,
          Zoë, see how she takes over from the violins.” And again, “Boy,
          what a note—even out of her range, it’s absolutely pure.” And the
          needle scraped a few of the grooves as he sought to find the spot to
          play it over. Zoë blew up. “For God’s sake, Charlie, sit down and
          listen and shut up, can’t you! I can’t tell whether it’s Flagstad
          or Hildegard or you!” Charlie’s face took on his look of being
          gravely injured but too polite to retaliate. “Sorry, darling;
          didn’t mean to spoil your fun.” And he stalked off to his room.
        


        
          He was a happy host, always at his wittiest and gayest with a
          dozen people around to laugh at him, to admire the perfection of
          his martinis, to applaud his cynicisms about recent books and
          plays.
        


        
          Zoë adapted herself and was content to maintain the frosting on
          the cake most of the time, to keep a jump ahead of him in matters
          that took important decisions, for if they were put up to him he
          would simply avoid them directly, talking at great length,
          implying that people were “unbelievably stupid,” that
          “anybody in his right mind” should be able to solve simple
          problems and not to bother him with such trivialities.
        


        
          It was a week after they had returned home from California.
          Without questioning him, Zoë had observed that he had been
          unusually quiet, truly preoccupied, and not simply off in one
          of his “sulks.” Daily he read both the morning and evening papers
          thoroughly, deliberately, without comment.
        


        
          The grape-colored twilight was deepening outside the long
          windows of the terrace. A fresh wind, moaning around the towers,
          had clarified the air and the lights of the buildings sparkled in
          brilliant splendor. From the dining room came the delicate sound
          of silver and chinaware being laid for an early dinner, as they
          were going to the opening of Blithe Spirit at the
          Morosco Theatre. Charlie flung down his newspaper and called,
          “Zoë, come here a minute!” in a loud voice. The maid, alarmed,
          appeared at the doorway, saying, “Mrs. Carewe is dressing, sir,
          do you wish me to call her?” Charlie made no answer, and the maid
          disappeared. In a moment Zoë appeared in a pale blue crepe robe,
          still holding a lipstick in her hand, her mouth pale without its
          covering.
        


        
          “Charlie, you’d better dress, it’s getting late—Myra says you
          wanted me?”
        


        
          “Zoë. What kind of a man is Gregg Nicholson?” His look was
          serious, his question obviously requiring an answer.
        


        
          Zoë waited a second, thrown off balance. “I don’t quite
          understand what you want to know, Charlie, or what you mean.”
        


        
          “I wonder why he doesn’t like me?”
        


        
          “Doesn’t like you? Why, Charlie, he’s been a very loyal friend. I
          thought it was you who didn’t like him. I certainly think a lot
          more of him than I used to—he was always—well, too quiet at the
          wrong times, I thought.”
        


        
          “That friend of his, Dr. Payne—Larry Payne, très intellectual
          and all that, they’ve always been buddies.”
        


        
          “So? Apropos of what, my darling?”
        


        
          “There’re some things I want to know.”
        


        
          “Such as?”
        


        
          “Gregg always said I was a good student—actually a brilliant
          one!” He flashed a smile which disappeared quickly. Zoë waited.
          “I wonder what there is to this psychoanalysis stuff?”
        


        
          “Good lord, Charlie, you mean you want Payne to psychoanalyze
          you? What’s the matter? What’s troubling you?”
        


        
          “Nothing’s troubling me!” He gestured to the paper on the floor.
          “Just something I read in the paper. I’m curious, that’s all.”
        


        
          “About what?”
        


        
          “Darling, I want to ask Gregg for dinner—tomorrow night——”
        


        
          “We’re supposed to go to the Hartleys’ for bridge.”
        


        
          “Cancel it. And tell Gregg I want him to bring Larry with him.”
        


        
          “Well—I suppose I could, but it’s a little awkward, just to give
          him orders that way.”
        


        
          “Don’t have to give him orders. Tell him I want to know something
          more about Roger Thorne—maybe I might be able to swing something
          for Payne—maybe he needs money, for a laboratory, or whatever.”
        


        
          “Who’s Roger Thorne?”
        


        
          “Just a guy I knew when we were both kids. Do it for me, will you,
          love?”
        


        
          The dinner was one of many. It was a restful time for Zoë. Somehow
          the whole atmosphere of their life changed. Charlie seemed to
          prefer an evening with the two men, sitting quietly, talking,
          smoking, to the merry-go-round of their usual social
          activities. She got caught up on her reading, leaving the men to
          go to her own room, listening to the murmur of their voices.
          Later, when Charlie would come in for a minute before he went to
          his own room, he would hold her chin and kiss her lightly,
          affectionately. Thoughtfully he would talk about the evening’s
          discussion. “Fascinating stuff,” he would say, and a little
          pleased smile would drift over his face.
        


        
          “You know what I think, Virginia?” Gregg said one afternoon. He
          had dropped up to the Shelleys’ to bring a present for Alma and to
          “cadge a drink.” Over frosty daiquiris, he told Virginia of
          Charlie’s fascination for Larry Payne.
        


        
          “I think he’s got a load of guilt about the Thorne boy. He asks so
          many questions; I think he wants to find out just exactly whether
          or not he contributed to Roger’s blindness.”
        


        
          Virginia was deeply interested and a little amazed. It warmed
          her that Charlie should concern himself: maybe he was—at
          last—growing up.
        


        
          “Has he talked about it? About how he beat up Roger?”
        


        
          “No. No, he hasn’t. But Larry tells me that he’s offered to
          finance a whole clinical research project that Larry has been
          dreaming about.”
        


        
          “Well, Gregg, that’s not so unusual. You know Charlie always
          doles out elaborate presents to anyone he’s briefly interested
          in. Just make sure Payne’s got it all sewed up in writing. Charlie
          can afford it—but he can also forget it!”
        


        
          “Larry is interested in Charlie’s case, of course.”
        


        
          “What do you mean—case?” Fleetingly Virginia bristled. The old
          “outsider” feeling. The defense of the clan. Recognizing her
          feeling, she shook her head a little and went after the facts. “I
          mean, does he think Charlie is a ‘wrong ’un’ in some way?”
        


        
          “No. At least he says that Charlie could pass any mental tests
          quite brilliantly, but he has a slight reservation. He says that
          there is a classification that is as yet too vague, too mixed
          with other abnormal pathology. He says it is recognized by most
          experts, but some call it one thing and others call it something
          else.”
        


        
          “In other words, he doesn’t really know, is that it?”
        


        
          Gregg patted her hand. “Don’t be troubled, Virginia dear; Larry
          says positively, definitely that there is no such thing as a
          ‘taint’ that could be passed on to your offspring.”
        


        
          “Well—offspring is sort of a collective noun, isn’t it—so I don’t
          have to worry too much anyway?” An old misery gleamed through the
          words.
        


        
          “Not always a collective noun; I mean, Alma Bea is your
          offspring, and a lovely one, as lovely as her mother.”
        


        
          Gregg took another sip of his drink, commenting on its
          deliciousness, till the wave of emotion for Virginia had
          subsided. He remembered how Herb had often suspected him of
          being in love with Elsie, and he let it go at that, when, of course,
          it had been Virginia, starry-eyed and in love with Jeff when he
          first met her. Not that things would have been different without
          Jeff, he felt; he was not the kind of man who would attract
          Virginia. But, loving her, he would be her friend, content to be
          a good friend to both of them, to be helpful if possible, to
          protect them both from Charlie; although it seemed as though he
          could relax his vigilance more and more along those lines. The
          very fact that Charlie seemed anxious to learn something about
          himself, to gain some sort of insight, was enormously
          encouraging.
        


        
          Virginia was saying, “I don’t think I’ll talk about this too much
          to Jeff. He says I have always been overconcerned about Charlie,
          too anxious to find out what makes him tick in that offbeat way.”
        


        
          Gregg laughed. “Jeff is really wonderful—so right, so truly
          good. We could all take a lesson from him. I think I would have
          become filled with bitterness if I had had to go through what he
          has.”
        


        
          Always, Virginia’s pride made her face glow, whenever Jeff was
          being talked about. She smiled. “You know what he said once? I
          forget just the way he said it, but it was to the effect
          that we worry too much about the pains and the evils in the world,
          when actually we should be continually astonished at the great
          amount of goodness—something like that. It didn’t sound quite so
          Pollyannaish the way he said it.”
        


        
          “I know. Jeff isn’t earthbound. He shows his philosophy in what
          he does in his work. Everything he builds has its roots in the
          ground, in reality, but they reach heights in beauty and power.”
          Gregg examined his empty glass. “Do you know, I think I’m slightly
          intoxicated? The rum you use must be very potent!”
        


        
          Virginia laughed. “Have another! It’s good to hear you talk.” She
          rose and stretched her long arms over her head. “Let me go and pry
          Jeff loose from that board for a while—I know he’ll want to see you.
          And let’s skip the subject of Charlie; I’m happy as can be about
          your news; maybe he’ll give Zoë fewer headaches now; but you know
          Jeff, he kind of dismisses Charlie as a hopeless louse!”
        


        
          Gregg watched the tall figure, tall even in the ballet flats she
          wore around the house, as she went across the hall to knock gently
          at the door of the studio. She looked so much like Charlie, they
          seemed cut from the same design, but it was as though Virginia
          were the model, the original work of the sculptor, and Charlie
          the empty, counterfeit reproduction.
        


        
          Charlie got his release from the Navy by the simple method of
          wetting the bed each morning before he got up. His months of
          “picking Larry’s brain” paid off, beautifully, as he had
          planned. He had studied the subject very carefully so that it
          never occurred to the examiners that his enuresis was
          malingering, as it was with some. His patriotism, his desire to
          be a part of the Navy, were obviously sincere. His
          co-operation, his intelligence, superior. His shame, his
          pleading for another chance, and finally his admission that
          deep down he was terrified, were impressive. He was given an
          honorable discharge on a disability, unspecified.
        


        
          At the office he carried a “let’s make the best of it” attitude,
          and people assured him that he was more valuable at home than on a
          battleship. He dodged any questions that were directly
          concerned with his discharge, by being slightly mysterious, by
          “not wanting to talk about it” and at the same time pressing his
          hand gently over the area of his left breast pocket. It could mean
          “my heart” or else simply that he was checking the fold of his
          handkerchief.
        


        
          There was only one real disappointment in the whole delightful
          coup to Charlie. Zoë was stubborn or stupid or lacking in
          appreciation, because she didn’t applaud his cleverness.
          Naturally he had told her; as his wife, he was sure she would
          enjoy the secret, delightful way he had put one over on the whole
          damn Navy.
        


        
          He waited for just the right moment, the intimate cozy time of
          pillow conversation. She had been saying how wonderful he was
          at hiding his disappointment, how proud she was that he hadn’t
          used his money and influence to get an armchair job in
          Washington. With his head pillowed on her shoulder, he let her go
          on thinking she was salving a wounded ego for having been
          rejected. As though anybody could reject old Charlie boy!
          Finally he could restrain himself no longer and when she said,
          “What on earth are you laughing at!” he gave her the
          detailed, day-by-day account of his brief hitch in the Navy.
        


        
          At first Zoë was too stunned to move and then the darkness of the
          room, the weight of his arm over her body, became unbearable. She
          got up and put on the light. Closing the windows against the chill
          of an early March wind, she shivered and drew on a soft red wool
          robe. Still in bed, Charlie was apparently unaware as yet of
          what she was feeling, for he was continuing, “I had soaked my
          handkerchief at the drinking fountain outside, and kept mopping
          my brow with it—which of course made it look like I was sweating,
          and the doe would take a quick look and then look away as though he
          hadn’t noticed, and all the time I was shaking like this—look,
          Zoë!” And he held out his long fingers moving in a fine tremor.
          “But of course, while I had all the symptoms down pat, I talked
          against them, you know—saying, ‘I’ll be all
          right—really—it’ll just take a few more days,’ and the
          exasperation angle: ‘I can’t imagine why I should be
          like this! I’m as stable and fit as any guy in the outfit’—hey,
          where you going, Zoë, wait a minute, I want to tell you——”
        


        
          Zoë had walked into the living room, turned on the switch that
          lighted the bar, and was pouring a stiff two ounces of brandy into
          an old-fashioned glass. “Do you want a drink?” she asked, her eyes
          on the bottle and the glass.
        


        
          Charlie was momentarily irritated at the interruption of his
          story. “At two in the morning? Hell no! Well, maybe, just a nip.
          You sure drink a lot, Zoë. You want to watch it a little.” He yawned
          and stretched like a contented cat. “Yes, sir! That was a good
          investment!” he said, and walked with his glass over to the
          bookshelves, where he studied the title of a thick volume.
        


        
          “What was?” asked Zoë, without expression.
        


        
          “What was what?”
        


        
          “What was a good investment?”
        


        
          “The fund—the fund for the great Dr. Payne!” He poked a finger at
          the book “This is great—boy, I learned a lot from this book. Payne
          thought it was too technical, thought I’d be bored. Ha! Don’t ever
          tell the poor guy, will you?” It was a statement of a foregone
          conclusion, rather than a question.
        


        
          “You know, it’s interesting.” He wandered back to the bar,
          swinging a long, pajama-clad leg over the brown leather stool.
          “You might say I’ve done a good turn for humanity, in exchange for
          a little, but very valuable, information.”
        


        
          Suddenly Zoë burst into tears.
        


        
          For a while he was too astonished to say anything. It was
          unusual for Zoë to cry about anything. She was just not the weepy
          type. There was a fleeting moment when he thought maybe the reason
          was that she was disappointed that he wouldn’t be wearing a
          uniform. Well, there was that, of course, but, as he said, “Good
          lord, Zoë, isn’t it more important to you that I don’t have to be
          killed, maybe?”
        


        
          “What about the man who takes your place, Charlie? Have you been
          able to think about him?”
        


        
          “Sure, maybe he’ll get a medal for bravery! That’s possible too,
          you know.”
        


        
          Zoë was looking at him in a strange way. It was a familiar look.
          It was a long-ago look—the O-faces of his playmates and sisters; it
          was more concealed in adults; he had encountered it often.
          Always it stopped him dead in his tracks, confused him, made him
          review what had just been said, trying to find a cue. Zoë now had
          the same look, and it gave him the familiar “itchiness,” making
          him a little angry. “What is the matter with you, anyway, Zoë!
          God, I thought you’d be so pleased—and that you’d say so. You’re
          looking at me as though I were a criminal.”
        


        
          “Well, aren’t you, Charlie?”
        


        
          “Now look.” He spoke patiently, as to a child. “There’s no penalty
          attached to this, if nobody knows about it. And I’m quite certain
          you’re not going to be the one to tell anybody.”
        


        
          “No, I guess not. I can live with it, I suppose. I’m just not very
          noble; but what I can’t understand is how you’ll be able
          to live with it.” She poured herself another drink, and this time
          didn’t sip it. “You know, my darling,” she smiled, “Santayana
          said, ‘Perhaps the true dignity of man is his ability to despise
          himself.’ If he is correct, then you are completely without a
          means to acquire dignity.”
        


        
          Charlie knitted his dark brows. “Honey, you’re getting swacked.
          Take it easy!”
        


        
          But Zoë went on. “I have a good chance of becoming enormously
          dignified. I’ve watched you and covered for you. Your little
          frauds and your big frauds. The way you are able to perform an act
          of real goodness, without giving it a second thought. You need
          me, Charles. You don’t have any idea how much you need me! You need
          me to sort out things for you, to emphasize and exploit the good
          acts, to explain away, or as now—to conceal the bad ones. You need
          me to keep your damned hide intact!” And she buried her head in her
          arms and wept, deeply.
        


        
          “Whew! I don’t know what’s got into you. Don’t you love me any more?
          You know how I worship you. I couldn’t bear it if you didn’t love
          me.”
        


        
          Zoë’s mouth became bitter, hard. “What’s love, Charlie dear?
          Answer me that, if you can. Is it having a romp in bed,
          introducing me as Mrs. Carewe, having a pretty woman like the
          latest model car for your very own? Would it be too corny to
          suggest that love is supposed to make us better human beings? I
          didn’t marry you blindly, I felt that you needed someone to
          believe in you. I’m sure you have no idea how many people think
          you’re just plain screwy!”
        


        
          Charlie’s listening face was quite blank. His eyes followed her
          separate movements, the gestures of her hands, the twisting of
          her mouth, the bareness of her forehead from which she had pushed
          her hair, the skin so finely textured that it shone. He picked out
          a word here and there of what she was saying, but her whole
          attitude was incomprehensible to him.
        


        
          “Who for instance? Who thinks I’m screwy?”
        


        
          “Well, I do ‘for instance’—now. I think you’re a genius in
          reverse. I’ve known a lot of men, and I never met one who seemed to
          have more than his share of great qualifies, as you do. I was
          always proud of the fact that you seemed to be one jump ahead of the
          other fellow mentally, that your attractiveness was more than
          skin deep——”
        


        
          Charlie grinned, reaching across the bar to put his palm to her
          face. “Go on, tell me more, sweetheart, I love it!”
        


        
          Viciously she slapped his hand away. “You’re not
          listening to me!”
        


        
          “Hey!” laughed Charlie. “You play rough!”
        


        
          She covered her face with her hands, sobbing in the effort to down
          her climbing rage.
        


        
          Charlie patted her shoulder. “You know, sweetheart, you’re very
          beautiful when you’re mad? I must say, I don’t know what you’re so
          steamed about, but I like a gal with spirit. It’s exciting and
          fun!”
        


        
          “Fun!” she barked it out. “Would you think it exciting and ‘fun’ if
          a wife of one of those Navy men who were killed at Pearl Harbor got
          ‘steamed’ at what you’ve told me?”
        


        
          “What in hell has that got to do with us! Come on, honey, let’s have
          one more drink and then go to bed—you’re just making yourself sick
          about nothing.”
        


        
          Zoë was about to echo again, “Nothing!” but stopped in angry
          futility, and said instead, “Sure, let’s have a drink, my
          darling.” She was shocked at the sexual feeling that swept over
          her, gripping her in a shivering animal desire. Reaching over
          the bar, she grasped his head fiercely in her hands and crushed her
          mouth to his. Her hands slipped to the fabric of the collar of his
          pajama shirt, and she felt the desire to rip and tear, to
          destroy—and suddenly the emotion drained away as quickly as it
          had risen. She drew back instinctively, quickly, at Charlie’s
          unresponsiveness as, still with her hands behind his neck, he
          seemed to be looking at something over her shoulder. “You know
          we’re almost out of vermouth?” he said casually. “Unless there’s
          another bottle underneath—take a look, will you, dear?”
        


        
          Her laughter pealed to the rafters. Suddenly the space behind the
          bar was too confining, and she spun from the opening, kicking off
          her high-heeled sandals as she pirouetted swiftly to the big
          davenport angled from the long windows. Still laughing, she
          threw herself flat down upon it and twisted at the dials of the
          radio integrated into the end table. The music burst into the
          room, cutting off her hysteria like a slap in the face.
        


        
          Charlie had taken her place behind the bar and was breaking some
          ice cubes from the small refrigerator into a pair of clean tall
          glasses. “Looks like we’re going to make a night of it,” he
          exclaimed cheerfully. “Think I’d better make us a long one; don’t
          want you getting drunk on me.”
        


        
          The Andrews sisters chanted “My mamma done tol’
          me...” and Laverne took it away alone for a bar
          high and clear, and Zoë joined them when they came to
          “bluuuuu-es—in the night!” softly, clearly.
        


        
          She took a long gulp of the drink which Charlie handed her,
          wrinkling her nose. “You know, it’s all that soda that gets you
          drunk.”
        


        
          “Feeling better, darling?” Charlie inquired, sitting down
          cross-legged on the soft dark blue rug in front of her.
        


        
          “I feel fine—I don’t know whether or not I’m drunk—yet. What do you
          think, Charlie darling heart?”
        


        
          “You’re just plain wonderful—utterly beautiful, utterly
          enchanting. There isn’t a woman in this world who can hold a
          candle to you!”
        


        
          Zoë smiled and, imitating him, reached a palm to his cheek “Go on,
          tell me more, sweetheart, I love it.”
        


        
          Grasping her hand, he kissed her fingers lightly. “You see, I’m a
          good boy, I don’t slap your hand away! You know,
          you really are a devil sometimes—and I love it. You’re no meek
          little brown bird, like Mavis. God, how I despise meek women.”
        


        
          Zoë came up for air from her drink. “Who’s Mavis?” she asked
          casually.
        


        
          “My wife,” said Charlie, tipping his own glass to his lips.
        


        
          “Funny, funny boy!” Zoë giggled.
        


        
          “I’m not kidding. Mavis Durand, her name was.”
        


        
          Zoë went along with the joke. Curling her legs under her, she
          settled herself like a child getting ready for a bedtime story.
          “Now, tell me all about her. Was she your childhood sweetheart? Was
          she on the list before or after Jane what’s-her-name?”
        


        
          “Ah, honey, I don’t want to talk about it, please. It was just one
          of those silly, sentimental, springtime and moonlight things.”
        


        
          “No, please, I want to hear about the little brown bird, please tell
          me a story about the little brown bird?”
        


        
          Charlie laughed. “Promise you’ll never tell?”
        


        
          “Cross my heart ’n’ hope to die!”
        


        
          “Well, I was on this hunting trip. Long before I met you, so I can
          tell you, I guess. You won’t act hurt now, will you?”
        


        
          “I promise!” said Zoë, and sealed her own destruction.
        


        
          The story in Charlie’s hands could not remain uncolored, and
          Mavis was much more beautiful, Mme. Durand a snooping witch, and
          Louis became a sinister threat to Mavis’ purity, which he,
          Charlie, had to protect. He became absorbed in recounting the
          trouble he went to, the secrecy involved. He needed no
          prompting from Zoë, who simply sat there, listening, suddenly
          quite sober.
        


        
          “I think the real reason she disappeared,” he was concluding,
          “was probably because the hundred dollars I put into her bag the
          day after we were married seemed like a damn fortune to her. Of
          course, she probably used some of it up in getting back home. If
          she went home.” He got up to mix a fresh drink, musing on the
          problem.
        


        
          Zoë found her voice. “How did you get a divorce if you didn’t know
          what became of her? She’d have to be served——”
        


        
          Charlie didn’t answer, busy at the bar.
        


        
          “Charlie?”
        


        
          “What, honey?”
        


        
          “When did you get your divorce?”
        


        
          Charlie waggled a finger at her. “Now you promised you wouldn’t
          act hurt, and you promised you wouldn’t tell.”
        


        
          Zoë smiled, ever so faintly, as the floor became nothing under
          her feet. She felt suspended in a clear dry atmosphere, devoid
          of feeling. She patted her hands together in a light applause.
        


        
          “You are right, my darling Charlie’s always right. I won’t ‘act
          hurt’ and I won’t tell. You never did get a divorce, did you?”
        


        
          “Nope. It seemed foolish to stir up a lot of trouble, when——hey!
          Don’t pass out on me!” And he strode over to where Zoë had fallen in
          a small red woolen heap onto the dark blue floor.
        


        
          Zoë awakened with what she acknowledged to herself as a crashing
          hangover. She peered at the clock in the dimness of the room but to
          make out whether it was ten past ten or ten to two was too
          difficult. The bed was empty beside her. She was thirsty, and
          there was a throbbing, hissing sound in her ears. She fumbled for
          the push button on the bed table. When Myra entered, she had
          already dozed back to sleep. Startled, she opened her eyes
          quickly, and as quickly shut them again. “Myra?”
        


        
          “Yes, madam, can I get you something?”
        


        
          “Yes, Myra—everything, and nothing.”
        


        
          The girl waited. “Start with coffee, please. And while I’m in the
          shower straighten up and air the room.”
        


        
          “Yes, madam—like I always do?”
        


        
          “With a difference, Myra dear. Don’t let me see you doing it. I
          couldn’t bear to watch someone bustling about.”
        


        
          She took a long shower, without attempting to find the soap or
          the back brush or the face cloth; just standing there, she let the
          water pour over her, spreading and diffusing the various
          localized discomforts. As she toweled herself, she muttered,
          “Muddle through, old girl. One thing at a time. Headache first.
          Stomach next, and then we’ll see what else is the trouble.” From
          the medicine cabinet she found and mixed a Bromo, gulping its
          salty bubbles. She was about to slip on another nightgown and get
          back into bed, but the sense of something-that-had-to-be-done made
          her feel that the bed would not be comfortable. Instead she put on
          a robe, and winced at the rush of blood to her head as she leaned
          over to pull on a pair of silver sandals.
        


        
          “Myra?” she said as she went back into the bedroom.
        


        
          Myra was smoothing the covers, the light in the room seemed
          dazzling, even though the day was overcast.
        


        
          Zoë cleared her throat, and tried again. “Myra.” Still it was only
          just above a whisper.
        


        
          “Yes, ma’am?”
        


        
          “Myra, I feel just—horrible. I seemed to have got caught drunk last
          night.”
        


        
          “Well, you’ve been under a strain, Mrs. Carewe,” said the woman
          kindly. “I guess the news that Mr. Carewe won’t have to leave you
          was—well, a relief, in a way—you might say.”
        


        
          There was something that wanted to get through to her
          consciousness, something that she didn’t want to recognize, not
          just yet. Whatever it was, her heart knew about it, because it
          started thudding. Whatever it was, her hands knew it, because
          they started trembling violently. “Not yet, not yet!” she said
          to them. “Just give me a minute.”
        


        
          “Myra—what time did Mr. Carewe leave?”
        


        
          “About an hour ago, madam. And some flowers came——”
        


        
          “I hate to disrupt your schedule, Myra, especially when I’m such
          a tyrant about it, but I don’t think I could bear the sound of a
          vacuum cleaner this morning. I don’t want to go back to bed. I
          don’t want to receive any phone calls, and I want only the minimum
          of food. Do you think you could adapt yourself to all that?” The
          effort left her breathless.
        


        
          “Of course, Miz Carewe, now don’ you fret.” Myra’s refinement of
          speech escaped her occasionally. She was very proud of being
          “nearly white,” but occasionally, when she wasn’t speaking
          “officially,” her voice grew richer and she slipped into the
          softness of the speech of her background.
        


        
          The flowers were a beautiful arrangement of Talisman roses in
          a large pale amber bowl. Instead of a card, there was an envelope
          of Charlie’s personal stationery perched between the stems.
        


        
          “Darling love.” The single gray sheet in Charlie’s handwriting
          was covered in a hastily written but still flourishing style.
        


        
          
            I do hope you won’t feel too horrible when you wake up. You
            really scared me!! Naughty, naughty girl! Also, if you remember
            anything about the fairy story last night—about the little brown
            bird—it was just that. I don’t know what possessed me to spin a
            yarn like that—you’re such a good listener! These flowers bear
            my love, and my regret that I had to leave so early this
            morning, without kissing you good-by. Call me when you get up. I
            love you, love you....
          


          
            C.
          

        


        
          As a flash of lightning will expose clearly all the forms of a
          landscape in a split second, where before there had been only
          darkness and unidentifiable shapes, so did the words “little
          brown bird” enlighten and integrate Zoë’s muddled thoughts. And
          like the quickly following thunderclap a word exploded:
          “Bigamist!”
        


        
          Zoë sipped her coffee, sitting at a portable tray where she could
          stare out at the somber sky.
        


        
          Her head still ached, her hands still were not co-ordinating
          smoothly. Jerkily she lighted a cigarette, feeling her lips
          tighten around the cylinder. Impatiently she rose, almost
          upsetting the little table. She felt that she must, at any cost,
          dispose of these annoying discomforts in order to think
          clearly. For she knew she was going to have to do some extremely
          clear thinking. Bigamy—bigamy—what was the law, what was the
          penalty? Whom could she talk to, who would be able to tell her what
          she knew already—that Charlie should go to jail—and their marriage
          should be annulled?
        


        
          She glanced at the clock on the table as she went toward the bar.
          She poured a small amount of brandy in a glass, and ridiculously
          was reminded of an alcoholic friend who said he wasn’t an
          alcoholic because he never drank in the morning—he never got
          up before one in the afternoon. Anyway, hair of the dog, she
          thought, and at first sipped the fluid tentatively, testing the
          effect on her stomach. For a moment it felt as though she had
          swallowed something whole and solid—but it quickly dissolved and
          as she drank the rest, it seemed but seconds before her whole body
          relaxed and came to order.
        


        
          “Call me when you get up,” his note said. The lovely
          pinkish-yellow hues of the roses seemed terribly dear to her as
          she leaned to their fragrance. Still looking at them, she dialed
          Charlie’s private number. She needed to talk to him, to bring him
          close to her, just for a moment before she started thinking what
          she must do. Put it off, put it off, just for another minute
          anyway.
        


        
          “Yes?”
        


        
          “Charles——”
        


        
          “Yes, my love—how are you feeling?”
        


        
          “Awful.”
        


        
          “Really? Shame on you! Passing out on me!” he chuckled.
        


        
          “Charles. We’ve got to talk—about last night. Can you come home
          early this afternoon?”
        


        
          “I’ve got a million appointments, but I’ll cancel ’em all if you
          need me. What’s the trouble?”
        


        
          “We’ve got to talk—about the little brown bird.”
        


        
          “What? Oh, for Pete’s sake, honey. I told you—didn’t you get my
          flowers? I made the whole thing up.”
        


        
          “Not over the phone, Charlie—and let’s not play games!” Her
          voice grew harsh, uncontrollably.
        


        
          “Why in hell are you accusing me of playing games? I’m telling you
          the truth. What kind of a guy do you think I am?”
        


        
          For a moment, for one lifting light moment, she believed him.
          Wanted to believe him. What kind of a guy did she think he
          was? A person so stupid as to marry some kid on an impulse and
          then be such a fool as to simply not bother to get a divorce
          before he married again. That’s all! Ridiculous!
        


        
          “Look—Charlie—let’s not fight over the phone—let’s save it till
          you’re close enough for me to hit you with something—okay?”
        


        
          “I’m terrified. Look, I’ve asked Blystone to come by for a drink.
          It’s about some article for a weekly; about the clinic for Larry.
          They’ve got wind of it and they’re making me out a big
          philanthropist. Blystone wants to handle it for me and keep it
          down to size. Tasteful, modest, and all that. And at the same time
          keep out the fact that it’s a handsome tax deduction for me.”
        


        
          “Well then—what time?”
        


        
          “Early—fivish. And, oh, I almost forgot. Virginia called me.
          Wants us for dinner. Said she called you but you weren’t up yet. I
          told her it was okay. Okay?”
        


        
          “Fine, darling. Want me to buy a dingus for Alma, or will you?”
        


        
          “Oh, sweetie, she doesn’t expect something every time we go
          over—don’t bother.”
        


        
          “Well, I’ll see. I’ve got a hair appointment and I’ll go to
          Schwarz’s.”
        


        
          “’Kay. ’By, love.”
        


        
          And the world moved in again. An important article in
          Time about the Carewe Fund for Mental Health. “Mr.
          Carewe’s handsome donation... prominent in the
          world of Wall Street... valuable advancement in
          scientific research...” Dinner with
          relatives, whose lives would be deeply affected by scandal; (my
          God, what of my life!) a hair appointment—Mrs. Carewe has
          such amazing hair, and tips amazingly well, rich people don’t
          usually, you know.
        


        
          And Mavis—what was her name—Dunbar, no, Dumont, French, it
          sounded. What of her? Where was she? Did she know about Charlie’s
          marriage to her, Zoë? What about blackmail? Perhaps she had a
          child. Would that make a difference? Perhaps Mavis wouldn’t want a
          scandal for the sake of a child. If there was a child. They had only
          been together a short time. Probably not. She wondered if
          Charlie ever sent money.
        


        
          Round and round she went, and then she began to see what she had
          known all along. That she was going to put it out of her mind. Push
          it out of sight as you carried something up to the attic. Of
          course it would still be there, but you didn’t have to look at it.
          And going to the bar, she poured herself another brandy, and felt
          just fine.
        


        
          Charlie had his own headache, not of the hangover variety. After
          he hung up the telephone he sat pressing his temples with hard
          fingers. What idiots women were! They just couldn’t leave things
          alone. One of the things he liked best about his wife was the fact
          that she was not a soft, mushy female. She was hard and brilliant,
          she laughed at sentimental things; but now even she was
          disappointing him. Picking at him about Mavis. If a wife can’t be
          a confidante, someone you can trust with your innermost
          feelings, she’s not being much of a wife. He supposed he’d have to
          admit that the story was true, eventually. But then that meant
          he’d have to tell the rest of it, and somehow it went against the
          grain to go bragging around about the fact that one was a
          gentleman of honor.
        


        
          The amount of publicity that surrounded his wedding to Zoë had
          bothered him quite a lot. He hadn’t worried so much about Mavis
          finding out as Mme. Durand. That money-grubbing bitch of a
          Frenchwoman would be sure to poke her nose around and stir up some
          trouble for him. He felt certain that Mavis had somehow got back
          to Clarke Falls like a homing pigeon; he could just see her, poor
          thing, with Grand-mère yelling at her, probably for running away.
          Well, he’d fixed that for her. He was really quite proud of
          himself. Regularly he enclosed a few ten-dollar bills in a
          plain envelope, with no return address, to “Mavis Durand.” It
          said a lot of things. It didn’t admit she had married him, and
          therefore it was her word against his, unless Mme D. wanted to go
          to the trouble of finding the justice of the peace who had
          married them. She might try, but Mavis had been in such a dream
          world that she didn’t even know the name of the town. Neither had
          he, for that matter, until recently he ran across the license
          among some papers. It would be like looking for a needle in a
          haystack. All Frenchwomen were practical and thrifty, at least
          all French peasant women, he amended, so he was quite sure Madame
          would be most appreciative, and wouldn’t do a thing to stop the
          “generous flow” of money. To him it was a mere trickle, but it
          made him feel he was being most honorable and gave him a sense of
          security.
        


        
          Now, last night he’d been stupid enough to talk about the whole
          silly affair to Zoë, simply because he wanted to please her, to
          tell her by way of contrast that he thought she was a wonderful
          woman. He had felt sorry that she was upset about something
          connected with his not going to be with the Navy. What a fuss she
          had kicked up! Probably disappointed that her visions of being
          the wife of Lieutenant Commander Carewe, roughing it at some
          naval base like San Diego with other Navy wives, had been
          shattered. Well, he wasn’t about to get himself killed just to
          please her vanity. She was really very vain, his dear Zoë; vain
          and spoiled. He smiled to himself as he thought of how tenderly he
          indulged her. Letting her in on business matters, so that she
          could feel important, even shifting some of the burden of
          decisions onto her. Of course she was sharp; even Rush and McGuire
          had to admit it, often actually asking him to bring her in when
          something sticky came up.
        


        
          He realized that he had made a slip of the tongue when he spoke of
          Mavis last night. But it was a happy slip. It showed how much he
          thought of her, didn’t it? Well, then, it wasn’t reasonable of her
          to want to “talk about it” as she had said over the phone. She had
          sounded so serious, as though it really were important. Maybe
          she just meant that because she had been a little stewed she hadn’t
          heard the whole story. That was it, probably. It wasn’t like her to
          get drunk like that. It was true she drank quite a bit, no more than
          a lot of their friends actually, but he’d never seen her slug
          herself. As to his own drinking—well, that was another thing,
          entirely.
        


        
          The intercom buzzed, interrupting Charlie’s thoughts. “Yes,
          Betty? Who? Mr. Blystone? Fine, ask him to come in—what? Oh, and a
          reporter? And a photographer! Wow! Well, uh, give me a
          minute, tell ’em I’m on the phone. And then after they’ve been here
          for about fifteen minutes, come in and remind me of another
          appointment.... Atta girl!”
        


