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The wise and mature novel of a writer at the peak of his craft, Job's Year
moves with masterful swiftness and grace through the human mysteries of
love, art, and death.

At the center of Jobs Year is actor Oliver Jewett, whose fifty-eighth
year strips and humiliates him like a spiteful god but cannot destroy his
humor or ingrained decency. His elder sister, a celebrated artist, is dying,
and summons him to their California mountain home, where they try
to resume the wry tenderness of their younger years. Neglected and
resentful, Jewett’s longtime lover walks out, leaving behind responsibility
for a dangerously raffish family. Jewett’s spotty acting career takes a
turn for the better when he lands a lucrative television role, only to lose it
through an excess of talent. At an age that no longer accepts self-delusion
or flattery, Jewett reflects on the disappointments of his life with clear-eyed
irony and scaled-down dreams — and with determination to start over
again, armed only with his unassailable honor.

Throughout this precision-crafted portrait, Joseph Hansen quietly and
scrupulously lays bare the hidden workings of the human heart. Job's Year,
by turns wry, witty, searching, and poignant, is a brilliant study of a truly
good man in troubled territory familiar to us all.

Of Joseph Hansen’s most recent mainstream novel, A Smile in His
Lifetime, Leonard Michaels wrote in New West, “impressively swift and
graceful...subtle, direct, penetrating, funny,” and commented on his “fine
capacity to render characters, to capture the feeling of ordinary



domestic life....He compares well with Isherwood and Didion.” The New
York Times Book Review called it “courageous” and “always on the mark in
confronting even the darkest feelings,” while the Boston Globe
said, “Hansen 1s a strong, unflinching writer, and everything in his taut
prose is real.” The world-renowned author of the Dave Brandstetter series
of mysteries, which “puts him in a position one is tempted to classify
as greatness” (Dictionary of Literary Biography) Joseph Hansen lives in
Los Angeles with his wife, Jane. They recently celebrated their fortieth
wedding anniversary.

Jacket design © 1983 by Louise Fili

HOLT RINEHART AND WINSTON 383 Madison Avenue New York,
New York 10017






ALSO BY JOSEPH HANSEN
Fiction

Fadeout

Death Claims

Troublemaker

The Man Everybody Was Afraid Of
Skinflick

The Dog & Other Stories

A Smile in His Lifetime
Gravedigger

Backtrack

Verse

One Foot in the Boat



TVM Edition
2015



Copyright © 1983 by Joseph Hansen

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce

this book or portions thereof in any form.

Published by Holt, Rinehart and Winston,

383 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10017.

Published simultaneously in Canada by Holt, Rinehart and Winston of
Canada, Limited.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data Hansen, Joseph,
1923-Job’s year.

L. Title.

PS3558.A513J6 1983 813°.54 82-21290

ISBN 0-03-061689-1

First Edition

Designer: Nancy Dale Muldoon
Printed in the United States of America
10 987654321

My thanks to Sid Spies, M.D., Charles Macaulay, and Ed Rucker for
their advice on technical aspects of this story. —1.H.

Grateful acknowledgement is made for permission to quote from the
following: "The Mind is an Enchanting Thing,” from Collected Poems by
Marianne Moore. Copyright 1944, and renewed 1972, by Marianne
Moore. By permission Macmillan Publishing Company.

Lyrics from "Indian Summer” by Al Dubin and Victor Herbert. ©
1919,1939 (Copyright Renewed) WARNER BROS. INC. All Rights
Reserved. Used By Permission.



For Leonard and Maxine Gerhart
and Marguerite Erchul



Walking is a series of coordinated falls.
—Lewis Thomas, M.D.



January
February
March
April
May,

June

July
August
September
October
November
December

Table of Contents



January

He nores his own death will take him somewhere else, but the
deaths of others always bring him back here. He calls the place
Perdidos, though that is not its true name. Its true name sounds
something like that. He stumbled on the similarity in Spanish class
after Richie Cowan died of a broken neck practicing high-school
football. Soon afterward, Joey Pfeffer died in the war, and Perdidos
stuck as the only right name in his mind—Ilosses. He has been back
only on account of sicknesses, deaths, funerals.

Tucked into the foothills of the brown Sierra Madres, streets steep
and crooked, trees old and shaggy and dark, the town has changed in
forty years. The houses he remembers had deep eaves, long, low
porches with square beams, and crouched cool and dim under the trees.
Whole streets of those houses have been torn down. Apartment
complexes of pale stucco, with boxy balconies and sliding glass doors,
loom up among the treetops today.

Deodar Street, however, has not changed, is still wrapped in the old
hush, under its mournful, drooping, blue-green trees. He leaves his car
in front of the tongue-and-groove garage doors that front the street,
and climbs the cement steps that don’t feel familiar to his feet anymore
because they have cracked and shifted with time, with the swell of tree
roots, with small quakings of the earth. The house is high up the slope.
The steps ascend zigzag, and there are forty of them. Running up
and down them as a kid gave him strong legs, but he thinks the
steps killed his father, and has been angry about them ever since.

Halfway up the steps, he stops to catch his breath, and is struck by
the sudden realization that he is as old now as his father was when his
heart gave out. Today, his sister has told him on the telephone that she
is dying, and she is only five years older than he. Have the steps done
it to her too? They would be extra hard on her. He wonders for the
thousandth time why she moved back here. He leans his butt against
the cold cement retaining wall where moss grows coppery green, and
he lights a cigarette. An instant later, shocked at himself, he drops the



cigarette, crushes it with his shoe among the brown pine needles. He
draws a deep breath to clear his lungs, and climbs the rest of the way
to the porch.

It feels shaky underfoot—from dry rot, he wonders, or termites?
With his father, he used to creep around under the house, painting the
support beams with creosote to kill the termites or discourage them.
Redwood was supposed to be termite-proof, but his father didn’t trust
it. Jewett hated the job, the spider webs, the dead rats, and the fear of
meeting a live one in some dark crawlspace, so he told his father that
he was being ridiculous. How right he had been about everything at
seventeen! Is the house even redwood for sure? He gazes at
the stained-glass water lily window of the golden oak door, wondering
whether to ring the bell. How sick is she? He tries the brass latch. It
drops under his thumb with a limp click. He pushes open the door and
puts in his head. He calls:

“It’s me—Oliver.”

“Come in,” she calls. Her voice sounds strong, even cheerful,
which annoys him a little. If she is dying, she ought to sound as if she
1s dying. He steps inside and closes the door. For a second, he feels
disoriented because small dogs, gray and woolly, don’t come yapping
and jumping noisily around him. But the small dogs are long dead.
Lambert, her gangly, desperately cross-eyed husband, took them for a
walk in the rain one night years ago. A car on a dark street hit and
killed them all. She hasn’t replaced the dogs. Dogs always frightened
her. Other dogs.

The living room is paneled halfway up in golden oak. Above that,
wallpapers of one pattern and another used to come and go. Now the
many layers have been stripped and white paint applied. He guesses
the room is a shade brighter than it used to be because of this
innovation of hers, but it is still a gloomy room. Its sound is still
gloomy—the solemn tick of a grandfather clock, brought by some
forebear from Portsmouth, England, to Portsmouth, New Hampshire,
in 1720. For a long time, it felt strange to Jewett to live without that
sound in his ears.

Every now and then, to lift his spirits, his father used to call in
antique dealers to admire the clock and to tell him how much it was
worth. He wouldn’t have considered selling it. He just enjoyed turning



over in his mind the large sums of money they mentioned. When they
had gone off empty-handed, he would stand in front of the clock,
chuckling, wagging his head in amazement. “Can you beat that?” he
would ask Jewett. “It’s a fine old piece,” Jewett would say. He said this
because then his father would squeeze his young shoulders or ruffle his
hair. He loved his father, but he never learned to love the clock.

A set of golden oak sliding doors separates the living room from
the dining room. In his father’s and mother’s time these doors were
rarely shut. Now they are open only a few inches. From beyond them
he hears the wooden clacking that means she is weaving, sending the
shuttle back and forth, trampling the long wooden beams under the
loom with her one good leg and her one crippled leg. The shortness of
that leg forces her to twist on the bench each time she uses it. The
motion would startle a stranger. It looks as if something with sharp
teeth is nipping her behind.

How can she be dying? He parts the doors and stands watching her
in annoyance and admiration. She is very good at weaving. He wishes
he were good at some basic craft like that, something that can be done
alone and with the hands. It is an old wish of his that he can’t shake
off, no matter that it is beyond reach and getting farther beyond reach
with every birthday. She works quickly but without seeming to hurry.
The wools she uses are the colors of the sheep, goats, llamas they came
from, browns, tans, muted yellows, grays, duns, blacks. The
yarns, spun for her by Indians in Arizona to whom she sends the
wool, are crude, thick, nubby. She is famous for the hangings
she makes of these wools. Her hangings—mno matter that she
meant them to be rugs—drape the walls in the permanent
collections of great museums.

“Shouldn’t you be lying down?” he says.

“I’'m not dead yet,” she says, but she stops weaving, turns on the
bench, gives him a smile. Her bad foot clunks against a strut under the
bench. He is not startled by how homely she is. He spent too many
years with her for that. But he has not seen her since Lambert was
alive—can it really have been seven years?—and her homeliness
impresses him anew, perhaps because he spends so much time with
people whose good looks are all they have. She is pug-faced and
dwarfish, and her mouth looks as if her teeth were crowding to get out



of it. She wears glasses now almost as thick as those poor old Lambert
wore toward the end in the frail hope of staving off blindness a
little longer. Since their mother’s death, Susan has kept her
hair cropped short. It is almost white, though she is only sixty-two, and
he finds it touching that a bald spot has started at the top of her skull at
the back. As if she can read his thoughts, she says, “Handsomer than
ever, aren’t you? Tall and straight and trim. Beautiful Oliver.”

“Your eyesight is playing tricks on you,” he says. “I’m old, Susan.”

“Distinguished, then,” she says. “Is that better?”

“Your phone call was pretty frightening.” He steps to the loom and
stands looking gravely down at her. The loom is large and high and
takes up most of the dining room. A round golden oak table used to
stand here, hedged by stiff, uncomfortable golden oak chairs. A
Tiffany lamp hung on a chain over the table. That too is gone, but
some stained glass in the same pattern still tops the wide windowpane
at Susan’s back. Big cardboard cartons are stacked high and untidily
around the paneled walls. The cartons bulge with hanks of yarn and
with bulky folds of woven stuff. Along the walls, high up, and
from the plate rails where no plates stand anymore, hang lengths
of hefty braiding and macrame work. These she sometimes weaves
into her great panels, making of them bristly bas-reliefs. He says,
“How do you feel? What does the doctor say?”