        
          It was an excellent photograph. The photographer had waited
          for some of the Carewe charm to subside, the winning smile and the
          twinkling eyes, and had caught him in a fleeting, thoughtfully
          intense attitude more appropriate to the serious nature of
          the article. The caption read, “...generosity
          lauded.” At the close, it summarized his background of New
          England stability, his wealth; his lovely social wife, the
          daughter of the owner of a chain of fashionable hotels.
        


        
          Months old, the magazine had reached Clarke Falls in the duffel
          bag of a now forgotten fisherman; it had lain among similar
          discarded periodicals on the hall table of the Inn. It was the
          first word of Charlie’s existence to reach Mavis, except for the
          cold but useful money in the cold plain envelopes. Idly she had
          leafed through the magazines before burning them. They were
          rarely read and were dust-catchers. Carefully she tore the page
          out and showed it to Mme. Durand, who read it with pursed lips.
        


        
          “The poor man. I was right, he is completely a fool. Now he is a
          bigamist.” She tossed the page away in disgust, and Mavis
          retrieved it quickly. Carefully, she took a pair of scissors and
          cut the photograph clean from the text and burned the rest of the
          magazine. She would treasure the photograph, if only to show to
          young Jean Charles a picture of his fine-looking father someday.
          Grand-mère had been right, when Mavis had asked her fearfully long
          ago, “What are you going to do?” and she had answered, “Nothing.”
          They had talked over the subject once, and once only, and the
          subject had never been brought up again until now. “You are
          married,” Mme. Durand had stated. “In the eyes of le bon
          Dieu and legally. In my heart I would like to kill him—to
          destroy him, to make him pay for his foolishness. But to satisfy
          the emotions is not always wise. No, we have nothing to prove.
          Nothing to be ashamed of. You ran away and married a man with whom
          you found you could not live. You are the deserter, not he. I could
          demand your rights, and make him support you, but to move the
          wheels of justice is a ponderous business. Your husband is a
          rich man. If he was forced to support you, he could insist that you
          live with him. If he is the kind of man I think he is, he would
          follow the letter of the law—and that is all. You would live a
          lonely existence in a foreign atmosphere—for what? For the
          satisfaction of having forced a man to do his duty. This is not a
          happy satisfaction.”
        


        
          When the envelopes began to come in, she smiled, pityingly. “He
          is so afraid—of something.”
        


        
          “Perhaps his conscience bothers him, Grand-mère.”
        


        
          “Conscience? No. He is afraid you will interrupt his life. It is
          childish and transparent. He is sending these small amounts—which
          are like fortunes to us—because he could afford much
          more, but he wants you to think he cannot, and so you will leave him
          alone. Imbecile!”
        


        
          “Perhaps if he knew about Jean Charles, he wouldn’t leave
          us alone,” Mavis voiced her painful fear.
        


        
          “You are absurd, Mavis; the boy is like a young prince born ‘under
          the rose.’ He would be most embarrassing.”
        


        
          And so the young prince lived happily in the woods with the kind old
          witch and his beloved M’ma. He grew sturdy and strong, and learned
          to climb the apple trees, to catch minnows in the streams, and he
          squealed with delight when on moonless nights his mother would
          take him to a certain spot near the orchard to show him the
          glowing fox fire, and wondered, only a little, at the wetness of
          her cheeks.
        


        
          It was such a pity, everyone thought, that Zoë Carewe drank so much.
          She had “everything”—a fine husband, money, status, all the
          things that should make any woman happy. And poor Charlie—it was
          killing him, anyone could see that. He’d spent a fortune in
          doctors and sanatoria. In discussing the situation with all of
          his friends he always said, “I’d give my very life to make her
          happy! I’m patient with her, I make sure she has the best of
          everything when she’s getting over a drunk, nothing’s too good for
          her.” Somehow it had even affected his work; he said his own
          efficiency was impaired and finally, late in ’47, the firm was
          dissolved, his partners absorbed into other companies.
        


        
          Naturally nobody blamed him when he was seen around with various
          exotic-looking creatures; a man had a right to amuse himself, and
          undoubtedly most of those rumors about so-called “wild” parties
          on his yachting trips to Bermuda and Jamaica were grossly
          exaggerated.
        


        
          The sleep of the Shelley household was often shattered by
          plaintive phone calls in the early dawn. They had become used to
          them. Virginia would fumble for the phone and listen for a while,
          saying, “Yes, Zoë. I know, dear. Yes. Yes. Of course.” Then she
          would hand the phone over to Jeff, while she got up and put on some
          coffee. “It’s me now, Zoë,” Jeff would say. “I’m sorry you’re
          feeling so badly.” There would be long silences, during which
          both he and Virginia lighted cigarettes, prepared for a good
          half hour of at least knowing that while Zoë was talking they had a
          small amount of control over her. Often they would talk her to bed
          and to sleep, like a pilot being talked down to safety out of the
          fog.
        


        
          “Where are you, Zoë? In the living room?”
        


        
          “Yes. Where d’you think? Nearest the bar, of course.”
        


        
          “Where’s Charlie, honey? Is he in bed?”
        


        
          Sound of her breath, laughing. “Charlie. He’s...
          Charlie is working... late....”
        


        
          “Zoë. Listen. Zoë, will you do something for me?”
        


        
          “Anything... anything you
          ask... Virginia? Or is it Jeff,
          now... you two... I would do
          anything.”
        


        
          Then one of them would go through the little routine that they
          found had worked. It took maybe fifteen minutes. They would get her
          to go back to the bedroom and pick up the extension beside her
          bed. It took a few minutes before they heard the click of the
          other receiver being lifted. Then they played a little game, as
          though she were a small child. “Did you take off your slippers?”
          Yes. “Are you lying down, now?” Yes. “Now isn’t that more
          comfortable? Now you can talk where you won’t catch cold.”
          Disjointed sentences, decreasing in the number of words, a
          sound of sobbing, more words that meant nothing to them: “Do you
          know that Mitch Cooper is a real crook? Do you know who pays his
          tailor? What happened to my backbone, Virginia? It’s like mush.
          I’m the strong girl, remember? ’Member I tol’
          you...” But soon the voice would drift off, and a
          sound of delicate snoring would finally terminate the
          conversation. Their own sleep would be hours away.
        


        
          Over and over they went through the problem. “What can we do? How
          can we help?” became the theme.
        


        
          Zoë sober was another matter. Virginia and Jeff were the only
          people she felt she could trust to talk to, and even with them she
          could not completely unburden herself. Of course, she was not
          fully aware of the extent of her drinking. It was absorbed by
          blackouts, and she would have no memory of having made phone
          calls, of having wandered around the apartment, of having poured
          drink after drink. Neither did she make light of it. The parts that
          she did remember were bad enough.
        


        
          The most practical advice that Virginia and Jeff could give her
          was not acceptable. She said, “Go to Doc Payne? I couldn’t. I
          simply couldn’t. I’m simply not the type for the couch!”
        


        
          Her laughter had become harsher. Her voice was husky, and her
          never still fingers constantly raked through the once
          symmetrical golden cap of curls. Now its natural reddish
          blonde was losing its luster, she needed a permanent, and
          Virginia’s sympathy welled up in her as she saw the swollen
          eyelids, the coarsening texture of the skin on her throat, the
          mouth that looked cracked and dry through the rouge.
        


        
          “Whoever would have thought I’d become a booze-hound!” she laughed
          again. “Don’t worry, kids, I’ll quit one of these days. It’s not
          Charlie, really. It’s just that I can’t make him see that there is
          an end someday to the money. I think I just got tired of being a
          business partner, and a hostess and a mediator between him and
          McGuire, especially.” Cover the little frauds, explain to
          McGuire that it was she who had been demanding and Charlie had had
          to withdraw some funds. Frantic when Charlie said he was paying
          Mitch Cooper to keep his mouth shut; entering into the
          conspiracy to somehow keep paying him more and more. The
          confusion that was too hard to bear when in protecting one’s
          reputation one somehow unaccountably lost it.
        


        
          With the cunning of the drunk, Zoë was able to keep her treasure of
          trouble intact. As her drinking increased her lips became
          sealed, and her reaching out to Virginia and Jeff was an appeal
          only for comfort. She felt that they would be kind, that they would
          not judge, that when the natural question “Why?” rose in their
          eyes she could talk at length and around and around the real
          subject, without even getting close to the truth.
        


        
          Her deepest resentment was fixed on Mitch Cooper. Normally she
          could have told Charlie that she wouldn’t have him in the house and
          made it stick. But when Charlie would spread his hands in a gesture
          of helpless appeal and say, “Haven’t I a right to choose whom I
          want to be with?” it indicated to her that since she was like a
          zombie most of the time he could do nothing but choose a discreet
          person to have around, even though he admitted Mitch was
          inferior company. And after a while, though she loathed him as
          she loathed herself, she didn’t mind getting drunk in front of him.
          He made no “fuss” about it. When prescriptions ran low, he had a
          “source” where he could obtain sleeping pills; and often, when she
          woke after fitful, ragged sleep, she would start crying, getting
          up to sit and stare with streaming eyes at the sleeping city, the
          panorama of buildings beyond the terrace. Charlie, tousled,
          heavy with sleep, would ask her, “Shall I call Mitch?” and she would
          say, “Why not—you don’t want to talk to me... have
          to talk to somebody.” And Mitch would arrive cheerfully, almost
          eagerly.
        


        
          With a long glass in his hand he would sit quietly while she
          exhausted herself with talk. Paying less attention to her words
          than if a fly were buzzing around his bullethead.
        


        
          “How’s my dear, dear blackmailing friend tonight?” she would
          sneer. “What’s the latest from Clarke Falls? Any new suits
          threatened? Or has the mewling Mavis decided to keep her little
          trap shut for a while!”
        


        
          Charlie and Mitch would exchange understanding looks and each
          would attempt to pacify her, to “quiet her down.”
        


        
          “Now, honey,” Charlie would say. “Don’t be rough on Mitch—he’s our
          friend.”
        


        
          “Why don’t you face it, Zoë? Without me, you and Chas, here, would be
          dead ducks. You know I’m simply protecting your interests.”
        


        
          It had been a good investment for Mitch. He was tickled with
          himself that he had a bump of curiosity. He was a smart guy all
          right to stay on for a little fishing after Charlie and Mavis had
          run away. At the time he had just wanted to “see how things worked
          out.” He was not very surprised to see Mavis one morning, going
          about her work as usual, with eyes reddened, and Mme. Durand
          looking as though her face had been hacked from granite. He saw the
          cheap gold ring on Mavis’ finger. He said nothing.
        


        
          He kept close track of Charlie. Calling him at the office, just to
          say “hello.” Occasionally going together to the race track.
          Having a few beers at a joint on Sixth Avenue. He watched and
          waited. He never mentioned Mavis, with the tact of the worldly
          for not bringing up an “episode.” He sensed that Charlie would
          resent it. He gained ground during the first months of Charlie’s
          marriage to Zoë; he thought he noticed a certain nervousness in
          Charlie’s demeanor.
        


        
          Finally he was able to put his cards on the table. By hinting
          that he knew much more, Charlie filled in the gaps for him. Mitch
          would feign boredom, waving away new information. “I know about
          that—I know you didn’t get a divorce—do you think I’m a dope? But,
          Charlie, you’re going to need help, you know.”
        


        
          Over their beers in a booth, they would discuss the matter
          philosophically.
        


        
          “The law, Charlie m’ boy—is for the birds. It’s not for smart
          people. Look, I’ve made a study of the law. I know what’s a felony
          and what’s a misdemeanor, I know how many days you get for what
          ‘the law’ says you oughtn’t t’ve done. You’ve got everything,
          Charlie. Everything. I’m proud to call you my friend. Let’s not let
          the bastards screw things up.”
        


        
          Mitch claimed immunity for his “sources” of information. “A
          little here—a little there—they only give me the pieces—I add ’em
          up.” There was a supposed trip, a supposed pay-off. And then they
          had their first disagreement, which Mitch was sure he could
          handle, and in which he almost made a fatal mistake. But Zoë had
          saved him—good old Zoë, the lush.
        


        
          He had to provide for his future of course, and he suggested that
          Zoë might not approve of their dealings together. To which
          Charlie laughed, and with an astuteness that shocked Mitch had
          said, “You’re real corny, Mitch. You are a blackmailer. Some
          people think that’s a pretty horrible thing to be. I think you’re
          smart, but not very smart. My wife is a great gal. She knows all
          about Mavis and doesn’t give a damn—really.”
        


        
          “You’re bluffing.”
        


        
          “Try me.”
        


        
          When he told Zoë about his association with Mitch, he gloated
          over the fact that Mitch had tried to blackmail him and failed.
        


        
          “It pays to be honest, my love. The way I’ve been honest with you.”
        


        
          But Zoë was frantic. She needed several drinks to calm down.
        


        
          “Get him up here, Charlie. Right now. If you had any sense you’d
          know he wouldn’t stop with me. What about my father? What about your
          parents? To say nothing of the firm. Oh, dear God, you are stupid.
          It’s weird how your thinking comes to a full stop, as soon as it no
          longer concerns you! Let’s talk to Mr. Mitch Cooper, and be
          prepared to be bled white!”
        


        
          Alma Bea’s blonde, wind-blown mop of hair was sun-bleached to the
          color of flax. She lay with her back against the rocky crust of
          Berry Pie; her face held the rapt look of the sun-worshiper as,
          without opening her eyes, she called, “Moth-er, is that you?”
        


        
          “I brought you a Coke,” Virginia said. “You look baked to a turn;
          how’s about some more oil?”
        


        
          “Mmmm...” She stretched herself like a cat.
          “Mother, I wish I never had to go back home. The summers
          are so short, and so delicious. I think you and Father are just
          the greatest.”
        


        
          Virginia wrapped her beach robe more closely around herself,
          sitting down beside her gangly daughter.
        


        
          “Now, what brought that up all of a sudden? Usually you think we’re
          pretty ‘dopey.’”
        


        
          “I don’t either—I think you’re just super: it’s just that
          I don’t envy those creepy kids and their dumb summer camps.
          Mother,” she said, “you know what?”
        


        
          “No, what? Oh, Alma!” Virginia laughed. “I wish you wouldn’t trap
          me with that conversational gambit all the time—’You know what?
          No, what?’... Now what were you going to say?”
        


        
          “I think I’m going to marry Gregg Nicholson—if he’ll wait for
          me.”
        


        
          Virginia pursed her lips seriously. “Well, let’s see now; you’re
          fourteen. Right?”
        


        
          “Right.”
        


        
          “I’m not sure, but Gregg must be in his early forties. The poor man
          would have to wait at least four years. Don’t you think that’s
          asking a lot?”
        


        
          Alma’s brown eyes twinkled. “Not if he really loves me!” She
          clasped her hands over her chest, declaiming dramatically, “He
          would wait forever and a day.”
        


        
          “Amen,” said Virginia. “In the meantime, a little devoted
          attention to your French would make him simply adore you—right
          this minute—now scat, skadoodle, he’s waiting for you.”
        


        
          “Oh, Mother-er!”
        


        
          “And then after lunch, if you’ve finished, we’ll go for a
          sail.”
        


        
          “Wow-ee!” She scrambled to her feet, picking up her scattered
          belongings, and started off on a run.
        


        
          “And, Alma,” her mother called, “ask your father if he feels up to
          it. No, wait a minute—Alma——” Poised like a stork on one foot, she
          paused in flight. “Better not ask him. Just tell him we’ll
          expect him—and no excuses. He always feels that he slows up our
          fun, but he does love to go——”
        


        
          “Sure, Mother, I’ll tell him. About two-thirty, huh?”
        


        
          Gregg called himself a “hanger on,” but actually his status had
          only increased with the years. Walter, especially, needed him,
          needed his quiet reassurance when Charlie’s erratic fame as a
          philanthropist and Wall Street tycoon and his notoriety as a
          man about town aggravated him. Unaccountably, he blamed himself
          and he depended more than he realized on Gregg’s objective
          viewpoint. Gregg had come back from the war broke and jobless.
          Walter insisted that he come to Nelson and live with them, take
          it easy until he felt like getting back into some teaching work,
          which was the only thing he felt he was capable and trained to do.
          It was a soft life, and Gregg reproached himself as the weeks
          drifted by. More to still his conscience than anything else, he
          wrote a few penetrating articles on the European political
          conditions, and struck gold. Happily, he became a “paying guest”
          and would have it no other way. He realized that one of his
          responsibilities was to keep Walter and Beatrice informed as
          to the activities of their children. With Virginia and Elsie,
          there had always been a mild conspiracy of “Don’t tell the
          family——” cushioning the seriousness of their troubles. When
          Elsie’s twins were born, she had some complications that had
          brought a few new white hairs around Herb’s temples, but their
          telegram read, “Everything fine....” Walter and
          Beatrice had been proud at the news of Charlie’s handsome
          donation to Dr. Payne’s clinic, but when the sports page carried
          the news that he had also bought a string of race horses, Walter
          had growled, “Don’t tell Bea, Gregg; it would seem frivolous to
          her—as it does to me. Oh, I don’t say that breeding horses isn’t a
          fine business, but such a thing as an investment is absurd. Money
          like that could be put to better uses. He always seems to cancel
          out a commendable action by a foolish one.”
        


        
          Gregg said, “Well, maybe the papers exaggerated, or were in
          error. Next time I go to New York, I’ll find out for you.”
        


        
          On his trips to see his publishers, Gregg would gather an
          abundant harvest of news from which he would cull the choicest,
          sweetest fruits. It was more satisfying than letters for them,
          of which there were never enough. And, lately, they had rarely been
          together for Christmas. The war, then Herb’s work and increased
          responsibilities, the distance, had made it hard for the
          Jenners. Zoë and Charlie were too restless for the slow pace of
          home-town holidays and made excuses. Virginia and Jeff and Alma
          had been regular visitors, except for the two years when Jeff
          could not travel. For them, of course, were also the elder
          Shelleys, but it was simpler for them to stay at Virginia’s home
          because a stair elevator had been installed for Beatrice and it
          simplified Jeff’s ambulation.
        


        
          From the beach, Virginia could see that visitors had arrived.
          She straightened up, shading her eyes. Mum and Dad never had
          people over for luncheon any more; and no one ever “dropped in.” It
          was a pity, she had often thought, but Mum was chronically
          ailing, and Dad was not very outgoing to say the least. He
          preferred quiet games of chess in the evening with Gregg, to
          someone’s “damn chatter”; but now there was some excitement
          going on on the veranda. It couldn’t be! It was—Alma was waving
          madly to her, and the man’s tall figure suddenly became
          familiar—it was Charlie and Zoë. She worried that Zoë would be
          drinking, and while Mum and Dad were aware that Zoë had a
          “weakness” along those lines, nevertheless they had never seen
          her drunk, and probably, in their minds, only had “too much
          sometimes.” She felt resentful that the lovely quiet of their
          vacation should be disturbed and found herself hoping that
          Charlie and Zoë would be too bored to stay more than just over the
          weekend. Jogging up the beach, she chided herself for her
          selfishness—it would mean so much to Mum to see Charlie, her
          darling Charlie.
        


        
          Luncheon was harmonious on the surface but it had overtones of
          tension. It was too full of talk, too much laughter, too many
          compliments on the food. Every sentence seemed to carry an
          exclamation point at the end.
        


        
          There were bright spots on Beatrice’s cheeks as she listened to
          Charlie’s anecdotes. Zoë had a look about her of chronic
          anxiety. She listened eagerly, turning her head quickly like a
          bird toward each person who spoke, laughing a little too much, a
          little too appreciatively. Alma Bea caught fire from what
          seemed to her just a “party spirit” and had to be cautioned
          quietly from Jeff about her twentieth “Golly!”
        


        
          New York was very hot, it seemed. The cooling system in their
          apartment had broken down, Zoë said, and nothing in the world
          sounded so attractive as “this heavenly place, right on the sea.”
          The truth of the matter was that Zoë was making a desperate try
          to overcome her drinking. Her most recent scare had been the
          experience of mild hallucinating. She had gone to a now
          familiar private hospital for a “rest cure” and during the
          ten-day withdrawal time had seen some unusually large,
          non-existent spiders spinning an enormous glistening
          non-existent web from the foot of the bed to the ceiling. The
          doctor who attended her had had a very serious talk with her; he
          said that she would have to quit drinking completely, that her
          tolerance for alcohol had become non-existent. Zoë had said
          that she needed no advice, she knew that she would have to be
          extremely careful. She had decided that she and Charlie should
          change their habits—skip the trip to Nassau this year—be around
          people who didn’t drink so casually. Avoid the temptation.
          However, so that she wouldn’t be “conspicuous,” Zoë reasoned
          with the time-honored rationalization of the alcoholic; she
          had “just sherry”—or a “little wine with meals.” It had been her
          idea to come to Nelson to be around a wholesome family
          atmosphere.
        


        
          There were deeper needs for Zoë, that had made her urge the trip to
          Nelson over Charlie’s objection that they would be bored to
          tears. And then it had taken an argument to keep Charlie from
          asking Mitch to go along with them.
        


        
          “Take Mitch!” she had almost screamed when he suggested it. “Take
          Mitch! Are you out of your mind! What would your dad think? Do you
          want them to know about our life and times with a blackmailer?”
        


        
          “Zoë, be reasonable,” Charlie had pleaded. “I like the guy. He
          amuses me. You really make too much of things; you know, darling,
          your thinking is none too stable these days!” It had taken a
          tremendous effort not to prove there and then that he was
          right—the first desperate reaction was the straight shot of
          whisky that would relieve the unbearable pressure of
          exasperation. But she had fought it down.
        


        
          “Charlie—the man is a goon. He ‘amuses’ you because he’s an oily
          opportunist; it’s to his advantage to listen to you about the
          cut of an evening jacket or the pitch of his voice. He gets into
          ‘fancy’ places that way.”
        


        
          “Why are you so bitter, Zoë—what are you raving about? If the guy
          wants to improve himself, why shouldn’t I help him?”
        


        
          “Have you forgotten that you yourself named him by his right name?
          A blackmailer?”
        


        
          “Oh, that’s a long time ago, darling. I was angry at the time, I’ll
          admit. He wouldn’t do anything now, I know—he’s too fond of us
          both.”
        


        
          “Just try stopping his checks. You’d see how ‘fond’ he is of us.”
        


        
          Charlie flared. “All right, Zoë—now stop your damned
          nagging. There’s a lot that you just don’t know about this thing.
          He’s got a lot of deals up his sleeve—things that he is sure will pay
          off someday. He is always saying how he hates to take money from
          me, that one day he’ll get off my back and pay me every cent that I
          ever loaned him.”
        


        
          “Loaned! Do you honestly think you’ll ever see the color of the
          money you have ‘loaned’ him?”
        


        
          “You seem to forget, Zoë—he’s kept us out of a very embarrassing
          situation. You seem to forget that it’s those clods in Clarke Falls
          that are the blackmailers; if it hadn’t been for Mitch they would
          have been down our throats——”
        


        
          “So says Mitch Cooper. Did you ever check up?”
        


        
          “Why should I? He’s a friend—a man of his word....”
        


        
          “Oh, dear God!” Zoë massaged her throbbing head with stiffened
          fingers.
        


        
          “Really, Zoë, you’re very snobbish, you know. Just because poor
          Mitch is a diamond in the rough; that he hasn’t a cultured
          background is no reason for you to be so hard on him.”
        


        
          “Charlie.” Zoë’s voice was quiet, devoid of emotion, although
          her eyes glittered a little. “Tell me—why do you kid yourself so
          elaborately?”
        


        
          Charlie looked at her—a smile of great sweetness on his face, a
          childlike smile, candid, ingenious. “It’s easier,” he said.
        


        
          Mitch did not accompany them. Charlie told Zoë a day or so later,
          “You really put me in kind of a spot, darling. He was nice enough
          about it, said he understood; he didn’t want to interfere. He’s
          really very fond of you, you know. He said, ‘I know Zoë’s really
          off the sauce—she’s a sensible woman.’ He was afraid you might get
          drunk, and, well, you know how you do, darling—you might get to
          talking too much about Mavis, and he wanted to be along to help
          out. To help me out, if the truth were known.” Charlie
          turned his back on her, his shoulders drooped like one who endures
          deep suffering. “I’m just not capable of handling you, Zoë, my
          sweet, when you get a few drinks in you.”
        


        
          “Handle me!” Zoë scoffed. “Did he also let you in on his secret,
          ‘just in case’?”
        


        
          Charlie turned quickly, wide-eyed, innocent. “What are you
          talking about?”
        


        
          “The little bottle of knockout drops. The little ‘remedy’ he
          pours into my drink when your back is turned and he thinks I’m too
          drunk to notice?”
        


        
          “Oh, you’re crazy,” Charlie laughed. “You imagine things,
          honey—honestly, sometimes you get to sounding like a soap
          opera. ‘Knockout drops,’ for Pete’s sake!”
        


        
          The effect of relief that Zoë got from liquor, she realized, was
          a delusion; temporary, self-deceptive—and painful. It became
          urgent for her to talk to someone. Virginia was the only
          logical person; she had thought of her own father, but it was not
          possible; he was aging, rigid in his thinking, and would be
          without compassion for Charlie. Virginia had understood
          Charlie always. Zoë wished now she had swallowed her silly pride
          and gone to her with the whole business immediately; and now
          that she had made up her mind, she could hardly contain herself.
        


        
          The luncheon seemed interminable to her. She had had a brief word
          with Virginia just before they were called into the dining room.
          “It just can’t wait any longer, Virginia—can we lock ourselves up
          in your room after lunch and let me talk? I’m about to burst!”
        


        
          Virginia frowned for a moment. “I promised Alma I’d take her and
          Jeff for a sail—don’t worry, though, I’ll beg off——”
        


        
          “Wouldn’t it be a good idea if Charlie took them—then we’d know he
          wouldn’t come barging in——”
        


        
          “It is about Charlie then? I thought so. Oh, Zoë, you
          shouldn’t have waited so long—my poor dear!”
        


        
          And then the luncheon bell dingdonged its silver voice, and they
          went downstairs.
        


        
          Walter smiled at Beatrice, seeing the pleasure in her face at
          having most of her family around her. He saw that she was
          exercising considerable control over being too pleased, too
          excited by Charlie’s rare presence in their midst. She avoided
          all recriminations that might have been her privilege; even the
          most oblique complaint at not even having been informed that they
          were coming so that she could make some preparation. Her back was
          straightened in a long-ago dignity and sweet authority as she
          coordinated the activities for them for the rest of the
          afternoon.
        


        
          “Alma, are you sure Gregg has let you off your study hour, or are you
          just taking advantage of his good nature——”
        


        
          “Both, Beatrice,” Gregg replied as Alma gave him a doll-face look.
          “I declare an unconditional holiday, in honor of our guests—I
          mean——” He stumbled, and Charlie picked him up.
        


        
          “Most recent guests, you mean?”
        


        
          There was a shade of sarcasm in his words, but he did not go on to
          say that he felt that Gregg was a usurper in the affections of his
          parents because it had only just occurred to him, and the feeling
          was not formed.
        


        
          Virginia quickly intervened. “Charlie, the varnish is a
          little sticky on the port side forward—don’t lean on it, will you!”
        


        
          Charlie turned to her quickly at the warning tone in her voice.
          “What?” he said. “Oh, okay. How’s the old girl running these days,
          up to your usual perfectionist demands?”
        


        
          Virginia laughed. It was true; she had always kept the Vee
          Cee up to local regatta standards. Through the years it had
          been remodeled, rerigged, until it was almost a completely new
          boat; her hull was regularly scraped and varnished from stem to
          stern by a local craftsman. Each summer Virginia’s greatest
          pleasure was to spend long, lovely hours sailing down the coast.
        


        
          “You just treat her right, that’s all, Brother darling!” She had
          full respect for Charlie’s skill as a sailor, since neither could
          remember when they first handled the tiller.
        


        
          Alma did not question the change in plans as Virginia had made no
          excuses—rather it seemed as though she were deferring to Charlie
          the privilege of taking her and her father for the promised sail.
        


        
          Jeff said, “Now you’re sure I won’t be in the way, Charlie? You
          know, once aboard, I’m just so much ballast—have to stay put.”
        


        
          Charlie waved his objections away. “No problem, no problem at
          all—let’s get going, what do you say—soon as I change?”
        


        
          Beatrice rose from the table. “Well, darlings, I shall have to
          take a rest. Zoë, would you and Virginia like a swim, or what?”
        


        
          Virginia said, “Perhaps later, Mum—I’m going to put Zoë in my
          room—she needs a rest too, after the trip—I’ve asked Doreen to
          freshen up their room.”
        


        
          “That would be wonderful, Virginia,” said Zoë quickly. “I
          really am bushed.”
        


        
          Beatrice spoke to Walter. “You going in to town, dear? I think it
          would be nice to get some broilers and barbecue them—would you
          like that?” She turned to the others, and Alma replied for them all:
          “That would be super, Grandmum!”
        


        
          “Fine! Then we’ll all have cocktails around six, and Charlie—please
          come up if you get back early.” She put her hand on his arm as he
          passed. “I’d love to have a chat with you——”
        


        
          “Right, Mum darling,” he said and, leaning, brushed her forehead
          with his lips. As he caught up with Zoë at the door to the hall he
          whispered to her, “Do be careful, darling—no nipping now,
          promise?”
        


        
          A flood of resentment swept over Zoë, at his lack of faith in her,
          when what she needed was encouragement of her discipline. Her
          need to unburden herself to Virginia had weakened a little
          during lunch. Perhaps it was wrong, dangerous. Perhaps she could
          keep it to herself. Perhaps it was a kind of disloyalty to
          Charlie, whom she loved. Although she had no intention of
          mitigating her own faults to Virginia when she talked to her,
          suddenly, with his whispered words, she wanted to shout his
          cruelties to the world, to hit out, to hurt. The pressure built
          within her, unbearably. And she needed a drink.
        


        
          Even though she had promised herself when she left New York that
          she was going to be extremely careful, she had brought some
          insurance with her, in case it should prove too difficult to be
          careful. She had firmly resolved that she would drink only when
          the others drank. A glass of sherry or one martini before
          dinner. A bit of brandy after dinner. But sometimes her sleeping
          pills didn’t work, so in her toilet case were opaque, half-pint
          flasks for traveling marked “Hand Lotion,” “Shampoo,” “Skin
          Tonic,” all carefully washed and filled with bourbon. She had
          been angry when Charlie had kiddingly gone through her suitcase,
          after she had told him, “Thank God, I don’t have to carry a bottle
          with me, this time.” At the last minute, while Charlie was phoning
          for their car, she had pulled a fifth out from under the bar, so
          casually and quickly that Charlie never even noticed, and,
          opening her suitcase in the hall, removed a pair of shoes and
          stuffed the bottle inside. Carrying them back, she waved the
          shoes, saying, “Don’t need these,” and Charlie nodded absently,
          talking into the phone.
        


        
          By the time Virginia joined her in her own room Zoë had hurriedly
          changed into a housecoat and had downed, choking almost in
          relief, half of the bottle labeled “Skin Tonic.” Like Alice’s
          bottle, she mused, labeled “Drink me.” Virginia’s door was open
          and she glanced in, and then down the hall, but Virginia had not
          come up yet. With relief she noted that her anger against Charlie
          had diminished somewhat, and that her breathing was slower and
          not so shallow. Now she could cope with the situation. Where to
          begin? “I don’t know why I’m telling you this...”
          No. She knew. It was finally more than she could handle alone. No
          one should have to feel this alone. The self-pity rose to
          smother her, and as Virginia came in, saying, “There now,
          everyone’s disposed of! We’ve got the rest of the afternoon to
          ourselves,” tears welled into her eyes, and all pretense fell
          away, and she sank to the bed crying, “I’m a complete idiot,
          Virginia!”
        


        
          On the third floor, Gregg occupied what had once been the
          children’s playroom and nurse’s quarters. It overlooked the
          veranda and the sea on the east, and the lawn into the woods on the
          south. Books lined the walls so that it had the soundproofed
          feeling of a library—in which somebody incidentally slept. With
          a towel over his arm, Gregg bent over a book on the desk. He was
          dressed to swim, trunks and a broad-striped robe covered his spare
          frame, but, as often, he had been caught up in an idea and was
          reading a portion of Moby Dick, the chapter about the
          whiteness of the whale:
        


        
          
            Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much a colour
            as the visible absence of colour, and at the same time the
            concrete of all colour; is it for these reasons that there is
            such a dumb blankness, full of meaning, in a wide landscape of
            snows—a colourless, all-colour of atheism from which we shrink?
          

        


        
          He turned the page back to read:
        


        
          
            What is it that in the Albino man so peculiarly repels and
            often shocks the eye, as that sometimes he is loathed by his own
            kith and kin! It is that whiteness which invests him, a thing
            expressed by the name he bears. The albino is as well made as
            other men—has no substantive deformity—and yet this mere
            aspect of all-pervading whiteness makes him more strangely
            hideous than the ugliest abortion. Why should this be so?
          

        


        
          It was in this sense that the word “white” had come into his mind in
          thinking of Charlie. Gregg had tried to trace down the
          unreasonable sense of recoil when he was around him. Charlie was
          as “well made as other men,” yet in his personality there was a
          kind of loathsome “whiteness” that contained all colors that one
          expects. This was no “phony.” He did have a pretty good mind,
          though not a profound one—but then neither did he pretend to be
          profound. But there was nothing in him that reflected
          color—nothing warm and rich, nor, for that matter, cold and hard.
          No reds, no blues, no sunny yellows. There was something
          horrible about the fact that he was not horrible—that he was not
          a monster with shaking horns—this could be dealt with and
          defeated. But not this guiltless non-existence which, by
          existing, by echoing passion, seemed more evil, more
          threatening than evil itself. It was like fighting Melville’s
          “shrouded phantom of the whitened waters,” filling the heart with
          a “superstitious dread.”
        


        
          Out on the raft after his swim, his body tingling, Gregg stretched,
          relieved from his morbid thoughts. The raft was no longer just an
          anchored bit of planking, it had become a platform the size of a
          small room, covered with padded canvas; a ladder dipped over the
          side, and beneath a trap door was a compartment like a lobster
          trap, that held beverage bottles chilled by the sea itself. Alma,
          being in the throes of the current disc-jockey fad, had
          laboriously towed a small battery radio in a waterproof
          container and lashed it to one of the uprights at the top of the
          ladder. He turned on the radio and opened himself a frosty can of
          beer. The sun was bright and warm, the sea rose and fell, lifting
          and dipping the raft in a soothing rhythm. Rather far out, the
          lovely curves of the Vee Cee’s sails tipped and rose against
          the horizon. Lying on his back, Gregg watched its progress from
          under his half-closed eyelids. Without any sense of treachery, he
          permitted himself to think of his love for Virginia—the deep
          abiding emotion that he knew nothing would ever change. And
          because he loved her, he loved Jeff too. How odd the world had
          become in calling sex “love”—nowadays the words seemed
          interchangeable. What had become of the concept of love as a
          desire for the loved one’s good? The good for Virginia was Alma
          and Jeff, and therefore he loved them too. He supposed, if anyone
          knew, they would be astonished that he felt no jealousy of Jeff.
          There was no room for jealousy in love. He could not possess, but
          he could guard her and guard the beings she loved. Including
          Charlie? He swore and grunted, turning over. Falling asleep.
        