“I feel marvelous,” she says brightly, “that’s why I went to the
doctor. Doesn’t everyone?” She looks worried and touches his hand.
“You’re not really a numbskull, are you, Oliver? You just talk like one,
sometimes, isn’t that it? You pretend. Of course.” She turns back and
shoots the worn shuttle across the strings of the loom rapidly, two,
three, four times, the treadles under the loom, the beams above,
clattering, her squat body giving, each time, that jerk that seems to be
from pain and is not. ““You’re an actor. Pretending to be someone else
is your whole life. Isn’t that what they say?”

“The numbskull part is genuine,” he says. “It’s me. Are you going
to answer my numbskull question?”

She stops weaving, but does not look up at him, looks at her work,
runs her stumpy hands on it. “I have what Mother had,” she says
quietly. “Leukemia. I had to check in at the hospital, waste ten days
with doctors and machines. They had to have tests, the results of tests.



I didn’t. I knew. I watched her get sick.” Her hazel eyes swim behind
the thick lenses when she looks up at him. “I watched her die. We are
simply not a long-lived family.”

He says gently, “What can I do for you?”

“Nothing.” She makes a deprecatory face. “I’m sorry I brought you
all this way. As you can see, I’'m all right. I’ll be making runs to the
hospital. Every fourth week, every day of that week. For
chemotherapy.”

“I'll drive you,” he says. “Mother was weak. Are you weak? You
look strong. What about all the steps? Can you keep climbing all those
damned steps?”’

“They’ve never stopped me yet,” she says, “game leg and all. They
won’t tell you anymore how long you’ve got—but Mother had more
than a year, and I’m stronger than she was. It was selfish of me to call
you. I’m used to being on my own. It’s just that this—surprised me.”

She chooses words oddly, always has. He doesn’t know what his
word would be, but not surprised. “I imagine so,” he says. “Susan, I’'m
sorry. It’s so terribly unfair.”

As if he hadn’t spoken, she goes on. “I don’t get all feminine and
frantic as a rule. But suddenly I wanted Lambert. Suddenly I needed
him. And he isn’t here. And Mother isn’t here, Father isn’t here. |
needed you. Or thought I did. You were the only one I could think of
that I wanted to tell my troubles to. And now I don’t know why, do 1?”
She smiles a crooked smile and pats his hand again. “We’re not what
we used to be, are we? We’ve been apart too long. We’re strangers....”

They were in the back bedroom. She was twelve years old and he
was seven. She had had polio and had been in the hospital where he
could not see her for a long, lonely time. Now she was at home again
at last, in her bed, crutches leaning against the wall by the head of the
bed, steel brace with its leather straps and many buckles lying on a
chair beside the bed. Sun streamed through the window. The window
was open. A warm breeze bellied the pale mesh curtains, and the
wooden strip of the half-raised roller shade tapped the window frame.

He kept trotting out and down the hall to their parents’ bedroom,
where he plundered the closet for dresses and shoes and hats. He
changed these with eager swiftness, tossing helter-skelter the garments
that smelled deliciously of his mother’s perfume. Everything was



absurdly too big, and he cinched up the dresses with scarves. He
regarded his small, impudent self in the oval pier glass, turning this
way and that—lipstick, rouge, eyebrow pencil. He staggered and
clunked in the loose high heels back to Susan’s door. He had already
done a song-and-dance number—Around the corner, and under the
tree, a handsome major, he waits for me.... What should he do now?

He breathed deeply through his nose, puffed out his chest, stood
straight and haughty, and simpered in, announcing, “I am Madame
Letitia van Pumpernickel, very fashionable, just back from the Riviera.
What a lovely holiday, my dear.” He flourished a carved ivory
cigarette holder he’d found in his father’s cuff-link box. He batted his
mascaraed lashes and twittered, “We caught ever so many goldfish.”
Susan burst out laughing, and this made him laugh. So hard that he fell
in a heap of organdy on the floor and rolled about helplessly, breaking
his mother’s beads....

“You’re not a stranger to me,” he says now. “If I’'m a stranger to
you, it’s because they’ve tampered with your blood. What we are to
each other is in the blood, Susan. Absence can’t change that, time can’t
change it. We are not strangers, and we never can be.” He is moved by
the speech. It brings tears to his eyes. To hide the tears from her, he
turns and peers into the living room. He wipes away the tears with his
fingers. The living room, he sees now, is dusty, neglected, the only
spot of brightness a potted yellow chrysanthemum newly brought by
some well-wisher. When Lambert was alive—Lambert who could
see scarcely anything, who stalked lankily around indoors, even
by daylight, following the beam of a powerful flashlight, bald
head thrust out on skinny neck as he peered and squinted—
when Lambert was alive, she had kept the house spruce, which
the shedding of Lambert’s beloved dogs couldn’t have made easy. The
place is scruffy now. He turns back. “I’m moved that you called me. I
would have hated it if you hadn’t called me.”

“You’ll get fed up when I repeat the process often enough,” she
says. “The first week of treatments starts soon. What a prospect. It
makes you feel so sick.”

“You told me she had her good weeks,” he says.

Her laugh is faint and ironic. “Oh, yes. And for the time being,
she’d forget. But she hated her hair falling out—that’s a side effect of



chemotherapy, you know. She loved to look pretty. I can’t look pretty
if 1 try. I don’t care about my hair. It’s the vomiting I hate. You
remember how I hate 1t? You used to hold my head.” She runs her
hands on the weaving again and sighs. “Ah, it’s not important. It’1l
give me time to get my work done.” She peers up at him. “Will you
come hold my head?” She adds quickly, “I can hire a nurse. I’'m all
right for money, and you have your life to live.”

“I have time on my hands,” he says. “The phone is not exactly
jangling off the hook with offers of jobs.” He strokes her hair. It is old-
womanly soft and thin. “If that should miraculously change, we’ll
think about a nurse.”

She takes his hand and lays it for a moment against her cheek, also
soft and old-womanish. She kisses his hand and smiles at him. “I see
you sometimes on the television. It makes me proud.”

“You must not blink often,” he says. “My bits tend to go past pretty
briskly. I go into bookstores now and then to read the art magazines for
free. You’re in them more often than I’m on the tube. That makes me
proud. When I was in London with that lousy musical, I went to the
Tate and looked at your hanging there. I told everybody in the room
you were my sister.”

“They must have thought you were crazy,” she says, but she is
pleased. He can tell. She blushes.

He looks at his watch. “It’s noonish. How about I fix us some
lunch?”

She grimaces. “To feed those voracious white cells?”

“Oh, Susan. Come on, now.” Her bitterness chills him. “Sorry,” she
says. “I’ve stopped eating lunch. I’ve got too much work to get
through.” She begins to weave again. “I’m full of ideas. If I don’t get
cracking, I won’t be able to use them up.”

He heads for the kitchen, calling back, “If you’re going to be an
invalid, you’ve got to start letting people do things for you. I want to
cook. Is that all right?”

“Thank you,” she calls, and the loom keeps clattering.

The kitchen is a horror. The linoleum is a welter of grimy spots and
smears. The pots on the stove are blackened, greasy, clotted with food.
Dishes, glasses clutter the counter by the sink, unwashed. He opens the
refrigerator, which hasn’t been wiped of fingerprints in a long while.



The light inside has gone out and there is a powerful smell of food
gone bad. She has given up, hasn’t she? She must have known what
was happening to her long before she made herself see that doctor.
He probes among bowls covered in furry mold, a transparent envelope
of green bacon, plastic bags flaccid with vegetables turned to brown
mush. He sniffs at the red and white milk carton. Sour. He regards
three eggs in the rack on the door. Can they be fresh? The freezer is
clotted with snow, and holds only a tray of ice cubes and the
crystallized remains of a pint of chocolate ice cream. He closes the
refrigerator and opens cupboards. A few cans, tops thick with dust, a
collapsed box of cornflakes. Dog biscuits. Really? He returns to her.
“When did you last eat?” he says.

“I don’t seem hungry.” The beams and treadles lift and fall, the
shuttle runs like a rat across the strings and back. She throws him a
little smile meant to reassure him. “I have toast and tea and maybe an
egg. It’s a bore, cooking for yourself. Look at me. Do I appear to be
withering away? I eat when I think of it.”

“Start thinking of 1t now.” He digs his keys from his jacket pocket
and heads for the front door, tossing the keys in his hand, jingling
them. “T’ll do some shopping. I’ll be right back.”

When he returns, she is not at the loom. She lies in her clothes on
the bed in her childhood room asleep. The sheets and pillowcases of
the bed are grubby. The air of the room is sour with the smell of
unwashed clothes. These are strewn everywhere. The mirror over the
handsome old chest of drawers hasn’t been washed in years. In it, he
appears to himself a ghost. He has bought detergent, spray cleaners,
sponges, pot scrubbers, oven cleaner, paper towels, plastic trash bags
at the supermarket. He scrubs the pots, washes the dishes, scours the
sink, cleans grease and grime off the stove top. All that rots in
the refrigerator he dumps into the big green bags, which he wires shut
and sets at the foot of the back steps, because the rubber garbage can
and galvanized trash barrels are overflowing.

“All T have time for,” she says, by way of apology, “is my work. |
didn’t mean for you to have to clean and scrub.” She is eating at the
kitchen table, which he has sponged of years of accumulated food
spills and whose white enamel does its aged best to shine. “I can hire



someone to do that. I just keep putting it off.” She regards him
earnestly. ““You mustn’t think it’s the neglect of despair.”

“How’s the omelet?” he says.

“Scrumptious,” she says, though she has taken only a few small
bites, quite plainly to oblige him. “Light as air. Delicious. You should
open a restaurant.”

“Should have,” he says. “Too late now to change careers.” He
laughs at himself. “Career? That’s quite a word for it, right?”” “You’ve
lived,” she says, “by doing what you wanted most to do. Very few
people can say that. Me too. We’ve been lucky.” He nods at her plate.
“Eat,” he says, and, watching her, worriedly, “You were only sitting at
that loom to impress me with how well you are, to show me that the
phone call was exaggeration. You went to lie down as soon as I was
out the door. You didn’t mean for me to find you that way. You meant
to be all perky and weaving away when I got back. Be honest, now.”

“I get tired quickly,” she says. “But an hour’s nap and I can work
again. It’s just a question of pacing.” She lays down her fork and her
eyes beg him. “I’m sorry. I can’t eat it all. It’s not your fault. My
stomach’s shrunk. I does that, you know, when you don’t keep
stretching it. Ah, but it was good.”

He smiles. “I’m glad,” he says.

“You can put it in a plastic bag,” she says, “in the icebox. I’ll heat
it and eat it for my supper.”

“I’ll cook Alfredo for our supper.” He stands and takes away the
plates. “It’s the easiest thing I know on the stomach. Fettucini in butter
and cream with parmesan.”

“I didn’t mean to make a servant of you.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” He scrapes her plate and his neatly into a
new white plastic garbage bag. He washes and dries plates, knives,
forks, and puts them away. Glasses—she agreed to a taste of white
wine. He says, “You know I was meant to be a happy little housewife.”

She says sharply, “That’s not so. There was that Rita Lopez
woman. [ hate it when you talk like that.”

“Sorry,” he says. “It used to amuse you.”

“A little boy dressed up in Mommy’s clothes is one thing,” she
says. She doesn’t say what the other thing is. She gets up from the



table. Awkwardly. It tilts and rights itself with a bang. “I didn’t know
what it meant then.”

Her harshness startles him. It is new and it 1s old. It began forty
years ago. It didn’t relent during his time with Rita— Rita scandalized
Susan. It held on grimly until she married Lambert, when she began to
send Jewett birthday cards, Christmas cards, even to phone him now
and then. With the advent of Bill, she made sure to ask after him—
coolly but dutifully, calling him Mr. Haycock. Then Lambert died, and
Jewett was in Spain with a film and couldn’t come to the funeral, and
Susan became angry and silent.

Into a long, crisp, white paper bag marked Pfeffer’s in red he slides
the fresh loaf of crusty sourdough bread, and folds the end of the bag
tight. He won’t put it into the breadbox now. He hasn’t investigated the
breadbox, but he can guess what he will find. He lays the loaf in its
sack on the sink counter. Maybe that she is dying has made her bitter
all over again. She has time to think, hours of it every day, sitting at
the loom, only her hands and feet occupied, no one to talk to. Has it
come to her that there’s no time left, no chance left to alter, amend,
reverse the past? While we live most of us cling, against our
common sense, to the hope that somehow we can.

Faced with final hopelessness, why wouldn’t her old bitterness
resurface? Lambert is gone. Why wouldn’t she think again of Ungar
and her loss of Ungar all those long years ago, and blame Jewett afresh
in 1980 as she had blamed him in 1939? Maybe, after all, he is well off
earning his sketchy living as he does. No time to think—mnot while he
1s working. Happily for him, acting doesn’t take brains, or he’d have
starved long ago. But it takes attention and a lot of other people. And
since he can’t forget anything, any more than she can, it was a
lucky choice for him. And he is angry with himself now for
having reminded her of something hateful to her....

It was raining. The long cement stairs up to the house had drains,
but the fallen needles of the deodars clogged the small outlets. It was
one of Jewett’s chores to keep these clear, but he forgot when the
weather was fine, only remembered too late. Now, for example,
scrambling up the stairs two at a time because when he’d set off for
school the sky was cloudless, and he hadn’t taken his raincoat. The
steps were little waterfalls, and the rain, which had already soaked his



hair, his clothes, and, worst of all, his books, now seeped cold into his
shoes. He splashed at a run around the side of the house and flapped in
at the back porch screen door. He set the books down and
stood miserably shaking his arms and plucking at his damp
trouser legs. He teetered on one foot, then the other, prying off
shoes, peeling off socks. He padded across the cold kitchen
linoleum for a dish towel. The dyes of the book covers stained the
towel red, blue, green. To hide the towel, to postpone hearing about it,
he lifted the lid of the washing machine and dropped the towel inside.
Also the socks. He wrapped each book in dry newspaper and left them
on the porch, along with his shoes.

Ear cocked for Susan’s voice, he made for the bathroom. She didn’t
call out, and he decided she must be asleep beyond her closed door.
She had been sick with pneumonia—it was always something—and
was only slowly getting well. He lowered the plug on its little soapy
chain into the drain of the clawfooted tub, set the faucets so the water
rushed hard into the tub, testing it with his hand to be sure it was on
the temperate side of scalding, then, shivering, stripped off his wet
clothes. He remembered that his mother would probably arrive home
—she was a high-school teacher—before he finished his bath, and
he trotted naked down the hall to get his bathrobe from the hook on the
inside of his bedroom closet door. Dragging the robe behind him, he
was trotting back up the hall, when a young man in a clerical collar
stepped out of the door of Susan’s room, saw him, and stopped dead in
his tracks, staring.

This had to be Ungar, the new curate at St. Barnabas Episcopal
Church. Jewett hadn’t met him, but Susan had chattered about him,
excitement in her voice, brightness in her eyes. Ungar had begun
visiting her in the hospital, and had continued his visits here, sitting
beside her bed for an hour every morning, reading to her. He had
brought her gifts. A crucifix now hung over the carved head of her
bed. A prayer book lay among the medicine bottles on the bedside
table under the lamp. An odd, brown, medieval drawing of an
immense St. Theresa, seated, leaning back against a tiny cathedral,
adorned a wall. Stepping in to play chess with Susan, Jewett had
caught her praying. It repelled him. To him, as to his father
and mother, religion was all right, but you didn’t let it show.



He had pictured this Ungar as a sickly runt. He looked like a
Viking—six feet tall, blue-eyed, clear, healthy skin, a body obviously
all trim, hard-packed muscle under that black suit. Jewett whipped the
robe around to cover his nakedness, gave Ungar some kind of smile,
gulped out “Bath,” dodged into the steam, and shut and bolted the
door. He washed, then lay stretched out in the soap-milky water, letting
the heat soak the cold of the winter rain out of him. He thought about
Ungar. The way the curate had looked at him made him uneasy.
Ungar hadn’t just been surprised. There’d been more to it. Jewett
had seen that look once before. In the dog-brown eyes of John
Le Clerc. Jewett sat up sharply, sloshing the bathwater. He didn’t want
to think about that. He yanked the plug, used a hand to wipe off the
soap ring, climbed out of the tub, dried himself hurriedly, flapped into
his robe, and knotted the sash tight.

Whenever he saw parked at the foot of the stairs Ungar’s gray
Plymouth with the St. Christopher medal hanging off a chain from the
rearview mirror, Jewett veered away from the house. If Ungar showed
up when Jewett was at home, Jewett closed the door to his room and
stayed in there, doing homework, listening to records, reading, until
Ungar had gone away again. When his mother told him Ungar was
coming to dinner, Jewett made up urgent rehearsals of his little-theater
group to keep himself away. His mother and father didn’t notice, but
Susan noticed. She wasn’t sick anymore, but she stayed in bed a
lot. She felt safe there. If she were up and dressed, she might have
to go out, and she shrank from going out, hated people staring at her,
dwarfish, limping along. She was in bed, holding a pulpy little brown
playscript, cuing him in some silly lines in a childish play, when she
closed the book and said:

“Oliver, what’s the matter? He always asks about you. You’re
hurting his feelings. He doesn’t understand. You don’t like him, do
you? The first man who’s ever paid any attention to me in my life, and
you don’t like him. Why?”

Jewett felt his face grow hot. “I like him fine. Why wouldn’t I like
him? You’re crazy. Come on, throw me the stupid cue.”

He had never minded telling her the truth before—mostly anyway.
But those words of hers, The first man who's ever paid any attention to
me in my life, stopped his mouth. It had never made any difference to



her, had 1t? Hadn’t she run and hidden from boys? She was rarely sick
in summer, only in winter, so she wouldn’t have to hobble along the
hallways of the school. Books were her life, drawing, painting, things
she could do alone in her room, in her safe bed. And here she was
suddenly talking like an ordinary woman. She was, for God’s sake, in
love with Ungar. It hit Jewett in the head, like the hammer they
hit steers with at the slaughterhouse.

He was jerked up on a hook and swept along like a carcass through
the slaughterhouse, gutted, hollow, stripped of his hide. All he had
thought of was himself, keeping away from Ungar because he knew
what Ungar was and what Ungar wanted of him, and it frightened the
hell out of him. He hadn’t thought what Ungar might mean to Susan.
Not until this moment. He began to sweat. It was a bad situation—he
could see that much. But how did his seeing it help? He couldn’t
help. He was sixteen years old, for God’s sake. How could he
help? What would happen if he didn’t help? For a week after
that, worry broke up his sleep. Once, he sat his father down to tell him
about Ungar, but he couldn’t speak the words. Anyway, maybe he was
mistaken. He didn’t have any proof, did he? If Ungar was a queer, then
why was he courting Susan?

St. Barnabas had a little radio station in its parish house, gray
carpet, gray, asbestos-sprayed walls, two or three shiny
ribbon microphones on iron pipe stands, a tiny control room with
one turntable and a double-paned window that peered out into
the studio. Once a week, the radio broadcasting class at the high school
got to use the place. A clever Jewett would have kept away. But Jewett
was beautiful, not clever. More than that, he had a deep, pleasant
voice, and read with ease and expressiveness. He was always given big
parts to play in the lame dramatizations of the lives of scientists the
high-school class was doing that year. He had his heart set on a
brilliant future as an actor. He couldn’t make himself stay away.

Naturally, Ungar saw him going in and out. Naturally, Ungar began
coming into the control room, standing back out of the student
engineer’s way, listening to rehearsals, listening to broadcasts.
Pretending to. His eyes, blue as flowers, always seemed to be on
Jewett. Whenever Jewett caught him staring, Ungar didn’t turn his
eyes away. He smiled. Jewett didn’t know how to cope with that, and



foolishly smiled back. Then, one night after a broadcast, when it had
come on to rain, Ungar was there to offer to drive home students who
didn’t have rides. Smelling of wet wool, five youngsters crowded into
the gray Plymouth. To deliver them, Ungar twice had to pass
Deodar Street, yet Jewett somehow wound up alone with him.
And Ungar said the words and made the moves Jewett expected
but had fooled himself for weeks into thinking wouldn’t be
said, wouldn’t be made. He was cornered. He didn’t know what to do.
He’d only worried, he hadn’t planned. But he had to do something, and
he took Ungar’s hand off him and said:

“What about my sister?”

“This was your idea,” Ungar said, “from the start.” They sat parked
under dripping trees that cut off the light from the streetlamps. “Don’t
pretend to me. You’re the same as [ am. You’ve been waiting for this.
You know it.”

“No.” Jewett found it hard to breathe. He put the hand away from
him again. “I’m not the same as you. I’'m not a queer.” He couldn’t
look at Ungar. He looked straight ahead at the rain streaming down the
windshield, and knew with a stab a grief and shame that he was lying.
His voice sounded to him like a child’s cry, afraid in the dark, not of a
dream but of the truth, of the real terror standing tall and murderous at
the foot of the bed. He had told himself that masturbating with Richie
Cowan, naked in Richie’s room, or up the canyons where they
sometimes hiked, was just something boys did. For the fun of
it, because it felt good. All boys did it. But he knew they didn’t do it to
each other, not most of them. He and Richie were the only ones he
knew about for sure. What Richie was, was Richie’s secret—but
Jewett knew what Jewett was, and not facing up to it was lying. Still, it
was different with John Le Clerc, with Ungar. They were men, grown
men. There was something vile about that. It turned his stomach.

“What about my sister?” he said again, and groped for the door
handle with a shaking hand. Ungar’s fingers were warm on his fly
again, gently squeezing. Jewett was getting an erection. Ungar
chuckled softly.

“See?”” he said. “I’m right about you.”