        
          Waking, he felt stiff and chilly. The sun was still warm but the
          wind had risen. Automatically he looked at his wrist; he had left
          his watch in his room, so he tuned the radio for a possible time
          signal. There were little thunder squalls hanging in streaks
          along the horizon to the northeast; large patches of the water
          had become the color of dark bruises. The few smaller boats
          farther south had come in, apparently; but the Vee Cee was
          still out; he could see the bluish whiteness of her mainsail,
          leaning, bent like an archer’s bow. “Damned uncomfortable, I
          should think.” Gregg had never been an enthusiast of the
          hardier aspects of sailing; a nice, lazy, calm day was fine, but
          when it got like this, both his nerves and stomach complained. He
          wondered if Charlie were giving a thought to Jeff’s comfort.
          Well, Jeff himself was capable of telling Charlie when he’d had
          enough—he was probably thoroughly enjoying himself.
        


        
          Coming down the beach from the house, Gregg could see, was
          Virginia with Zoë a few paces behind her. Virginia had a
          sailor’s ear for the weather; often he’d seen her tilt her head at
          the sound of the wind changing up to a minor key; she was
          barometer-minded as some people are clock-minded. He looked
          back at the sloop, trying to see it with her eyes, to understand
          the cause of her concern, for she was waving in its direction,
          frantically. The raft under his feet rose and fell, thumping and
          slurping. He could see that Charlie was racing in, down-wind of a
          squall that was wrinkling the water behind him, tufting it with
          white, hissing at his heels.
        


        
          Gregg muttered, “Damn fool! I hope to hell he knows what he’s
          doing!”
        


        
          He probably did of course, Virginia herself had said that
          Charlie was the more skilled of the two; but even so, it angered
          Gregg that Charlie would take any chances with the others along. He
          dropped over the side of the raft to swim in. They’d need him at the
          dock to help Jeff ashore—Charlie would be too busy boasting. He
          kicked himself away from the raft irritably. After a few hard
          strokes he could still hear the radio playing, loudly. He must
          have flipped it further up instead of off. “The hell with it,” he
          thought, and kept on swimming.
        


        
          As he clambered up out of the surf, beating the water out of his
          ears, he saw Virginia, quite close, so close that the foam had
          caught around her ankles. Her face was a sickly green above the
          hand that was pressed to her mouth.
        


        
          Zoë, frightened, was shaking Virginia’s arm, her voice pitched
          high. “Virginia! What’s wrong! Why are you
          scared!”
        


        
          Virginia looked to Gregg, shaking her head, a little laugh of
          hysteria coming through her words. “Why, he’s just never going to
          make it, that’s all—he should have hauled in the sheet or come about
          into the wind. Look—there she goes——”
        


        
          From the raft came the sound of a Benny Goodman record, swinging
          with a solid beat, as the wind shifted to another quarter and
          brought the music to the watchers, loud and clear. The boat slewed
          around to starboard, too late, and the wind like a giant hand
          flattened the sail into the water and the boat turned on her side
          quickly.
        


        
          Instinctively, Gregg started to go out to aid them, but
          Virginia held him firmly. “No, Gregg—you’d never make it—it’s too
          far. Better call the Coast Guard—they can hang on—but they’ll need
          help.”
        


        
          He hesitated. “Go! go, Gregg, please!” And he was off.
        


        
          The squall dissolved itself into a short deluge of a hissing
          shower around them, making it difficult to see what was
          happening.
        


        
          The two wives clung to each other, straining to pierce the
          distance, as a flash of orange scarf emerged. It was Alma’s head,
          and then her arm against the keel. In a second Charlie’s figure
          scrambled up over the side, squatting on the bottom of the hull.
        


        
          Running toward the two women were Beatrice and Walter, and
          behind them on the veranda Gregg appeared, sprinting out to them.
          He reached Virginia’s side and, breathless, said, “There’s a
          cutter on the way—and they’re phoning the Hendersons—if they’re
          home, they can get their launch out to them sooner than the Coast
          Guard can be here.”
        


        
          Virginia nodded, her eyes still glued to the scene. “I can’t—see
          Jeff—unless he’s on the other side,” she said. “Oh, dear God—he
          must be tangled in the rigging——” as the orange-scarfed head
          disappeared. Bobbed up alone. Disappeared again. Suddenly,
          Charlie made a flat dive, and with a few pounding strokes cleared
          the boat and headed for shore. The group was stunned into silence,
          as Charlie could soon be seen clearly, taking in strong breaths
          through his open mouth, his arms rhythmically pulling,
          approaching the first break of the surf. Beyond him the Vee
          Cee’s hull rose and fell and once in a while the tip of the mast
          emerged, from which a bit of torn white sail limply fluttered. It
          raised deceptive hope, but only briefly. The last possible time
          limit of survival had passed.
        


        
          There was a long moment when the sea was still. The moment before
          the “big wave” gathers its forces to spring like a panther onto the
          sand. Everyone was motionless, frozen, unbelieving. The music
          from the raft was insistent, sensual in its beat, and the brass
          took up the theme. Charlie rode the big wave in and flopped,
          panting, on the sand beside them. “Boy, that was close!” he gasped.
          Beatrice alone moved toward him, sank to her knees, and held his
          head tight to her breast, but saying nothing.
        


        
          “Watch it, Mum, I’ll get you all wet——” Charlie pulled himself free
          from her arms. “I’ve got to get these clothes off, you know you don’t
          realize how tough it is to swim when you’re dressed——” He realized
          no one was paying attention to him and he looked at the figures
          standing apart from him in a frozen group. Zoë had her face in her
          hands; Walter had helped Beatrice to her feet and stood with his
          arms clasped tight around her. Virginia’s body seemed to have grown
          thinner, awkward, as she stood with her feet planted widely in
          the sand. Her arms were lifted slightly from her sides,
          motionless; the bones on her face stood out in relief and she
          seemed all staring eyes. She was literally out on her feet, and
          Gregg moved in time as she collapsed. The sand gave as he picked her
          up in his arms and he staggered a little; taking a few steps
          brought him nearer to Charlie. Growling, speaking from clenched
          teeth, he said, “Help me carry her, you stupid son of a bitch,
          don’t just stand there——”
        


        
          Charlie said, “Oh, sure, sure. What’s wrong with her?”
        


        
          Gregg ignored his question and said, “Get her under the knees—just
          help a little till we get out of this sand——”
        


        
          Beatrice left Walter and went ahead of them, saying, “I’ll get Dr.
          Hagedorn,” biting her lips for strength.
        


        
          It was nightfall before ebb tide. Search lamps had been set up on
          the fiat surface of Berry Pie, poking white fingers at the rocks
          and the mingled waters of the river and the sea. The currents had
          pushed and pulled at the fragile shell of the sloop, battering her
          to bits against the black sentinels of the Point. It would take
          time, time to extricate the forms held wrapped by ropes and sail,
          tangled among the rocks and seaweed. The rescue crew had asked the
          family to stay inside, there was nothing they could do, it was
          best not to watch.
        


        
          Beatrice and Zoë were in Virginia’s room, sitting on the edge of
          the bed, listening to her, as she said, “talking silly!” Dr.
          Hagedorn had given her something, advised the women to keep her
          warm and quiet, and had left some sedation for later.
        


        
          Down in the hall, he grumbled to Walter, “Nothing else to do—bring
          her to, knock her out. She’s got the biggest job, has to do it
          herself—heal her own mind and heart.” Gruffly he stated that he
          would attend to the grimmer matters, that Walter was to “stay
          home—I’ll take over when the rescue people are finished.”
        


        
          Zoë had one fleeting thought while she changed into a simple dress
          and cleaned up her face. “How odd, I don’t need a drink! There’s too
          much to be done! I must think about this more thoroughly—later,
          later.” Jeff’s mother and father were on their way over, and she
          had told Walter she would be with him to help him tell about their
          loss. Beatrice wanted to stay with Virginia, but Virginia was
          talkative from the restorative the doctor had given her, and
          Beatrice had desperately asked Gregg to help. “She wants every
          single detail, Gregg—I just can’t bear it—I can’t go over and over
          it.”
        


        
          Virginia was sitting up in the bed and talking intensely, while
          Gregg gripped her hands. “What was he trying to prove! Why did he
          want to stay out, why did he want to play games with the wind!” Her
          eyes were wide and tearless. “And then—leaving them—to save his own
          skin. I’ll kill him, Gregg—I’ll kill him!”
        


        
          “Well—you can’t tell, Virginia—maybe he panicked.”
        


        
          “You sound like Mum! Charlie never panicked—about anything.”
        


        
          It was true of course, but Gregg refrained from agreeing.
        


        
          “Charlie always knows what’s best for Charlie,” she went on. “He
          didn’t even try—Gregg——” She searched his face, still dry-eyed. “How
          can I learn to hate him? I’m so full of anger I could kill him—but I
          should despise him—why don’t I?”
        


        
          “Virginia——” Gregg protested gently.
        


        
          “Is it because he’s my brother? Tell me!”
        


        
          “I don’t think you—being you—could hate anyone——”
        


        
          “Maybe I’ll learn—and what good will it do——” Her face began to
          contort in the first signs of grief and Gregg said quickly:
        


        
          “I think it would be a good idea now for you to take the sedative
          Hagedorn left—let’s just blot it all out for a while, what do you
          say?”
        


        
          She sank back onto the pillows and dug her fists into her eyes like
          a child. “I’ve got an awful headache—I can’t seem to think
          straight.”
        


        
          Gregg placed the two capsules in her hand and offered her the
          glassful of water he had poured. “Come on now, drink up.” She
          gulped the pills and the water dutifully, and lay back again with
          a sigh.
        


        
          The room was quiet for a while. Gregg smoothed the hair from her
          damp forehead, stroking it gently till her eyelids stopped
          fluttering. The rain streaked down the windowpanes, and from the
          beach came a distant sound of voices shouting. Virginia opened
          her eyes wide and looked over at the window, her lips parted,
          listening. At the same time Beatrice came into the room with a
          blanket. Gregg took it from her hands, saying, “She’ll be all right
          till morning.” Together they spread the blanket over Virginia,
          who said, “Mum? You doing all right?”
        


        
          “I’m fine, baby, you go to sleep like a good girl now, hear?”
        


        
          Gregg blessed the woman in his mind, and wondered at the strength
          of those who seem weak. She hurried out, however, not trusting
          herself, saying flatly to Gregg, “We’ll have a nurse by
          morning—if you’ll just—I have to——”
        


        
          He patted the thin shoulder as she went out the door. “Go easy on
          yourself—you’re not Gibraltar, you know!”
        


        
          From the bed Virginia said, “Gregg?” and he was by her side.
          “Gregg?” she asked again.
        


        
          “What, Virginia?”
        


        
          “Where’s Charlie?”
        


        
          “In his room, I think. Why?”
        


        
          “Take him some oatmeal cookies—he’ll need them.” She chuckled and
          closed her eyes.
        


        
          The morning was bright and fair and still. The house itself seemed
          to sleep the sleep of exhaustion. There was nothing more to be
          done for the moment, except to yield to the immediate needs for
          recovery from shock. Tragedy had swung a paralyzing blow, and
          before the problems arising out of it could be dealt with, there
          had to be recuperation from the tragedy itself.
        


        
          In the kitchen the servants whispered and went through the
          motions of preparing food and cleaning up, conscientiously
          setting down each pan and kettle, each piece of silverware or bit
          of china with care and caution, to make as few sounds as possible.
          They felt that their own small offering was to be quiet and
          respect the multiplied nerve endings of the household.
        


        
          The nurse arrived and was shown to Virginia’s room, where she
          still slept, white and motionless. The door to Walter’s and
          Beatrice’s room was closed. Charlie’s door stood open, but the
          curtains were drawn and Zoë was curled in the depths of the bed,
          alone; nor had she stirred when Charlie rose, grumbling, “Is
          everybody going to sleep all day!”
        


        
          He had been served his breakfast on the terrace by himself,
          annoyed further at the solemn mask of the face of Doreen. He felt
          as though he would explode from the atmosphere around him, and
          Gregg saw him from his window on the third floor, striding down
          toward Berry Pie.
        


        
          It would be a couple of hours before Gregg had to cope with the
          self-imposed job of seeing the press, answering phone calls and
          personal calls from friends of the family. All the details, the
          questions to be answered, were about to begin. It was a
          necessary part of the healing process, he supposed, like the
          white corpuscles racing to the emergency of a wound. But Charlie
          was like the bullet in the wound, and like the bullet had no
          knowledge, no feeling of having caused the wound. He must be
          removed, in some way, before the healing could commence. It went
          against Gregg’s make-up, his nature, to interfere to such a
          degree. It was more like him to keep in the background, to stay
          uninvolved. But it was more than just a desire for Charlie to get
          the hell out, get out from under the suffering eyes of Virginia
          and Walter and Beatrice—and Zoë. His very presence at the
          funeral, for instance, would be a galling malapropism. He could
          almost visualize him, behaving perfectly. Gently
          solicitous to Virginia, taking charge, his face properly
          molded into just the right degree of concern, a
          too-proud-to-show-one’s-feelings expression. He would show a
          humble gratitude to those who would say, “You mustn’t blame
          yourself, everybody knows you did all you could!”
        


        
          Somehow he had to spare the family such a fiction. The burden of
          the loss of Jeff and Alma was enough. He might not be successful,
          Gregg thought, but at least he’d try some fancy irritation.
        


        
          Walking down the steps of the veranda, he paused to light his pipe.
          A few sea gulls had begun to circle around Charlie in hopes of
          crumbs. Charlie was venting his annoyance by throwing small
          stones at them.
        


        
          Gregg watched him a moment and thought, “Nice, filthy mood—good,
          maybe I can take advantage of it, go along with it, get him to go
          back to New York in his best high dudgeon,” and went down to join
          him.
        


        
          “Oh, hi, Gregg.” Charlie glanced around, speaking somewhat
          suspiciously.
        


        
          “Hi, Charlie—how do you feel?” said Gregg, determined to keep it,
          God help him, light.
        


        
          “A-ach!” Charlie made a sound indicating a combination of
          disgust and resignation, sitting down onto the sand with his
          back against the rocks.
        


        
          Gregg smoked awhile, looking out at the sea. Waiting. Waiting to
          listen.
        


        
          “Anybody up yet?” asked Charlie.
        


        
          “I don’t think so.”
        


        
          “Well, my God, it’s nearly ten-thirty! I didn’t think people slept
          so much in the country. Me, I like to get up and get going. I know
          you never thought very much of me, Gregg, but that’s one thing you
          could never say, that I was lazy. I was always at the office at
          nine-thirty right on the nose—at the latest. Now that I work at
          home, I still do the same thing; up and ready for those old phone
          calls; people expect it, you know.”
        


        
          Gregg listened.
        


        
          “Had a lot of bad luck, last few years, you know. Lot of deals went
          sour. Free as a bird as far as debts are concerned.”
        


        
          “Really?” Gregg said mildly. “That’s good.”
        


        
          “Oh sure. The money I had coming to me in ’43 was a lifesaver!
          Even got a little left.”
        


        
          Gregg took his pipe out of his mouth to stare at Charlie. “What do
          you mean, a little? I should hardly think you would ever be
          poverty-stricken.”
        


        
          “Oh, Gregg.” He shook his head, gravely. “I took a hell of a
          beating in the market, you know. And then terrible expenses I
          didn’t figure on. Zoë’s drinking—you haven’t any idea what doctors
          charge, especially when they think you’re rich.”
        


        
          “Why do you suppose she drinks, Charlie?” Gregg said, without
          expecting the right answer. “Why do you suppose she’s let it get
          such a hold on her?”
        


        
          “Damned if I know.” He gazed out at the horizon vacantly. “You
          don’t know anything about women, Gregg—they can be a hell of a
          burden. I’d’ve done fine, if she had pulled her own weight and not
          let me down all the time.”
        


        
          “No consideration——” Gregg prodded.
        


        
          “Absolutely none!” Charlie finally faced him, finding a
          possible ally, and Gregg shook his head sympathetically; he knew
          how important it was for Charlie to have people on “his side.”
          People were lumped into two categories, they were either for him
          or against him, and it was a safe assumption that he could be
          directed more easily if he felt approval. To this extent,
          Charlie was quite human, Gregg thought, although he felt that a
          human being who was so dependent on approval was
          impoverished and he detested the “yessing” formulas outside
          the “fictitious benevolence” of politeness.
        


        
          “You know what she told me last night?” Charlie asked.
        


        
          “Who, Zoë?”
        


        
          “Yes.”
        


        
          “I’ve no idea.”
        


        
          “Well, don’t say anything to the others, but she said when all this
          hullabaloo was over and we went back to New York, she was going to
          divorce me. She didn’t mean it of course.”
        


        
          “Drinking, I suppose,” said Gregg around the stem of his pipe.
        


        
          Charlie paused. “No. I’ll have to be fair and completely
          honest—she hadn’t had a drink—it’s odd, because she is so easily
          upset, you know.”
        


        
          Gregg nodded. “Probably forgot herself in worrying about the
          others,” he said, and drew blood, for Charlie flared.
        


        
          “She can go to hell, as far as I’m concerned! Did she give one
          single thought to me? Did she give a damn that I’m just barely,
          luckily alive? For that matter—and this is what really gripes
          me—has anyone in this entire goddam household even
          mentioned it?”
        


        
          “Did you expect them to, Charlie?” Gregg kept his tone even,
          emotionless. “Don’t you agree with them that it was your fault?”
        


        
          “My fault!” Charlie’s eyes widened, but Gregg had seen this
          expression before.
        


        
          “You’re an excellent sailor, Charlie——”
        


        
          “For God’s sake, do you think I dumped that boat deliberately?
          Why would I want to kill Jeff and Alma—I’m no murderer—is that what
          they think? How stupid can you get! If I’d wanted to kill them, I
          certainly wouldn’t have risked my own life, that’s for sure!”
        


        
          “That’s for sure, Charlie!” Gregg chuckled and regained some lost
          ground.
        


        
          “Well, then.” Charlie, misunderstanding, went on. “You see
          you’re wrong about them thinking that it was my fault.”
        


        
          “I don’t think so, Charlie. You see, people are funny. They
          believe—of course I may be wrong—that you were pretty foolhardy to
          start with, trying to beat a squall.”
        


        
          “So? I misjudged it. Anybody can misjudge the speed of a little
          breeze like that. I had plenty of distance for a while. And I did
          try to come about in time. It was just bad luck, that’s
          all.”
        


        
          “Well, tell me this—I know a person is apt to get rattled
          sometimes, but——”
        


        
          “I never get rattled.”
        


        
          “Well, then, you must have seen the situation very clearly——”
        


        
          “Certainly—Jeff didn’t have a chance—he couldn’t swim with those
          braces on—and he’d got fouled up in the mainsail.”
        


        
          Gregg applied full pressure. “But you could have tried to free him,
          instead of letting a frantic fourteen-year-old attempt the job.”
        


        
          Charlie stood up, furious. “For the love of God, is that what they
          expected of me? What was I to do? Argue with that hysterical
          chick? Be the big hero and get myself drowned maybe? Who do they
          think I am, Superman?”
        


        
          “No, Charlie, they thought of you as a man. Idiots that they are,
          they believe that in times of danger men think of the danger to
          others as well as to themselves, isn’t that ridiculous?”
        


        
          Charlie looked at Gregg uncertainly, not sure of the strange tone
          in Gregg’s voice, the amused glitter in his eyes. He said, “And who,
          may I ask, has given one single thought about my own danger? Does
          anyone even care that I’m alive? I’ve been going around that house
          getting nothing but the backs of people’s heads. ‘Poor
          Virginia’—‘poor Dad’—‘poor Mum’—and ‘poor Zoë’! That drunken
          bitch, she looks at me as if I were scum——”
        


        
          Gregg matched his tone, and his form of speech. “Why don’t you blow,
          Charlie—the hell with ’em, let them wallow in their misery. You
          don’t have to take any crap from anybody!”
        


        
          “You’re damn right I don’t!” He laughed arrogantly, comfortable
          now. “Hey, why don’t you and I pack up and get away—before noon
          maybe. You know something, I don’t think they’d even miss us!”
        


        
          Gregg hesitated. “Oh, you go ahead, Charlie, and let me cover for
          you. Let me tell them something, like”—he pulled at his chin as
          though he were considering the best excuse—“well, the truth! That
          you were so damned hurt that they thought you hadn’t done everything
          you could, that you decided you’d better not stick around.”
        


        
          Again Charlie’s eyes flickered uncertainly, because this did
          not appeal to him as “the truth” and so he said, “Why should I lie?
          It’s only you that’s saying this is what they think,” and
          suddenly, “Do you want to get rid of me, or something?”
        


        
          Gregg cursed himself for rushing, and carefully bit back a
          defensive answer to the question. He said, “It’s okay with me if
          you want to hang around in this morbid atmosphere. Everybody down
          in the mouth, everybody ignoring you.”
        


        
          “Well, what about you? Why do you want to stay—why don’t you go back
          with me?”
        


        
          Gregg watched the man’s confusion; he was behaving like a cat in
          a strange house, looking for a place to escape, not trusting the
          figures and forms around him, uneasy and restless. “Let’s
          say”—Gregg laughed a little apologetically—“that I’m a kind of
          errand boy and I have some jobs to do,” and he thought, “Thank God.”
          Anything, anything to help the people who were so dear to him.
          Including this particular, tricky, distasteful job.
        


        
          Charlie was comfortable again, now that he could feel that Gregg
          was beneath him, by his own term, “errand boy.” He smiled in
          joking contempt.
        


        
          “You poor slob! That’s all you’ve ever been, isn’t it?”
        


        
          It would have been a pleasure to hit him, hard. With firmness Gregg
          opened his fists, spreading his hands open till the fingers
          relaxed, and then dropping them by his side in a gesture of
          resignation. “I guess,” he said, “it might seem that way to you.”
        


        
          When they reached the house Gregg excused himself, saying, in mock
          despair, “I’ve got work to do!”
        


        
          Charlie chuckled appreciatively. “Have fun! And if I don’t see
          you before I go, call me up any time you’re in New York—we’ll have a
          drink or something.”
        


        
          Gregg gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Right! And thanks a lot!” He
          did have work to do. Walter was first. He knocked at the study door.
          The answer was long in coming. “Yes, come in.”
        


        
          It was shocking to see how the man had aged over the long night. He
          was past anything but a kind of tired sadness. His daughter’s
          loss, his sympathy and emotion for her, were acceptable, with
          the acceptance of any of life’s tragedies. But as far as his son
          was concerned—he had reached a stage of satiation. A joke heard
          too often is not funny, in time even shame subsides. He could no
          longer be either indignant or active, no longer could he blame
          himself. Charlie, his son, his beloved one, was a riddle that was
          not worth solving, and the effort spent in trying to solve the
          riddle had etched lines and daubed charcoal shadows beneath his
          eyes, and there was something about him that had died.
        


        
          Gregg spoke gently to him. “Walter, I have to be brief. I’m sure
          you agree that it is better for all concerned if Charlie doesn’t
          stay around here. Not even for the funeral. I’ve had a talk with
          him, and he is going back to New York.”
        


        
          “You talked to him?” said Walter, frowning.
        


        
          “Yes.”
        


        
          “Does he realize anything?”
        


        
          Gregg shook his head. “No,” he said, and did not elaborate. “There
          is only one thing, Walter,” he continued. “I think he could be
          persuaded to stay very easily, even by a hospitable word, but I
          think, if he is not around, his absence, at least, will imply a
          degree of responsibility and remorse.”
        


        
          Walter said, “Of course nobody else has any idea that he was
          responsible. We saw what happened, clearly and without
          question.” He gave a heavy sigh. “You’re right—it would be a
          nightmare for Virginia to attend the funeral—supported by her
          brother’s arm! Beatrice, of course—well, I’ll have a talk with her.
          By the way, I have an answer from Elsie to my wire—she and Herb are
          flying to Boston, and they’ll be here late tomorrow.”
        


        
          “Fine. I’m going to look in on Virginia, now—unless you——”
        


        
          “No—I think I want to be alone—but I thank you, Gregg. The house is
          so full of emotion, it’s good that someone is around to do some
          thinking——”
        


        
          Gregg tapped on Virginia’s door and the nurse admitted him.
          Virginia, sitting up with a pale yellow bed jacket around her
          shoulders, held out her hand to him. He took it between his palms
          and sat beside her.
        


        
          “How do you feel, dear?”
        


        
          “Oh, I’m all right, Gregg, truly I am.” Her smile was forced and
          there was no light in her eyes.
        


        
          “I just feel so rotten physically that I can’t seem to—seem
          to—behave properly——” And as tears filled her eyes, she reached for
          some tissues almost angrily. “You see what I mean! Damn it, if I
          could just get hold of myself—I could...”
        


        
          Gregg pressed her free hand. “Easy, old girl—nobody expects you to
          be anything but human—be good to yourself and rest as much as you
          can.”
        


        
          “Gregg? Why hasn’t Charlie been in? Does he feel that I have no
          forgiveness?”
        


        
          Gregg dropped his eyes miserably.
        


        
          “It wouldn’t be—easy,” she went on, with a shortness of breath, “but
          it would be a good thing—for both of us—it would keep me from
          feeling so bitter—if he would just, well—say he was
          sorry—I mean——”
        


        
          “Virginia——” Gregg took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “Charlie
          is sorry—in his heart—I am sure. But give him time. He hates to
          admit to being responsible, he’s leaving—going back to New
          York; I think it’s because he can’t face you yet.”
        


        
          “You are a dear—liar,” Virginia said, and leaning back on the
          pillow, she closed her eyes. Suddenly she jumped up straight
          again, her eyes wide in remembrance. “My God! Zoë!”
        


        
          “What about her?”
        


        
          “She mustn’t go back with him—tell her—Gregg, tell her I need her;
          anything; oh, lord, if I could shake myself out of this—my head is
          spinning.”
        


        
          Alarmed, Gregg glanced at the nurse, who had been discreetly
          arranging some things on the big bureau, and who moved to the bed
          quickly.
        


        
          “Mrs. Shelley, you must lie back quietly.” She turned to Gregg.
          “It’s the sedative, she didn’t really sleep it out.”
        


        
          “How about some tea or soup, Virginia?”
        


        
          She shook her head. “I don’t think I can handle anything yet. But,
          Gregg, it is important—tell Zoë I haven’t forgotten.”
        


        
          “Haven’t forgotten what, dear?” Gregg asked, thinking back to what
          Charlie had said about the divorce.
        


        
          “She is the one who is really taking a beating, Gregg. I
          remember now, when I first woke this morning—it was about five,
          she was sitting here beside me—you see, it was because she wanted
          to talk to me about something that I asked Charlie to take Jeff and
          Alma out instead of going myself——”
        


        
          “Mrs. Shelley——” The nurse became insistent.
        


        
          “I’ll find her, don’t worry. Take care now, and rest.”
        


        
          He hurried on down the hall to Charlie’s room, knocked, but there
          was no answer. He looked at his watch, thinking, perhaps they had
          both already gone; but Zoë at least would insist on seeing
          Virginia and saying good-by to Walter and Beatrice. He walked
          down the stairs, and Doreen was on the hall phone, saying, “Just a
          minute——”
        


        
          Gregg took it from her. “Yes?...
          Yes.... Mrs. Torrance.... You’re
          very kind, and I’ll tell Mrs. Shelley you
          called.... Of course, I’ll let you know.” He hung
          up and it rang again. It was the editor of the local Nelson
          paper. It took a few minutes, but Gregg arranged a meeting with
          him later on in the day in the paper’s offices. “Thanks, Joe,”
          Gregg said, “I’ll appreciate it. Give them the story and I’ll
          talk to them on a conference call—make it four o’clock, okay?”
        


        
          He went on through the dining room and out toward the kitchen,
          catching up with Doreen in the butler’s pantry.
        


        
          “Take the calls for a few minutes, will you, Doreen? There’s
          something I have to do for Mrs. Shelley.”
        


        
          “Yes sir,” said the red-eyed woman, “and will the nurse tell me when
          Mrs. Shelley will be wanting something to eat? She’s had no
          breakfast, I took her up some——”
        


        
          Gregg stopped her gently. “Ask her yourself, please, Doreen, will
          you do that?”
        


        
          “Yes sir, but you asked me to take the phone calls. What if the phone
          rings while I’m——”
        


        
          “Doreen, you’re getting me confused, and we can’t have
          that, can we?” She laughed a little and he fled.
        


        
          He heard a motor roar into life as he went out onto the screened-in
          front veranda. He had no idea why Virginia wanted Zoë to remain,
          he knew that he himself had used a characteristic of Charlie’s,
          the absence of time lag between decision and action, to get him
          out of the way; but he didn’t know how he could prevent Charlie
          from taking Zoë with him if he were so minded.
        


        
          He went at a dogtrot through the grape arbor leading to the
          garage, and through its dark green tunnel he could see Charlie and
          Zoë arguing savagely, their words drowned in the noise of the
          revved-up engine. He stopped, because it looked as though Zoë had
          no intentions of leaving, and perhaps that was what the
          argument was about, in which case he was happy not to interfere.
        


        
          It was not a full blow, it was hardly more than a shove, but he saw
          Zoë’s head snap back and she staggered a little, covering one
          cheek with her hand. At the same time, Charlie slid into the seat
          of the open car. As he looked back over his right shoulder and
          started the car out onto the driveway, he caught a glimpse of
          Gregg, now moving toward them from the arbor. The car rocked as he
          slammed on the brakes. “Did you see that, my friend?” he called
          indignantly.
        


        
          “I saw it.” Gregg moved behind the car over to where Zoë stood,
          still holding her cheek, her eyes wide in astonishment.
        


        
          “Did you see what she made me do? I’ve never hit a woman in my
          life. She’s evil, Gregg, evil and selfish! She made me hit
          a woman!” There seemed to be no answer to this, and as he
          saw that Gregg was not sharing his indignation, Charlie gave a
          grunt of disgust and backed the car around the turn-around, cutting
          into the petunia bed, and then roared down the driveway.
        


        
          “You okay, Zoë?” Gregg asked.
        


        
          Zoë touched her cheek tenderly, and then rubbed the back of her
          neck. “I couldn’t be better, Gregg—it hurts a little, but I think I
          feel as though I’d been suddenly cured of a disease.” They walked
          slowly back through the arbor, stopping to sit on a bench beside
          a sundial which no longer recorded the hours in the dense,
          burgeoning growth of the vines.
        


        
          Zoë said with a laugh, “I’m not one of those women who say, ‘He
          loves he—he beats me!’ I never have cared for the cave-man type. I
          think it was one of the things that made me fall in love with
          Charlie, the very fact that his was a gentle nature, full of the
          charm of a sensitive man—almost too sensitive, I thought, and so
          I had to—take care of him.”
        


        
          “Zoë, people have been making excuses for Charlie all his life,
          for just that reason. He can charm a bird off a tree, as ‘they
          say’—and ‘they’ means everyone who has anything to do with him.”
        


        
          “I’m going to have to stay away from him, Gregg. Stay away until
          everything is settled, because I know how easy it is to succumb
          to that engaging grin, that liquid twinkle in his eyes—the
          ‘personality kid’!”
        


        
          “Virginia was very anxious that you didn’t go back to town with
          him——”
        


        
          “I know—that’s what she is afraid of—that I might try to go on
          living with him—when I really have no right to.”
        


        
          “What do you mean by that, Zoë?”
        


        
          Zoë hesitated and then, taking a deep breath, she said, “Later,
          Gregg. I’ll tell you all about it. Right now, I’m feeling rotten.
          It was my fault, I needed to talk to Virginia and kept her—made
          her change her plans. Oh, lord, I wish I believed in Fate, or
          something, so as to feel that I was no part of the circumstances.”
        


        
          Gregg smiled. “You and all the rest of mankind, Zoë—that
          antagonist of freedom has been the subject of the great
          disputes. But I think for your own sake, and Virginia’s, it is
          better to act on the present and real things like keeping her
          company and seeing that she eats something.”
        


        
          Zoë rose quickly. “Oh, lord, yes, I’m sorry—and maybe I can help
          you with condolence notes and that kind of thing?”
        


        
          “I’ll be very grateful, Zoë. I think you’re fine, you know,” and
          lightly he said, “and someday maybe I’ll be in that line that forms
          on the right!”
        


        
          Zoë said, “Thanks for the flattery—I’m badly in need of it at the
          moment. And while my opinion of you has almost completely
          reversed itself since I first met you, I know one thing for
          sure—you’ll never be in that position!”
        


        
          “You’re still an attractive woman, why not?”
        


        
          “Because you love Virginia, Gregg.”
        


        
          Gregg’s face closed, and he was very still for a moment. “Yes, I do
          love her.” And with a seriousness that ended the conversation
          he said, “I am her friend, Zoë.”
        


        
          Sunlight and time, sand and salt air can heal the heart and mind.
          Day after day, lying on an inflated pad on the flat rocks of
          Berry Pie, Virginia listened to the sea gulls cry, and watched
          the sandpipers busy running, their cat-stitches of footprints
          erased gently by the fingers of the tide.
        


        
          She wondered if she would ever be “ready” to cope with the problems
          that lay ahead of her: the small heartbreaking jobs of subletting
          the apartment, of sorting and disposing of garments and
          belongings that held the presence and personality of their
          owners. Others had done it, and so could she, but not yet.
        


        
          She had persuaded Zoë to stay awhile, before she left for Reno to
          get her divorce. They seemed to strengthen each other, in sharing
          a loss. Zoë still held firm about not drinking, and Virginia felt
          that it was because she wanted to continue the sense of being
          helpful. There was an unspoken conversation that went on
          between them constantly: “Being with Virginia, I can bear
          Charlie and what he has done to me, because he has done worse to
          her—I am experienced in his ‘bull-in-a-china-shop’
          demolishment, his deadly, unthinking, unfeeling purposeless
          injuries; I have been to that fire—I have watched that flood, and I
          know the pain passes.” And within Virginia, as she watched some
          of Zoë’s beauty and calmness return, “It is good for me to be
          reminded of what Charlie has put Zoë through; it keeps me from
          diving too deep into myself and wondering at the mystical
          thought of why I have always known I would lose something at
          Charlie’s hands. It would be unbearable to live with the idea that
          I alone was a predestined victim—it is too fanciful, an insane
          absurdity.” It was still impossible for Virginia to sort
          things out clearly. She felt an apathy about life, an ennui with
          the trivial, an aversion to listening to the words of comfort
          and kindness from friends. The role of the brave widow was simply
          bad casting, and it was enough that she could assume it when
          convention required it of her, but alone she had her battles with
          emotions at the level of a tragedy of Euripides. The day of the
          funeral when her face cracked with brave smiles, she came home and
          tore off the black costume, the hat with its soft black veiling,
          the discreet string of pearls, rolled the new black soft kidskin
          gloves into a ball and tossed them onto the heap. Without seeing
          anyone she slipped out of the house and down to the beach in her
          bathing suit and robe. Reaching the raft, she dove repeatedly
          into the water and in its depths she yelled without sound against
          the unyielding salty walls until some of the pain subsided.
        


        
          Still, she was able to estimate her own strength, she knew what she
          could do and what she could not do, and in this she knew that
          eventually she would be stronger than Zoë. Virginia felt that
          there would come a day when Zoë’s resolutions to be done with
          Charlie once and for all might weaken; when the inevitable time
          came that Virginia did not need to have her hand held, when life
          became its everyday self again, then would be the test for the
          character of Zoë. She had a great surface drive, a need for
          activity, and Charlie had certainly kept her busy. Without
          Charlie, without children of her own, with only her
          self-sufficient father, there would be no one whose life she could
          run, for her generosity was, paradoxically, self-centered.
        


        
          For the hundredth time, Virginia wondered if there were other
          “Charlies” in the world. Surely he wasn’t the only kind, the only
          “type,” unique in his odd make-up. He didn’t fit the stereotypes of
          the villains and criminals and just plain “no-goods” even from her
          own experience or in history. He was a murderer outside the
          law, without intent to kill, he was a bigamist, who in a few
          weeks would not be a bigamist, because Zoë was divorcing him,
          and no one was going to bring it to the attention of the courts.
          He did not fall into the category of those who swindle and cheat
          for power, of those twisted souls who murder and rape and kill in
          lust. These the law and the institutions provided for—they
          could keep them from hurting society by confinement or
          punishment. But one would feel ridiculous saying to someone,
          “Look out for this man—he is dangerous—don’t get too close to him,
          he may destroy you.” For the answer would be, “Charlie! Absurd!
          He may be a bit of a heel sometimes, but who isn’t! And he
          is fun!”
        


        
          The day for “turning out” the bedrooms of the second floor was
          always a Thursday, rain or shine. And rain it was, trapping
          people indoors, but it was just too complicated to explain to
          Doreen that she should wait for a sunny day when they could be
          outside and out of the way. Walter and Beatrice were in Walter’s
          study with the elder Shelleys. Virginia had knocked on Gregg’s
          door on the third floor and said:
        


        
          “Let me come in and read or something—I won’t disturb your
          writing, but I can’t bear the reminiscing that old people
          torture themselves with. Mother Shelley has brought over baby
          pictures, for God’s sake!”
        


        
          Gregg laughed, saying, “I don’t need to write; I’m glad of an
          excuse to quit, as a matter of fact! But hadn’t we better rescue
          Zoë also?”
        


        
          “Rescue Zoë from what?” From the landing Zoë had overheard Gregg’s
          voice as he was admitting Virginia. “Oh, hi! I’m looking for
          Virginia—Doreen said she came up here—I’ve got a letter.”
        


        
          Gregg made some futile passes at the desk, piling up papers and
          books from the two other chairs, and then threw his hands into the
          air. “I give up. Just make room for yourselves. I’m not the
          orderly type.”
        


        
          Virginia said, “Don’t bother, Gregg, we’re barging in anyway,
          and we’ll barge out again as soon as Doreen gets through. Lord, in a
          house this size, wouldn’t you think we could find someplace to go,
          and not bother you? There is something so uninviting about an
          empty guest room. You feel as though you had to go in and sit very
          properly on the most uncomfortable chair with your hands folded,
          so as not to disturb even yesterday’s dust! What’s the letter,
          Zoë?”
        


        
          It was from Charlie, written from an address in Mexico City, in
          care of Louisa Morales.
        


        
          
            Zoë, my dear [it ran pleasantly].
          


          
            I’m afraid we are indeed at the parting of the ways. I’m sure it
            is my fault, although I can’t see quite how—but I am very sorry
            anyway. You may use this letter to give to your lawyer if you
            wish, and use desertion as your grounds, and say that I have no
            intention of supporting you or living with you. I am sure you
            will appreciate the fact that, if I wanted to, I could
            certainly make things pretty damned unpleasant for you, but I
            will say nothing about your drinking and your absolutely
            filthy temper. Just go to Reno and get it over with and don’t
            bother me any more.
          


          
            I am feeling very depressed, because I have lost a friend. I had
            an ugly row with Mitch. I told him we were going to be divorced,
            and he seemed to feel badly about it. Then I told him I didn’t
            have the money to keep on paying him and I will spare you his
            words. He was absolutely furious! He went back to his old
            blackmailing theme, which I thought he had forgotten years
            ago—he said he couldn’t afford to pay the terrible demands from
            the Durands. When I tried to tell him they would have no
            foundation for further demands, he said, “Wouldn’t your family
            like to know of your marriage to a backwoods floozy!” He may try
            to tap you or Dad, but frankly I am too depressed to care. I have
            come down here to be in friendly surroundings. The
            intolerable attitude of everyone regarding the
            unfortunate circumstances of the wreck had me almost
            completely unnerved. If I had thought for one minute that I was
            responsible, I would have killed myself! As a matter of fact, I
            strongly contemplated it on reaching home. The things you said
            to me are seared into my brain.
          


          
            Incidentally, I’ve put all my things in storage—if you need to
            communicate with me you can address me care of Louisa as above.
            She is a divine gal, with scads of money from her dear departed
            husband (she married him when he was sixty-five, the clever
            child!). She has this absolutely heavenly house in Mexico City
            and a lovely jewel box of a place in Cuernavaca; the house is
            always full of people, artists, the bullfighting crowd, etc.
            Must run—I’m to be “shown off” at a cocktail party in my honor
            this evening, and it’s all to be très, très chic!
          


          
            Love,

            CC.
          

        


        
          “I think the time has come to take steps about my so-called
          husband,” Zoë said as she finished.
        


        
          “So-called?” Gregg asked.
        


        
          “That’s what I said. Virginia, shall we fill Gregg in about why I
          speak of my husband as ‘so-called’?”
        


        
          Virginia was concentrating on rereading the letter and hadn’t
          heard their words. “What does he mean, ‘He may try to tap you or
          Dad’! I’d like to see him try it!”
        


        
          “He might—but I doubt it, Virginia,” said Zoë. “Mitch has simply
          been working a good thing for years. But I have some doubts as to
          whether he’d take a chance on someone as smart as Walter.”
        


        
          Gregg filled a pipe, and swiveling his desk chair around, he faced
          the two women. “Just who is Mitch?”
        


        
          “Mitch Cooper,” Zoë said, “a very dear friend of ours. He
          was on a hunting trip with Charlie about twelve years ago. Spring
          of ’37, it was, I believe. I mean I know.” She was thinking of a
          sheet of official paper which she had removed from Charlie’s
          carelessly kept files, and which she had secreted behind a
          photograph of Charlie in a leather traveling folder.
        


        
          Virginia put Charlie’s letter down with a sigh. “There’s nothing
          to be done, Zoë. Charlie has again run from trouble or pressure as
          he always has, and maybe it’s a good thing this time. Does the
          Louisa thing bother you?”
        


        
          “I can cope with it. There’s been a new Louisa or a new car or a new
          painting in his life as long as I’ve known him. It’s something that
          brings out the only ‘best’ in him. There’s a light in his eyes and a
          lift in his voice whenever he finds something ‘new’. I was
          something ‘new’ ten years ago—a ‘new’ wife.”
        


        
          Gregg listened, waiting for them to include him in the
          conversation when they were ready. He noticed a growing tension
          in Zoë’s manner, a bitterness in her voice. He wondered if she
          had been really “cured of a disease,” as she had said the day
          Charlie left Nelson. He wondered if a complete split in the form
          of a divorce was the answer for her. Her drinking problem lay
          behind her, or so it seemed. He wondered if it also lay in wait for
          her.
        


        
          Virginia was apologizing. “Zoë, either we shut up, and stop
          talking as though Gregg weren’t here, or we tell him the whole
          story.”
        


        
          “That’s what I meant. But it’s a burden, Gregg. You have to become
          part of a conspiracy. You see, Charlie has finally put us all in
          the position of protecting him in order to protect ourselves.
          As a friend, you would also be involved.”
        


        
          “I think I can handle a burden or two,” said Gregg, “but I don’t
          want you to tell me if you feel you’ll regret it. Sometimes
          confidences are dangerous—they often spoil friendships.”
        


        
          Zoë smiled. “I know. You lose face. But I have lost so much, a
          little more can’t hurt.”
        


        
          “Your trouble was in not confiding sooner, Zoë,” Virginia said.
          “If only you’d told Jeff and me years ago——”
        


        
          “I know. Instead I confided in a bottle. It has a lot of
          answers, but none of the right ones. Gregg,” she finally got it
          out in a rush, “Charlie was married before he met me. He
          neglected to get a divorce, and our friend Mitch has been on our
          payroll most of the ten years of our life together.”
        


        
          Briefly, she related the story of his marriage to Mavis, and in
          the middle of it Gregg jumped up, startling Zoë into silence.
        


        
          “I’m sorry, I just remembered something. Walter has a letter,
          forwarded from Charlie’s firm address to your apartment and then
          sent here in Walter’s care. He asked me last night—and I forgot—to
          let him know when you got a mailing address from Charlie, so that
          he could again forward it. It is postmarked ‘Clarke Falls.’ I’ll
          get it from him ”
        


        
          As he dashed out, Virginia said, “Don’t get scared, Zoë, the worst
          that can happen is that Charlie will have to take his medicine—and
          we’ll all have to suffer just a little more—it’s not your fault,
          Zoë—Zoë!”
        


        
          Zoë was crying into her hands “I’m sorry, I’m sorry—but I’m
          afraid of showdowns—I should have kept the whole thing to myself.”
        


        
          Angrily, Virginia said, “Stop it now, Zoë! You’re doing the
          right thing. What’s more, I think Dad ought to be in on this. If we
          all stick together, then there are no surprises, no shocks. We’ll
          protect Mum as long as we can, but if we can’t—if her baby boy has
          to go to jail on a bigamy charge—but we’re jumping to
          conclusions—we don’t even know what’s in the letter.”
        


        
          Zoë blew her nose and said, “I’m sorry—I think the name ‘Clarke
          Falls’ set me off.” There was a clamoring inside her which she
          recognized. The clamor was not so much for the liquor itself as
          for the physical action of relieving tension by the witless
          running for a bottle, the pouring out, the swallowing. The
          conditioned reflex when a bell named Fear rang in her nerves. She
          won on the grounds of postponement: “Not now,” she said to the
          clamoring. “Not this moment—later maybe.”
        


        
          Gregg returned with the letter and handed it to Zoë. “It’s
          addressed to Charlie, but I think you’d better open it,” he said.
          “It might mean that Mitch what’s-his-name isn’t kidding.”
        


        
          Zoë’s hands were shaking as she opened the envelope and drew out a
          sheaf of thin paper, covered with beautiful script. Gregg closed
          the door firmly and took his place in the swivel chair behind his
          desk.
        


        
          Virginia leaned forward, saying, “Read it, Zoë.”
        


        
          “‘My dear M. Charles,’” began Zoë. She took a long
          breath and then plunged ahead.
        


        
          
            “I am not sure how this letter will be received by you. I am
            quite sure you remember me, Berthe Durand, the ‘policeman’ at
            Clarke Falls, who failed in her duty. I assure you, however, I
            have no wish to disturb you with my feelings of long ago times.
            There are too many waters which have flow under the bridges.
          


          
            “Until now, Mavis and I were in agreement that it would lack
            dignity to contact you in any way, and now, please, m’sieu, do
            not think we are asking for money. You were most generous
            during the two years, and we thank you. But our needs are small,
            and we supply them quite conveniently.”
          

        


        
          Zoë looked up in astonishment. She told them about Charlie’s
          anonymous small amounts which he had stopped sending when Mitch
          stepped in. “Then it means that they never——”
        


        
          “Of course not,” Gregg finished for her. “And it means that
          probably Mitch doesn’t have a thing to go on—but let’s see—go on,
          Zoë.” He muttered to himself, “The son of a bitch!”
        


        
          
            “Also we do not wish to embarrass you [Zoë continued], as we
            know you have married again. Perhaps you have had your marriage
            to Mavis annulled, as we never received notice of legal
            divorce. Therefore if you do not wish to answer this letter, we
            will understand. I am getting quite old, and it would relieve
            me to feel that I have discharge my responsibilities
            properly.
          


          
            “You are no doubt unaware that from your union there was a very
            fine boy——”
          

        


        
          Zoë looked up, her voice trailing off, and handed the sheets to
          Virginia. “Read it, please—I can’t.”
        


        
          
            “...a very fine boy, whom Mavis named Jean
            Charles, in honor of her dead father, my son, and in the
            sentiment she had for you. He is now eleven years of age,
            extremely intelligent, dutiful and loving.
          


          
            “Mavis and I feel it is unfair to the boy, that he should not know
            his father. We can no longer answer his questions with fables.
            Also you have a right as a parent to have some say in the matter
            of his schooling. At his home here, we can go no
            further—although Clarke Falls has grown a great deal, since the
            new highways have made us a trucking center—we have a decent,
            but inadequate grammar school. Most of the boys go to work
            helping their fathers, as they are too dull to require more
            schooling. Jean Charles is bookish rather than athletic, he is
            hostile to the teasing from the other boys, and they put
            themselves above him because he has been brought up by women. I
            have the strong feeling there will come a day when he will be
            miserable to stay in this milieu.
          


          
            “Perhaps you would like the boy to come to you for the visit,
            before you decide. He is quite intelligent enough to travel
            alone, if you want to make the arrangements.
          


          
            “Mavis is extremely shy of her writing, but she joins me in
            wishing you good health.
          


          
            “Yrs. obediently,

            “B. Durand”
          

        


        
          The three sat silently, enclosed in their own separate
          reactions to the letter. They had prepared for shock; they had
          been prepared for some kind of claim, a hard-luck story, whining
          and stupid; accusations of neglect, or plain cold-blooded
          demands, but not for this gentle apology for the existence of a
          child, and a simple statement of his needs.
        


        
          Gregg said, “Of course, we could just tear up the letter, you
          know—save a lot of trouble.”
        


        
          “Gregg!” Virginia said sharply. “What are you saying!”
        


        
          “Just anything to get our brains unjelled,” laughed Gregg.
        


        
          “Do you suppose it’s true?” asked Zoë, and then answered her own
          question. “It must be. Mitch didn’t know about the boy, for if he
          had known, it would certainly have been material for
          more pressure.”
        


        
          Gregg said, “Well, Zoë, that only proves one thing—that Mitch never
          went near Clarke Falls, and this letter also seems to uphold it.
          Surely Mrs. Durand would have mentioned Mitch, in some way,” and
          then added: “It’s incredulous that neither of you ever checked.”
        


        
          “What difference did it make!” Zoë flared. “Mitch had enough to
          wreck our lives if he so much as opened his mouth——”
        


        
          “Sorry, Zoë.” Gregg held his hand. “I shouldn’t have said that.
          What’s past is past. I think the main point now is simply whether
          this boy is Charlie’s son or not. I imagine a birth certificate
          can be produced——”
        


        
          “And I have the marriage certificate. I showed it to you,
          Virginia, remember? I’ll go get it. If the dates are straight, I
          suppose it is Charlie’s son, although——”
        


        
          Virginia leaned over and picked up the envelope which had slipped
          to the floor. Holding it up to the light, she said, “There’s
          something else...” She shook the envelope and a
          snapshot slipped out. It was a picture of a boy kneeling on a rock
          with his arms around an airedale puppy. The blurred background of
          the moving waters of the falls only served to bring out more
          clearly the boy’s features. Together they looked at it, and Zoë
          shrugged. “I wouldn’t know, of course. You would. Did Charles look
          like that at this age?”
        


        
          Gregg’s susceptible ear caught the formal ending Zoë used,
          instead of the usual “Charlie,” and the faint emphasis on the
          word “that.” Unconsciously, she was dignifying him, a sort of
          last-ditch attempt to refute this final argument for Charlie’s
          paternity.
        


        
          Virginia was smiling, absorbed in the photograph. “It’s so like
          him it’s fantastic! Why,” she laughed, “it’s like me!”
        


        
          Gregg looked at the picture over her shoulder. “Charlie would
          never be able to deny this boy, even if he wanted to——”
        


        
          “Why would he want to?” Zoë asked, lightly. “Now Charlie has
          something ‘new’ again. A ‘new’ son. And I wouldn’t worry about how
          to explain him to outsiders if that has occurred to you. Charlie
          will invent just the right story; remember he’s fooled experts
          before this!” As she turned away, her smile contained her old
          brilliance, the quick humorous dimpling of her cheeks, the
          sparkle in her blue eyes. As she turned and went out the door she
          said, “I’ll get that certificate. I knew all the time I’d been
          keeping it for a purpose. I don’t know why I didn’t—tear it up——”
          Her voice trailed away with her out of the room. Virginia nodded
          absentmindedly and turned back to the snapshot. Gregg puffed on
          his pipe and gently rocked in the desk chair, setting up an old
          squeak in the springs.
        


        
          “We must think about how to tell Dad and Mum,” Virginia said. “We
          can tell Dad the truth, of course; I imagine he’ll want to hold back
          the more unfortunate legal discrepancies.”
        


        
          “Leave that to Charlie. Zoë’s right. He’ll invent a beautiful
          fabric of lies, and we’ll have to join in and lie like hell right
          along with him.”
        


        
          “Of course, there’s no cloud on the boy at all. He’s got a lot
          coming to him.”
        


        
          “Which Walter and Bea and you will provide,” added Gregg. “Well,
          you know perfectly well Charlie won’t want to be troubled with
          having the boy by himself! It’s only natural——”
        


        
          “I’d give a passing thought to Zoë, if I were you.”
        


        
          ’What do you mean? Zoë’s completely washed up with Charlie. She’s
          off to Reno on Monday, you know. I’m sure none of this matters to
          her at all.”
        


        
          “Zoë always wanted children, didn’t she?”
        


        
          “Yes, but the other day she said she’s glad there weren’t any now.”
        


        
          “And you believed her.”
        


        
          “Of course.”
        


        
          “Yes. I expect you’re right. Except for one thing. This
          evidence”—he gestured to the letter and the picture in
          Virginia’s hands—“is pretty conclusive that it wasn’t Charlie’s
          fault that they didn’t have children, isn’t it? It denies her that
          pride-saving possibility, doesn’t it?”
        


        
          “Poor Zoë,” murmured Virginia. “But she’ll be all right, I know.”
          Gregg could see her mind was on the boy. She was rubbing her head
          with her fingertips. “Lord, there’s a lot to do; I think we should
          postpone telling Charlie till we find out from the boy’s mother
          exactly for how long she is willing to part with him, don’t you?”
        


        
          Gregg nodded. “Take it easy, Virginia. No need to rush anything.
          You’ve hardly got your strength back. Young Jean Charles will keep,
          you know!”
        


        
          But he existed. As Zoë descended the third-floor steps, that was
          all that was in her mind. It was the existence of the boy that
          banished her completely and forever from the world of the man
          she would always love. There was a feeling of finality, of loss
          so crushing that she stopped on one of the lower steps and leaned
          against the wall.
        


        
          A row of Audubon prints was hung, one to the level of each step,
          and idly she looked at the jeweled colors of the Ruby-throated
          Hummingbird without seeing. In her mind she went over her absurd
          bright dreams, the dreams that had helped her in the long lonely
          nights. The Plan—the big absurd Plan. She would go to Reno, and then
          Charlie would quietly get a divorce from Mavis. And then they
          would remarry very quietly. And somehow in the process,
          Charlie had changed, and when he called her “my most beloved,”
          instead of simply a manner of speaking, he meant it. It would
          take time, of course—and perhaps she would have to come back to
          Nelson, keeping on family terms, because of course they would
          know that she was the one person in the world who would eventually
          change Charlie and they would admire her for her perseverance,
          for her unfailing belief in him. And Charlie would say
          wonderingly someday when they were getting old, “If it hadn’t
          been for the enduring love of my wife...”
        


        
          “Balls!” she said to the hummingbird. She was out. Out. Even
          Virginia, she had noticed, had changed subtly while they were
          talking in Gregg’s room. Could it actually be that old wheeze
          about blood being thicker than water? No, no, she thought, stop
          finding excuses. She had done all the right things—nobody would
          respect a woman who had taken the treatment she had from
          Charlie. She must let him go, utterly. She must cut all
          connections, all friendships, all the innumerable little ties
          of a ten-year marriage. But could she live without Charlie?
          Definitely not alone. Not without the help of an old friend.
        


        
          In her room she found the folded bit of paper, behind Charlie’s
          picture, sparing herself the pain of looking at either it or the
          photograph. Slipping it in an envelope, she took it to
          Virginia’s room and put it on her desk. She pantomimed her
          discharge of the responsibility of keeping it by brushing her
          palms together in little slaps, brushing away the dust of a
          nightmare. All her movements had become sharper and quicker and
          more purposeful. Her plans had formed precisely. She would leave
          tonight on the six o’clock to Boston and fly to Chicago, making
          an excuse to the family that she would like to visit her father a
          few days before she went to Reno. Anything, anything—another
          minute at home—Charlie’s home, would be too painful.
        


        
          She made her excuses and her farewells in such a breezy manner,
          with such reasonableness—she said she had had a phone call from
          her father, “Poor darling, he sounded so dreary—I don’t know why
          I didn’t think of it before——” that she was gone before they
          realized it.
        


        
          Standing on the vine-covered veranda where they had waved her off,
          Virginia said to Gregg, “She’s been drinking—I smelled it when she
          kissed me good-by.”
        


        
          Gregg said, “I didn’t need to smell it—she was on the way to a drink
          by the middle of Berthe Durand’s letter.”
        


        
          “She’s been so good, so wonderful—I’d hoped she’d got rid of her
          need—oh, damnit—what can we do, Gregg?”
        


        
          “I don’t know, Virginia, but perhaps you can make her know, some
          way, that you are her friend.”
        


        
          “But she knows that, Gregg—how can you be so stupid! Jeff and I saw
          her through her miserable drunken times, times when she was so
          ill—she has no feeling about that with me.”
        


        
          “Perhaps not, not about that—but think a minute. Will she ever want
          to come back here? Especially if Charlie and his son are here?
          She has too much sensitivity for that She won’t want to make
          things awkward for anyone.”
        


        
          “I suppose,” said Virginia sadly, “it would be awkward of
          course.”
        


        
          There was no necessity to even “think a minute” as Gregg had said,
          for Zoë would never be back. It was more than tact or
          sensitivity, it was an enormous sense of failure too great to be
          borne. She was willing to cancel out the appearance of her
          marriage in the divorce mill of Reno, to play out the conspiracy
          for the sake of preservation of the innocent. But once the
          business of traveling, of arriving in Chicago, of the meeting
          with her father was over, she knew she had a date with some bitter
          thinking. Her father was pleased to see her, but when she
          announced her intentions to him, she had to sit and listen like a
          child to a lecture on why Charles Carewe had not been the right man
          for her.
        


        
          “Unscrupulous bounder. No one ever took him seriously in
          business.”
        


        
          From there he proceeded to analyze the Carewes’ name and school
          and club connections, as far back as he knew them, and what his
          intimates and associates knew of them.
        


        
          “Thinned-out blue bloods, all of ’em. No drive, no initiative. So
          damned afraid of being ‘spectacular,’ they never got into the
          thick of things. Never had the guts to make enemies. Have to have
          enemies to prove yourself.” A paroxysm of asthmatic coughing
          overcame him at this point, and a young, bespectacled male nurse
          took over, and Zoë, after offering her concern and help, was
          waved out of the room.
        


        
          The tasteless opulence of the old house, the gloom and
          oppressiveness of the humid, hot day, depressed her to the point
          of inertia. There was a list of people she should phone—to say,
          what? The usual “Let’s get together—let’s have lunch—or dinner?”
          Tomorrow maybe, she thought. Today I’ll just give in and rest—I’m
          so tired, tired. She poured a drink with a thought that she must be
          careful not to get drunk—her father had enough troubles, the least
          she could do was to hang on till she got to Reno. She sat with her
          elbows propped on the window sill, staring out at the street
          below, along which cars moved like dark syrup, and heat waves made
          the buildings across the way look unstable and fluid. Mexico
          must be even hotter, she thought, and thinking, she visualized
          Charlie, brown and lean in white bathing trunks; intruding into
          the vision came a figure of a woman who reached and touched the
          faint recent silver in his temples and said how distinguished it
          made him look. And then he was saying, “I have a son, you know—he
          looks just like me.... Oh no, a former marriage,
          not Zoë’s naturally!” And there was general laughter at the idea
          of Zoë’s being a mother—and suddenly she stood up, shaking the
          dream from her mind.
        


        
          She thought she would just walk over to the lake before
          dinnertime, just to keep moving, just to keep herself from
          thinking, and then tomorrow—tomorrow she would really get down
          to things and plan out her life. On the way down the stairs and out
          into the street she kept up a running dialogue with herself.
          “Might even get married again, you know!” Really? And think of
          Charlie whenever you went to bed? “One thing, never have to worry
          about money—Dad will be generous when I’ve shed his ridiculous
          son-in-law.” What will you do with the money? Travel? Join the rest
          of the chic fifth wheels? “Nonsense, I’ll get scads of people
          around; amusing, entertaining people.” She laughed a little and
          a doorman at the entrance of an apartment building turned and
          watched her curiously. She sensed his look and made her lips firm.
          “Watch it, my girl, you’re just a teensy bit drunk, you know!” She
          decided she’d feel better if she took a cab and had it drive
          north for a while on Michigan—there would be air coming off the
          lake. She stood for a while at the curb, watching the speeding
          cars. There was an empty cab which she hailed with her white-gloved
          hand. He pulled over smartly into the curb, never thinking that
          the lady would miss her footing and step in front of him. All he saw
          was a flash of a dimpled smile as he braked hard and yelled. It
          wasn’t really his fault, the car only knocked her down, but she
          must have hit her head on the pavement, because when he sprang out
          of the cab and the crowd began to gather it was obvious that she
          was quite dead.
        


        
          Jean Charles first heard the sound of the sea when Gregg shut off the
          engine of the station wagon. His aunt Virginia knew that he
          liked to swim and in her letters, special letters just for him
          that were enclosed in letters to M’ma and Grand-mère, she told him
          of the big “swimming pool” right outside their house. She was one
          person he wasn’t nervous about meeting. “Grandmother and
          Grandfather” were fuzzy in his mind. Just old people like all old
          people, probably. Then there was this not so old man, Mr.
          Nicholson, who had been his father’s teacher. He was fine, he
          liked him. Mr. Nicholson had met him at the train which got into
          Nelson at seven o’clock this morning—Jean Charles guessed it was
          pretty early for them, but Mr. Nicholson was cheerful about it,
          and he settled a lot of things straight off, which made him lose
          some of the tight sickness in his stomach. He said it would be
          easier if everybody called him “John”—if that was all right with
          him. Mr. Nicholson said he was to call him “Gregg” as he was no
          relation and he would feel old if John called him “Mr.” And then
          they got into this beautiful station wagon, shiny and blue and
          new and clean. Boy!
        


        
          His head felt as if it was going to swivel off as he looked at
          everything on the way up to the house. And the odor. It wasn’t just
          the smell of water, like the sweet vegetable smell of the
          falls and the ponds, it was sharp and unchanging. It assaulted
          the inside of his nose, and as he breathed it in and it went down
          his throat, he felt queer, like he wanted to cry or something. He
          knew that the look of something could do that—like when the
          pines at home were still, just before a big storm, and you could
          watch the lightning flickering between them, or sometimes the
          color of a mackerel sky, reddened by the sunset. But here was
          just the smell of the sea, and it was so disturbing that
          he didn’t realize they were turning into his father’s house. He
          had visualized the moment for so long, pored over snapshots of
          the place, wondered and wondered. And now here it was and the
          sickness in his stomach began again. He had been told that his
          father wouldn’t be there for a few days, yet. He was still in
          Mexico City on business, where he’d been all winter, and he felt
          glad in a way, because it meant that he would get over his first
          shyness and get acquainted with the others and be more relaxed
          when he met him He didn’t want to behave like a fool kid right off.
        


        
          “Welcome home, John,” said Gregg.
        


        
          “Is that it?” said the boy, pointing to the sea.
        


        
          “That’s it. It’s just for looking and hearing though, for a while,
          I’m afraid—you’d freeze if you went in swimming for another month,
          anyway.”
        


        
          “You ever been in a forest pond? Some of the guys and me go in as
          soon as the ice melts just to the edges. Of course nobody’s fool
          enough to stay for—— Who’s that?” he finished on a whisper. “That’s
          not Aunt——”
        


        
          “No, no, that’s our good housekeeper, Doreen Archer. She’s nice,
          but a little boring. She likes to talk about her daughter, who’s a
          trained nurse for babies——”
        


        
          “A what?”
        


        
          “Doreen, this is John, will you take his bag up to Mr. Charles’s
          room, please?”
        


        
          “How do you do, John. That I will, sir, Mr. Gregg. It’s nice and
          fresh and clean for the young man. And you just come around to the
          kitchen any time you want to, John. It’s nice to have someone in
          the house who will like fresh-baked cookies again!”
        


        
          “Gosh, thanks—uh, Doreen!”
        


        
          Doreen turned her crinkled moonface to Gregg. “The livin’ image!”
          and her several chins wobbled as she shook her head unhappily.
        


        
          As he lay in the darkness in his father’s four-poster bed, John
          fought off the desire to sleep. He was very tired from the trip and
          the excitement and the newness of everything; but now that he was
          alone, he wanted to go over things, to sort them out in his mind,
          before sleep caught up with him. He was surprised by a wave of
          homesickness, since for nearly a year, it seemed, he had hated
          Clarke Falls more than ever, and everything and everyone in it.
          There had been a great relief when Grand-mère told him that in the
          spring he would go to his father’s home. The problem of running
          away had always been a knotty one; and it seemed as if Grand-mère
          must have been reading his mind—she always seemed to be
          able to do that, and—well, here he was! The last few weeks he’d
          almost been able to be nice to M’ma. Not that she was any help; she
          never talked to him any more than usual. Always that dumb-cow look
          of hers. Whenever she did look at him—she seemed to look through
          him, and then beyond him as though over his shoulder was somebody
          else. Often he actually looked behind him to see, but of course
          there wasn’t anybody. It was just a way she had. He guessed she’d
          taken good care of him. He remembered times when he’d been sick or
          feverish and he felt the comfort of her firm breast and shoulder.
          And it was she who always came up to his room and saw that he was
          covered, and all that stuff. But there was a wall he couldn’t break
          through. She wouldn’t talk to him. He had given up long ago
          even trying to be mischievous and teasing with M’ma, because it
          didn’t bother her. She’d just turn her back on him and go someplace
          else.
        


        
          There was an ache in his heart at leaving his airedale, Corky, whom
          he’d raised from a puppy, and he didn’t know when he’d be seeing
          him again. The Carewes’ dog, Smitty, was okay, but she was fat and a
          female and not very friendly.
        


        
          Of course he knew this was a trial trip. Grand-mère had warned him,
          “It is up to you, entirely—you will have to be attentive and
          learn their ways, and do things as they wish. They will have
          the responsibility of caring for you as your father is a very
          busy man, and so you must be obedient to them—otherwise, you will
          come back here.”
        


        
          He could see it wasn’t going to be as scary a job as he had thought.
          Of course he had never been inside such a big house in his life. In
          contrast to Clarke Falls, the places people lived in seemed bigger
          and their outdoors smaller. Except for the sea, of course—the
          wonderful sea. He listened a minute to its low
          rumble-rumble-crash—and then silence, and then
          rumble-rumble-crash again.
        


        
          Everybody was so nice to him. At first he felt stiff with the
          effort of not bumping into things, afraid to touch the beautiful
          cloth on the chairs; the rugs seemed soft and unstable, and he had
          to hold himself in to keep from his habit of running instead of
          walking. Gregg and Aunt Virginia had taken him for a tour, but
          just where different rooms were located was still a little mixed
          up in his mind. The best room of all was Gregg’s at the top of the
          stairs. He’d never seen so many books—and all jumbled up and lying
          around like they’d been read a lot—not like the downstairs library
          where Grandfather’s books were in perfect rows and bound with
          beautiful leather. Gregg said they would work together up there
          in his room. He told him that the schools here in the East were
          pretty tough, and that they’d probably have to do some catching up
          so that when he went in next fall he wouldn’t have any trouble. It
          was funny when Gregg said, “You like Homer?” when he pulled
          out a familiar copy of a translation of the Iliad.
          It had been one of a “set” of books in the small library in the
          principal’s office at Clarke Falls, and he’d borrowed it for a
          time. “Who doesn’t?” he’d replied, although he knew he was showing
          off a little at Gregg’s obvious approval. Then they’d talked
          about the textbooks he’d used in school and Gregg quizzed him a
          little on math and then said, “H’m. Backwoods school, indeed.
          We’ll show ’em, kid!” And he’d felt just wonderful. And Aunt
          Virginia had laughed and hugged him, and said, “You seem to be the
          answer to a teacher’s dream. The truly docile student.” He’d
          frowned a little at the word. It sounded sort of sweet and sappy,
          but Gregg, seeing what he was thinking—he guessed he had
          kind of made a face—flipped over the pages of a big dictionary, and
          showed him where the word meant “able to be taught,” and then he
          understood.
        


        
          It was hard to find out just when he would see his father. There
          were boxes and boxes of presents from him—clothes and a tennis
          racket, and airplane model kits and a beautiful bike with
          everything on it—boy! He could hardly wait till tomorrow when he
          could look at it all over again. They said it was “hard to tell.”
          Apparently he had arrived in New York, and he’d written them
          that he could hardly wait to see his son and that he’d be up to
          Nelson, just as soon as he could get away. John tried not to ask too
          many questions; it was rude, he knew. Especially because about a
          year ago he had finally come to understand the circumstances of
          his birth—from Grand-mère: that his father and mother had made a
          hasty marriage and found out that they were not right for each
          other very quickly. He could sure understand that. His mother
          was certainly not pretty—fat and heavy-footed, and that glum
          expression on her face all the time. He bet his father was a real
          lively person and how anybody who looked like he did in his
          pictures could fall in love with M’ma was more then he’d ever
          understand. And one thing, certain, he would never understand,
          and never forgive his mother—or Grand-mère for that matter—for
          never having told his father about himself. That was too
          much. Of course his father had married again—why wouldn’t he? It
          was too bad his wife had died in that accident, but secretly he
          was glad when Aunt Virginia told him there weren’t any other
          children. His father was his, now—all his! And they’d get over any
          strangeness at not knowing each other, and be real friends, and it
          was all going to be like a dream that comes out all right.
        


        
          He was awake at sunrise, and sitting up straight; there was only a
          fraction of a moment of unfamiliarity, because his dreams had
          been full of all the things that had happened to him—it was like
          waking up on Christmas Day. You’d never forgotten during the
          night that it was going to be Christmas. You just woke up and said,
          “Hurray!” Somebody must have been in during the night, for his
          door was half open. He knew he’d shut it last night, because he
          liked doors to be shut. Whenever his mother came in and covered
          him, she always went out and left the door ajar, and then he would
          have to throw the covers off and go and slam it shut in
          irritation. He cocked his head in a listening attitude, for
          there was a jingling sound coming down the hall, and then he held
          his hand over his mouth to keep from laughing out loud in delight,
          for around the edge of the door appeared a pointed nose and black
          shoe-button eyes looking at him in a very startled manner.
        


        
          “Come here, boy; hyuh, boy,” he whispered, and the small black
          dachshund puppy yipped in a vigorous whisper, bouncing over to
          the bed and, placing two forepaws on the edge, begged to be taken
          up.
        


        
          John hugged him and scratched the velvet ears, and found the tag
          hanging from a chain on his neck.
        


        
          “What’s your name, fellow, huh—what’s your name? Hold still, what’s
          this say—’D—E—I—N—O—S’ Dynuss?” The dog wagged his tail vigorously
          and licked his face. “Deenuss?” Again the tail beat ecstatically.
          “Well, no matter, it’s a pretty fancy name, Deany, old boy.” The
          dog yelped and John shushed him, tumbling out of the bed. Pawing
          through the closet, he found his dark blue jeans hanging neatly on
          a pants hanger, alongside his new clothes. And in one of the
          drawers he found his red turtle-neck pullover. They would do for
          now, he thought, and somebody would tell him what he should wear
          later. Cautiously the boy walked down the hall, with Deimos
          running ahead and down the stairs, delirious with the fun of
          having a playmate.
        