“I can’t help it,” Jewett said, and found the handle, shouldered the
door open, and fell out onto wet grass on his hands and knees. He



scrambled to his feet and turned to face the car. Ungar was leaning
across the seat, reaching out—for Jewett, or only for the door? Jewett
caught the door to keep him from closing it. Jewett leaned down, wet
hair streaming in his eyes, and shouted in a broken voice, “I don’t have
to help it. You have to help it. You’re a minister, for God’s sake. Now,
are you going to tell her, or am 1?” The door was wrenched out of his
hand. It slammed loud in the rainy night silence. The car shot
away, swerving, skidding on the wet pavement, Jewett shouting wildly
after it, “What about Jesus? What about sin?” Somewhere inside a
house down the street a dog barked at his shouting. He pushed his
hands into his pockets, hunched his shoulders, and sloshed miserably
home.

“He’s quit his job. He’s gone away.” Susan’s eyes were red and
swollen with weeping, her knob of a nose was red with weeping, and
her mouth was wet and ugly, crying at him. He’d rarely seen her weep.
She had been through terrible times with disease and doctors but she’d
rarely broken. It had taken Jewett to break her, hadn’t it? He had to be
the one. She stood in the doorway of his room. At his desk, he was
cutting cardboard for a miniature set he was making for Our Town. He
turned to stare at her, amazed and afraid. “And it’s your fault,” she
cried. “If it hadn’t been for you, he would have been all right. He told
me all about it. You. You.” She came lurching on her uneven legs
to stand over him. Her spittle struck his eyes. “Traipsing
naked through the house that day. You saw his car. You had to see
it. You knew he was here. You did it on purpose.”

“No.” Her fury dazed him. “I didn’t. Why would 1?”

“You know why. Because you’re beautiful, and you knew he’d see
you naked, and then he couldn’t help himself.”

“It’s not true,” Jewett said. Hopelessly. Could it be true? Had he
seen the car? He couldn’t remember seeing the car. It had been raining
terribly hard, and he had been running with his head down, only
thinking of how to get in out of the rain, to get dry, to get warm. “I
didn’t know anything about him. I’d never seen him before. After it
happened, I tried to stay away from him. You know that. You saw it.
Remember, you even talked to me about it?”



“But you didn’t answer,” she said, “did you? You lied to me. Yes,
you kept away from him when I could see, but you went to St.
Barnabas, didn’t you? Where I couldn’t see. And where you knew he’d
see you again.” While she spoke, her eyes searched the disorderly desk
top, the open copy of Theatre Arts, poster paints, sliced cardboard,
brushes, masking tape. “And remember how beautiful you are naked.
All that beauty in the house. And me. Something to scare children in a
fairy tale. What would he want with me when he’d seen you? Ugly
Susan. Ugly, ugly!” She lunged past him. Her hand scrabbled
after something on the desk. He saw the dangerous glint of it in
her stubby fingers—the single-edged razor blade he used for cutting.
She tried to slash her throat. He caught at her, jumping up, the chair
clattering on its back. He wrestled with her. She was a head shorter,
but she was strong. They fell to the floor, struggling. Her cries were
keenings of despair. A great smear of blood crossed her blouse
suddenly. His hand had made that. The blade had slashed the palm of
his hand. He didn’t know when. She didn’t have the blade. It lay small
and harmless on the floor. He picked it up.

“I’'m bleeding,” he said stupidly, and laid the blade on the desk. He
should go to the bathroom, wash the cut, put disinfectant on it,
bandage it. He didn’t go. He was afraid to leave her. She lay weeping,
facedown on the oval braided rug, shaking with sobs, wailing. He held
the bleeding hand with his other hand, standing over her. “I didn’t
mean it,” he said, tears running down his face, the blood from his hand
dripping in a quick patter on his shoes. “I didn’t want it to happen. You
have to believe me. I’'m sorry, I’m sorry....”

He says now, reading the red lettering on the bread sack, “Joey
Pfefter’s son wants to sell the bakery. Can you imagine that? How long
had it been there? Fifty years I know about. I’d like to buy it. It was
fun working there, getting up when the whole town was asleep. When
was that? Nineteen-forty, ’forty-one? Summers.” He smiles and is
wryly surprised that he can smile, considering what Joey Pfeffer did to
him. Poor Joey! “Good, honest work, baking. Something people need.”

“Buy it,” she says from the kitchen doorway.



“No money.” He has glimpsed a green plastic bucket on the back
porch. He goes to get it, and lifts down a dry, cobwebby mop from a
rusty nail. He carries bucket and mop to the clean sink. “I thought that
after I got enough lines in my face, enough gray in my hair’—he
dumps detergent powder into the bucket—*“they’d stop turning me
down because 1 was too pretty. They still turn me down.” He pours
from a white plastic jug into the bucket bleach whose strong fumes
make his eyes water. “I’ll never get rich.” He runs hot water hard into
the bucket.

She says, “My work is bringing ridiculous prices. Has been for
years. Armie makes me keep it off the market. Your old room is
stuffed with it. Don’t worry—you’ll have plenty of money when I die.
I promise.”

“No more talk about dying, all right?” He turns off the water and
lowers the heavy bucket to the floor. He plunges the stiff, matted
strings of the mop into it.

“You don’t have to mop,” she says.

“Of course I don’t have to.” He pulls up the mop, bends, squeezes
some of the soapy water out of it with his hand, the one with the long,
white scar across the palm. He slaps the sopping strings down on the
floor and begins to mop. He tosses her another smile. “I’ll do it
because I want to, all right?”

“Take off your shoes, then,” she says, “and socks. Roll up your
pants legs.”

“Yes. Too right.” He sits on a chair to do these things. “You going
to weave? You going to lie down?” He sets the shoes on the table,
tucks the socks into them. He picks up the four chairs and turns them,
legs up, on the table. It reminds him of the cafe jobs he took when he
was young and acting in hole-in-corner theaters that paid little or, more
often, paid nothing at all.

“Work, 1 think,” she says, and starts away, and then turns back.
“Oliver, I'm sorry I snapped at you. I know—" She frowns, struggling
to find words. “I know you can’t help it. It’s not your fault you’re—the
way you are. It was that miserable Le Clerc.”

He is mopping again, his back to her. He shuts his eyes and says
wearily, “That’s not true, Susan. He wouldn’t have done what he did if
I hadn’t already been—what did you say?—the way I am. I didn’t



know it, no. Not to put a name to. But Le Clerc knew. He could see it.
So could Ungar, when he came along. It’s a sixth sense.”

“Rubbish,” she says.

He looks at her. “Now you’re forgetting the boy who got himself
up in Mommy’s dresses. And Mommy’s makeup. Even Mommy’s
underwear. Ah, no, you didn’t know about the underwear. That was a
secret vice. But the rest? Didn’t that strike you as a little odd for a
boy?”

“It was playacting,” she says dismissively. “You loved it from the
start, and you still love it. Dressing up. Being someone else. The
laughter, the applause.” She stops and eyes him. “You don’t wear
women’s clothes today?”

Jewett shakes his head, pads barefoot to the bucket to rinse out the
mop, squeezing hard. “It wasn’t Le Clerc’s fault. It was mine.” He lets
the mop soak up the soapy water. “I led him on. I was flattered by all
the attention he gave me, his smiles, the way he touched my hair, the
little presents. But 1 sensed there was more.” He lifts the streaming
mop and slaps it down. Water runs across the filthy linoleum. He mops
at it. The bright blue of the linoleum begins to show in streaks. “I
played that poor man like a doomed fish, Susan.”

“You didn’t know what you were doing.” She scoffs. “You didn’t
know he’d attack you sexually. You didn’t know anything about such
things. Surely not.”

Mopping away, Jewett smiles crookedly, miserably. “Attack. What
a word. He was gentle, he was tender. I remember how his hands
trembled. Susan, there were tears in his eyes.”

She snorts. “He was an easy weeper. | remember how he wept out
there in the living room when Daddy confronted him with what he’d
done to you.”

“Done to me?” Jewett gives a bleak laugh. “Susan, I nearly
destroyed that man. I’ll never forget it, and I’ll never forgive myself.”

“Nonsense. If anyone tried to destroy John Le Clerc that day it was
himself. He was a grown man, Oliver. He knew the chance he was
taking. You were only a child.”

“I was eleven years old,” he says,“no baby.”

“He disgusted and frightened you and you panicked.”



“And ran in a sweat to tattle on him. It was a mean-spirited,

vindictive, horrible thing to do.» He wrings out the mop again, lets it
sop up soapy water again, splats it down again in a new place on the
linoleum. He shoves and pulls it with the gritty handle. “And I knew it.
I knew he couldn’t help himself. Don’t ask me how I knew. There are
some things that just can’t be explained.”

“Oliver, all the man lost was a pathetic job directing a tiny
community theater. He didn’t go to jail, didn’t go to court. There
wasn’t a word in the newspapers. Not even a word of gossip. Daddy let
him off to protect you. Do you suppose he starved to death?” Her
laugh is brief and mocking. “He got another job in another little theater
in another little town, didn’t he? And lived happily ever after, I have
no doubt, molesting little boys to his heart’s content. You are such a
fool, sometimes.”

“Have to change the water,” he says.

“I’m sorry to be disagreeable,” she says. “I’m glad you came. I’ve
missed you all these years. It never felt right, our being apart. I love
having you here again—and not just for all this drudgery you’re doing,
either. I needed you, Oliver. I need you.”

He dumps the water from the green bucket into the sink. More mud
than water. He pours a new jolt of detergent into the bucket, more
bleach. The sink stops draining, still half full. He pulls up his sleeve
and plunges his hand in. The drain is clogged with what? He lifts out a
greasy wad. Dog hair. She hasn’t mopped since Lambert died. He slaps
the clot of hair into the white garbage bag. The sink empties with a
sucking sound. He holds the bucket under the tap and turns hot water
into it hard. He glances at her in the doorway, in her misshapen
blue jeans and chambray shirt stitched with flowers. Her clothes need
washing too.

“Thank you,” he says. “I’ve been waiting a long time for someone
to say that to me. I’'m glad it turned out to be you.”



F ebruary

HE 1s late and disgusted with himself about it. It is almost eight,
and Bill will have left by now, sulky, resentful. Jewett unlocks the heavy
plate-glass door and, keys in his hand, crosses the deep, not quite spotless
carpet of a lobby jungly with vines and creepers. He turns a key in the
brassy little tin door of the mailbox. Bill never checks it—mnot unless he
has entered his name in a lottery that promises a house, an automobile, a
television recorder, matched luggage—once even a purebred Jersey cow.
The color photos of smiles, blue skies, shiny premiums, on heavy high-
gloss paper lure him now and then. But not often. And not lately—not that
Jewett knows of.