        
          The house stunned him with awe, even at this second look, but he
          postponed the examination of every inch of it.
        


        
          The air was brisk and chilly, but there was already a warm caress
          from the sun, which had cleared the low streak of purple clouds on
          the horizon.
        


        
          Deimos galloped around him and he yielded and together they had
          a soul-lifting run down the beach. They found shells, and played
          with ropes of seaweed. They dug for the little sand crabs that
          burrowed deeper—they piled up mounds of damp sand, and John tasted
          his sandy fingers, thinking, “It’s not exactly salty,
          it’s like something that’s so salty that it isn’t——”
        


        
          And then he heard the sound of a bell clanging in a twangy
          dingdong, and looked toward the house to see Aunt Virginia
          waving him to come in. He ran up the beach to the low wall, taking
          it in a jump as though it were three feet high, the dog scrambling
          and panting after him.
        


        
          “Well, good morning, John. You’re an early bird! I see you and
          Deinos have met.”
        


        
          “Good morning, Aunt Virginia. Yeah, is that the way you pronounce
          his name? He’s a wonderful dog. Does he belong to my father?”
        


        
          Virginia put an arm around his shoulder. “Well, he’s just one of a
          long line of dachsies—we’ve always had one or two around as long as
          I can remember. This fellow’s a bit of a wanderer; if you like,
          you can call him yours, and feed him and take care of him. Maybe with
          you around he won’t run away all the time.”
        


        
          “Oh boy! Can I? Really?”
        


        
          She steered him to the washroom in the front hall, where he kept up
          a running conversation with her while he washed the sand from his
          fists, and Virginia smiled and shook her head in the effort to
          clear it of a mirage: herself at the same age and her brother,
          pushing and shoving and laughing over this same washbowl,
          washing up for breakfast in the sunroom.
        


        
          He was relieved at the informality at breakfast. Gregg was also
          in dark jeans and a dark blue pullover, even Virginia’s plain green
          wool dress was simple enough. Only Grandmother looked like
          something out of a storybook. She was all laces and ruffles and
          her white hair was piled high with a comb in the back, and she took
          his hand as he came into the room, and pulled him to have him kiss
          her cheek. He felt tight with shyness all of a sudden, but mumbled
          as well as he could, “Good morning, Grand-mère—uh—I mean
          Grandmother, I hope you slept well last night.” She seemed even
          older than Grand-mère, who was his great-grandmother. She
          was like tissue paper, and her skin felt dry and soft like a bird’s
          wing.
        


        
          But everybody smiled and talked and made him feel comfortable.
          Grandfather heaped his plate with sausage and eggs, laughing and
          saying, “I know boys of your age are always hungry, you’ll find
          this sea air will make you even hungrier!”
        


        
          He sneaked a bit of sausage to Deinos and Smitty, who were
          looking at him longingly beside his chair, and then looked at
          Gregg. “Is it all right? To give them nibbles?”
        


        
          Gregg said, “We make firm rules about never feeding the dogs in the
          house, and then everybody breaks them, because nobody lives who
          can resist a dachshund’s desperate eyes!”
        


        
          John laughed and said, “What does the puppy’s name mean? It looks
          Latin to me—or Greek.”
        


        
          “Does it now?” said Gregg, raising an eyebrow. “Oh,
          forgive me, I forgot you’re a student of Homer. Well, it’s Greek
          and it means ‘terrible.’”
        


        
          “‘Terrible’!” exclaimed John. “Why’d you call him
          ‘Terrible’?”
        


        
          “Just because he isn’t. It’s a trope, an antiphrasis, which is
          Greek for a word meaning the opposite of what you really mean.”
        


        
          “How, Gregg?”
        


        
          “Well, suppose you did something stupid—real stupid—and I said,
          ‘That was clever!’ You’d know what I meant, wouldn’t you?”
        


        
          “Sure, I get it now, like ‘irony’.”
        


        
          “Not quite, John.”
        


        
          Walter groaned and turned to the others. “Always the
          schoolmaster! Virginia, let’s talk about the weather, shall
          we—and give me some marmalade, please.”
        


        
          But John’s eyes were waiting for an answer. Gregg thought, “How
          like, and how different!” Never had Charlie looked at him like
          that. Charlie’s eyes had always been flat and vague. But these,
          with the same color and faintly uptilted shape, bored into him
          with a thousand questions. With a happy sigh he started, “Well,
          you see, John, irony is more a tone of voice...”
        


        
          Presently John said, “Are you going to teach me Greek and Latin
          later on?”
        


        
          Virginia said, “Is that you, purring, Gregg? I can hear it clear
          over here!”
        


        
          Gregg smiled. “That’s right, Virginia—now the pitcher is
          really full!” He turned back to John. “Tell you what. I’ll
          teach you Greek, so that you can read your Iliad and
          Odyssey in the original, if you will correct my
          French idiom and accent. It will take us both about an equal length
          of time, I should think.”
        


        
          John blushed. “Oh, I didn’t mean anything when I said you had a
          funny accent—it’s just that it sounds like it’s coming out of a
          book.” And everybody laughed and Deinos barked and John said, “You
          know, I feel terrible—that’s a trope, son!” and grinned,
          and thought he’d never been so happy in his whole life.
        


        
          Within two weeks, John felt that he’d lived there all his life, and
          Clarke Falls slipped into the background of his mind like a
          memory of the cradle. His own room, still smelling of paint and
          new linoleum, was thrillingly his own domain. It was on the
          third floor, beyond the stair well on the northeast side. Empty
          for many years, since Doreen and Kitty and the gardener had fine
          quarters over the garage, the old, boxlike servants’ rooms, three
          of them, had been made into one room and a new bath. What pleased
          him most was that Grandfather and the others had actually
          prepared for him, as though they expected him to be part
          of the family; oh, he’d be spending some time back at home, but
          there were no dire threats of “being sent back if you don’t
          behave,” as Grand-mère had implied.
        


        
          There were bright Hudson’s Bay blanket rugs on the linoleum,
          sailcloth hung at the windows, and the big bouncy bed was covered
          with tan corduroy; there were shelves and closets and a real
          workbench at one end of the room where he could build his airplane
          models. There was little furniture, giving a boy a chance to
          breathe and move freely. The low window sills asked for elbows to
          lean and dream at glimpses of the meadow and the river through the
          near top branches of an elm. And on the east the view of the Point
          and the sea and Deinos chasing sea gulls, which was the best of
          all. And all of it seemed to John just to be waiting for the day
          when his father would arrive. He asked questions of everyone,
          direct and indirect, but nobody would come to the point.
        


        
          Kitty said, “I have never met Mr. Charles, I’ve only been with the
          family for six months.” Doreen said, “When I was young, like Kitty
          here, Cook used to always make two batches of cookies—one for your
          father to think he was swiping from, and the other to keep ‘on
          hand.’” Grandmother was no help at all. She had long stories
          about his father when he was a “darling little boy,” and how he
          used to sit on her lap while she told him stories. He kept from
          squirming in boredom, because his father as a little boy was
          just not interesting to him.
        


        
          Mr. Simmons, the gardener, was no better. John made himself
          useful and helped Simmons with the wheelbarrow, hauling away
          cuttings and weeds, hoping for just one beaming look that said,
          “Your father? A fine man!” but instead Simmons confined himself
          to grumbling. “Time was, we had two other part-time fellers around.
          Place was kept shipshape, you might say. Nobody cares much n’more.
          Missus used to like to fool around with bulbs, and now the Mister,
          he says, ‘Don’t fuss.’ I do m’best, but can’t keep it shipshape.
          Ay-uh, I do m’best.”
        


        
          One didn’t bother Grandfather with questions, and he just
          couldn’t ask Gregg and Aunt Virginia to repeat what they had
          already told him: “As soon as he can, he said....”
        


        
          Sometimes his impatience put a band around his chest. He had
          completed a fine solid scale model of a B-29, so that he’d have
          it ready to show his father. He’d taught Deinos a couple of
          tricks, to “play dead” and to jump through the hoop of his arm. He’d
          gone through his childish collection of treasures that he’d saved
          back in Clarke Falls to show him, and kept only the medal for
          swimming—the rest was just silly, now.
        


        
          It was only during “school hours” that he was more at peace. Gregg
          was the best teacher he’d ever had, he thought; even better than
          Grand-mère. He took it slow and easy with him, he didn’t make him
          learn a lot of stuff by rote memorizing. They didn’t try to cover
          pages and pages of stuff. Sometimes they spent the whole time in
          trying to understand just one paragraph—of history for
          instance. John would be quite sure he understood and then Gregg
          would start his “whys?” “Why do you suppose he decided to do
          that?” and at first John replied, “I don’t know, he just did.” But
          then they would, as Gregg said, “Dig it out,” and they’d get into a
          fine discussion. “Maybe he was greedy and wanted to kind of have
          everybody thinking he was important.” Or—and then a light would
          go on—“Maybe he felt that if somebody didn’t stir them up, why,
          things would go on as before!”
        


        
          Once he blurted out, without thinking, “Why are you going to all
          this trouble? Did my father ask you to? Was he afraid I wouldn’t be
          good enough for the schools back here?”
        


        
          Gregg considered his question carefully before answering. “I
          was a teacher first, and became a friend. Now I am a friend who
          happens to be a teacher. You are more than ‘good enough’ for the
          schools back here, even though they may place different emphasis
          on certain subjects. And believe me, John, it is no ‘trouble’
          because we learn from each other. Why, do you remember the other
          day, you brought out the point that...”
        


        
          His answer pleased John, but he felt, somehow, that his question
          hadn’t been answered.
        


        
          Gregg had wheeled the big Webster dictionary and its stand into
          John’s room, as he wanted John to look up every word he read that he
          couldn’t define. He couldn’t get away with “I know what it means,
          but I just can’t put it into other words.”
        


        
          So it was, one day, when he was looking up the meaning of the word
          “ambiguous,” that he had his back to the door and someone said,
          “John?” He answered, “Yes?” without turning. A fraction of a
          second later he realized the voice was not a familiar one and
          wheeled around as Charlie said:
        


        
          “Well, hi there, John—I’m your father!”
        


        
          He felt his jaw drop in silly shock—all the imagined words that had
          come so easily in anticipation of this moment—the feeling that
          his Adam’s apple had suddenly grown larger—it seemed an age, but
          lasted no longer than the quick intake of breath, for as he let out
          he said, “Well—hello, Father!”
        


        
          Charlie looked around at the airy, bright room. “Looks like they’ve
          got you fixed up real nice, here. Did you get my presents?”
        


        
          And in a flood of words, John thanked him with many “Gee’s” and “Oh
          boys” and “gashes”; proudly he showed him the airplane model, and
          the new one he was starting on. He showed him the closetful of
          slacks and sweaters and T-shirts, he said he’d never seen such a
          keen tennis racket, and would he teach him to play?
        


        
          Charlie seemed to have little to say; he walked around with his
          hands in his pockets, nodding and smiling, but finally he said,
          as they stood in front of the window—John had been pointing out the
          high branch to which he had climbed—“It’s a damn shame, you know.”
        


        
          John stopped a moment in his chatter, looked up at him, and said,
          “What is?”
        


        
          “That you and I should have been kept apart all these years. How
          could they do it, son?”
        


        
          “I don’t know, Father. Maybe it was because they thought you
          wouldn’t want me.”
        


        
          Charlie pursed his lips as though he didn’t dare to comment on such
          a possibility. “Well,” he said, finally, “don’t you worry—we’ll
          make up for it. We’ll have the finest kind of life you can imagine.”
          He sat down on the bed and hooked up a knee in his clasped bands.
          John happily dropped to the floor where he could sit and look up at
          his father adoringly, listening to every word, learning the
          features of his face, the wonderful admirable relaxed manner.
        


        
          “You know, son”—Charlie’s voice was low and confidential—“I’ll
          tell you the truth. A lot of this is my fault. I’ve always been kind
          of a wild character. I’ve done a lot of things I’m ashamed of—we
          all do, we’re only human. But I was deeply hurt when your mother
          ran out on me. I would have given her everything in the world.”
        


        
          “Well, why did she?” John was eager, the mystery was about to
          unfold.
        


        
          “I don’t know—I don’t know,” and Charlie’s expression seemed
          puzzled, bewildered.
        


        
          “Well, don’t you worry.” John grinned at him. “One thing for sure,
          I’m not going to ‘run out’ on you.”
        


        
          “You’d better not try it,” laughed Charlie, giving him a playful
          punch on the shoulder, “you’re my son—God, doesn’t that sound
          queer!—and I want you here, with me and my family. As a matter of
          fact, now that you are here, the place looks pretty attractive to
          me, and I expect I’ll be spending more time up here in Nelson.
          I’ve got my business well in hand and it doesn’t require so much of
          my attention as it has in the past.”
        


        
          “Well, will I come to see you at your home in New York when you
          are there?”
        


        
          Charlie hesitated. “Well—uh—I don’t have my apartment any more,
          since my wife died—Zoë, I mean. I expect you’ve been told about
          her.” John nodded. “I found it too full of happy memories, too
          full of ghosts. No, I gave it up—I just stay at the club or a
          hotel——” He sounded as though he must be terribly lonely and
          John determined to devote himself to making his father’s life a
          happier one, and, thinking about it, his heart seemed too big for
          his chest.
        


        
          Virginia X-ed out a line on the typewriter, impatiently.
          “Sorry, Gregg—the vicissitudes of the lovely Letitia elude me
          today. Our readers know perfectly well that she’ll never give in
          to the vile old captain as long as brave Hugo is around. Oh
          brother!” She brushed the hair from her forehead. “It’s just—well,
          just—crap!” She looked up at Gregg with her chin stuck out.
        


        
          “As Charlie would say?” He laughed and, reaching over, pulled the
          yellow sheet from the machine, crumpling it in his hand. “Well,
          maybe you’re right—let’s put it on ice and go for a walk. Let’s do
          something adventurous like buying a new typewriter ribbon, and
          then I’ll treat you to a soda!”
        


        
          Virginia stretched her arms above her head. “I think I’d better
          leave you so that you can get out your book report.”
        


        
          “It’s done—and in the mail.”
        


        
          “Your industry appalls me. How do you do it?”
        


        
          “It’s easy. I’m not a very good writer. I just put down what I think,
          instead of worrying about whether I’m any good or not!”
        


        
          “And you’re modest too. What a paragon!”
        


        
          It had been Gregg’s suggestion that they collaborate on a book.
          He made no attempt to hide his reasons for getting her mind
          occupied. “You’ve had years of being busy, besides running a
          home, caring for a family—and now your hands are hanging by your
          sides, full of emptiness. No wonder you don’t sleep. You can’t go
          on just straightening up closets and shelves for John, playing
          chess with Walter, and listening to Beatrice talk about the
          past.”
        


        
          Gregg read her first novel, which had been unsuccessful. Her
          fascination with historical accuracy had made it bog down in
          pages of dull, minute description. “Let’s do something that’s fun.
          Any historian is a good detective, so let’s follow through on
          the idea you had—of solving a historical mystery, or maybe we
          could make it a real rousing ‘whodunit’—fictional characters in
          an authentic background, black knights and bloody queens,
          intrigue and love, and evil is found out at the end, the good are
          triumphant—— What are you laughing at?”
        


        
          “Because you’re a good salesman—I buy it! With you as critic
          carrying a bright blue pencil, how can I lose?”
        


        
          She had gained a great deal. Her enthusiasm for the project
          revived her, taking her mind from her loss and the tragedy of Zoë’s
          death. It had been slow at first, but with the stimulus of
          positive, creative work she found that in other areas she was
          alive again. And the prospect of having young John with them
          became fun as much as a family duty.
        


        
          It was only Gregg who noticed that Walter and Virginia and, to a
          lesser degree, Beatrice took over completely the
          responsibility of seeing that the child got what was due to him.
          It was Walter who consulted Gregg about schools and selected one
          which had not been graced by Charlie’s presence. Beatrice planned
          the pleasant room for him, while Virginia took care of the
          correspondence with Mavis and Grand-mère. No one gave a second
          thought to the fact that Charlie had not been consulted, but
          simply told what was happening. And they had paid little
          attention to his brief letter from Mexico, which said, “. . . if
          he is my son, I shall do everything in the world for him.”
        


        
          Before going downstairs, Virginia put her head into John’s
          room, to see if he would like to go with them. The room was
          empty—and more disorderly than usual. It looked as though he had
          gone through his closet, changing clothes several times; the
          discarded garments were left on the bed and the floor. She went in
          and pulled down the east window, as the wind was blowing papers
          around, and tidied the place quickly.
        


        
          On the second floor, as she stopped by her room to get a jacket,
          she heard John and Charlie laughing in Charlie’s room. Knocking,
          she called, “Anybody want anything in town?” and opened the door to
          Charlie’s “Come in! Come in!”
        


        
          “We’re going to shake the cobwebs from our heads, want to come
          along?” she asked, looking at John.
        


        
          The two of them were sitting in the window seat, with Deinos
          between them, looking at snapshots Charlie had taken in Mexico.
          John had managed to dress as nearly like his father as possible.
          Instead of his usual jeans and a T-shirt he had put on gray slacks,
          a white shirt without a tie, and a sleeveless sweater—his was navy
          blue and Charlie’s was brown. Virginia made no comment, although
          she understood the boy’s adoring identification, and felt a
          tide of hatred rising within her. Charlie was having no trouble
          casting his spell.
        


        
          “Look, Aunt Virginia, color transparencies, aren’t they keen?
          We’re going to get a projector, and take some around here.”
        


        
          She held one or two up to the light. Mexico was in the background,
          as a frond from a palm tree or a blue jar on a stone wall
          indicated, but the foreground subjects were a pair of luscious
          bikini-clad dark-skinned girls with their arms draped around the
          equally briefly clad form of Charlie.
        


        
          She dropped them onto the seat and looked directly at Charlie. “I
          believe the scenery in Mexico is beautiful——”
        


        
          “It sure is,” laughed Charlie, indicating the pictures, and John
          joined him, laughing at the big joke.
        


        
          Virginia turned on her heel and left the room.
        


        
          “What’s the matter with her?” she heard John say, and hurriedly
          she went down the stairs to the hall where Gregg was waiting for
          her.
        


        
          The day was bright, and the budding trees showed a faith in the
          spring, although the weather withheld its promises. The wind was
          gusty and chill, and Virginia shivered a little as they walked
          down the driveway under the splendid arch of the elms. Turning
          to look over her shoulder, she waved to Beatrice sitting at her
          bedroom window, and blew her a kiss, receiving an answering
          smile and wave.
        


        
          “I should have looked in on her,” she said to Gregg. “I guess I was
          just too—irritated seems a mild word. What’s another word for
          irritated, Gregg? Get out the trusty Thesaurus, find a word that
          says it stronger.”
        


        
          “How about ‘roiled and riled,’ or is that too colloq.? Are your
          shoes comfortable?” He glanced down at her feet. “Silly
          question—you never wear high heels, do you?”
        


        
          “No, why?”
        


        
          “Let’s cut through the woods.”
        


        
          “And walk it off, you mean? Oh, Gregg, I’m all right. It was just a
          silly thing. Charlie was showing John some pictures that—well,
          you don’t show to a boy of that age. He may have seen pictures of
          girls in bikinis—who hasn’t? But it seems to me that John is a
          little young to get a laugh out of his father’s—conquests.”
        


        
          “I know—just a silly thing. Not worth talking about. Just bad
          taste. Let’s be sure to be careful of what we say, or each of us
          will think that maybe the other is jealous of Charlie. And that
          wouldn’t do at all, would it?”
        


        
          Virginia looked at him quickly. “Let’s cut through the woods!” she
          said.
        


        
          The path ran along the remains of an old stone wall, that
          disappeared and then reappeared, humped up under a covering of
          vines. They kept up a fast pace for a while, stopping to look at the
          glory of a sheet of blooming dogwood against a hill.
        


        
          Virginia leaned against the wall. “Let’s stop a minute, I’m
          winded, but I feel better. Do you?”
        


        
          “Of course. A fast walk is the best thing in the world to get rid of
          emotional tension. And now we can be properly cerebral again!”
        


        
          Virginia pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes and shielded
          the match Gregg held for her. “But you don’t want to be ‘cerebral,’
          I take it?” she asked.
        


        
          “Virginia—I’m sick, I’m fed up. I’ve watched this man operate for
          nearly twenty years now—I had fine, chivalrous, protective
          dreams when I was younger. Herb knows; maybe he doesn’t remember,
          but we talked a few times, and in what even I thought at the time
          were somewhat overdramatic terms, I said I thought Charlie was
          going to endanger the lives of people around him. And what have I
          done about it? Watched it happen, over and over, kept silent
          because I felt it was not my business to ‘interfere.’”
        


        
          Virginia kept her eyes on the toes of her shoes, smoking,
          listening.
        


        
          “I’ve watched Walter’s eyes grow deep and dark with bitterness and
          disappointment. I see the waste of a dear woman like Beatrice,
          bravely patched up like a delicate piece of Dresden, smiling as
          though the cracks didn’t show. During the war I thought, ‘I’ll
          never go back, never get involved again. It’s none of my
          business.’ But, of course—I had to come back.” He hesitated. “I
          had to come back because I had to live in your world—be where you
          sometimes would be. I think you know. I love you, Virginia.” He
          went right on, without looking at her. “I hoped to be a protector
          and a friend. I was happy in your happiness, and you seemed so
          safe, so safe. And I stood around and watched things pile up.
          Niggardly, petty things, things that became the deepest
          betrayals. And what do I do? Smile sheepishly and say, ‘Oops!
          Sorry!’” He picked a small stone from the top of the wall and
          threw it with all his might at the trunk of a tree, where it glanced
          off into the undergrowth.
        


        
          “There was never anything you could have done, Gregg.” Virginia’s
          voice was low, distressed at his emotion.
        


        
          “What am I going to do, Virginia? What are you going to do! Are
          we going to have to stand around and watch this happen again!”
        


        
          “Watch what happen? What are you saying, Gregg?”
        


        
          “Oh, Virginia, for God’s sake! Why haven’t we been able to work for
          the past few days? Why has the house suddenly become divided
          into two camps? Why has John become impudent and loud-mouthed?”
        


        
          “Oh, I think that’s only natural, Gregg. He’s just full of
          exuberance; he’ll quiet down after a while, when the newness of
          the relationship wears off.”
        


        
          “Or when Charlie disappoints him for the first time.”
        


        
          “Well, that can’t be helped. You can’t protect people from
          disillusionment. That’s part of growing up.”
        


        
          “I can’t agree with you. Seeing things and people as they really
          are isn’t necessarily disillusionment. But for young Jean
          Charles to see his father as he really is—it’s going to be one
          horrible shock.”
        


        
          “Maybe it won’t happen. This is Charlie’s son, Gregg. Maybe there’s
          a latent sense of responsibility in Charlie that will be
          brought out by——”
        


        
          “You’re dreaming, girl. You’ve been writing too much fiction. You
          know better. You’ve seen it—it’s already begun to happen. Little
          things, things you can’t put your finger on. We sit at the table at
          mealtimes and Charlie dominates the conversation with his
          long-winded stories—who said what to who, and then I said—the
          boring type of wit. And John sits with his face wreathed in smiles
          and Beatrice makes little tsk-tsks when his language gets too
          strong——”
        


        
          “—and Dad just gets up and leaves the table,” added Virginia, “I
          know. And John thinks there’s something the matter with us.”
        


        
          “You see what I mean? I told you it would sound like jealousy.”
          Virginia crushed out her cigarette and, pulling on a pair of old
          soft pigskin gloves, said, “Let’s move on a little—I’m getting
          cold.” The path was wide enough for them to walk side by side for a
          while and they walked slowly, thoughtfully.
        


        
          Virginia finally spoke. “I can’t understand one thing. Charlie
          has no love for any of us. I’ve heard him talk about Mum and Dad and
          this town, and the people in it, with the most withering
          contempt. He’s left here in a rage or without so much as a
          good-by—and yet he always comes back. And expects to be welcomed
          with open arms, and nothing short of a celebration. Why does he
          come back at all?”
        


        
          “You’ve just said it. Because he has no really deep feeling at
          all. He’s just like any other organism—it has a tendency to
          return to its original form. Nelson, the house, Bea and Walter
          contain him best in that form.”
        


        
          “What a horrible way to put it! Sounds like a piece of dough!”
        


        
          “Speaking of dough,” Gregg said, “and excuse the pun—you know that
          Charlie is broke, don’t you?”
        


        
          “You mean, what he calls broke,” said Virginia, “down to his last
          Mercedes-Benz, probably.”
        


        
          “Not according to Walter. Seems that he tried to compete with
          some Texas fellow. Charlie was the darling of the crowd till he
          came along. I don’t know the details, and couldn’t care less. But it
          involved gambling, yachts, and something about the purchase of an
          apartment building, which the Texas man deeded over to the fair
          Louisa. Anyway, Walter told me that Charlie bleated about ‘lack
          of loyalty,’ of ‘his pride taking a beating,’ but the upshot was
          that Charlie has returned to the heart of his family for
          monetary reasons, mainly.”
        


        
          “And not because he was anxious to meet his son,” said Virginia
          sadly.
        


        
          “No, dear, you’re wrong. Now that he has a son, you see, he is
          ‘deeply conscious’ of his responsibilities—I’m quoting Walter
          quoting Charlie, if you follow me—he’s got to settle down and
          devote himself to providing a ‘wonderful life’ for John.”
        


        
          “Like working, maybe?” said Virginia. “Oh, lord, Gregg, we sound
          mean and bitter.”
        


        
          “And about time, I think. And if you think we sound bitter, you
          should hear Walter!”
        


        
          “Well, what’s Dad going to do about it?”
        


        
          “At first he practically kicked him out.”
        


        
          “What do you mean, at first?”
        


        
          “Let me finish. Charlie said he had some ‘big deal’ but he needed
          money ‘to move around.’ It was all very hush-hush and he couldn’t go
          into it now, etc. Well, Walter just laughed and told Charlie what
          he could do with his ‘big deals.’ Of course Charlie was ‘deeply
          hurt,’ and said naturally he understood. And that he and his
          little son—I’m quoting again—would ‘go it alone.’ Walter almost
          gagged when he told me how he let Charlie go on talking about how
          he might go back to Mavis and get a job in Clarke Falls and make a
          home for the three of them. It was practically the
          vine-covered-cottage routine.”
        


        
          Virginia was laughing, in spite of herself. She sank down onto
          the ground and leaned against a fallen log, wiping her eyes. “I’m
          hysterical—Gregg—how could he think Dad would fall for such
          stuff!”
        


        
          “Hey, it’s too damp there on the ground. Let’s sit down at the other
          end where there’s some sun.” He paused, stooping to a patch of
          purple at his feet. “Look at this, Virginia,” he said.
        


        
          “Violets! Mm, aren’t they lovely. Brave and sweet!”
        


        
          While she gathered a handful, Gregg watched her, and then, looking
          around at the meadow, the woods that enclosed them, he said
          gloomily, “I suppose this will all have to be subdivided into
          summer homes someday. I thought this would be a real outpost
          against tourism.”
        


        
          “You’re as bad as the rest of the ‘year-rounders.’ I don’t think Dad
          will ever sell his two-mile strip. He’s far from being
          community-minded.”
        


        
          “Thank goodness.”
        


        
          “Well!” exclaimed Virginia. “We actually got off the subject of
          Charlie for a moment!”
        


        
          Gregg nodded, agreeing, “Isn’t it terrible—what he does to the
          limits of conversation. Because he’s so unpredictable,
          everyone is on guard and strained and anxious.”
        


        
          Virginia’s eyes clouded again. “You know, Gregg, he might take a
          notion to take John away somewhere with him. He has a perfect
          right, you know.”
        


        
          “I’ve been waiting for you to get to that. You’re a bit slow today,
          my dear.” He smiled a little. “And...” he
          prodded.
        


        
          “And what! What can we do, Gregg! How can you tell a boy
          that his image, his dream, is a delusion. Besides being his
          father, Charlie’s like no other man he ever met. Most of the
          men—and women—he’s known are dawn-to-dusk work horses. Good,
          solid—and dull, God bless ’em. Charlie—well, sparkles in
          comparison. He’s blown the kid’s ego up till he’s getting cocky
          and fresh. That palsy-walsy phrase, ‘You astonish me, young
          feller!’—ugh! if he says it once more, I’ll——”
        


        
          “What—you’ll what, Virginia?” Gregg urged again.
        


        
          “I don’t know.” Dismally, she folded her arms. “If we’re to help
          John, we’ve got to keep him liking us—why, can you imagine
          what would happen if I ever blew my top in front of them? Charlie
          would raise his eyebrows and widen his eyes and say, ‘Why, Virgie
          love, what is the matter!’ and John would take his cue from
          him, and they’d go off snickering together.”
        


        
          “We could work a subtle campaigning job—undermine him at every
          opportunity—and I don’t mean with anything but the truth. Surely
          we’re intelligent enough to do that.”
        


        
          Virginia shook her head vigorously. “Gregg, that would be
          fatal! Suppose we succeeded—suppose we really went after
          Charlie—take something we know is a lie—and have him prove it——”
        


        
          “For instance——”
        


        
          Impatiently Virginia said, “Oh, don’t pin me down, Gregg—what
          I’m trying to say is that even if we did prove Charlie wrong, or a
          liar, I think John is going to be one of those unfortunates
          who’ll defend him, find an excuse for him. We’ll find him breaking
          out in a rash of loyalty that’s even worse than this puppy-dog
          devotion.”
        


        
          “I know. You can ‘do a job’ on a person—alienate him from someone
          he loves—but eventually he’ll hate you for it even if you’ve been
          right.”
        


        
          “So—where are we? Absolutely no place.”
        


        
          Gregg got up and walked about, using the length of the log for a
          pacing area. “You see, Virginia? This is what I mean. I’m not
          asking for sympathy or making excuses, but this is the kind of
          bind I’ve been in for so many years. The only difference is that
          there are three of us now—Walter and you and I—who know what
          Charlie can do.”
        


        
          “And Mavis too—— why, Gregg!” She almost exploded. “You know what
          John says about her—that she’s quiet, that she ‘doesn’t care,’ that
          she never told him anything?”
        


        
          “Yes. It always sounded as though she were kind of a dumb peasant
          type.”
        


        
          “Dumb peasant type my foot! I’ll bet that whatever happened
          between her and Charlie—well, it was again an accumulation of
          little things. And if she told about any single one of them, why,
          it would just sound too petty for words!”
        


        
          Gregg looked at her approvingly. “Obviously she’s never said
          a word against Charlie, or John would have shown some kind of
          suspicion.”
        


        
          “Probably. But more than that—and of course, I’m just guessing
          now—what must it have been like for her to see a child growing,
          looking more and more every day like the man she ran away from—in
          fear, in disgust, bewilderment—whatever it was? In spite of
          herself, she may not have loved her son as much as she wished she
          could.”
        


        
          “I have a hunch you’re right. It would explain a lot of things about
          John. Why he’s so anxious to please, why he’s so adaptable. Most
          boys would have hated being uprooted—a temporary adventure
          would have been exciting, but the more permanent things appear
          to him—like his own room, his own chores, things that make him feel
          needed—the happier he seems to be—seemed, I suppose I
          should say. Because the way he is now—it’s a kind of
          intoxication, a pink cloud.”
        


        
          “Well—I wouldn’t mind seeing him come out of that—but we
          can’t just let him be destroyed in the process! I had hoped that
          time itself would change Charlie——”
        


        
          “Doesn’t look as if it’s going to, does it? Maybe when he gets
          around seventy, the very lack of vitality will do what nothing
          else could accomplish.”
        


        
          They stopped talking, both of them engrossed in the picture of
          Charlie as a mellow old gentleman, and then Virginia said
          impatiently, “I’m thirsty—are we anywhere near the spring?” She
          looked around to orient herself.
        


        
          “No,” answered Gregg. “But I promised you a soda, didn’t I? If
          you’re not particular about your stockings we can cut through
          here to the highway—or would you just rather walk on back home?’
        


        
          “I think so—let’s go back. I’m suddenly very tired. I don’t think
          there is anything in the world more fatiguing than frustration.”
        


        
          “It’s made an old man out of me.” He caught Virginia’s quick
          glance, and then she bent to brush the dust from her skirt. “I didn’t
          mean that,” he said quickly, “but I could have. I see you did hear
          me!”
        


        
          “I heard you, Gregg. I’m not deaf. Nor quite an idiot. All these
          years, no talk about romances. And I would have been the logical
          person for you to confide in—nothing but a stony smiling face
          when anybody kidded you about marriage. I don’t know when I first
          thought of the possibility—if I ever did. Because there has
          always been such a complete, comfortable, affectionate
          relationship between us. You have been a loved friend to me,
          Gregg.”
        


        
          Gregg waited till he was sure of his voice. “There have been some
          pretty bad times, as I’m sure you understand. I’ve felt sorry for
          myself—plenty. Love is something one doesn’t have much to say
          about. Especially when it develops out of admiration and
          respect. And often, I think the word that came to my mind was
          ‘trapped’!” He laughed, shortly. “Because, try as I might, I had to
          accept the fact that no other woman had any appeal for me. Oh
          hell, let’s talk about something else, can’t we?”
        


        
          Virginia laughed, kindly. “You’re doing the talking, Gregg.”
        


        
          “I want to keep your friendship—and I’ll wreck it if I make love to
          you; we’ll lose the easy companionship which we have. I’m sorry,
          I shouldn’t have said this much!”
        


        
          “Please, Gregg, don’t apologize. More than anything we’re
          friends—we could always talk—about anything. You can’t help what
          you feel any more than I can help the fact that Jeff’s image is
          still strong and clear——”
        


        
          They both stopped in their tracks at the sound of a shot.
        


        
          “What the devil——” said Gregg. Then there was another and,
          quickly, a third.
        


        
          “Sounds like a rifle,” said Virginia.
        


        
          “Two rifles—those last two were from a different direction.”
        


        
          “But who could it be? Nobody’s got permission to do any hunting
          this time of the year.”
        


        
          “Maybe it’s somebody who doesn’t need permission——”
        


        
          Virginia looked at him quickly, frowning. “Charlie, you mean?
          And John? Oh, God, Gregg, somebody ought to be with them! Charlie’s
          a lousy shot—and anything could happen!”
        


        
          They started sprinting, Gregg in the lead. There was another shot
          and Gregg said as he stopped, “Hold it, Virginia, we’re getting
          too close. Whoever it is can’t see us, and if we get in range——” He
          cupped his hands. “Hello-o-o,” he shouted. As if in answer there
          were two quick reports. “Damned idiots,” said Gregg. “Here, let’s
          duck behind this tree——”
        


        
          “I’m scared, Gregg.”
        


        
          ’Well, certainly! So am I! How do we know which way those guns are
          pointing!”
        


        
          “Charlie!” shouted Virginia. They waited a moment in the
          shelter of the trunk of the big oak.
        


        
          “They seem to have stopped.”
        


        
          “Can you hear us, Charlie?” called Gregg.
        


        
          “Yo! Where are you!” answered Charlie’s voice.
        


        
          “Here! Hold your fire, will you!”
        


        
          “Well, come on out—nobody’s going to hurt you!”
        


        
          In a moment, from behind some bushes in the distance, Charlie
          appeared, his gun in the crook of his arm, with John a little
          behind him.
        


        
          As they met, Charlie said, “Well, what are you two doing
          in the woods? Spring is here, eh!”
        


        
          Gregg didn’t reply to his inference, but said to John, “John, did
          you check with your grandfather about this? You know it’s strictly
          out of season.”
        


        
          “Knock it off, Gregg,” laughed Charlie. “We’re just doing a little
          target practice, aren’t we, Johnnie boy?” He winked broadly.
          “’Course if a nice fat quail got in the way——”
        


        
          John’s face was troubled. “I thought we should have asked him, Dad!”
        


        
          “What for! It’s my property, you know!”
        


        
          “Since when, Charlie!” Virginia snapped. She was still
          trembling a little from nervousness.
        


        
          He was about to reply, when John moved like lightning, yelling,
          “Dad!”
        


        
          Charlie had dropped his rifle to his side and was about to lean on
          it like a cane, muzzle up. John knocked the barrel backward, away
          from him, and picked it up by the butt as it fell. “You could get
          yourself killed that way, you know!” he said, breathing hard.
        


        
          “Well, for Christ’s sake! Where did you learn that! Telling me off!
          Who the hell do you think you are anyway!”
        


        
          John had turned white at the sound in Charlie’s voice. The
          momentum of his temper carried him on. Virginia was about to
          protest when Gregg grabbed at her wrist. “Let it happen!” he
          whispered.
        


        
          “The big woodsman, hey! Know all about guns. Well, I’ll teach you to
          brag! You missed three shots in a row back there. Perfect targets.”
        


        
          “They were doves! Nesting! I didn’t want to hit them!” John was
          sobbing, choking on his words.
        


        
          “And now you’re lying. You know you can’t hit the side of a barn!
          How about that!” He turned to Gregg and Virginia, who were
          standing perfectly still, without expression. “My own son,
          lying! Why, you little——” His arm went back as if to strike the
          boy, when Gregg stopped him with a sharp “Charlie! Now just a
          minute!” and then continued quietly:
        


        
          “Why don’t we have a test of marksmanship instead of all this,
          what do you say?” He turned to John, who was staring at them with
          enormous eyes. Gregg pointed. “Just over the rise there is the
          beach. We can see clearly, and there are a lot of stones. We’ll
          build some targets and settle this to everybody’s
          satisfaction.” He was already moving, leading the way, without
          again referring to Charlie.
        


        
          Together, Gregg and John set up some cats-on-a-fence with stones at
          the high-water line.
        


        
          Virginia remained in the shade of a clump of pine at the edge of
          the woods. Charlie had slumped onto the sand, watching Gregg and
          John with a surly expression, his arms folded around his knees. As
          they approached him, John smiled at him a little fearfully, and
          apologetically.
        


        
          “Let’s go back a ways, Dad, this is too close.”
        


        
          “Too close! Wow, get him! Why, even I couldn’t hit those
          rocks from here.”
        


        
          “Well, maybe I can’t either, Dad, but I’m going to try. I’m going
          to try awfully hard!” And the choked sound came into his voice
          again. He turned on his heel and led the way, with Charlie
          deriding every yard.
        


        
          John didn’t speak again till he was a few feet from the spot where
          Virginia stood. “This’ll be about right,” he said, almost to
          himself.
        


        
          Charlie said, “Fellow I know had a beautiful skeet range right in
          his back yard, you might say—spends all his spare time blamming away
          at those saucers.”
        


        
          John missed the first shot, fired again, and hit it.
        


        
          Gregg and Virginia both applauded. “Wonderful! Good shot,
          John.”
        


        
          Charlie said, “Did he hit it? Oh, swell! Virginia, you know the
          people I’m talking about. The McLaughlins—you and Jeff went out
          with me and Zoë for a weekend once.”
        


        
          In rapid succession John knocked over the remaining five “cats.”
          It was beautiful shooting, accurate, deliberate, and swift.
        


        
          Frowning a little at the noise which had interrupted him,
          Charlie went on, “I always liked Dodie, Mac’s wife. She always
          said it was worse than being a golf widow, that she didn’t see what
          fun it was shooting at a stack of saucers. Honestly, Mac would
          get some of his cronies out on Sunday, and they’d spend the
          entire day out on the range.”
        


        
          There were polite half-smiles on the faces of Virginia and Gregg,
          but Gregg turned to John and gave him an approving wink.
        


        
          John said, “Shall we set ’em up again, Gregg?”
        


        
          “I don’t think so,” answered Gregg, and putting an arm around the
          boy’s shoulders, said, “That was magnificent—I think you made
          your point.”
        


        
          “What point?” asked Charlie pleasantly. “Oh sure, that’s pretty
          good for a boy of your age. You astonish me, young feller. I
          haven’t seen old Mac for a couple of years now,” he continued as
          he turned back to Virginia.
        


        
          Gregg steered John, and they walked a few feet ahead of Virginia
          and Charlie back in the direction of the house.
        


        
          “Do you suppose he’s still mad at me, Gregg?”
        


        
          “I don’t think so, John. He gets very unreasonable sometimes, but
          he forgets about it in a minute.”
        


        
          “That’s funny, isn’t it?” John said, musingly. “When I get mad, I
          stay mad, and it makes me kind of sick. I guess I just startled him
          when I grabbed his gun like that—but it did scare me. It’s a
          tenderfoot stunt, like carrying a knife by the blade.”
        


        
          “How long have you handled a gun, John?”
        


        
          “Since I was eight—gosh, I hope Dad isn’t mad at me. I don’t
          want him to change his mind about taking me to New York.”
        


        
          A flock of sea gulls, sunning themselves on the bright sand, took
          off lazily at their approach. A black spot in the distance,
          preceded by a small flapping pink flag, grew larger.
        


        
          “Here comes Deinos—come on, boy, that’s a fella!”
        


        
          “When, John? When is he taking you to New York?”
        


        
          “Oh, he said Sunday night, maybe. Just for a week or two. He’s
          going to take me to Staten Island on the ferry and see the
          Statue of Liberty. Hey, cut it out, Deinos!” The dog was leaping
          on his short legs, trying to get a grip on John’s jacket. “He said
          we’d take the train down to Boston and fly to New York from there.
          Gosh, can you believe it—I’ve never been up in a plane! Hey, Dad!”
          he said, turning and walking backward to face him. “Do you think
          I’ll get sick in the plane?”
        


        
          “What’s that, son?” Charlie interrupted his very one-sided
          conversation with Virginia.
        


        
          John cupped his hands to keep the wind from blowing his words away.
          “I said, do you think I’ll get sick in the plane?”
        


        
          “Not a chance,” Charlie yelled back.
        


        
          “What plane?” asked Virginia.
        


        
          Charlie looked at her curiously. “I told you—I’ve got to go to New
          York, and raise some money.”
        


        
          “You’ve been telling me how broke you are, Charlie, about what a
          louse Dad is, but you didn’t say anything about taking John to New
          York.” Virginia’s voice contained cold fear.
        


        
          “Well, now—and where can I go to raise some money if I can’t get any
          from Dad? It’s obvious that I must eat humble pie and go crawling
          to my friends. It’s going to be tough but I can do it.”
        


        
          “And John is going with you? What will you do with him? Park him in
          a hotel room while you make your rounds?”
        


        
          Charlie gave a disgusted grunt. “Really, Virginia! I expect to
          spend most of my time with John. It will be his first glimpse of a
          great city—and we have some wonderful plans.”
        


        
          Virginia tried desperately to think straight. “I’ve got an
          idea,” she said suddenly. “Why don’t I go with you—I could take him
          off your hands, amuse him while you’re busy!”
        


        
          Charlie smiled affectionately at her. “What’s the matter,
          Virgie love? Think I’m going to kidnap my own son? Look, I’m no
          fool—I know you’ve grown to love the boy—it’s almost as if
          Providence had given you a substitute for poor Alma.” As
          Virginia winced he went on gently, “I think it’s wonderful, and
          John’s a lucky boy to have someone like you to care for him. Don’t
          think it isn’t a great relief for me to know that in the times when
          I can’t be with him, and there will be those times——” He spoke
          dreamily. “I know, and you know, how restless I get, how something
          seems to drive me to the ends of the earth——”
        


        
          Virginia looked at him in surprise at this sudden evidence of
          insight. Or was it insight, she thought, or rather more something
          like a verbal reflex? Everything in her wanted to give him the
          benefit of the doubt, but it seemed as unwise as handing back a
          knife to a killer.
        


        
          Charlie continued, “No, just this once, I want to have him alone
          with me—so I can show him the great sweet exciting wonders of New
          York. I want him to get the feel of the place.”
        


        
          “You mean like Lindy’s?”
        


        
          Charlie ignored her and went on. “I want him to see the great
          liners tied up at the docks, to hear music at Carnegie Hall, to
          see paintings, the great sculpture...”
        


        
          “How long do you intend to stay?” Virginia asked.
        


        
          “You’ve no idea what this boy means to me, Virginia—what? Oh, about
          a week, I should say.”
        


        
          Walter picked up the phone at his elbow in the library a few
          nights later. The house was quiet. Deinos lay asleep at his feet.
          Virginia and Gregg had gone out on a rare visit to the local
          movies, and he’d said good night to Beatrice about an hour ago.
        


        
          It was long distance from Boston. Walter heard a voice saying,
          “This is Officer Riordan of the Boston police, Mr. Carewe.”
        


        
          “Yes, what is it? What’s the trouble?”
        


        
          “Nothing serious, sir, but I found your grandson John here at the
          airport.”
        


        
          Walter glanced at the clock. Eleven-fifteen.
        


        
          “The boy says he and his father were to take the seven-thirty
          flight out of here to New York, that he left to make a phone call and
          just didn’t come back. The boy says he doesn’t know where to locate
          him. I called the hotel where they had checked out, and he hadn’t
          gone back there. Have you any suggestions where we might find him?”
        


        
          “None whatsoever,” said Walter gruffly. “There must have been some
          mix-up somewhere. Put the boy on, please.”
        


        
          “Hello, Grandfather,” came John’s voice, strained and high.
        


        
          “What happened, boy?”
        


        
          “I don’t know, Grandfather. Like the officer said, Dad just went
          to make a phone call——”
        


        
          “Well, how does it happen you’re not in New York?”
        


        
          There was a silence.
        


        
          “Hello! John!”
        


        
          “Dad decided to stay here for another day. There were some
          friends he wanted to look up...”
        


        
          “Mm, yes, well—put the officer back on again.”
        


        
          Another silence.
        


        
          “Yes, Mr. Carewe,” said Mr. Riordan briskly.
        


        
          “Would you please be kind enough to put the boy on a train for
          Nelson? I think there’s a midnight local to Augusta, which
          should put him in here about nine. The boy’s got money with him?”
        


        
          The officer was heard to chuckle. “Yes, he’s got money all right.
          A few dollars in his wallet and he showed me a fifty-dollar bill
          pinned inside his jacket. Said he was afraid of losing it. Do you
          want me to try to locate your son?’
        


        
          “Don’t go to any trouble,” Walter snapped. “Just put the boy on the
          train, he’s not familiar with the city. And if my son should turn
          up on a drunk and disorderly charge, don’t call me. Just slap him
          in jail.”
        


        
          “That I’ll do. This here’s a fine young man, smart enough not to go
          wandering about a strange city—I told him that——”
        


        
          “Yes. Well, thank you, Officer, for your trouble. And tell John
          we’ll meet the train in the morning.”
        


        
          Virginia and Gregg had entered the library, catching the end of
          the conversation. Virginia was pale with fright.
        


        
          The following night, the phone rang again. Again long distance
          from Boston. It was Charlie.
        


        
          Gregg and Virginia and Walter were having an after-dinner
          brandy, trying to piece together the fragments of information
          which John had supplied them. He had arrived home quiet and
          withdrawn; and later complained of feeling feverish. Virginia
          had tucked him in bed early in the evening with a heavy cold which
          was severe enough to account for the misery in his eyes.
        


        
          Walter picked up the phone. A sepulchral voice answered him.
        


        
          “This is Charlie, Dad. Something dreadful has happened.” Putting
          his hand over the mouthpiece, Walter said to the others, “I’m
          going to make him squirm!... Yes, what is it,
          Charlie?”
        


        
          “John—has disappeared. I’m almost out of my mind. I’ve got the
          police scouring the city. We’ve called the hospitals,
          everything——”
        


        
          Walter made a good show of feigning concern. “Well, what the hell
          happened, Charlie!”
        


        
          “We were to take the seven-thirty flight out of here to New York. I
          went to make a phone call, and when I got back, he had
          disappeared.”
        


        
          “When was this?”
        


        
          “I just told you. Seven-thirty, this evening.”
        


        
          “This evening! Well, where were you last night?”
        


        
          “What’s that got to do with it! We went to the Colonial Theater
          last night to see a play.”
        


        
          Walter cupped the mouthpiece to say, “He’s either lying or has a
          fine case of amnesia, I don’t know which!” He went on, into the
          phone, “And what did you do today, Charlie?” he asked.
        


        
          “We went to the zoo!” Charlie was almost screaming. “Why
          are you asking all these questions, when I’m going crazy
          because the little bastard has given me the slip? You don’t seem
          to realize I’m responsible for the boy’s welfare. I
          should never have called you—I thought you might be
          interested—mildly anyway. I thought you people cared
          for my son——”
        


        
          “Hold on, hold on—Charlie!” Walter took the receiver away from
          his ear, and the sounds reached over to Virginia and Gregg, who
          were listening, fascinated. He finally got him while Charlie
          was taking a breath.
        


        
          “Charlie, are you ill, or something—now wait just a minute, let me
          finish. I’m sorry you’re so upset about John, but I’m justly
          curious as to where you were since seven-thirty last
          night... Wait a minute... listen
          to me... If you will really check with the
          police you will find that they sent your son back here to us. That
          he was found wandering around the airport at eleven-fifteen
          last night, and therefore neither he nor you was anywhere near the
          Colonial Theater or the zoo.”
        


        
          There was a moment of silence.
        


        
          “Then he’s there with you?”
        


        
          “Since this morning.”
        


        
          “Well, how do you like that! That’s gratitude for you! That’s the
          last time I’ll try to do anything for that kid!”
        


        
          “You can bet on that, Charles!”
        


        
          “I thought he had more sense. I got detained, and when I called the
          airport last night——”
        


        
          “Oh, it was last night then?”
        


        
          “Well, obviously, Dad—since he’s been with you since this
          morning.” He spoke patronizingly.
        


        
          “Listen to me—I’m not senile, so don’t take that tone to me!”
          Walter roared, and then, in spite of himself, started laughing,
          again covering the mouthpiece. “It’s unbelievable!” he said to
          Virginia, who had risen to stand where she could listen.
        


        
          “You see, this is what happened...” Charlie went
          on, as though the difficulty of explaining were Walter’s fault.
          “I met a friend of mine, Jim Gillis, you wouldn’t know him. Well,
          Jim had just got off the plane, and I ran into him and we had a
          quick drink together at the bar. His hotel is only about a block
          away and we went up there and some other fellows came up and we
          started a poker game. As I told you about three times now, I called
          the airport and John had left. I thought of course he’d gone back to
          the hotel, which is what he’d have done if he’d had any sense. This
          afternoon, when I got back to the hotel, they said they hadn’t
          seen him, and I started raising hell with them. But I didn’t
          really begin to worry till now. I thought he’d turn up,
          thought he was probably having a ball for himself roaming around
          on his own—you know how kids are——”
        


        
          Walter shut him off. “Yes, I know how kids are, but apparently
          you don’t. And let me tell you something, and I mean what I am
          saying in all seriousness. If you try to have anything to do
          with this boy in the future, I will have his mother take legal
          action against you. So the best thing for you to do is just stay
          away! Do I make myself clear?”
        


        
          “Quite clear, Father,” said Charlie. “Tell John that I forgive
          him, that I love him dearly and I’ll see him soon,” and hung up.
        


        
          Walter replaced the handset slowly onto its cradle. “I might as
          well be talking to the wind,” he said.
        


        
          After he told them Charlie’s end of the conversation, the three
          sat quietly for a while. Their thoughts were with the child
          upstairs.
        


        
          “Let’s not gloss over this.” Walter spoke finally. “I mean in
          discussing it with the boy. It would be a cruelty to make him
          ‘feel better’ about this episode. If we soften it in any way, it
          will simply mean that he’ll have to go through it all over again at
          some other time in some other, God knows what disastrous
          experience.”
        


        
          “John is still thinking that there must have been an accident—that
          his father was run over or something,” said Virginia.
        


        
          “Well, Virginia, maybe you’d better go tell him that there was no
          accident, at least let him have that relief.”
        


        
          “I think I’d better. He was only half convinced by his friend Mr.
          Riordan, who’d made the routine checks before he put John on the
          train.” She paused at the door. “What in the world do I say to him!
          Because Charlie’s not going to stay away, you know.”
        


        
          John’s face on the pillow was flushed, he was breathing heavily
          from his open mouth. He roused and sat up quickly when he heard
          Virginia snap on the bed lamp. She smiled at him, saying gently,
          “I brought you some fruit juice, John. Want to wake up and drink it?
          How’s the head?”
        


        
          “Oh, okay, I guess. Thanks—boy, am I thirsty.” Gulping down the
          juice, drinking half of it, he looked over the edge to Virginia’s
          calm face, the questions returning.
        


        
          Virginia nodded, understanding. “Yes, we’ve heard from your
          father. Nothing’s happened to him.”
        


        
          John lowered his eyes and handed the glass back to Virginia,
          without looking at her. “Thanks—that was nice and cool. Aunt
          Virginia, could I please have some more Kleenex—I think I’ve about
          used up this boxful.”
        


        
          “Sure thing.” Virginia went into the bath and brought out a fresh
          carton. As she came back she watched the battle John was fighting
          for control. His face was contorted and red and he was making
          hiccuping noises with the effort.
        


        
          Impulsively Virginia reached to put an arm around his
          shoulders, but he pulled away from her violently.
        


        
          “Don’t, Aunt Virginia! I’m trying not to cry, and if you
          touch me I’ll be a darn fool baby!”
        


        
          Virginia smiled down at him and then drew the wing chair closer to
          the bed. “There’s no law against it, honey. Most people—not just
          babies—cry when they lose something they thought was valuable. And
          you’ve lost something—something that’s been dear to you most of
          your life.”
        


        
          John looked puzzled. “He did just go off and leave me—I kinda
          thought that. But I felt like it was my fault.”
        


        
          “How in the world was it your fault!”
        


        
          “Oh—he’d been mad at me again—about the girl.”
        


        
          Virginia waited. John blew his nose with a loud toot.
        


        
          “What girl, John?” she asked quietly.
        


        
          “I shouldn’t have asked him, I suppose. I should’ve just kept my big
          mouth shut.”
        


        
          “Do you want to tell me about it?”
        


        
          He wanted to, with all his heart. Being able to was another
          matter. He didn’t even know why, but he had felt revolted,
          frightened. It wouldn’t leave his mind. It remained like an
          afterimage before his eyes. The sight of the fat naked girl
          clutching what looked like a small hot-water bottle to her heavy
          breasts with their dark nipples; startled, screaming
          obscenities at him, as he slammed the door shut.
        


        
          “Well, you see...” He sniffled and blew his nose
          again. He couldn’t tell it, of course. How to say that what you
          thought was clean and shining and good was the same thing that
          Grand-mère had used to describe as “Pigs!” in quiet contempt when
          she ousted some noisy, drunken couple from the tavern.
          His father, he had thought, was going to be finer,
          better even than those fathers of his school friends. The fathers
          at the picnics playing games, the fathers at the school and church
          bazaars, the ordinary, taken-for-granted “my dad” world of Thad
          and Dick and Tony.
        


        
          “Dad had taken this suite at the hotel. It was really great. Two
          rooms with a bath between. I went to bed right after dinner. I was
          really tired.” No need to tell more than that—no need to say he was
          keyed up and hoping they’d see something of Boston at nighttime,
          just a walk maybe. But Dad had seemed in a hurry, he had some
          friends, clear on the other side of town. There was nothing to do
          but read some magazines for a while. “. . . and I woke up, oh, I
          guess it was about three o’clock, and I had to go to the
          bathroom—and this—this girl was there.” He squirmed his shoulders
          again in remembered embarrassment, and at the embarrassment
          of telling it, of editing it so as not to betray too much of his
          silly kid feelings.
        


        
          “Did that bother you!” Charlie had said to his son. “Well,
          boy, you sure have a lot to learn—get rid of those silly kid
          feelings. Happens all the time, boy, happens all the time.”
        


        
          “I suppose it happens all the time”—John did not realize that
          Virginia caught the sound of quotes—“and I shouldn’t have
          mentioned it, but I know he was out of sorts with me for the rest of
          the day. That’s why I thought——”
        


        
          Virginia was livid with anger; and only Walter’s admonition
          not to gloss over matters kept her from bolting from the room.
        


        
          “It doesn’t ‘happen all the time,’ John! I take it you are fairly
          well informed on matters of sex, but don’t apologize for being
          shocked at some aspects of it. And if your father isn’t a decent
          human being, if he is careless and irresponsible, it is
          something you are going to have to face—squarely and fearlessly.
          I’m sorry, John, I’m deeply sorry. You’ve had an image, a dream
          that—well, really nobody could have lived up to—but I’m sorry
          it’s had to be shattered this violently.”
        


        
          She watched him, his brown hands gripping the blanket, swallowing
          hard, beating his dream to death. It gave a last gasp, a last try at
          survival. “Do you mean—I mean—you don’t seem surprised or
          anything—isn’t this, well, kind of a set of unusual——”
        


        
          “Unusual circumstances? Let’s say ‘particular’ inasmuch as
          nothing exactly like it happened before.”
        


        
          Some of the suffering disappeared from his face and he looked
          thoughtful, the way he looked when he was studying, Virginia
          noticed—he had left his pain rather than the pain leaving him. “You
          know, John, I believe there’s some strawberry ice cream in the
          refrigerator. Would you like some?”
        


        
          It was a pale imitation of the usual star-spangled response.
          “Yes, thank you, Aunt Virginia—sounds real good.”
        


        
          “Coming up. Want some cookies?”
        


        
          “I don’t think so—my throat’s kinda sore.” Tight and sore from
          swallowing tears.
        


        
          In the kitchen, Virginia handed the bowl of ice cream with a
          spoon and a napkin to Gregg, saying, “Take over, will you? I’m not
          holding up very well. I’m so disgusted and ashamed that I haven’t
          any bedside manner left in me.”
        


        
          When Gregg went in, John was lying with his face toward the
          windows, which were wet with fog. He turned quickly. “Hi, Gregg! Oh
          boy, that looks good!”
        


        
          “How are you doing?” said Gregg.
        


        
          “Oh, fine,” replied John with exaggerated cheerfulness, and fell
          to, hungrily. He wanted no more painful discussions, Gregg
          could see, so he discreetly led the conversation into the
          merits of ice cream for a cold, the merits of ice cream, period;
          and then told him stories of his own childhood, sticking to
          episodes that were light and amusing. Soon John was laughing
          genuinely, relaxed, and Gregg said, “Hey, you’ve got to get some
          sleep, you know! Strict instructions from Aunt V.”
        


        
          “Gregg?”
        


        
          “H’m?”
        


        
          “I think I’d better write M’ma tomorrow, like you said I should. I
          suppose I’ll be in bed, anyway, and I might as well fill in the
          time some way.”
        


        
          “Fine!”
        


        
          John put the empty bowl, scraped clean, onto the table beside the
          bed. Thoughtfully he said, “I think maybe it’d be a good idea—for
          the Christmas holidays—if I went home.”
        


        
          “Well—hasn’t that always been the idea, John? Or are you homesick?
          Would you like to go back—now?”
        


        
          John shook his head slowly. “No—no, I’m not homesick. But you know,
          Grand-mère is getting so old. Oh—shucks, that’s not it!” He brought
          a fist down on the blankets in exasperation.
        


        
          “I think,” Gregg said carefully, “I think that you want another
          look at your mother. I think you understand some things about her
          that you didn’t before. Is that close?”
        


        
          John nodded, with a look of surprise. “Yeah, that’s it.”
        


        
          “Well, when you write to her, I’d do better than the usual ‘I’m
          fine. How are you?’ If you can, tell her what happened, how you feel
          about it.”
        


        
          “Oh, I don’t think I could do that. I don’t know whether she’d be
          interested.” That was his old reaction, John realized, the old
          resentment at her blank, uncaring face. “But maybe she would, you
          know——” The complexities were too much for him, and Gregg saw him
          becoming confused.
        


        
          He said, “Well, at least try to get in one phrase, one that I know
          she’ll be interested in: ‘I love you very much—’”
        


        
          John grinned his embarrassment, and then at Gregg’s serious
          face, said, “Okay, okay!”
        


        
          Turning out the lamp, Gregg said, “Get some sleep now, and if you
          want anything—sing out. I’ll leave my door open.”
        


        
          John replied, with a noisy yawn, “But will you please shut mine?”
        


        
          “You sure?”
        


        
          “Yeah,” he laughed, “I’m always waiting for it to blow shut and
          bang and wake me up, so I can’t get to sleep.”
        


        
          Gregg closed the door behind him softly. He felt relieved and
          secure in the knowledge that the resilience of the very young
          was one of the things that was most dependable about them.
        


        
          He was sure that in later years John would understand better why
          “nobody told me.” Charlie had to happen to a person, he
          thought. You couldn’t isolate him and say anything about him to
          anyone that would be sufficient warning. John had had his
          firsthand shock and would recover. It was up to him and Virginia
          to see to it that he learned from the experience—to be wary and on
          guard. For if he recovered with the idea that he had simply
          expected too much of his father, that his boy’s idealizing of
          another human being was the thing that was at fault, and not
          Charlie himself... Gregg rubbed the back of his
          neck, realizing he was full of tensions. He started upstairs to
          his room. It had been a long day, and he wanted a bath and
          solitude, he was behind on his work—worst of all, his feelings for
          Virginia were becoming intolerable.
        


        
          It had begun secretly, silently, and somewhat shamefully the
          day after Jeff’s and Alma’s funeral. He had been so absorbed in
          his concern for Virginia—she had been so tense and still and white
          through it all. And his own inner rage with Charlie had almost
          completely masked a feeling that was demanding attention. When
          it finally surfaced, he was overwhelmed at the realization.
          There was no impediment, nothing to bar him from loving her
          openly, and he could begin to wait.
        


        
          It was John who had brought them unexpectedly closer in their
          relationship. He seemed like a child they might have had. His care
          was divided between them, and they were bonded to protect him.
          In the brief time he had been at Nelson he had become a part of
          them, and automatically it was Gregg to whom he looked for
          discipline and Virginia for a Band-aid. It was Virginia whom he
          hugged good night, it was Gregg whom he consulted about the gear
          chain on his bike. They sought each other’s faces when he
          accomplished something, and together they commended him. They
          suffered together in his short absence, and when he was safely
          home, for the first time, Virginia had impulsively thrown her
          arms around Gregg, burying her face on his shoulder in relief. For
          a long moment he had held her quietly, feeling her hair against
          his lips, feeling her body against his, and suddenly his arms
          locked around her, and just as suddenly he let her go before there
          was a possibility that she might protest.
        


        
          Sometimes he hated himself for his caution, his distrust of
          spontaneous expression. The men of his platoon in the Army had
          thought of him as a cold fish, he knew. All his life he had been the
          spectator, the listener; learning and absorbing and weighing.
          It was the basis of his friendship with Walter, because he
          understood Walter’s hesitancy and delicacy about
          participating too deeply in the lives of others. It was not a
          lack of warmth, as some thought, it was a regard for the rights and
          differences and opinions of others which so many people
          stereotyped as the “cold New England type.”
        


        
          Occasionally he entertained romantic notions of leaving
          Nelson, of wrapping Virginia up in possessive isolation from
          all memories of Jeff, from the family home, from her constant
          concern and fear of Charlie, even from John. It was foolishness
          of course. It was just as foolish to think of himself in any way as
          not “part of the family.” Even in the lonely years before the war,
          living in New York, teaching at a private school, he had never
          completely lost contact. Walter and Beatrice had always
          welcomed him affectionately when he went to stay for a week or
          so during vacations. In New York he often dropped in for an
          evening of good talk with Virginia and Jeff—and he kept Charlie
          constantly in a corner of his eye. And Nelson had been a haven of
          peace and comfort after the war. A place to work quietly, and to
          achieve no small measure of accomplishment; his analysis and
          commentaries on world affairs were seriously read and quoted,
          and Walter’s pride and esteem and understanding of his
          achievements were deeply gratifying.
        


        
          But it was the years-old role of the family friend that was the real
          basis of his caution. He was afraid to jar it in any way; it was
          safe and familiar and comfortable. He was afraid if he revealed
          himself to Virginia, revealed his emotions and need for her, she
          would recoil as from a stranger. It was a battle, the outcome of
          which he could not predict. In the meantime, his nerves were
          making it difficult to live with the situation, and he thought as
          he stood in the doorway of his room that perhaps it might be a good
          thing if he went away for a while after John was safely installed
          in school in September. There was a job in
          Washington...
        


        
          Suddenly he remembered that Virginia must be waiting for him.
          He must tell her that John had been in a better frame of mind when
          he left. He shook his head, wondering at the train of his thoughts,
          nervous, defensive thinking, which he was unused to, and which
          made him as uncomfortable as if a spotlight had suddenly been
          turned onto himself.
        


        
          He found her in the library, alone. There was a small fire going in
          the fireplace, the logs singing their dampness. Occasionally
          through the dense mist outside came the doleful note of a foghorn.
        


        
          Virginia looked up from her book, slipping her reading glasses
          up above the peak of her hairline.
        


        
          “Well, that was a long time—is he all right?”
        


        
          Gregg let himself down into the wing chair opposite her, sighing
          in fatigue. “Yes, he’s fine. I told him long boring stories of my
          own childhood—enough to put anybody to sleep. Walter gone up to
          bed?”
        


        
          “Yes, he said that Charlie, as usual, had put him in a filthy mood.
          I tried to talk to him about other things, but it was no use. Poor
          Dad!”
        


        
          Gregg watched the simmering logs while he filled a pipe in
          silence. He was exasperated with the fact that his own thoughts
          had taken up every corner of his mind; his own problems had pushed
          everything else aside so completely that he felt not only
          indifferent but irritated that other matters might have a call
          on his attention.
        


        
          Virginia thumbed a few pages of her novel and then tossed it over
          to the leather couch in disgust. “Really, I must be getting very
          old!”
        


        
          “How so?” Gregg asked around his pipe.
        


        
          She flipped her fingers at the book, which had slipped from its
          bright dust jacket and landed face down on its rumpled pages.
          “Because I remember when they used to use asterisks.”
        


        
          “Asterisks?” Gregg frowned.
        


        
          “Yes, and so do you—remember, I mean. When the lovers were in each
          other’s arms, an author might take them into the
          bedroom, but then he’d put down a row of asterisks and his next
          word about the subject would be ‘Afterward——’ It seems nowadays
          that every popular novel contains a detailed description of
          the sexual act at least once every ten pages.”
        


        
          Gregg chuckled. “It’s what’s called the realistic approach. You
          don’t care for it?” He felt a dull burning warmth rising to his
          face. He thought, “Oh, God, let’s not talk about sex—even about sex
          in books——”
        


        
          “Well, to me,” Virginia said in answer to his question, “it’s
          like this: you might write that your character took a delicious
          mouthful of steak, ‘chewing it hungrily.’ But I doubt if you’d go
          on and tell how it slipped down the esophagus and joined other
          partially digested matter in the stomach, and finally in
          pulsating rhythms,” she began to intone, “all the fibers, the
          residue, that which was unwanted, unloved, unneeded, found its
          way into the transverse colon, where it lay exhausted until the
          more vigorous bulk of a portion of celery nudged and cajoled and
          pushed it onward into the darkness!”
        


        
          Gregg had squinted his eyes from the smoke, watching her with a
          gentle smile of amusement. “How discreetly the years are
          treating her,” he thought. “How beautiful she is!”
        


        
          “Not funny?” Virginia shook her head at him, her eyebrows raised.
          “No, I suppose not.” She shrugged, and lifting her glasses from
          her hair, she folded them, and sighing a little, leaned her head
          back against the chair, watching the fire.
        


        
          “Has the idea of sex become something merely functional to you?”
          asked Gregg. “Damn,” he thought, “I’m becoming compulsive.”
        


        
          “No. I just don’t like to see it, the act itself, all spread out in
          print, I guess. Sex is something so—so wordless, something that
          only the finest writers can achieve—abstractly, evocatively.”
        


        
          She looked at him with a pleasant, flat, impersonal expression;
          quite aware of the growing electricity. She was startled by her
          own response to it. Gregg! Of all people. Dear, sweet, dull—no, not
          dull, she amended. That was the description most people applied
          to him, only because he didn’t talk very much. She had merely
          picked it up, imitatively.
        


        
          She glanced back to the fireplace as a log slipped and began to
          burn brightly, realizing that the movement had not distracted
          Gregg. She was aware that he was watching her through the swirl of
          his tobacco smoke, and she felt a wash of caressing warmth pour
          over her, then automatically it stopped and she shivered a
          little. The conditioning of years of denial was not to be
          undone in a moment.
        


        
          She rose and stood over him, tall, serene. His face was unmasked
          completely, tears stood in his eyes. She cupped his chin in her
          palm tenderly and, stooping, kissed him quietly.
        


        
          “Not yet. Not yet—please?” she said gently. And as she left the
          library, she closed the door and whispered to herself, “Not—ever,
          I’m afraid.”
        


        
          As though he had heard, Gregg, still sitting motionlessly, still
          feeling her kiss, groaned a little, thinking, “I know, I
          know—probably not ever!”
        


        
          “But, darling, how dull!” screamed Kay Orcutt,
          sympathetically. She usually screamed. She had to, to be heard
          over the clamor and clank of the small fortune in bangles and
          charms and golden chains which hung from her arms; and over the
          yapping of Too-too, a large exquisite black male poodle, equally
          bedecked with sound effects: a tiny cluster of East Indian bells
          fastened to his coifed topknot, and around his shining throat a
          collar studded with rhinestones—and more bells. They were
          devoted to each other, rarely separated, and never more than
          momentarily unaware of one another’s whereabouts in the
          combination apartment-shop.
        


        
          On the floor of the display window was a small card announcing in
          lower-case letters: “kay orcutt—interiors”—which humbly gave the
          spotlight to a Calder mobile suspended in front of a blue-black
          flocked background. The area was stunningly lighted, so that the
          mobile seemed to float in pure, limitless atmosphere; the
          window was canted forward, and no mundane reflections betrayed
          a barrier. The display said no to the budget-minded, it said yes
          to those who were willing to “Just let Kay take over, darling,
          she’ll really do something for you,” even though it meant
          a reconstruction job and a six-month wait for hand-crafting. The
          reception room was paneled and furnished like a small sitting
          room, hushed with carpeting and deep chairs, decorated with one
          blazing Miró and a wall of leather-bound portfolios. There was a
          desk in the corner, piled high with papers, orders, clip boards,
          samples, and swatch cards, over which presided an elderly woman
          who looked like someone’s Aunt Josephine, who calmly answered the
          phone, and as calmly refused to be disturbed by Kay’s screaming
          or the disorder of the desk to which Kay constantly
          contributed. To the rear were Kay’s living quarters, a squirrel
          nest of all her years of collecting furnishings, fabrics, works
          of art, people, and things. She was served by a heavy-set, swarthy
          gentleman who looked like an aging gangster but who was
          “perfectly sweet” and a “heavenly cook,” and who was luckily
          immaculate and tireless.
        


        
          She and Charlie were seated in the “functional area” of the
          terrace. Comfortable but anachronistic platinum and chrome
          furnishings jarred the studied serenity of what Kay called “my
          monastery garden.” Nearby, quite nearby, a bell in a cathedral
          sonorously tolled the hour.
        