Jewett doesn’t really believe there will be checks for him in the box. But
he lives in hope. Occasionally, without his knowledge, some commercial is
rerun in which he has smiled benignly upon a pretend grandchild and a box
of cereal. Not today. Not tonight. Tonight, a single envelope leans in the
box. He pulls it out, and pushes the little door so that its lock clicks. He
drops his keys into his pocket and wearily mounts the steps from the patio
by the pool of blue water to the second-tier gallery, staring at the envelope
without a lot of interest.

He is too damned tired. He feels as if he has driven all over Southern
California today. From here in Mar Vista near the beach, thirty miles north
and inland to Perdidos, ten miles back to University Medical Center,
because the hospital in Perdidos can’t treat Susan’s illness, back to Deodar
Street, where he washed a week’s dishes, cooked lunched, dusted and
vacuumed, changed Susan’s bed, cooked supper, washed up afterward, then
fought traffic on three freeways back here, only in time to be too late.

The envelope i1s one of those with a hole cut in it to show the address,
his name and Bill’s typed by a computer. In the return-address corner in
blue type is the name of the land management firm that collects the rent.
But it is the wrong time of month for the rent bill. Besides, the envelope is
too big. He slides it into his jacket pocket, takes out his keys again,
and unlocks the door of the apartment. He will fix himself a stiff drink, set a



record on the turntable, take off his shoes, sit down with his feet up, and
maybe open the envelope and maybe not. Maybe he will let it go until
tomorrow morning. His hand finds the wall switch, and lamplight blooms
around the room.

He hangs his jacket in the closet, lays the envelope beside the brown
velour wing chair he means to relax in, and heads for the bathroom. The
coffee, and the wine in mismatched cheese-spread glasses that he shared
with Susan at dinner, have been pressing for release. He empties his
bladder, flushes the toilet, splashes his face with cold water, uses the towel,
comes out of the bathroom, and, starting back to the living room,
hears thumps beyond the closed door to the guest room, scufflings, agitated
whispers. He stops. For a moment he is only puzzled. Then he is alarmed.
Who the hell is in there? How did they get in there? It’s not Bill—his car is
missing from its slot in the underground garage. He is on his way to the
Music Center. Alone. Which he hates.

Jewett goes into the kitchen because that telephone is nearest. He
doesn’t turn on the light. He lifts the receiver down and in its belly the
transparent plastic pushbuttons glow. His hand is shaking. What numbers i1s
he supposed to push for the police? He doesn’t know. He punches 0. At the
far end of the line, the telephone rings and rings and rings. Jewett
hears footsteps behind him and turns. He is afraid. He feels old and unable
to defend himself. But there is nothing to be afraid of. Dolan Haycock
stands there, hardly more than a shadow, but unmistakable, pushing
shirttails into his pants. He is Bill’s father, small and trim like Bill, but
seventeen years older, seventeen hard years. Jewett hangs up the phone.

“Jesus,” Dolan says, “I’m sorry. Thought you was gonna be out.” He
squints and winces when Jewett turns on the kitchen lights. His shiny
necktie is loose around his greasy open collar, his pants are rumpled and
stained, like the jacket over his arm, though both are new, the whole
ensemble cheap double knit in an unnameable shade of greenish tan. The
cowboy boots into which the trousers are tucked are new also, but probably
not cheap though their colors are lurid. His black hair stands up in stiff tufts.
Jewett can smell him—dried sweat and stale booze. Dolan is a quick talker,
jerky, one word tumbling over the next, a rapid-fire liar. “I was just
grabbing forty winks.” He glances nervously over his shoulder and moves
closer to Jewett. Jewett has heard his self-effacing laugh before, never with



pleasure. “Guess | put away a few too many this afternoon. Out at
the Skipper’s. The beach. You know?”

Jewett knows. It is a loosely joined straggle of shanties in faded barn
red, situated on a headland with a fine view. Its two gaunt barrooms, with
their wide, salt-fogged windows staring as if through cataracts at the sea,
are inhabited by beery old boat bums and beach bums during the days. At
night, its restaurant draws from Malibu and Beverly Hills picture people,
music people, TV people, because the Skipper’s has the best fish chef in a
hundred miles, a squat, wicked-tempered old Portuguese woman whose
sons and grandsons—Maitre d’, waiters, busboys—scurry in fear of her
bitter tongue. Dolan would never eat at the Skipper’s. Dolan belongs, if he
can be said to belong anywhere, among its daytime clientele. Yet Jewett is
surprised and resentful that Dolan knows the place at all. Like all customers
of the Skipper’s, Jewett wants its existence kept secret. It is his place, his
and Bill’s. Can Bill have been so stupid as to tell his father about the place?
Bill can.

Dolan is chattering on. “I wasn’t driving too good. I seen this place, and
I knew if Billy was here, he’d let me sleep it off. He says you two was
going out tonight. You was gonna meet him downtown.”

“He had that part wrong,” Jewett says.

“I was gonna be gone when you got back, long gone,” Dolan protests.
He smiles with his brown teeth. The smile lights him up and makes him
beautiful. It is from this creature that Bill gets his ravishing smile. Jewett
hates for Dolan to smile. “Look,” Dolan says, “you wouldn’t want me out
on the streets smashing into cars, would you? That would really mean
trouble.”

“You weren’t sleeping,” Jewett says coldly. “You weren’t in there alone.
I heard you talking. Where’s your bimbo, Dolan? You may as well let her
out. I’'m not going anywhere tonight.” “Bimbo? Bimbo?” Dolan acts
bewildered. Not convincingly. He glances over his shoulder again. And just
as he does, a small bump and tinkle come from the living room. Jewett goes
there, Dolan trailing him. “Now, listen, Mr. Jewett”—he speaks through
stiff lips in an urgent undertone, not wanting to be overheard, and he calls
Jewett mister because he is frightened—*"this i1s no bimbo. This is a very
high-class lady. She was in the Skipper’s and—"

The high-class lady is a big woman, taller than most men. Jewett sees
this as she gets to her feet. She has been crouching, picking up the contents




of a vast handbag she has managed to drop right at the front door. The bag
1s of soft lavender leather. She wears a hand-loomed Scotch tweed suit, the
color of heather, a green blouse of pure silk, handmade green shoes,
a handsomely styled wig in sensible gray to frame a face that says she is
sixty, though maybe it wouldn’t say that with makeup. She hasn’t taken the
time now to make up. She says to Jewett:

“I’m terribly sorry. This is all a misunderstanding.” She eyes Dolan with
irony. “He said this was his apartment.” She lets her glance travel the
lamplit room where glow the handsome surfaces of antique pieces bought
cheap and lovingly restored by Bill. As Jewett envies Susan her weaving,
he envies Bill his woodcraft. The woman says, “I can see now that that
was unlikely.”

Her speech and taste are educated. Jewett can’t think how such a woman
could agree to go anywhere with Dolan, let alone to bed. But maybe Dolan
smiled at her. Maybe hours ago in the forlorn silence, in the bleak sea
sunglare of the Skipper’s, he wasn’t soiled and rumpled. Jewett has known
Dolan to wreck new clothes, bought with winnings at Hollywood Park or
Santa Anita, in a single day. And maybe the woman was drunk—tiny red
veins thread her plump cheeks and meaty nose—drunk, lonely, and beyond
giving a damn. And how must she feel now, sober, caught in a man’s
apartment where she doesn’t belong, paired with smelly Dolan? Jewett tries
to make her feel better by smiling.

“Mr. Haycock is not wedded to the truth,” he says.

“Well, Haycock’s on the mailbox,” Dolan tells the woman. “It’s my
son’s place as much as it’s his. You met my son.”

“Did 1?7 Her laugh is sorry and lost. “Maybe I did. Here? When?”

“When we got here, couple hours ago,” Dolan says. “You remember,
you got to remember.” He peers up into her face for a worried second. He
shakes his head. “Well, anyway, Mavis McWhirter, this here is Mr. Oliver
Jewett.”

They shake hands. Mavis McWhirter says, “I’ve seen you before,
haven’t I? On television. You’re an actor.”

“She’s airfreight,” Dolan says proudly. “McWhirter. You seen their ads.
Great big company.”

She makes a deprecatory face. “The discarded wife of a younger son,”
she says. “His father liked me better than he did. A little money comes
down. A trickle. I always wanted to act. I do some little theater now. But it’s



not easy to find parts for anyone so tall. Any woman.” She looks Jewett
over thoughtfully. “I always wonder, when I see you, why you’re not a
star. You’re terribly handsome.”

“That’s as useful to me,” Jewett says, “as your height is to you.”

“You ought to see her car,” Dolan says. He has found the bar and is
rattling bottles out of it. It is a beautiful nineteenth-century mahogany
cabinet, top thickly coated in invisible plastic to prevent rings. “Shit. A
trickle of money! A car like that? Excalibur.” He adds, “I need a drink. All
right if we have a drink?”

Mavis McWhirter says to Jewett, “A castoff, like its owner. A gift. I saw
it at the estate and admired it and Dave left it to me in his will. An amusing
gesture. To him. I could have done with a few more shares, instead.”

Dolan brings three drinks on a small tray of Mexican embossed tin. He
puts their glasses ceremoniously into their hands, takes his own, sets down
the tray. “Here’s to new friends,” he says. He drinks. They drink.

Mavis McWhirter says, “It’s not an antique, you understand. It’s a
modern replica.”

“Man could live for years on what it cost,” Dolan says.

“Or one day at the racetrack,” Jewett says.

“Why don’t we sit down?” Dolan says. “What are we standing up for?”
He sits. “Sit down, Mavis.”

Studying Jewett, Mavis says, “I somehow don’t think Mr. Jewett wants
us to sit down. I think Mr. Jewett would like us to leave.” She sets her drink
carefully on the Mexican tray. “I think we’ve imposed long enough. Why
don’t we go find some dinner? At the Skipper’s.” She hangs the big bag
over her mighty shoulder. It seems heavy, the bag does. And Jewett
wonders crazily whether there are gold ingots in it. Mavis McWhirter puts a
hand on the doorknob. She wears three large rings, and Jewett is afraid the
stones are real. She says, “We have to get you back to your own car, don’t
we?”

Dolan jumps up. “Have to use the bathroom first.” He starts off, comes
back, tilts up his glass and gulps its contents, sets it down with a bang on
the tray, and goes off down the hallway. “Be back in a second.”

Mavis McWhirter says to Jewett, “We could have lunch sometime.” She
digs in her bag and brings out a little linen-finished calling card, old-
fashioned, her name in elegant embossed script, a phone number and



address tiny in a corner. “I’d like to pick your brains about acting. Lunch
would be my treat, of course.”

Jewett studies the card, tugs his earlobe, looks at her expectant, her
plainspoken blue eyes, draws a breath, and says, “Thank you, I’d like that,
but there’s something you’d better understand—I’m homosexual.”

“Oh, Oliver!” She says, playacting dejection. How has he suddenly
become Oliver to her? Has she, in her mind, already tumbled him into bed?
She looks strong enough. “You think I’'m a gal with only one thing on her
mind?”

“I didn’t say that,” Jewett says.