        
          “Five o’clock! For Christ’s sake, Josef, hurry it up! We’re dying
          of thirst!” she yelled. Not unkindly, but her voice echoed from the
          dark stone walls where a fountain spoke gently to the ancient
          bronze figure of a robed saint. Only a single shaft of hot
          sunlight managed to squeeze between the buildings and then was
          broken in the branches of a twisted olive tree, but Kay mopped her
          face with Charlie’s handkerchief.
        


        
          “Poor baby!” she said to Charlie. “What do they do—just
          sit on all that money?” She was concealing the fact that
          she had just had quite a shock. Charlie had tapped her for a loan,
          out of all limits for even her generous checkbook. No longer
          attractive, Kay was willing to pay for her amusement, to lavish
          quite nice presents on young men in return for having them sit at
          her feet, take her to the theater and/or to bed. She had been proud
          of what she thought was a real catch. “Not so damn young, darling,”
          she had said about him, “someone who looks like he might like old
          Kaysie for herself alone, and he’s got simply pots!” Now
          it was apparent that the pots were quite empty, but because he
          was fun company and “divine in the hay” she was stalling.
        


        
          “I think I met your sister once—years ago. I had a consultation
          with her husband—Shelley, wasn’t it? Yes, that’s right. Crippled,
          poor dear, but a fine artist—I did the penthouse offices for his
          Stapleton building job—— Ah! Here we are! Not too sweet now, I
          hope, Josef? Skoal!”
        


        
          Charlie was looking moody. He was feeling the pinch badly. For a
          while—a year or so—people had lent him money with a “Think nothing
          of it, old boy,” but when time passed and it was not returned, the
          word got around fast. He had tried once to bounce a check back on his
          father, but it hadn’t worked; he’d kept his word, the damned
          skinflint, and Charlie had to borrow to cover it.
        


        
          Kay was brand-new material, although so unattractive it made
          him want to laugh. She had very strong prominent teeth and rather
          thin lips, which gave her a candid, smiling, jolly look. But
          kissing her was a strange experience, and somewhat dangerous.
          It was a little like kissing the side of a broken teacup, and so
          usually he would slide his lips down and around to the softer
          plumpness of her second chin.
        


        
          Now he sat on a plastic cushion at her feet, holding one of her
          palms up to his cheek. That way the bangles would drop out of the
          way.
        


        
          “Kay, I honestly think I’ll kill myself.... No,
          I’m not kidding,” as she protested, “if I have to go back and live
          in that stuffy little town of old fogies, just to survive!”
        


        
          “Well, don’t you have any friends of your own—there are some divine
          people I know who always go up for the summer at least—I just
          don’t understand you, Charlie darling. It looks to me as though
          you were in clover, compared to some of the boys I know.” She drew
          back to look at him. “Or is it—maybe your family doesn’t want you
          around, is that it? Maybe you disturb the so-called even tenor of
          their ways?”
        


        
          “Oh, God, no!” Charlie protested. “On the contrary, Mum says they
          come to life when I’m there, she has begged me to stay, especially
          since my wife died.”
        


        
          “What about the others? What about ‘the creep’ as you call him—Gregg
          something?”
        


        
          The mention of Gregg’s name set up a new pattern in Charlie’s
          mind, and his face was blank for a moment. Gregg—Gregg and Larry
          Payne—hey! Why hadn’t he thought of that before?
        


        
          Assuming his expression to be one of discreet silence, Kay
          chuckled. “Ah, that’s it, isn’t it? He’s moved in, hasn’t he? Taken
          over your rightful position. Sucking up to the old folks,
          brother, I know the type! You’re just too much of a gent, that’s the
          trouble with you—why don’t you just kick the son of a bitch out of
          there....”
        


        
          “He’s in Washington now. Can’t kick him out when he’s not there,”
          said Charlie vaguely.
        


        
          “Well...” Kay pushed her heavily corseted hips
          out of the chair, and stood up impatiently. “Christ,
          Charlie—you’ve got to solve your own problems! I can’t do it for
          you. Nor do you get much sympathy from me, when you’ve got a
          heavenly place like that to live. I’d give anything to get a peek
          at some of the furnishings!”
        


        
          Charlie rose to his feet with alacrity. It wouldn’t do to have Kay
          sore at him. The place was a lot better than a hotel, and all his
          things were spread around. It would be a major job—and probably an
          emotional one—if he moved out now.
        


        
          “Now, now, now,” he spoke soothingly, “I’m sorry I even
          mentioned my troubles. I should have kept them to myself, I know.
          I feel like hell, asking you this, but I’m so damned stymied, it’s
          embarrassing.” He dug his hands into his pockets and, stepping
          off the terrace, he strode out to the fountain, where he dipped his
          fingers into the water and idly flicked drops into the
          contemplative face of the saint.
        


        
          Kay teetered after him on needlepoint heels, all her bangles
          clashing and jingling. It was her turn to be soothing. She came up
          behind him and put her plump arms around his waist, holding him
          firmly.
        


        
          “My poor baby darling—I hate to see you so down. Come on now,
          sweetie, we’ve got to get changed. Liz and R.D. are coming over for
          dinner and Steve and Binnie later.”
        


        
          She loosed her viselike grip on him and turned him around by his
          shoulders to look at his sulky face. “Shall we eat out here, or do
          you think it would be cooler in the dining room? You need a shave,
          darling. Wow, you get black in this hot weather.” She rubbed his
          beard with her fingers, making little appreciative noises
          about his masculinity. “Mmm, I love it—but we must bow to
          convention, mustn’t we!”
        


        
          He looked down at her with his quick-change trick of adoring
          warmth. “Let me have a thousand, just for the moment, Kay-day? I
          feel naked with empty pockets.”
        


        
          Kay was still smiling apparently—at least her lips were spread in
          the shape of a smile and her teeth were dazzling. “Well,” she said,
          “that’s quite a comedown from a couple of hours ago, isn’t it? Do
          you expect to start with a thousand and work up?”
        


        
          With that he picked her up by her elbows to meet his height, took a
          chance with the teeth, and began to whirl her around the garden,
          till she was squealing and laughing.
        


        
          He was in enormous good humor the rest of the evening, playing
          the perfect host, helping Josef with drinks, keeping the record
          player stacked; and his habit of laughing in a kind of
          astonishment at anyone’s jokes was intoxicating to the one
          relating them. He would say, choking, “I never heard
          that—it’s heaven!” and search the speaker’s face in amazement, as
          though he were the discovery of the year from an amusement
          standpoint.
        


        
          Kay watched him solicitously taste a freshly mixed drink of
          Binnie’s to see that it was just right, and thought to herself,
          “How easily pleased he is. Like a child.” And tenderly she
          decided to up his request and make it twenty-five hundred.
        


        
          Charlie hit the peak of the morning traffic over the Queensboro
          Bridge on his way to an address in Forest Hills. He was still
          driving an “old” car—last year’s model. It represented about the
          last of his negotiable assets. To be reduced to selling the
          paintings he had in storage from his and Zoë’s apartment in order
          to have operating cash was a tedious and undignified
          business. It involved shopping around for a buyer, time-wasting
          bargaining, to get a few miserable bucks just to have money
          enough to buy things like a car! Several times he had thought of
          how simple it would be to alter the amount of the checks he
          received from various sources, but he had refrained because he
          wouldn’t risk the possibility of getting himself locked up. No,
          Charlie boy had to be free—free as the air.
        


        
          Sometimes he wanted to howl, to scream in the irritation of the
          pursuit of money; at the ingratitude of one’s friends and
          especially one’s family. And most especially Dad, lavishing
          money that rightly belonged to him on a young punk about whom,
          when you came right down to it, he knew nothing. Wouldn’t it be a
          big joke if John weren’t his grandson. He often thought that Mavis
          had probably pulled the wool over their eyes; of course he did have
          a strong family resemblance, but that could be just a happy
          coincidence. Happy for them.
        


        
          The last time Charlie had seen John he thought he had developed a
          pretty sly look about him. He’d just come back from a month with his
          mother and was spending the last couple of weeks before school
          with the folks. But God, how cheeky he’d become! He had shown no
          real affection toward him, his own father! It was Grandmum this
          and Granddad that and big secret jokes with Aunt Virginia. He’d
          felt like a damned outsider in his own home.
        


        
          A taxi’s impatient hooting behind him made him turn and swear at
          the driver, who replied in kind. He looked at the clock on the
          dashboard. His appointment with Larry was for ten—he’d make it
          easy once he got over the damned bridge. Another hot day, and
          everybody’s tempers would be at the boiling point. He hoped Larry
          would have a shot of something in his office. The party last night
          was still a little foggy, and he had a slight hangover. More
          people had arrived at Kay’s, real weirdies, all talking shop.
          God, how could Kay put up with those pansies; but as she said, “I
          don’t give a hoot for their sex life, darling; they have brains and
          talent; I’m useful to them and they’re useful to me.” He’d almost
          got into a fight with one of them—or did he actually punch him? No
          matter; in a little while he could shake the dust of that
          joint from his feet! That silly bitch with her stinking
          twenty-five hundred bucks. Peanuts! She had no conception of
          what real money was like. Her whole life was wrapped around a
          dollar sign. She should come up to Nelson and see how people
          behave who had important money, people who didn’t “redo” their
          houses all the time just to show their friends that they were well
          off; who didn’t sail around in minks and diamonds just to prove
          something. They bought furs to keep warm and jewelry was a sign of
          someone’s regard—like Mum’s beautiful tiny pearls, which she’d
          worn as long as he could remember, that Dad had given her for an
          anniversary. Not that he spent money like that these days. He
          didn’t cry poor, of course. He just wouldn’t part with any dough.
          He’d give him that flat look and say what he’d said a dozen times:
          “This is your home, Charlie. If you want a place to live, you are
          more than welcome, naturally, and your needs will always be
          provided for.” But a vote of confidence? A pat on the back and a
          free hand with a checkbook? Not on your life. Sometimes he thought
          Dad must have a cracked cylinder because he didn’t seem to
          understand that he could double a loan in six months in the deal
          with Farrar and he could pay it back to him with interest.
        


        
          And what about that hassle a couple of years ago over a little
          thing like taking his son to Europe! It had been a wonderful idea.
          He and John would take a three-month trip, an educational
          trip; what could be better for an impressionable young man than
          to see the capitals of the continent with his father? Once he’d
          got John steamed up over the idea it would have been a cinch for Dad
          to finance it. He couldn’t deny the kid anything, apparently.
          But John just wouldn’t steam. Ungrateful little jerk. “I believe
          not,” he’d said. School was more important right now, trips could
          come later. Charlie’d spent an entire evening, wasting his
          breath, as it turned out, selling the idea to him. But all John had
          done was sit at his desk with a bunch of copybooks in front of him,
          obviously being polite, just waiting for him to finish. The
          copybooks were covered with math symbols and the very sight of
          them seemed to be irritating to Charlie. “What are you trying to
          do?” he had shouted at John. “Prove to someone that you’re an
          egghead? What is all this stuff, anyway? What’s it going to get
          you?” And John had replied with the greatest conceit, “I hope to be
          a physicist, Father.” Big deal!
        


        
          You couldn’t laugh at a kid like that, of course, couldn’t tell him
          that most boys had high and mighty ideals, but he had, very kindly,
          pointed out a few facts of life to him. That he shouldn’t just stay
          cooped up in Nelson or, God forbid, Clarke Falls. That he owed it
          to himself to travel and find out what life was really all about,
          find out what kind of work he really wanted to do. And
          then John had said that Uncle Herb had promised him a job as a lab
          technician as soon as he finished high school. And what a great
          opportunity it was going to be as a preparation for college.
          Of course Charlie had to admit to himself that he’d gone too far
          when he said John had been reading too much science fiction trash.
          John kind of froze and said, “Excuse me, Father, but I do have a
          lot of studying to do,” at which Charlie swept the whole mess of
          papers off the desk and they went flying around the room.
          Apparently the kid had a temper because he yelled at him “Now
          will you get out of here!” And Charlie had said, “You haven’t an
          ounce of respect for me, have you, my son?” And John had said,
          “None—none at all!” Well, he would all right when he got his money
          back from good old Doc Payne. When he was a rich man again. Once more
          he cudgeled his brains, trying to figure why he had wasted all
          these years, these undignified, scrounging years, when all he’d
          have had to do was to say, “Well, Doc, you’ve had the use of my
          money for all this time, how’s about returning it now?” It had
          just been lying there, gathering interest probably, lovely
          moss-green interest.
        


        
          Charlie was ushered into a plain, unpretentious office. Not at
          all the swank, plush environment he’d expected. Oh, there was a
          couch but Doc Payne himself was lying on it, in his shirt sleeves.
          He jumped up and threw down some papers he’d been reading,
          apologizing for his appearance. The air conditioning was
          being fixed on the first floor, he said, and the heat had just about
          got him down. He couldn’t have been nicer, Charlie thought, even
          offered him a beer from the cooler.
        


        
          “Got to be better than that, Doc. I’ve got a sizzling hangover
          this morning.”
        


        
          “Well, let’s see now,” Larry said. “Which will it be? A shot of
          B1 or a shot of bourbon?” Charlie voted for the latter
          with a cool beer chaser.
        


        
          “I was as gentle as I could be,” Larry said to Gregg a few weeks
          later. “I felt very sorry for him even though I knew my sympathy
          was wasted. I told him, ‘Here is your money, Charlie, all around
          you. Here, where sick people get well and return to the world.
          Here, where we are finding out new treatments, new methods, new
          ways of helping people. You can be proud of having made a truly
          great contribution to humanity.’ Of course, this meant nothing
          to him. He couldn’t possibly”—Larry paused, looking for a
          substitute word for “understand”—“feel—the importance of it. He
          said, ‘You mean you don’t operate at a profit? I thought there was
          money in this racket!’ He admitted that the money had been an
          outright gift at the time, and that it had been no more than a drop
          in the bucket to him. But I think he felt as though he’d set me up
          in something like a profitable oil business, and that the
          original amount would still be intact.”
        


        
          They were now finishing lunch in the quiet atmosphere of the
          Harbor Club situated high above the Battery and overlooking the
          glittering waters of the busy Port of New York.
        


        
          Larry had said over the phone to Gregg, “Had an interesting
          encounter with your friend Carewe. I’d like to talk to you about
          it.”
        


        
          Gregg had hoped that there might be some new development, even
          some evidence that would warrant Charlie’s commitment,
          something that would keep him out of the world and give a little
          peace of mind to those around him; relieve them of the tension of
          “What’s next?”
        


        
          Apparently Charlie had stayed for hours, enjoying the
          attention he received from Dr. Payne and his staff. “It was
          interesting for us also because usually any attempt to get a
          psychopath in for observation is about as successful as using
          a butterfly net to capture a kangaroo in full flight. Mostly we
          get them after they’ve had a brush with the law; after they’ve done
          something so fantastic that a mental hospital is the only
          answer. Then, unfortunately, because they don’t fall into any
          psychotic category, they cannot technically be held.”
        


        
          “But you use the term ‘psychopath’—isn’t that enough?”
        


        
          Payne shrugged. “It’s the term used in the profession—far from
          adequate—etymologically, it simply indicates a ‘sick mind.’
          It’s a kind of shorthand word that we understand as meaning those
          who don’t have any psychoses or even psychoneuroses.
          ‘Constitutional psychopath,’ ‘sociopathic personality,’
          ‘semantic sociopath’—none of them quite define it.”
        


        
          “Odd,” said Gregg, “people—laymen—when they use the word usually
          connect it up in their minds with something perverted or deadly.
          You know, like the newspaper headlines: ‘Psychopathic killer,’
          ‘Sex fiend.’”
        


        
          “I know. I know,” replied the doctor. “It’s very difficult——” He
          held his ale up to the sunlight and watched the bubbles rising in
          the glass. “But you see you can also find the psychopathic
          personality with manic-depressive behavior,
          with schizophrenia, or with paranoia; then, to a
          certain extent, we can handle them. But the typical—the
          pure—psychopath rarely makes that kind of headlines. He is too
          clever, too evasive. Evasiveness is one of his distinguishing
          traits. The ‘higher type’—the ones with good backgrounds,
          education, etc.—are distinguished by their ability to keep out
          of jail, usually by exploiting the sympathies of those around
          them who love them.” He caught the flicker in Gregg’s eyes; he knew
          he had hit something close, but discreetly did not pursue it,
          continuing, “And of course, against the background of a mental
          institution, his superficial appearance and manner are
          deceptively normal. The nurses fall in love with him and
          relatives enlist the help of doctors to effect his release,
          and away he goes and all hell breaks loose again!” He chuckled.
          “I’ve never met one that wasn’t a charmer.”
        


        
          “But what is to be done? Apparently it’s a big problem,” said
          Gregg.
        


        
          “Takes time, Gregg. It is full of contradictions, opinions, but
          there will come a time when it is better understood, better
          defined—and, of course, better treated. One writer said, ‘The
          psychopathic delinquent is the orphan of both penology and
          psychiatry.’”
        


        
          Gregg thoughtfully pushed around the crumbs of the remains of his
          apple pie. He was beginning to despair of getting Larry off the
          general and back to the particular. He said, “You knew Charlie
          pretty well, Larry. Years ago. Could you have predicted anything
          about him?”
        


        
          “Of course—and did—to you!”
        


        
          “I mean perhaps some of the tremendous heartbreak the man has
          caused—and perhaps will cause—might have been prevented.”
        


        
          “Your own experience, Gregg, has proved it couldn’t. Didn’t you
          tell me about the wall of disbelief you ran into whenever you
          suggested some of the things I told you? The common revulsion
          against the stigma of anything being wrong with ‘the mind’? It is
          hard enough to get the co-operation of families in the
          grossest, most obvious cases, let alone a type it takes an
          expert to recognize.”
        


        
          “Well, how can the layman recognize it and what can he do about
          it?”
        


        
          “Gregg, the layman is no fool. I must amend what I said. He is aware
          that something is wrong, but he puts up with him, excuses
          him, gets involved with him before he knows it. And now in these
          days of that dangerous ‘little knowledge,’ people search for
          motives, and that is even more baffling because he does not seem
          to be the victim of conflicts, of early traumas, broken homes,
          overprotection, alcoholism, all the favorite themes of the
          literature and drama of today. He is not driven by dark
          passions; there is no delight in evil, no tortured hate of life,
          no vivid needs. He is a tragic waste—he wastes himself and life and
          people because he has no values. He is not even aware that he
          lacks values. He’s far from rare, you know....”
        


        
          Gregg laughed. “Lord, there could only be one Charlie in the world!”
        


        
          “In the sense that everyone is unique—yes,” agreed Larry, “but he
          is—well, a Goering, he is the ne’er-do-well of Victorian
          fiction; he is the ordinary con man or the irresponsible
          vagabond hopping freights. One thing they have in common: they
          all defeat themselves. They may be successful but, inevitably,
          whatever they have built they pull down around themselves. Again,
          it’s because they cannot learn from mistakes; they cannot build
          securely.”
        


        
          “How about suicide?” Gregg asked, and smiled at the twinkle in Dr.
          Payne’s eyes.
        


        
          “Sorry. Very rare. Oh, they’ll talk about it—even make dramatic
          attempts, well-planned attempts that fail, but, of course, succeed
          in getting them what they want. No, what I meant by self-defeat
          is—well, just exactly what is happening in Charlie’s case. I was
          very sorry, naturally, but not surprised when he told me the
          state of his finances. It has taken tremendous energy to
          dispose of so many assets—social and financial—— Oh,
          incidentally, what about the son? I was extremely happy to hear
          Charlie complain about the fact that you and the family had
          ‘completely alienated him’!”
        


        
          “We didn’t have to! Charlie did it all by himself. We just stood
          by. Charlie disappointed John on numerous occasions; he
          shocked him, he embarrassed him with his school friends, until
          finally John developed a kind of healthy indifference.”
        


        
          Payne smiled, nodding approvingly. “Good, good, that’s the
          ticket. I doubt if the boy could have achieved it, however, if he
          had been with his father from the beginning of his life——”
        


        
          “Probably not. It provoked a great emotional discovery between
          him and his mother, a very gratifying one to both of them.”
        


        
          “How so?”
        


        
          “Because she had left the discovery up to him. She never said
          anything about Charlie—she was oddly silent about him, John had
          felt. But now he feels nothing but admiration for her for not
          knocking his father. The kind of ‘wall’ that was between them has
          broken through because of John’s firsthand experiences. He
          wants her to go to California with him when he goes to work for
          Herb at the lab, but I don’t think she’ll budge. She runs a fine
          vacation spot in Clarke Falls. Fox Fire Lodge, it’s called.”
        


        
          “Then it’s the sister—Virginia—who most concerns you in regard
          to Charlie, is that right?”
        


        
          Caught off guard, Gregg studied the efforts of a toy tug in the
          river below, huffing and puffing alongside the streamlined
          shape of a great liner moving fractionally into a shed.
        


        
          The doctor persisted, gently. “You are more than
          intellectually interested in this man, Gregg; I realize
          this.” He clasped his firm hands together, the blue prominent
          veins of age standing out sharply. “What can I do, my friend? How
          can I help you?”
        


        
          “I wish I knew,” said Gregg seriously, shaking his head. “I
          suppose I can only stick around, try to outguess him.”
        


        
          “Can you do this?” Payne’s humorous black eyes glinted behind his
          glasses.
        


        
          “I haven’t done very well in the past—God knows I haven’t. And
          lately I’ve been too occupied with my own problems to do very
          much about it.”
        


        
          “Ah, yes, of course, your job,” said Larry. “And what do you think
          of Washington? Have you met the President?”
        


        
          “Oh no, not personally. I’ve attended some of his press
          conferences, of course. But I’m not in the thick of firsthand
          news. I like to work on it from a distance, from a perspective,
          from the point of view of how close we are to putting an end to
          history.”
        


        
          Payne noticed he did not have his mind on Washington or the
          imminence of history’s demise.
        


        
          “From what you’ve told me,” Gregg said, “I think I’d better go back
          to Nelson.”
        


        
          “Charlie headed for home, is that it?”
        


        
          “Naturally. There’s no place left for him to go. Walter has
          wisely kept him down to an allowance, what Charlie calls ‘petty
          cash,’ but even so, he has a damned easy life. But that’s not what I
          mean. You see”—he began to draw diagrams on the tablecloth with
          the tip of a spoon—“well, let’s put it this way. I became
          emotionally involved with Virginia, who, to her regret and to
          my misery, wants no part of me except as a friend.”
        


        
          Payne nodded sympathetically. “And you are torn between duty
          and emotional self-preservation, is that it?”
        


        
          “I’m no hero, Larry. I rationalized my way out of the situation
          to myself and to the family whom I love. My trips to Washington
          became more and more extended. I said that they ‘needed’ me down
          there. Hell, it was just an escape, that’s all. I felt that as long
          as I kept track of Charlie, and kept in touch with Virginia and
          her parents, I was doing my share. Oh, I don’t know what I thought,
          except that it was just too damn difficult for me to live under
          the same roof with Virginia. John was all squared away—at school
          and with his mother——”
        


        
          “But it is Virginia you wish to help, isn’t that right?” the
          doctor persisted.
        


        
          “Yes. Yes—and Walter and Bea. If Charlie is going to stay
          at Nelson permanently—and I don’t see how he can do anything
          else—I think I’d better be there. I can’t do much, but maybe I can
          keep in the way—keep between him and his effect on them. Virginia
          has an ambiguous—or ambivalent, you might say—feeling toward
          him. She hates what he has done, but she will always love the
          brother—with her own, particular, dear, touching loyalty.” He
          paused to light a cigarette. “Bea, of course, sees him only as she
          wants to, but she is easily upset when, at times, he is not the
          fine, loving son. And he gives Walter ulcers. I tell you, Larry,
          it is a dreary household—as unhappy a place as you can imagine.”
        


        
          “There is one thing, Gregg, that might help you——”
        


        
          Raising his eyes to the waiter who was offering some hot coffee,
          Gregg said, “No thanks. What’s that, Larry?”
        


        
          Payne accepted a refill of his cup before he continued. “If you
          are to be helpful to them, you must keep watch on your own
          emotions.”
        


        
          “Oh, I realize that,” Gregg agreed, confidently.
        


        
          “You must be careful—really beware of letting him pull
          you down to an emotional level; don’t let him engulf you. It
          would mean your own destruction, and it would be futile, like
          shaking your fist in a hurricane.”
        


        
          Gregg laughed. “I’m a peaceful man, Larry—I go to pour oil on
          troubled waters, not to stir them up!”
        


        
          Gregg slowed his small sedan at the blinking of a road light ahead.
          It was hot and muggy and the rain had left the road dangerously
          slippery. Someone had gone over the edge, apparently; but there
          were no ambulances around. It was just a tow truck easing a
          Thunderbird out of the ditch.
        


        
          He had to stop for a minute to allow for cars coming toward him
          before he could pull around the truck, and then, as he picked up
          speed, he caught a glimpse of the familiar marker, “Nelson 20
          mi.” As always, his pulse started gaining on him, the years fell
          away, and he felt like a lovesick kid as the miles decreased
          between him and the house of the beloved.
        


        
          To keep from precipitating any objection from Charlie, he had
          thought it best to return unannounced, forestalling any sort of
          scene which he wouldn’t be around to handle....
          The last letter from Virginia, written shortly after Charlie
          had arrived, said, “As usual, there is a pall over the house. We
          walk on eggs, Dad and I, for Mum’s sake. She is failing very
          rapidly and Charlie vacillates between being the attentive,
          devoted, grieving son, and practicing on his bongo drums up in
          John’s room.” Bongo drums, for God’s sake, at his age! Virginia
          said he frequently went to a new, somewhat unsavory night club
          called the Tam o’ Shanter, where he’d made buddies of some of the
          boys in the band. That he’d get quite drunk and hilarious and
          they’d let him join in with them on the traps. “But, of course,
          nowadays, nobody seems a bit shocked,” she concluded, “they just
          think he’s a good sport and ‘fun’!”
        


        
          Gregg felt that there was little he could do except clear up the
          atmosphere of “walking on eggs.” Utter nonsense. All right, so
          there was no changing Charlie, nothing they could do, he figured
          to himself. He would explain fully all the things he had learned
          about Charlie from Larry Payne, that they must—and they
          would—readjust their thinking and emotional reaction to
          Charlie. They could learn to live with him, without catering to
          him to keep him in a pleasant mood; without being afraid of what
          he might do, without being embarrassed by some stupid
          buffoonery, or by the constant possibility of his getting
          thrown into the local hoosegow for drinking and disturbing the
          peace.
        


        
          “The trick is,” he went on aloud, rehearsing what he would say, “to
          learn to be indifferent, to accept him as he is; not give in to
          him for the sake of peace—if he gets into trouble, don’t try to
          protect him—let him take the consequences.” And he himself would
          be there as added protection for Bea. If only Walter could ship
          Charlie off and pay him to stay away someplace. But, just as Larry
          had said, “He defeats himself.” Mexico City, Havana, Miami—he
          had run out of friends. Every circle that he moved in eventually
          would have none of him.
        


        
          Gregg felt weary from the long drive. In spite of his eagerness to
          be with Virginia again, he decided to stop at the Inn and have a
          bite of supper. A shave and a bath would refresh him, strengthen
          him. He felt that, being tired, the effort of sitting down to
          dinner with Charlie would have such an irritating effect on him
          that he wouldn’t be able to give a very good example of the
          “acceptance and indifference” which he was hoping to
          advocate. Also, he had to admit, he looked and felt seedy, and he
          wanted so much to look well in Virginia’s eyes. Amused, he spoke
          aloud again. “You never give up, do you!”
        


        
          It was about nine o’clock when he drove through the big lacy
          wrought-iron gates and heard the drops of water plopping onto the
          top of his car from the wet leaves of the trees lining the drive.
          The smell of the sea expanded his lungs; the dark, irregular
          outline of the house, the glimmer of the veranda light, all the
          familiarity brought an ache of nostalgic pleasure to him, and
          in moments he would hear Virginia saying, “Why, Gregg! How nice,”
          and the welcome and the smile...
        


        
          And so he was quite unprepared for the cool, unsmiling
          indifference, for the hostesslike way she took his briefcase
          while he carried his two heavy bags up the stairs. The chandelier
          jingled slightly, icily, as they reached the landing. Down the
          corridor, he tried to make conversation. Nodding toward
          Charlie’s door, he asked, “Is Charlie here?” Virginia replied,
          “Oh no, he left about a half an hour ago.” “Well, that’s a relief!”
          he suggested. Nothing. No other information volunteered. He
          inquired about Walter. He was spending the evening at the
          Shelleys’. “They wanted me for a fourth for bridge, but I begged
		  off.” The night nurse for Bea had arrived a little while 
		  ago——
          “How is Bea?” Gregg inquired. “About the same. She’s hardly out of
          bed any more, though, so she needs constant attendance.”
        


        
          “And you, Virginia? What about you! And just what in hell is the
          matter with you!” She had switched on the lamps in his room, and
          raised the windows to the summer night, and the sound of the surf
          and the wind rose and grew around them. She turned, and for the first
          time he had a clear look at her in the warm glow of the desk lamp.
          She was pale, her lips colorless, the shadows under her eyes made
          them enormous.
        


        
          “I’m so glad you’re here, Gregg, I can’t tell you how glad.” Her
          voice was flat, containing nothing of gladness.
        


        
          Gregg stared at her a moment and then dropped his bags where he
          stood and strode over to her, taking her shoulders in his hands,
          her eyes only a little below his own. “I want to know, Virginia!
          What’s happened!”
        


        
          She looked at him, and for the first time there was a shadow of a
          smile. “The image is gone, Gregg.” His hands tightened a little as
          she went on. “I think—I know I must love you very much. I
          think I must have loved you for a long time without realizing it.”
        


        
          The words were there. Finally—at last. The joy, the relief, should
          have been enormous, but it surged up against the barrier of her
          attitude—disturbed, haunted. He took refuge in lightness. “Well,
          what’s so terrible about that, my darling? Is it such a surprise
          to you? Am I as bad as all that?”
        


        
          The faint smile disappeared, and she turned, rubbing her forehead
          with the tips of her fingers.
        


        
          Concerned, he said, “You know, you look like the devil; here, sit
          down. Let me get you something.” He led her to the big chair and she
          sat into it like an automaton, her face like clay.
        


        
          He looked around, trying to remember whether or not he had some
          brandy or something in the cabinet, left over from the last time
          he’d been home.
        


        
          “Do you want me to call Bea’s nurse, Virginia? Maybe she could give
          you something.”
        


        
          She frowned and quickly shook her head. “No, no—I don’t want
          anybody to know.”
        


        
          “To know what?” She made no response. Frantically, he dug through
          the catchall cabinet at the end of the room. On the shelf with a
          can of insecticide, some saddle soap, and some small tools, he
          found an unopened bottle of rum. He broke the seal and opened it,
          still keeping his eyes on her. He didn’t want to take the time to go
          all the way downstairs so he rinsed out a glass in the bathroom and
          poured a couple of fingers of the dark liquid, offering it to
          her. “Drink it, Virginia. All of it. I’ll get you some water if
          it’s too strong.”
        


        
          She downed it, gasping, and in a few moments her color got
          better. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I’ve just felt so—I thought I was
          going to faint—like Letitia, remember Letitia, Gregg?” She
          laughed a little and Gregg drew up a hassock and sat in front of
          her, holding her hand tight in his, firmly, encouragingly.
        


        
          “It’s funny, your arriving like this,” she smiled, “you must be
          psychic or something. I suppose I was sending you all kinds of
          messages.” He waited, relieved, knowing that she would talk now.
        


        
          “It was this afternoon—remember the little pancake piece of
          white jade you gave me about a year ago?” He nodded. “It was like a
          talisman. I was holding it in my hands, just kind of absently,
          you know—it feels so cool. And I was looking out of the window, and
          there was a dove in the elm tree outside, and he was saying over
          and over—you know how that little call sounds: ‘I—mourn—my love!’
          and I was thinking of Jeff. Only I realized it wasn’t Jeff—Jeff was
          gone, really gone. And the word wasn’t ‘mourn.’ It was ‘need.’ ‘I
          need my love.’” Her eyes filled with tears as she went on. “But
          I was afraid, afraid of it being just needing, and not
          love.”
        


        
          “But that’s part of it—what’s wrong with needing?”
        


        
          “Because I don’t want to marry you just because I feel confused
          and dependent and helpless. You deserve all my love, Gregg; I
          don’t want to come to you just because I want protection——” She
          started sobbing deeply, painfully, and he drew her to him, but
          there was no yielding, no softening.
        


        
          “Virginia!” he said sharply. “Virginia, it’s something to do
          with Charlie, isn’t it? Is that what you meant by wanting
          protection? If he’s hurt you——”
        


        
          “No, no,” Virginia protested, “that isn’t it—not quite—oh, damn
          it.” She brought down her fist on the arm of the chair. “If I could
          just stop this idiotic crying—it’s just that I’m so full of
          relief that you’re here—I’ve been walking around with a scream
          inside of me that won’t come out—since last night——”
        


        
          Gregg waited, knowing that the tears and the talk were
          discharging an unbearable tension, and that whatever had
          caused it could be dealt with in due time. Her arms were tight around
          his neck now, her face buried in his shoulder, and her sobbing had
          changed to deep staccato sighs. He shifted his seat from the
          hassock to the edge of the big chair so he could hold her more
          closely, and she clung hard to him.
        


        
          “I’m—I’m dripping tears all over your collar,” she gasped. “I’m
          sorry——”
        


        
          “Let ’em drip! But I think you’d feel better if you used this——” He
          pulled out the folded handkerchief from his jacket pocket.
        


        
          She mopped her face and blew her nose and, sniffing, said, “I’ll put
          it in the—hamper—you’ve probably got some laundry for Doreen——”
          and then, as she caught the waiting look in his eyes, she leaned
          back in the chair, her face splotchy but composed, her voice
          normal. “I can’t, I can’t tell you, Gregg. You simply wouldn’t
          believe me.”
        


        
          “My darling, all the things I’m guessing are driving me a little
          crazy; I’m ready to believe anything, you’d better get it out.”
        


        
          “But you’ll—you’ll laugh! It’s ridiculous!”
        


        
          “Why would I laugh?” he said, quietly.
        


        
          After a moment she thoughtfully traced a vein on the back of his
          hand as it lay on the arm of the chair. “No, you wouldn’t—we’ve been
          through too much together—we’ve watched Charlie ‘operate,’ as
          you’ve said. We know that there is something absurd, tragically
          absurd, in everything he’s ever done. Since he’s come back this
          last time, he’s been tiresomely childish, petulant; we have
          daily ‘episodes’—he quarrels with me, he quarrels with Dad, or
          tries to. Dad takes as much as he can and then thunders, ‘Get out!’
          and locks himself in the library.”
        


        
          “There’s no point in giving him money, I suppose?”
        


        
          Virginia shook her head. “What’s the use? As Dad says, if we gave
          him any sizable amount, he’d simply blow it and come back for
          more.”
        


        
          “Well—you may have to arrive at a sort of investment
          figure—enough to keep him away occasionally. Enough to give you
          temporary relief.”
        


        
          “Maybe—after Mum goes. It’s a dual dilemma at the moment. By not
          giving him money we keep him here for her sake, because it
          pleases her.”
        


        
          “She’s really dying, then? Poor Bea——”
        


        
          “She might go very suddenly, or she might last for months. Herb and
          Elsie have been advised and they’re ready to come at a minute’s
          notice; and John——”
        


        
          “Where is John? With Mavis?”
        


        
          She nodded. “He’ll be back in about a week.”
        


        
          She bit her lip angrily against the threat of more tears. “You see,
          I can’t just think of myself. I’d like to have you take me away this
          night, this moment; I’d like to run where I would never have to see
          my brother’s face again, but I have to be here, to ‘just
          happen’ to follow him into Mum’s room, to divert him when he
          starts to quarrel with Dad. Like last night.” She rubbed her
          fingers over her forehead. “He seemed depressed, and had had quite
          a bit to drink—of course that’s another thing—he seems to have to
          stay on a kind of sober-drunk plateau and that exaggerates
          everything. One night he decided to charm the nurse by carrying
          Mum’s tray for her, and he took the cover off one of the dishes and
          then threw the whole thing on the kitchen floor. I heard the crash
          and ran in, and he turned to me and said, ‘This is not fit
          for my mother!’ Well, I had to calm the nurse and Doreen,
          and——”
        


        
          “Last night, Virginia. Tell me about last night.” Gregg felt that
          the room had suddenly become hot and airless, that Virginia was
          talking around in circles. He got up and went to the open window,
          saying, “I’m way ahead of you, darling, and I’m not laughing; but
          I can’t do anything—I can’t help you until you tell me about it.”
        


        
          He turned to look at her. She had leaned her head against the back of
          the chair and her eyes were closed.
        


        
          “Why me, Gregg? Not young; hardly ‘sexy’—such things would matter
          more to him than the fact that I am his sister.” She opened her
          eyes. “Technically,” she said harshly, “he didn’t make the grade,
          but even so, my skin still crawls, he came so close to—what is the
          cliché?—‘overpowering’ me.”
        


        
          Gregg leaned out of the window and swore softly at the sea and the
          night, and then drew in a deep breath before he turned and went back
          beside her chair. He put a hand gently on the dark hair, saying
          softly, “I’ll kill him, if you say so——”
        


        
          She took his hand and held it against her cheek. “Oh sure, that would
          fix everything just fine. Mob thoughts, my darling, cry vengeance
          for the lady’s honor. No, what you’ve got to do is help us both
          simply to bear the sight of him.”
        


        
          “You’re asking a lot—I don’t know that I can do that.” He began to
          pace the room, slowly, deliberately, his mind racing. “Did you
          tell Walter?”
        


        
          “Tell Dad!” Virginia exclaimed. “Think a minute, Gregg! Mum is
          dying. As long as I keep quiet about this, Charlie will. But if I
          open my mouth he’ll go to Mum, and no matter what kind of things he
          told her, it would be fatal—it would be like—like——”
        


        
          “All right, all right; here.” He flicked his lighter for the
          cigarette Virginia was rolling nervously in her fingers. He
          snapped the flame out and said, “What I can’t figure out—God, at the
          moment I can’t even think—you’ve already said it—‘why you’? What
          were the circumstances? Why in hell if he felt that way didn’t he
          go to Ellie Mackenzie’s? I have an idea he’s well acquainted
          with the place.”
        


        
          Virginia lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Except when he
          chooses, Charlie has little sense of the appropriate. I was the
          nearest female at an unfortunate moment, I suppose.”
        


        
          “Where—what led to it—or would you rather I didn’t ask that?”
        


        
          “You mean because it might sound as though I had something to do
          with it?” She managed a smile. “No, I won’t think that. It’s
          ludicrous enough without adding that element to it. Stop pacing,
          darling, and try to sit quietly—and—and maybe I can talk about it
          now.”
        


        
          Last night Charlie had seemed depressed and was drinking more than
          usual. Conversation at the dinner table was irritating, with
          Charlie contributing meaningless generalities to
          everything that was said.
        


        
          “All doctors are crooks—medicine is a racket,” he interposed
          when Virginia and Walter were discussing the heaviness of Dr.
          Hagedorn’s schedule, of his kindness at dropping in on Bea at odd
          times.
        


        
          “Every night we have roquefort cheese dressing,” he added to
          Walter’s remark, “Salad’s delicious.”
        


        
          Virginia made the mistake of answering, “Not every night,
          Charlie; only when we have a mixed greens like this.”
        


        
          “Tell me one night,” Charlie argued, “one night, when we
          haven’t had roquefort! Last night? Roquefort. Night before,
          roquefort.”
        


        
          Walter threw down his napkin in annoyance. “It would be
          pleasant, Charles, if you came to dinner just one night
          sober! Must you saturate yourself?” Excusing himself to
          Virginia, he said, “I’ll have coffee in the library.”
        


        
          When they were alone Charlie had turned to Virginia. “Let’s get
          some air, Virgie love. I feel sickish.”
        


        
          “I felt sorry for him, in a way,” Virginia related. “He was like
          a child on a rainy day; a person without any resources; even the
          bongo drums had been silent for several days.”
        


        
          They had taken the path up to the Point, and the climb had seemed to
          clear his head, and he had started talking very cheerfully, as
          though his black mood had simply evaporated.
        


        
          “I wasn’t listening particularly to what he was talking about;
          I was thinking about him in a kind of pity. Walking beside me, a
          sometimes charming man, with—only God knows why—no signs of
          dissipation; and nothing but waste and destruction in the years
          behind him, and no goals—nothing ahead of him.”
        


        
          They had reached the wide part of the path, and something, some
          change of tone, brought her attention back to his monologue.
        


        
          “I can’t explain it—but I had the feeling that he was selling me
          some idea. I wasn’t suspicious because it was on the same old
          theme of how smart he was, something to do with getting around the
          law.”
        


        
          He had said, “I always know when I’m safe, or when something is too
          dangerous to try, or just how far I can go before the damned
          lawmakers decide they won’t have any more——”
        


        
          “I didn’t want to ask what he was talking about, because that would
          show that I hadn’t been paying attention and I didn’t want to
          annoy him. He had put his arm over my shoulder casually, and I
          noticed it had become heavier, tighter. I sort of stiffened, I
          guess, automatically, and tried to move away. But he said, ‘Hey,
          don’t do that. I like my arm around you,’ so I let it stay.”
        


        
          They walked on silently for a few moments, and then when he spoke
          his voice was lower, and his breathing had become uneven.
        


        
          “Like now,” he had said, “like now, the way you and I are safe now.
          Nobody would suspect anything—middle-aged brother and sister
          out for a stroll on the family property; what could be more
          innocent? And nobody would be the wiser.”
        


        
          She had thrown his arm away from her and stopped, furious.
        


        
          “It was a bad mistake, I know. I should have laughed at him or
          something, I suppose. Not ever having been in such a situation, I
          didn’t realize how provocative anger and flight can be.”
        


        
          She had tried to run away from him, back to the house, but he laughed
          and barred the way. Wheeling, she fled up the path toward the
          Point.
        


        
          He caught her arm, pleading, “Please, Virgie love, don’t be like
          that. You’d love it, you know you would. How long has it been for
          you, anyway, you poor baby!”
        


        
          Gregg had begun to stride the floor. “You don’t have to tell me any
          more, Virginia. Of all the witless, stupid, revolting—has he
          said anything about it since—did he apologize, say he was drunk?”
        


        
          “Charlie? Apologize? He was the one who was insulted!
          He left me in a frustrated fury, and when I finally came back to
          the house I heard the front door slam and a taxi going down the
          drive. I didn’t see him again till this afternoon about five. I’m
          sure he didn’t come home at all or I would have heard him. I—didn’t
          sleep much. The first I knew he was home was when I heard him yelling
          at somebody on the phone—something about having cracked up Garry
          Wynn’s Thunderbird—just a ‘little’ accident.”
        


        
          “Is that what he called it? A little accident?” Virginia
          nodded, and Gregg thought a moment. “I think I saw the car in the
          ditch coming up here this evening; it was a mess. But of course to
          Charlie,” he mused, “since he didn’t get hurt, it would be
          a ‘little’ accident. I wonder what he would call his attack on
          you—just a ‘little’ attempt at rape?”
        


        
          Virginia made a face of disgust, and shuddered a little.
        


        
          “Don’t, please—it’s too recent to call it anything. It’s something
          that happened. It’s done. I didn’t tell you about it for you to do
          anything or say anything—I simply couldn’t contain the
          experience alone.”
        


        
          Gregg sat down on the hassock again. “Driving up here today, I had
          the most self-satisfied image of myself as Mr. Fix-it—I was
          going to pour the oil of understanding on the troubled waters,
          I had all kinds of sensible, intelligent suggestions about
          ‘acceptance and adjustment.’ Now I find myself wishing I could
          go tearing out of the house with a gun in my hand.”
        


        
          Virginia touched his cheek. “I know, darling—but remember, if
          you were that kind of a man—I would never have told you.” Suddenly
          she let out her breath in an exhausted sigh. “Whoo, I’m so damn
          tired. I can’t think any more.”
        


        
          Quickly, Gregg rose. “Come, I’ll help you downstairs.”
        


        
          She was staggering from fatigue, and at the head of the stairs he
          picked her up bodily and carried her past the Audubon birds and
          down the hall to her door, which he kicked open.
        


        
          “I’m too heavy for you,” she protested.
        


        
          “Sure you are, you’re just a great big ox—but I’ve carried you
          before.”
        


        
          “When? I don’t remember,” she murmured sleepily against his
          neck.
        


        
          “Never mind.” He kissed her gently. “Make it all right now?” as he
          slipped her feet to the floor. She clung to him for a moment.
        


        
          “I’m glad you’re home,” she whispered, and this time she meant it.
        


        
          Her door closed, and he walked away. Almost as an afterthought, it
          seemed, the lock clicked softly. Gregg heard it, and turned back,
          frowning; was she still frightened of Charlie? More likely it was
          a firm “do not disturb”—ever again. Charlie would never again be
          able to barge into her room, night or day, finding loyalty and
          understanding, finding her ready to make excuses, to invent
          reasons for his no-reasons. Finding forgiveness.
        


        
          Gregg felt an odd, personal satisfaction in the idea,
          wondering why he should be so pleased. He traced it down; of
          course, it was a matter of “getting even” with the intruder of a
          little while ago, when Virginia told him she loved him. As he
          walked thoughtfully up the stairs an irritating trick of the
          mind offered him a silly association of ideas; the old
          vaudeville line, “Vas you dere, Charlie?” He almost laughed out
          loud at the notion, thinking, “He sure as hell was!” He had been
          there, all right; making a moment of tremendous importance a
          mere incidental. He had robbed it of its sweetness and passion
          by making the very thought of passion dirty and ugly.
        


        
          They should have been swept into each other’s arms, saying all the
          foolish, lovely words, whispering in the ageless wonder at the
          collapse of the barriers of human separateness; instead he
          had stood between them, smiling, candid, impudent; lifting his
          shoulders in the familiar attitude of “What did I do?”
          Embarrassed, shocked, they could only touch gently, kiss gently.
        


        
          In his room, Gregg tugged and pulled his tie loose, grimacing. He
          went to where his bags still stood as he had dropped them, and
          hoisting one of them up onto the bed, he unlocked the lid and threw
          it open. Taking out a pile of shirts, he walked over to the walnut
          bureau to put them away. He caught a glimpse of himself in the
          mirror above it as he did so, and had a feeling of astonishment
          at the impassivity of the image. It was a little pale, and there
          was a small vein just above the end of his right eyebrow that was
          busily fluttering under the smooth skin. But the eyes were cool,
          the mouth firm. There was no outward sign of the turmoil within
          him. He slammed the drawer shut violently and the mirror
          quivered and shook the image into mocking, meaningless
          activity.
        


        
          Groaning, he turned away, feeling in his pocket for his pipe and
          tobacco. He sat down into the big chair and put his feet up onto
          the hassock, compelling himself to perform the small,
          familiar rites of the smoker. He tamped the grains of tobacco
          carefully into the bowl, giving it a little final press with
          his thumb, when he noticed that, mingled with the rich aroma of
          the tobacco, there remained a faint odor of Virginia’s perfume.
          He postponed touching the flame of his lighter to the pipe,
          loving the fleeting sense of her presence. It made him long for
          the pleasure of being able to dwell exclusively on dreams and
          plans for the two of them; his emotions pleaded for release from
          the churning anger. He settled for simple statements. They would
          be married quietly at St. Mark’s in the village. They would
          travel. They would probably spend some time at Fox Fire Lodge in
          Clarke Falls with Mavis and John. They would have warmth and
          contentment and peace. Someday. Charlie permitting. Like the
          phrase, “Weather permitting.”
        


        
          He wondered for a moment about others—people he would never
          know—who had formed some relationship with Charlie. He wondered
          how they had fared. Most of them, unencumbered by intimate ties,
          in a very short time had probably dusted their hands and turned
          their backs on him. Up to now, his own position had been a
          similar one. Without becoming involved he had watched and
          listened and all that had weighed on him was the frustration of
          being unable to help. Now, of course, when he became Virginia’s
          husband, he would be in a stronger position. To do what? What did
          rights have to do with it?
        


        
          His new strength in the pride of becoming Virginia’s husband
          must be counted as nothing. It was only an emotion. Authority,
          legal and moral, were simply words. Ironically, the closer the
          relationship, the more vulnerable one became. Charlie had a
          mother and father; one had become a hypochondriacal little
          doll with a set sweet smile, willing to admit only her own
          illness; the other was prematurely aged, bitter,
          disappointed. A sister had watched the torn sails of a little
          boat, fluttering, sending a message of death. A wife who made the
          headlines: “Witnesses Say Intoxicated...
          Falls...” And Mavis. And John. And the little,
          petty things. A whole silly, slippery, exasperating pageant.
        


        
          The bowl of his pipe had grown hot in his fingers. What had Larry
          Payne counseled? “Don’t let him engulf you—it might mean your own
          destruction—it would be futile, like shaking your fist at a
          hurricane....” “Correct, Larry; obvious and
          true.” He spoke aloud. “But how, Larry? How in hell do we keep him
          from engulfing us all, destroying us, bit by bit?” He got to his
          feet, hurriedly straightened his tie, saying, “Thanks, Larry,
          but I’ve got to go out and shake my fist at a hurricane!” Grabbing
          his coat, he went quietly but swiftly down the stairs.
        


        
          Being at least on the move relieved some of his tension. His car
          protested and choked at the demand for speed. He had turned north
          out of the driveway, and in a few minutes he was on the bridge
          over the Ainsford River. A small street lamp, hung high above the
          road, reflected a patch of the turbulent water, hurrying to
          get to the sea. Gregg stopped and cut his engine to listen to the
          tumbling and the rushing. The moody, primitive sound filled his
          ear and sang in his mind, and vividly he pushed a body over the
          bridge and watched it swirl and disappear. Swearing, he turned on
          the ignition and backed the car around. He must get to where there
          were lights and people and activity. Wishful phantasms were not
          to be indulged; they were nothing but mental quicksand.
        


        
          He looked at the watch on the dashboard—eleven-ten. Still early
          for Charlie. He wouldn’t be returning home for a while, and Gregg
          thought, “I’ll get back before he does.” What for? To stand guard at
          Virginia’s door? He snorted in irritation. Somehow he must rid
          himself of these melodramatic ideas, and he knew he must reduce
          Charlie again to the level of reality. If he could see him,
          observe him at a distance, the anger and rage would die down
          inside him. Contempt would be cooler, a fitting climate for
          reason. He would keep watch on him, from now on; he knew how to
          wait; and something would present itself to his mind. He would not
          force the result, he would simply be alert to any possibility—a
          sort of mental judo. What did the kids call it? “Cool”—“loose.”
        


        
          The gaudy on-and-off neon of the Tam o’ Shanter blinked into view
          and he took his foot off the accelerator and moved into
          position to make a left turn into the parking lot. There was a
          car coming toward him, which, instead of staying in the right
          lane, suddenly swerved to the center. Instantly Gregg forced his
          own wheel over to the right and pulled up to a stop on the soft
          shoulder. A second later another car zigzagged, and he heard a
          loud shout from a group near the entrance of the night club on the
          opposite side. It was Charlie they were cheering, Gregg could
          see; Charlie, coatless, grinning, standing away from the curb of
          the strip of sidewalk. He was holding his jacket by the shoulders
          in front of him, shaking it, calling, “Ha! Toro!” as a car
          approached, startling the driver with a flash of his coat, which
          he was using like a bullfighter’s cape.
        


        
          Gregg watched, fascinated. One car, a small sports model, coming
          fast, almost tipped onto two wheels, skidding away with a curse
          from the driver. The group yelled, “Olé!”
        


        
          He held his breath as Charlie stepped out again, executing a
          veronica, the headlights flashing onto his face. The cars were
          missing him only because of his own agility and speed, and the
          quick reflexes of the frightened drivers. There were more shouts
          of “Olé!” and laughter, and squeals of fright from a couple of
          girls.
        


        
          Gregg looked back over his shoulder, but luckily there was almost
          no traffic from that direction. He watched the deadly nonsense,
          thinking, “How does he keep from being killed!” He clenched his
          fists, admitting to himself that he wished it, that he was
          hoping, willing that the next driver would see him too
          late. At that moment the group seemed to lose interest in the
          game, either from nerves or from boredom, and they broke up, some
          heading with loud good nights to the parking lot, and others
          going back into the club, including Charlie with his erstwhile
          aficionados.
        


        
          Inside, the Tam o’ Shanter was packed and dark. The decor was
          Scotch to the extent of having plaid-trimmed tablecloths, and the
          cigarette girl was wearing the briefest of kilts and a jaunty tam
          with a feather in it. Gregg slid onto the end bar stool and ordered
          a brandy. He looked around at the crowd. It was a transient crowd,
          a tourist crowd. The people who had pulled into the motels and
          had been attracted by the “Maine Lobster” sign, and the further
          inducement of “Dancing—Floor Show—Broadway Entertainment.” The
          Broadway entertainer was a young man giving an imitation of
          T.C. Jones imitating Tallulah Bankhead and the crowd
          thought he was great. He was bluer than T.C. at his bluest, and they
          loved it, hilariously screaming their approval. The spotlight
          jiggled a little and moved slightly to one side as the performer
          shifted, and Gregg’s eyes were carried to where Charlie was
          seated at a small table with two other men and a girl who were in
          the smoky shadow. The rainbow edge of the spotlight curved over
          Charlie’s shoulders. He looked dignified, immaculate, and
          elegant. The light shone in the smooth silver temples, picked up
          the highlights in the dark eyes. There was an attentive amused
          smile on his lips, and as the girl beside him spoke to him, he
          quickly gave her his full attention; then, turning to the two
          men, apparently repeated what she had said, and they all laughed
          loudly. It covered the comedian’s punch line and spoiled the
          laugh. Gregg was too far away to hear the rest, but there was a fast
          sally from the floor to the table, the nearest tables applauded
          and roared and banged knives on the glassware, and it looked as
          though “Tallulah” were about to punch Charlie in the nose. The
          spotlight carried “her” as “she” strode over to Charlie’s table,
          picked up a bottle, and brandished it.
        


        
          “Brain him! Kill him!” muttered Gregg behind his teeth. The near
          brawl was over in a second as Charlie rose and, with outstretched
          hands, said something apologetic, and apparently funny,
          because the onlookers laughed, “Tallulah” swished back to the
          floor and went on with the show.
        


        
          Gregg turned away and put his elbows on the bar and contemplated
          his drink. He swirled the dark fluid gently in the snifter and
          called himself names. “Virginia would be proud of you! How brave
          you are! Did you stride out into the night to wish him to
          death? Why not conjure up a thunderbolt? It’s done every day!” It
          was strange, he thought, how Charlie seemed to have a
          special claim on impunity. It was the man who felt
          guilty, who knew he deserved punishment, who drew the forces of
          justice upon himself. It has been said that the reason the
          criminal “always makes a mistake” is a subconscious desire to
          be caught, liberated from guilt by punishment. But to Charlie
          guilt was only a notion.
        


        
          Gregg leaned down to brush some fallen ash from his trouser cuff.
          “Hey, buddy—watch it, huh?” He had bumped an elbow as he raised up.
          “I’m very sorry,” Gregg apologized. “Oh, I am sorry!”
          His neighbor’s glass had been jostled out of his hand, and the
          drink was sloshing over the bar; the bartender appeared with a
          towel, and the man’s lady friend was glaring at Gregg, holding her
          own drink high out of harm’s way in case he made another attack.
        


        
          “What’n hell were you doin’? Lookin’ for loose change?” The man was
          rubbing the lapel of his jacket with his handkerchief.
        


        
          The last thing Gregg wanted to do was to attract attention,
          although it was hardly likely in the din around him. Hastily, he
          said to the bartender, “Please, will you bring another drink for
          the gentleman?”
        


        
          The man was mollified. “Well now, thanks, that’s real nice—sorry I
          blew up. You alone? We been sittin’ here waitin’ for a table for
          an hour—oughtta get one soon’s th’ show’s over. Whyn’t you join us?
          This here’s my bride—ha-ha! Married seventeen years—Marie,
          meet—wha’d you say your name was?”
        


        
          “Nicholson,” said Gregg unsociably.
        


        
          “Mr. Nicholson, and I’m Joe Webb—— Hey, Andy!” He leaned over the
          bar to speak to a couple still farther down. “Andy! Bella! Wantcha
          t’meet a frienda mine, Mr. Nicholson,” he yelled. The two yelled
          back greetings and Gregg inwardly shrank from their boozy
          camaraderie.
        


        
          The spotlight had spread for the comedian’s exit, and a burst of
          music and applause drowned out the possibility of further
          conversation. The master of ceremonies came out from between
          the curtains and collared the mike, buttonholing the crowd’s
          attention. “And now, ladies and gentlemen...”
          There were still three men and a girl at Charlie’s table but
          Charlie was no longer sitting there. Gregg looked, dumfounded; it
          had been only a matter of seconds since he’d taken his eyes off
          the table. It was like a vanishing act. He shifted sideways and
          craned his neck as a waiter blocked the view, and then a couple got
          up from the table in front of him. Perhaps he’d gone to the men’s
          room. But the men’s room was directly behind him; he would have
          seen him, and besides there hadn’t been time for him to get clear
          around through the crush so quickly. Obviously he had just left,
          and someone slipped into the chair he had vacated.
        


        
          He murmured “Excuse me” to Joe Webb, who was taking advantage of
          a lull in the noise to talk about the fine vacation he and “th’
          bride” were having. Gregg slid off the stool. “I have to—uh——”
        


        
          “What? Oh, sure, sure. Go ahead.” And then as Gregg headed for the
          exit, “Hey—it’s over here!”
        


        
          Gregg gulped in a lungful of clean air, distastefully blowing
          out the combined odor of stale tobacco, steamed lobster,
          alcohol, and mixed perfume. He looked around the jammed parking
          area but Charlie’s pale yellow Mercury was nowhere to be seen.
        


        
          Even as he hurriedly made his way, zigzagging around the parked
          cars to where his own was standing, he wondered at his obsession
          to follow Charlie, to keep him in sight. He realized that
          partially he was deliberately tiring out his own emotions,
          anxious to achieve the inevitable blunting, the satiety that
          would permit him to think “cool.” But more immediately, it was
          the same urge that makes people crowd a courtroom, gaping at a
          murderer, or line the sidewalks to get a look at someone who has
          done something extraordinary. If Charlie had remained, Gregg
          knew he would have become bored and sleepy and gone home, but the
          very fact that he had disappeared excited him to follow.
        


        
          He turned the switch and hurriedly backed his car out into the
          narrow exit passage. It was ridiculous. He had no idea where
          Charlie might be going. He might be hitting the bars, of which
          there were several along the highway, mostly little smelly dark
          appendages to the motels, with a juke box and a TV going
          simultaneously. Or perhaps he would be heading for Mrs.
          Mackenzie’s boardinghouse, an establishment literally on the
          other side of the tracks near the railroad station; a place that
          catered to the drifter, the track worker, and the gentleman
          slummer. Gentleman—as in Carewe. Gentlemen who treated all
          women like whores. Gregg’s mouth felt dry and bitter and his way
          was blocked by another car. It was facing in, its headlights
          shining in his eyes. He could see the attendant gabbing with the
          driver; he was about to lean on the horn, but just then the car
          backed out; as it turned, he saw it was a state patrol car. He heard
          one of the officers say, “Thanks, Elmer! Good night!” and the car
          swung around and headed north.
        


        
          He drew up to Elmer and handed him his ticket, saying, “Tell me,
          did you happen to see Mr. Carewe leave here a few minutes ago?”
        


        
          Elmer grinned vacantly. Gregg reached for his wallet but the man
          said, “You a cop too?”
        


        
          “I just want to know if he happened to say where he was going. You
          do know Mr. Carewe, don’t you?”
        


        
          “Charlie? Sure, I know ’im. Comes here all the time. What’s up,
          anyway? He had a skinful, but not too bad, that’s what I told the
          fellows——” He gestured to where the patrol car had disappeared.
        


        
          Gregg held back a question, saying instead, “I’m just a friend, I
          was afraid he’d been drinking too much and I’ve been trying to find
          him to drive him home. Did he say where he was going?”
        


        
          “Home.”
        


        
          “Home! It’s a little early for Charlie, isn’t it—to be going
          home?”
        


        
          “You’re not kiddin’!” chuckled Elmer confidentially. “He said
          he’d be back, and I was to hold some space for him. Said he was
          going home and pick up his bongo drums and liven the joint up a
          little”—he laughed some more—“but I don’t think he’ll be back. The
          boys were talkin’ to me about how he kited out of here last night
          with a fellow’s car. I told them, I said they’d been here together
          and I didn’t think——” but Gregg had muttered “Thanks,” and was gone.
        


        
          There were flickers of heat lightning, intermittently breaking
          the gloom and etching the details of the vaulting trees, their
          branches still, their leaves motionless. But, streaking past the
          car, the draft stung his face as Gregg pushed down the
          accelerator. Suddenly he braked and slowed as a trailer loomed
          up in his lights. Vacationists traveling in the lighter
          traffic and the coolness of the night. They were crawling, it
          seemed to Gregg. The trailer looked the size of a freight car,
          shining and long, a mansion on wheels. It was impossible to
          pass. Each time he edged out, another car appeared from the
          opposite direction, too close to chance it. Swearing, he fished
          for a cigarette and punched in the lighter on the dashboard. Just
          as he got it to his cigarette, he saw the road was clear, and with
          the still glowing lighter in his hand, he pulled out and around the
          trailer and sped ahead, almost expecting to see the rear lights
          of the patrol car at any moment. Now the lighter had gone cold and
          he pushed it back into the socket, and then threw his cigarette
          away in exasperation, thinking suddenly, “What the hell am I
          hurrying for!” Petty acts, petty frustrations were diluting
          his emotions. The obsessive drive to keep Charlie in his sights
          evaporated, and he took a deep breath as the fist in his chest let
          go for the first time since he had left the house.
        


        
          He slowed to a reasonable speed; he was still about a half hour
          from home. He would be only minutes behind the patrol car, and he
          could begin his mission of seeing to it that the protective wall
          of name and position and money—and charm—was no longer
          effective. Whatever this particular hullaballoo, whatever
          it was that had made the police want to talk to Charlie in the
          middle of the night, Charlie would have to face it himself.
          Charlie was only half smart, contrary to his boast. He had never
          credited the great familial conspiracy, the jealous
          guardianship, the love and loyalty which had embraced him all
          his life. Now, he was really alone. Bea had escaped, John had kept
          from becoming too involved (“That’s the ticket!” Larry had
          said); Walter and Virginia at last knew how to shut a door, and he
          himself had worked through his most violent, most personal
          reactions. There was no reason why any of them, ever again, should
          try to gear themselves, to hope, to expect that Charlie would be
          anything but unpredictable. Post hoc thinking in either
          direction would be foolish. Someone born without the faculty of
          insight or perception was as deeply deprived as someone born
          blind or deaf; more deeply perhaps, because the blind and deaf
          could have the insight to know what they were missing and
          compensate for it.
        


        
          The traffic was lighter, now, and for long intervals there were
          no other cars in sight. The air had become muggy, oppressive,
          and the lightning flickered nervously. There was a rumble of
          thunder and movement began to stir in the branches of the trees.
          Gregg lighted a cigarette, steadily this time, and blew the smoke
          out in a sigh of fatigue, realizing, for the first time, just how
          many hours he had put behind the wheel since morning.
        


        
          He hoped the police car had overtaken Charlie before he reached
          home so Walter and Virginia wouldn’t be disturbed. He
          determined that if he should see them stopped on the road ahead he
          would simply pass them and go on without inquiry. Once home, he
          would shut off the phone and go to bed. Then perhaps tomorrow—but
          tomorrow was tomorrow.
        


        
          The patrol car was standing behind Charlie’s Mercury in front of
          the veranda steps. The small blinker spot on top revolved busily
          like a miniature lighthouse beacon.
        


        
          The porch light and the lights in the living room were blazing; one
          of the officers was speaking into the radio phone, leaning with
          one arm on the door of the car.
        


        
          Gregg drew up behind him and, getting out, slammed the door
          impatiently. He walked toward the officer, who looked up at him
          quickly and said, “Just a moment, sir,” detaining him
          peremptorily. Back into the phone, he said, “Yeah, still alive,
          but just. Back’s broken...” and then, as he
          replaced the instrument, he said, “I wouldn’t go in just now, sir,
          there’s been an accident. You a friend?”
        


        
          Without waiting to answer, Gregg was on his way up the steps when
          the officer again stopped him. “Please—sir, there’s nothing to be
          done, the man’s dying——” but Gregg was already flinging the screen
          door open, and then stopped cold as he looked at the scene in the
          hall. Over the shoulder of the other officer, Gregg could see
          Charlie lying in a shimmering pool of broken glass on the floor.
          Virginia knelt beside him, and Walter stood staring down
          expressionlessly, his hands buried deep in the pockets of his
          robe, his hair tousled.
        


        
          The officer at his elbow was saying firmly, “Come away, sir;
          don’t intrude, there’s nothing you can do,” and Gregg permitted
          himself to be drawn back out onto the veranda.
        


        
          Out of earshot, the man said, “I don’t think he’s in any pain—he’s
          barely conscious.”
        


        
          “Well, how did it——”
        


        
          “He was on his way upstairs to get his coat to come with us, when
          the dog—Smitty, he called it—came toward him as he got to the
          landing. He was pretty drunk, of course, and not very steady, and
          the dog kind of tripped him, I guess. We were standing in the hall
          and didn’t look up until he yelled—he reached out for the railing,
          grabbed a handful of nothing, and went over, taking the
          chandelier with him.”
        


        
          After a moment Gregg asked, “What were you taking him in for?”
        


        
          “Oh, some sorehead came down to the station demanding his arrest
          for stealing and wrecking his car. Mr. Carewe was very
          co-operative about it. Seemed like a hell of a nice guy. It’s a
          damned shame—my partner and I feel very badly about it.”
        


        
          Charlie had just gone upstairs when the doorbell rang. Walter was
          dozing over a book in the library after returning from the
          Shelleys’ and had sleepily answered the summons. Virginia, in
          gown and robe, had appeared on the landing, saying, “I think I
          just heard him come in; I’ll call him.”
        


        
          At first, Charlie was indignant with them for “barging in at this
          time of night,” and one of the officers said, “Well, Mr. Wynn says
          you’re apt to skip town,” and then Charlie had roared with
          laughter.
        


        
          “Listen,” he said, wagging a finger, “I’m pretty drunk and all I
          want is some sleep, I don’t want to go any place. Don’t
          misunderstand, I’m happy to go along with you—the whole
          thing’s stupid, I can explain it very simply.”
        


        
          Walter said, “When did this happen, Charlie? What’s it all about?”
        


        
          Leaning against the newel post for support, Charlie said,
          smiling, “Mr. Garrett Wynn was too drunk to drive last night, and
          he wanted me to go and pick up his date for him. I’d gone on down to
          the Tam o’ Shanter in a cab”—momentarily his eyes flicked over
          Virginia, and they twinkled as he said, “I was mad as hell,” and
          then back to the others—“because my car didn’t have enough gas.
          Anyway, at the bar Garry took his key off the chain and gave it to
          me and said, ‘Take my car’—which is what I did. The car blew a tire
          and I went off into the ditch and then I thumbed my way home. And
          that’s all there is to it.”
        


        
          “Mr. Carewe,” interrupted the patrolman, “you’ve got the right
          to say all that, and I don’t doubt for a minute that it’s true,
          but——”
        


        
          “Why’d he wait till now to call you? Cheap son of a bitch doesn’t
          want to pay for the damage, that’s all!”
        


        
          “If you’ll wait a moment,” said Walter, “I’ll get dressed and come
          with you. This is absurd!”
        


        
          “Never mind, Dad, I’m all right, I can handle it.” Turning to
          Virginia, he said, “Go back to bed, Virgie love—you look bushed.
          We’ll stop for coffee somewhere, huh, fellows?”
        


        
          “Sure, sure.” They both grinned. “We’ve got no drunk charge against
          you!”
        


        
          Charlie started up the stairs and jokingly said, “You see,
          that’s where you’re wrong! Lucky you didn’t catch up with me till I
          was in my own home! I’ll just get my coat. Be with you in a minute.”
        


        
          “Do you want to come and sit down?” Virginia offered, but the men
          declined, saying they would just wait in the car, then they heard
          Charlie say, “Hi, there, Smitty, old girl—watch it now—hey, cut it
          out——”
        


        
          “Ambulance ought to be here in a few minutes,” said the officer
          to Gregg.
        


        
          “I’d like to go in now, if I may,” said Gregg, his voice low. “I
          know, I know,” he said as the man started to caution him, “I won’t
          touch him ”
        


        
          There having been no other source of light in the hall except the
          chandelier, the place was shadowy, lighted only by the yellow
          shafts from the living room and veranda, and the million
          reflected sparklings of the broken crystal.
        


        
          Walter looked up, rubbing his tousled head in confusion. “Gregg!
          When did you arrive!” and then gripped his hand. “This is a
          miserable business—poor welcome for you.”
        


        
          “Never mind,” said Gregg kindly. “I got in earlier this evening.
          You all right?”
        


        
          Virginia heard his voice and looked up at him and he quickly knelt
          beside her.
        


        
          “He’s trying to say something, Gregg,” she whispered, reaching up
          for his arm. “Something about rotten wood—something Mavis told
          him.”
        


        
          A small dark blue velvet cushion had been eased under his head,
          his face bore no sign of pain except for a faint dew on his brow.
          Virginia wiped it gently with her handkerchief. Leaning over
          her, Walter whispered, “I’m going up to Bea—make sure she hasn’t
          heard anything.” Virginia nodded. “Have Miss Evans give her
          another hypo if necessary.” Walter pressed Gregg’s shoulder.
          “I’m glad you’re home; I’ll be back in a minute.”
        


        
          Charlie’s lips began to move again, and Virginia bent to hear
          him. “I’m scared, Virgie love—hate mysteries——” His eyes opened
          wide and sought her face.
        


        
          Tenderly she stroked his cheek, murmuring, “It’s all right, it’s
          all right,” as if to a child.
        


        
          “Like the fox fire—scared me—silly, nothin’ to it. You know what it
          comes from?”
        


        
          “No, what does it come from, Charlie dear?”
        


        
          There was a ghost of a chuckle in his throat as he said, “Nothin’
          mysterious about it—it comes from”—his eyes glazed and he
          whispered—“from rotten wood—just stinkin’ rotten wood.” There was
          a slight smile of satisfaction on his face as a greater mystery
          was resolved for him.
        


        
          Gregg drew Virginia to her feet, to the wide door of the east
          veranda, where the air blew sweet from the sea. In the distance the
          thunder diminished and became part of the sound of the surf. The
          rain began to fall, rustling in the trees like a sigh.
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