“No, of course not.” She puts out the big, twinkling hand as if to touch
him in apology, but draws the hand back before it touches him. “There had
to be something, didn’t there? Otherwise you’d be as perfect as you look.”
She tilts her head mournfully. “Only why couldn’t it be booze or a wife who
doesn’t understand you? Those I can live with. I’'m used to them. I’ve got
all the skills.”

“You’ve also got Dolan,” Jewett says. “Why?”

“Is that his name?” she says, and Dolan comes back. He has slicked
down his hair with water and combed it. Splashes of water darken the
shoulders of the jacket that he has put on. He has also knotted his awful
necktie. In his hand he carries a new roll-brim cowboy hat. “Let’s haul
anchor,” he says, puts on the hat, pulls open the door. “See you later.” He
goes out onto the gallery.

Mavis McWhirter squeezes Jewett’s hand. “We can still have lunch and
talk about acting, can’t we?”

“I’ll be in touch,” Jewett lies. “Good night.”

They go off along the gallery. She looks big enough to put Dolan in her
pocket.

He is watching pale John Hurt hack wrinkled Beatrix Lehmann to death
with an ax in slow motion in a badly lighted nineteenth-century Moscow
apartment when the telephone rings. The jerk of surprise he gives suggests
that either he is immersed in the drama—unlikely, because he doesn’t
watch television that way: he watches television to study how well or badly
actors, directors, cameramen, editors have done their work—or he 1s, was,
almost asleep. If so, it is no reflection on Hurt or Lehmann. They are doing
well. No, it simply means that he is an old man who has overtaxed himself
today. He picks up the receiver and sighs hello.



“Is Billy there?” The voice is adolescent. Male.

“He’s out. Can I take a message?”

“Is that you, Mr. Jewett? This is Larry.” In the background a woman is
shouting, and Jewett understands where the call is coming from. “You seen
my old man?”

“What’s he done this time?” Jewett says.

The telephone clatters as if dropped. Larry yelps, “Give that back, you
punk.” Into the phone, mouth close to the phone, a small child squeals,
“Shit fuck piss damn!” There is a scream from the same small child. Larry
has the phone back. “He ripped off Gramp and Gran.” The sound of a slap
is unmistakable, and the child shrieks in the background. The woman
yells, “Now you get your ass back in that bed.” A dog barks. A door slams.
Sirens wail and tires squeal, sounds Jewett judges come from a television
set but that may not—all things are possible at the Haycock house. Larry
says, “They got their Social Security checks this morning, cashed them at
the supermarket, and they didn’t even have time to buy their food stamps.
My old man is on the doorstep to rip them off.”

“He was here,” Jewett says. “I think you’re too late. He was wearing
new clothes.”

“Wait a minute,” Larry says, “hold on.” He muffles the television noise
with a hand over the mouthpiece. Then a different voice is on the phone.
Cherry Lee, Dolan’s wife of thirty-two years in spite of everything, or
maybe because of everything, who married Dolan at thirteen because she
was pregnant with Bill, and who has been pregnant every nine months and
nine minutes since. Her voice is hoarse, Jewett believes, from yelling at her
children. He has never known her to address them in any other way. She
says:

“There was some woman with him, wasn’t there? And he was drunk.
You don’t have to tell me. Did you see any money? He made Gramp and
Gran turn loose of every nickel. Almost five hundred bucks.”

“I didn’t see any money,” Jewett says. “But I wouldn’t worry about the
woman. She could pay her own way.”

“What do you mean?” Cherry Lee says.

“I mean that she is what you might describe as a rich old broad. Dolan
seems to have changed his M.O. He’s become a gigolo.”

Cherry Lee snorts. “She must be blind. She must not have no sense of
smell. You putting me on, Mr. Jewett?”



“It’s the truth,” Jewett says. “He was here with her when I got home
tonight. But he’s gone now.” Jewett reads his watch. “It’s been two hours.”

“I don’t know what Gramp and Gran are gonna do. You know what he
told them? That he was gonna double their money on some football game,
basketball, something.”

“Maybe he did,” Jewett says hopefully.

“In a pig’s ass,” Cherry Lee says. “He lost it, that’s what he did. And
what he didn’t lose he spent on them clothes and buying drinks for the
boys.”

“Not all boys,” Jewett says.

“If Gramp and Gran get stuck,” Cherry Lee says, “can you help out?
Billy won’t. He won’t turn loose a dime to me. Not since Dolan skipped
bail that time and he had to pay up. He don’t want nothing to do with us. It
ain’t my fault, it ain’t the kid’s fault, but he won’t help us.” She begins to
sniffle. Her voice wobbles. “But what’s gonna happen to Gramp and Gran?”

Jewett has a vision of Gramp and Gran. They resemble plucked turkeys.
He has never found out whether they are Dolan’s parents or Cherry Lee’s—
or anyone’s, for that matter. They look too old. They look as if they have
always been old. Like faded photographs of dust-bowl types in overalls and
sun-bonnets on unpainted farmhouse porches, or dangling stick legs from
the backs of rickety trucks on the road to California in 1936. They are
gnarled, wrinkled, skin and bone. He doesn’t see how they can afford to
miss a meal. He sees them turned to mummies on their sagging cots.

“Don’t worry,” he says, “if worst comes to worst, I won’t let them
starve.”

“Oh, thank you, Mr. Jewett,” Cherry Lee sobs. “You are the nicest,
kindest man that ever walked this earth. Wait till I get my hands on that
Dolan. I’ll kill the son of a bitch for sure this time.”

“Don’t do that,” Jewett says. She has tried to kill Dolan before. He has
tried to kill her. Once she got hold of a gun but her aim was poor, though
not so poor that it didn’t bring on large hospital bills. Once Dolan had come
home unexpectedly and found Cherry Lee entertaining a young fellow from
the neighborhood in bed and had cut the boy badly with a butcher knife.
These were exaggerated cases. Ordinarily there were only beatings. But
always there were police, days in court, sometimes jail; there were foster
homes for the kids, recriminations, divorce papers, reconciliations, jobs
lost, houses and apartments lost, and always money to be paid. Oh, and



cars smashed. When she lost her temper and couldn’t get her hands on
Dolan, Cherry Lee took vengeance on Dolan’s cars, which rarely, except for
down payments, actually belonged to Dolan.

Jewett says, “It will only cause a lot of trouble, and I don’t want to pay
for that and I won’t pay for it. So please calm down, Cherry Lee. Just calm
down. Maybe it will come out all right. Maybe he had the right number of
points on that football game. Maybe he can give Gramp and Gran their
money back and more.”

Cherry Lee says thoughtfully, “You think he can get money out of that
old rich bitch?”

“If he doesn’t,” Jewett says, “it won’t be for lack of trying. Now, listen
to me. If he comes home broke, don’t say anything, don’t do anything.
Beating him up won’t get the money back, will 1t?”

“It’1l teach him a lesson,” Cherry Lee says ominously.

“He doesn’t learn,” Jewett says. “You know that.”

“Where did Billy get his brains?” she asks. “Books and acting and
antiques and going to the opera and all that? He sure as hell didn’t get that
from Dolan.”

“Then he got it from you, didn’t he?”” Jewett says.

“If I’'m so smart, ” she says, “why am I still with Dolan? Why didn’t I
take the kids and get out of here years ago? I can support myself, I can
support the kids. Shit, don’t I have to do it most of the time, anyways?”

“I’d think about it seriously.” Jewett has said it often before. This part of
this conversation they have often had before. It has done no good and he
doubts that it ever will. Cherry Lee is, as she calls it, a beautician, as Bill
calls it, a hair bender. Evidently she is competent, but she and Dolan have
broken up equipment in various salons, as Cherry Lee calls them, and word
has traveled among the owners of these places that Cherry Lee is trouble,
which means that she must go farther and farther afield to find work. Jewett
seems to remember that she is currently rinsing, washing, and setting the
locks of ladies in Chatsworth or some other remote corner of the San
Fernando Valley. “I’d go to another state,” he says, “a faraway state. And I
wouldn’t leave a forwarding address.”

Cherry Lee grunts. “You know what’s the matter with me? I’d worry
about him. I love him. Isn’t that crazy?”

This part of the conversation is also a repeat. Jewett says, “Think about
it seriously. I have to hang up now. You keep calm. Don’t have a fight. It’s



not worth it. Bill won’t be home till late.”

“He won’t call anyway,” Cherry Lee says gloomily. “He’s sick and tired
and fed up with us. I guess I can’t blame him, but it sure as hell makes me
feel bad, sometimes. He was my firstborn. You always love them the most.”

“He loves you,” Jewett lies. “It’s just all the things Dolan has done over
the years. He can’t take it anymore. It’s not you—it’s Dolan.” In fact, it is
the whole tribe, including the dog. “All right, I’ll ring off now. You let me
know about Gramp and Gran.”

“All right. Thank you. I’m sorry to bother you but I don’t know where
else to turn.” The mouthpiece goes away from her mouth, but he hears her
snarl, “Old fairy!” before the line goes dead. He raises his eyebrows at the
receiver in his hand, then puts it down. His glass is empty. He pushes up out
of the chair and goes to the beautiful bar and fixes another drink for
himself. He laughs and shakes his head. Phone calls from Cherry Lee have
ended this way before. Why is he surprised?

Sipping scotch, returning to the wing chair, putting up his feet, watching
John Hurt in a ghastly kitchen slip the ax out from under his coat and hang
it on the wall over the black stove, Jewett frowns, trying to remember for
sure whether she doesn’t save this ending exclusively for the times when
she has asked a favor and he has granted it. It would be orderly of her, and
that isn’t characteristic. Still, she hates his guts, and it must pain her to have
to beg aid from him and pain her worse still for him to grant it.

No. That’s wrong. That’s attributing to her feelings he would have. Her
sneer at the end gives the lie to that. She feels deep down that he owes her
every dime, dollar, hundred dollars he has ever given. If she is ashamed at
all, it is because she imagines she is accepting money in exchange for the
body and soul of her firstborn. Jewett pictures her in the harsh
fluorescent glare of that vinyl-floored, glass-sliding-doored family
room behind the kitchen, where wax crayon scrawls are the only decoration
on the white plaster walls, where wood-grain plastic peels from a television
set never silent but never truly audible above the yelling of the kids, the
raving of the adults, the barking of the dog.

He pictures her, lath-thin, shiny-faced, in a faded pink shorty housecoat
with cigarette ash dribbled down it, knobby legs bare, feet in dirty woolly
pink slippers, hair in big pink plastic rollers, cigarette hanging from a
corner of her mouth. He pictures the contemptuous and vengeful twist of
that mouth as she puts a finger on the phone to break the connection so that



her final words will stay with him to gall him, she hopes, forever. She is as
childish in this as her youngest who jabbered dirty words into the phone
tonight before she came on. She knows it, too. Jewett isn’t going to let
himself be shocked or hurt. He will give her what she asked.

He gets up and switches off the television set. He goes around the room,
turning off all the lamps but one. The door is locked and not bolted. He
picks up his drink and takes it to the bedroom, where he strips. He showers.
Maybe what makes her spiteful is that she can’t understand. She is bright
but ignorant. It must drive her crazy that Jewett won’t show her any
anger, the way Bill does, or pretends to. Jewett washes shampoo out of his
hair. No, it’s not ignorance. It’s lack of imagination. She can’t see that
Jewett and she are in the same fix. As she can’t make herself leave Dolan,
Jewett can’t make himself leave Bill. And if you take on one Haycock, you
take on all the Haycocks. He towels himself, blow-dries his hair, brushes
his teeth. No one comes into anyone else’s life unhampered and alone. It’s
no good wishing they did. They never do. It’s a truth he learned very young
from Joey Pfeffer.

He piles up pillows, gets into bed, switches on the clock radio that plays
something by Brahms for horn, piano, and strings. He reads smoking,
finishing his drink. He would like to be awake when Bill comes in, so as to
apologize for standing him up. But he is too tired. His mind won’t take in
what he is reading. He closes the book, and lies staring blankly at the walls,
which Bill has hung with posters from films in which Jewett played feature
parts in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the foolish years when he believed
he had a future. It took Bill time and trouble to find these tawdry artifacts in
secondhand stores. He did it secretly. In secret, he gave them handsome
mountings, handsome frames. He waited until Jewett was away on
location, filming something for television, and hung them in the living room
to surprise him when he returned.

Surprised Jewett did not feel. He felt appalled. He winced in
embarrassment. And he wasn’t able to hide how he felt. Bill was badly hurt.
He couldn’t see why Jewett wasn’t proud of the posters, didn’t glow at the
notion of friends and strangers coming in for drinks and being impressed by
these trophies of Jewett’s triumphs. God knew, Bill was proud of them. Bill
was impressed. Jewett couldn’t make him understand, but he did finally get
him to agree, sulkily, to hang the wretched things in here in the bedroom
where they might, with luck, escape notice. Jewett scarcely notices them



himself anymore—they are too familiar now to give him pain, except for
the crudity of their artwork.

He jettisons the extra pillows, switches off the lamp, settles on his side,
and shuts his eyes. But it isn’t sleep that comes. Unnecessary memories—
those are what come. He lets them come, hoping they will transmute into
nonsense and then from nonsense into dreams. It is a trick he plays on
himself that sometimes works.

Elevator doors hissed softly behind him. Open. Shut. He sat leafing over
a magazine on a deep leather couch in Morry Block’s spacious, dark-
paneled waiting room with its cool, hanging fern baskets. A handsome
brown pottery mug of coffee steamed on the low teak table in front of him
—to make him feel welcome because he was working regularly that year,
1970, bringing in as much as a thousand dollars a week from
small television roles, earning Morry a steady ten percent, nothing
to overexcite him, but enough to merit for Jewett a prompt mug of coffee
when he walked in and a glowing smile from the receptionist, who also
troubled to remember his name.

This wasn’t only in thanks. It was also in anticipation. Jewett was
getting better roles all the time. The improvement was measurable only in
increments of seconds on camera, but Morry was aware. He watched and
waited for the day when a break would come—a feature role, maybe a
running part in a series, week after week, at possibly two, three thousand
dollars a segment. Morry’s optimism reached Jewett and made him
like coming here. He was forty-seven years old and knew better than to let
himself get excited over bright promises in this business. The casting people
could get bored with him tomorrow and find another lean, handsome, gray-
haired actor to put on judges’ robes or sit in a pinstripe suit at a corporate
boardroom table or a college chancellor’s desk. Yet sometimes, like
this morning, he shrugged off cold reality and like a kid warmed to the
notion that he was in for a run of good luck.

The agency of which Morry was a part occupied the entire twelfth floor
of this white tower at the top of south-sloping La Cienega Boulevard.
Anyone leaving those elevators behind Jewett had only one place to go, the
reception desk that was in Jewett’s line of sight among lush philodendrons,
where a telephone switchboard buzzed discreetly and the young
blond woman’s voice was softly musical and cheery. For a look at whoever
had got off the elevator, Jewett needed only to wait. It would be no surprise



here if the newcomer were a celebrity, film star, rock musician, television
detective. But Jewett didn’t care about celebrities. He simply, unfailingly,
looked up when a stranger entered a room.

It wasn’t that people fascinated him. It was deeper than that. It was
deeper than obsession. It was a reflex. It had taken his mother years to
break him of staring. She never really had. He had mastered tricks to make
her think he wasn’t staring, but he was. He had taught himself to see
between blinks of an eye what he knew others couldn’t register in an hour
or a lifetime. Why? To memorize mannerisms, gestures, ways of walking,
talking, looking, listening, standing, sitting, eating, drinking, taking off a
jacket—so as to make himself a better actor? That was the easy explanation.
It satisfied people when they noticed what he was doing. It didn’t satisfy
him. No, it was some longing, some hunger that he didn’t understand that
sometimes saddened him, sometimes made him angry with himself,
sometimes wore him out with its futility, but that he could no more rid
himself of than he could stop himself breathing.

He looked up now to see a small, trim, brown-skinned young man,
hardly more than a boy, cross the deep, tawny waiting-room carpet. Head
just a little too large for the rest of him, like a jockey’s, good shoulders,
narrow pelvis, a dark suit off the rack at J. C. Penney in Fresno. He carried
a little bunch of flowers, orange and blue. His walk was a bantam strut. His
eyes shone, and his wide mouth grinned as at some private joke. Past
the farthest grouping of couches and chairs, he set the bouquet in his teeth
and turned a cartwheel. The young woman at the reception desk stood up in
surprise and Jewett laughed. The young fellow bowed, handed her the
flowers, tucked his necktie back into his jacket, and said in a country-boy
twang, “William Haycock, miss. To see Mr. Morry Block, please?”

Jewett sighs and turns over in bed. The bouquet and the cartwheel were
meant to bedazzle the young woman, to make her remember William
Haycock, miss, forever. Which she may or may not have done. It didn’t
help. Morry was mistaken about Bill. He had looked as shiny and full of
promise as a new toy on that little-theater stage in Fresno. It turned out that
his voice was light, he was short, his teeth needed work, and he
couldn’t act. These flaws weren’t fatal, but he also photographed badly. To
a camera, every time he turned his head he looked like someone else. So he
wasn’t often back in Morry’s waiting room.



Jewett shivers. The night has turned cold. He switches on the lamp, gets
up and narrows the window gap, finds a sweater in a drawer, pulls the
sweater on, crawls back into bed, and switches off the lamp. He huddles
down under the bedclothes and shuts his eyes. And he is sitting beside Bill
in Bill’s wreck of a car, rattling along a broad, sleek street garish with
neon signs, on the way to a motel outside San Diego, where Jewett
is sleeping during a run of Macbheth at the Globe in Balboa Park, part of a
summer Shakespeare festival. The theater was a reconstruction of
Shakespeare’s playhouse in London, a tall wooden cylinder. Lately a crazy
boy burned it down. Jewett gives a rueful laugh into the blankets.

At the time, he felt like burning it down himself. He was no good as
Macbeth. He thought the week would never end. The local critics bitched
about the beauty of his voice and how he relied too much on his voice and
its beauty. The second night, he rasped and growled, and the director asked
him if he’d lost his mind. The Los Angeles reviews came a day later.
They sneered that Jewett moved like a dancer. He tried moving like a bear,
shuffling, like a lame football player, hobbling. Backstage, Lady Macbeth
offered to buy him a truss. She’d been struggling not to laugh with her
hands full of bloody daggers. He was no good as Macbeth, and he never
would be.

He was bleakly grateful to Bill for coming. Not that Bill could tell him
how to do the part. No one could do that. But he didn’t want to be alone
with the knowledge in that damned motel room all night long. He was
weary of the jibes he threw over and over again at himself, at his purblind
vanity that had made him believe he could handle the role. It wasn’t the
fault of the director who had flattered him, the other cast members who
had marveled at the skills and graces he showed in the rehearsals. It was his
own fault for believing them. He was disgusted with himself and he needed
Bill to hold him through the night as if it didn’t matter that he was a fool.

Bill parked the car on noisy gravel at the far end of the long, shake-
roofed, sand-color buildings that housed the motel units, in whose ground-
cedar plantings spotlights crouched. He reached into the rear seat for the
canvas airline bag he’d brought, while Jewett climbed wearily out of the car
and slammed the loose door that wouldn’t latch unless it was slammed. Bill
got out on his side and looked at Jewett across the roof of the car, which
was pitted with rust—sea air is hard on paint jobs. Bill had seen the
performance and congratulated him on it. Little else had been said by Bill



during the drive. Nothing had been said by Jewett, slumped grouchily in the
seat, staring out the window, lost in self-contempt and self-pity.

Now Bill said, “ You know why I could never be an actor?” He
slammed the door on his side of the car. “Because I never loved it. You love
it. You know what I love? Making wood shine.”

Jewett said, “But you can do that. I can’t act.”

“Oh, Christ!” Bill snorted, jerked his head, started off along the gravel,
the small bag with its chipping white airline logo very blue in the glare of
the lights. “What is the matter with you? The fucking reviews?” He looked
back and came to a stop. “Are you coming or not?”

Jewett sighed, pushed hands into pockets, trudged after him, head down.
“The reviews are right,” he said.

“The reviews are wrong.” Bill shifted the bag to his other hand and
gripped Jewett’s arm. “Macbeth was a weakling. That line about ‘vaulting
ambition which o’erleaps itself’? That’s not him. That’s his wife. Don’t you
know that? Macbeth was a weakling. He let his wife push him around. He
hated it. He was just doing what she wanted so the bitch would leave
him alone.”

Jewett glanced at him, took out keys, unlocked the door of the motel
unit, reached inside and turned on the lights. “And that’s how I’m playing
him?”

“Aren’t you?” Bill walked in and set the bag on the bed and ran its
zipper open. “Shit, the only time Macbeth is brave is when he knows he’s
going to be killed. He knows. He doesn’t believe that shit about ‘no man
born of woman’—he doesn’t believe that any more than he believed the
witches. She believed the witches.”

“He believed Banquo’s ghost.” Jewett took the bottle of scotch that Bill
had pulled from the bag, and went into the bathroom for plastic glasses. “He
believed the vision of the bloody child, the bloody dagger.” Jewett came out
of the bathroom. “Do we want to go for ice?”

But Bill had already opened the bed and was stripping off his clothes. It
was summer, warm. Now tugging up the blankets of his own bed against
the February chill, Jewett sees Bill’s trim, brown-skinned body and smiles
as he smiled at that moment. Bill was surprising the hell out of him. With
his mind. His body never surprised Jewett now. It simply pleased him as
nothing else did in this world. Bill got into bed and sat there naked without
pulling up the sheet and held a hand out for his plastic glass of whiskey and



water. “To hell with ice,” he said. He drank some of the whiskey and patted
the bed with a small brown callused hand. “Come on.”

Jewett undressed. Orange makeup had smeared his shirt collar and the
shirt smelled of sweat. “I need a shower,” he said. When he came out, Bill
lay on his side, pouring more whiskey into his own glass. Cigarette smoke
hung in the air of the clean, impersonal room. He said, “He believed
Banquo’s ghost because she’d driven him nuts by then, making him do
things he wasn’t strong enough to do, evil enough to do. It’s an old story.”
He set the bottle on the nightstand. “People let other people push them
around, wreck their lives. It happens, doesn’t it? They always say it’s for
your own good.”

Jewett sat on the bed, back to Bill, picked up his glass, drank from it,
and lit a cigarette. “You’re quite a Shakespeare scholar. You surprise me.”

“Shit,” Bill said, “I didn’t figure that stuff out. That was my high-school
English teacher.” The bed moved under Jewett. Bill’s mouth was on the
back of Jewett’s neck. Bill’s arms came around him, Bill’s body pressed
against Jewett’s back. “I wouldn’t even have remembered it, except I read
those stupid reviews and then I saw you tonight doing it the way it
was supposed to be done.” He took the cigarette from Jewett’s fingers and
laid it in the ashtray stamped with the name of the motel chain. He took
Jewett’s glass away from him and set it beside the ashtray. He switched off
the lamp.

Jewett turned his head and kissed Bill’s smoky mouth. “Your high-
school English teacher was wrong,” he said, “but you still make me feel a
lot better.”

Bill pulled Jewett down onto the sheets, whispering a laugh.

“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” he said....

Jewett wakes in the February cold and dark. He blinks at the red digits
of the clock radio. One-twenty. Where the hell is Bill? Bill is standing in the
bedroom doorway, silhouetted by lamplight from the far living room.

“Hello,” Jewett says. “I’m sorry I was late. I’ve never seen the freeways
so bad. A lot of accidents.” He switches on the lamp and winces in the
brightness. “What’s your excuse?”

Bill comes in, unknotting his tie. He sits on the side of the bed. He gives
off a strong alcohol smell. “The man in the seat next to mine struck up a
friendship.” He laughs a quick, ironic laugh and begins unbuttoning his
shirt. “A stray-hand-on-the-thigh kind of friendship.”



Jewett feels outraged and threatened. “That never went over very well
with you before,” he says.

“It didn’t go over well with me this time.” Bill strips off the shirt and
drops it. He bends to take off his shoes. He emits a little grunt as he does
this, as if he were fat or old, neither of which he is. There isn’t an ounce of
extra flesh on him, and he will be thirty-two in November. Maybe he is
unwittingly imitating old Jewett. Bill stands to get out of his trousers,
fold them, hang them over a ladderback chair that is one of his best pieces
of work. He says, “He tried to buy me a drink at intermission. When I went
to the men’s room instead, he followed me in there. Ugh. I zipped up and
left, but he was back in his seat, wasn’t he, when intermission was over? I
sat in your seat as soon as the lights went down, and he didn’t quite have
the nerve to move after me.” Bill strips socks, T-shirt, shorts, puts out the
light, and with a moan of exhaustion puts himself under the covers.

“So he isn’t the reason you’re late.” Jewett says. “You’re going to be
cold without pajamas. It’s cold. Or won’t all that antifreeze you’ve been
drinking let you feel that?”

“Come on.” Bill paws at him groggily. “Keep me warm.” Jewett lies
against Bill’s back.

“Put your arm around me,” Bill says. He sounds almost asleep. He
draws a deep, slow breath and lets it go. He says, “He had one more trick up
his sleeve.” Bill takes Jewett’s hand and places it over his genitals and
makes a contented sound. “He does publicity. He knew everybody in the
cast. Naturally, I wanted to meet Oscar Sereno, didn’t 1?” Sereno is a
prodigiously fat actor worth watching even in his tacky mad-scientist roles
on television. “He said he’d introduce me to Oscar Sereno. It’s been a long
time since you did a stage show. I miss those cast parties. [ was pissed off at
you, so [ went.”

“What about the boy—Bo Kerrigan? Is that his name?”

Bill is silent for a moment. Then he gives a little shrug. “He’s all right.
There’s dozens of him on TV. Sereno kept smooching with him. It was in
the Music Center bar, you know? I mean, everybody was staring. It’s not
that dark. Christ, I thought Sereno was going to start doing it to him right
there. The kid was really embarrassed. I don’t think he’s even gay.”

“So you didn’t learn the secret of great acting from Sereno?” Jewett
says. “You didn’t ask him the key to playing Macbheth ? A fat man played it
for Shakespeare’s company. Burbage.”



“I asked him for his autograph. He groped me while he was signing my
program. Naw, he didn’t say anything about acting. I don’t think he thinks
about it. I think he only thinks about one thing.”

“You stayed a long time,” Jewett says.

“The booze was free and there were a lot of laughs.”

“Did you know your father was here?” Jewett says.

Bill stiffens. “What? You mean when you got here?”

“In the guest room with a woman,” Jewett says.

Bill pulls away from him, half falls out of bed. “Excuse me. I have to
throw up.” He staggers away through the darkness. Jewett waits for him to
come back, and falls asleep waiting. He wakes up with Bill talking to him,
sitting up in bed, wearing a white turtleneck jersey. Bill says, “He came just
when I was getting ready to leave. He won some money and he wanted
to brag about it. He bought some awful clothes.”

“I agree,” Jewett says.

“I ran him out when I left. But when we’re downstairs, he says he forgot
his hat. I gave him the key to go get his hat. He comes back with the hat and
introduces me to this huge lady in the fancy fake car. And I take off. He
must have left the door unlocked.”

“They were humping in the guest bedroom,” Jewett says. “When are
you going to stop letting him manipulate you? Do you know where he got
that money? From Gramp and Gran. It was their Social Security money.
Your mother called and told me.”

Bill flops down in the bed and pulls the covers over his head. “I don’t
want to hear about it.”

“Sorry,” Jewett says.

Bill crowds against him. “I just want you to hold me,” he says, and finds
Jewett’s hand again, and puts it where he put it before. He says bitterly,
“And the reason she called was to ask you for money so Gramp and Gran
won’t starve to death, right?” “And to say she’s going to kill Dolan for
this.”

“Yeah, well, I wish she’d shut up about it and just do it for once,” Bill
says. “Then they’d both be off my hands and all I’d have to worry about
would be Larry and Tillie and Newton and Jo Ellen, and—" His diction
slurs and he can’t finish the roll call of his younger brothers and sisters.
Jewett thinks he is asleep. He is not. He says clearly, all of a sudden, “You



didn’t open that notice from Calcoast, did you? You know what it says? We
have to clear out.”

“What?” Jewett says. “Clear out of where?”

“Here. These aren’t going to be apartments anymore. They’re going to
be condominiums. We get first bid, though, on this place, seeing we’ve been
here ten years. A hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Have you got a
hundred and fifty thousand dollars? Or did you give it all to Gramp and
Gran?”

“What did they give you to smoke at that party?” Jewett says. But now
Bill is asleep. Deeply. He rarely snores, even when he sleeps on his back.
He is on his side, now, but he has begun to snore.



March

THE DRIVE takes an hour, up snowy old logging roads through
towering ponderosa pines in the San Jacinto mountains. The drive starts in
darkness, from a little ski town where Jewett, ten other actors, and a crew of
twenty-odd sleep in shingle-sided motels, eat supper at a shingle-sided diner
with coors in red neon in the window, and buy cigarettes, liquor, and
digestive tablets at a shingle-sided general store. Boxy little buses jounce
and creak up the twisting roads through the cold dark, laboring, small
pistons noisy. The actors are packed in tight. They smell of soap,
deodorants, perfumes, and cold remedies. The lukewarm air that the
rattly heater blows smells of exhaust fumes. Jewett is always a little sick
before the drive ends.

It ends at sunrise among main-street banks, shops, a church, side-street
houses, backyard sheds and barns that are mere fronts and hollow shells,
constructed in Hollywood, carted up here on flatbed trucks, and set up by
studio carpenters to make real for the cameras a scriptwriters’s terrorized
mountain town, isolated by a scriptwriter’s paper blizzard, where a
scriptwriter’s  paper townsfolk are being systematically and
bloodily slaughtered among the silent pines by a paper teen-age boy with
hurt feelings and a paper chain saw. It isn’t the carbon monoxide fumes
alone that sicken Jewett, coming here every morning. The picture sickens
him.

The crew doesn’t appear to care. They shift their heavy lights, cranes,
trucks, lay their thick black taped-together cables, shift their reflectors,
stoically tend their noisy generator on its big wheels. It’s another job. Their
pay is the same whether the picture is decent or not. Assistant directors,
dialogue and script people, camera operators, lighting men, sound
recorders, wardrobe women bitch about the cold and about
technical problems, but not about the quality of the product. They
are pleased to be working. The makeup people are enjoying themselves.
The relentless mayhem 1n all its grisly detail makes it their sort of picture. If
what they do is art, this is a chance for them to practice their art.



The actors are either young and hopeful of getting a better picture next
time, or old, or sick, or drunk, or resignedly second-rate, and happy to have
any kind of work at all. The good ones—saddest of all—grimace, shrug,
and study their lines. The biggest role belongs to the teen-age girl friend of
the crazed boy killer. She made a sensation in a similar picture, but with a
bigger budget, last year. Now she appears to Jewett to be on some sort of
drug. Her actions have the clockwork jerkiness of Elsa Lanchester in The
Bride of Frankenstein. She is supposed to look frantic, but she is in fact
frantic. Not always, but too often, when she makes mistakes, she cries. Not
always, but too often, when others make mistakes, she screams at them.

Cast and crew have commented on it. Quietly, among themselves. Not
to the director. He wouldn’t want to hear. A bearded, big-bellied, loud-
laughing man in a cowboy hat, he arrives up here on the mountain from
Palm Springs far below every morning at sunup, and drives back down in
his World War II jeep when daylight begins to fade. With his lady for
the day, slim, suntanned, and with his gangly buddy the writer. Not the
writer of this picture. A rich writer. The director is living in the rich writer’s
big house in Palm Springs-swimming pool, tennis courts, a French chef.
That is where he 1s getting his fun out of this picture.

Hulking around up here, in his sheepskin jacket and cowboy boots and
dark glasses, he is getting his job done. He goes about it like an elephant
setting up a circus tent. He doesn’t want to know what the hell he is
involved in. He certainly doesn’t want any trouble. Everyone understands
this and respects it, or simply wants to get home and out of the cold as soon
as possible. So no one gives the director any trouble—except the girl.
And somehow she has become Jewett’s responsibility. The director hasn’t
time, the picture hasn’t time. When the director tries to deal with her, he
keeps his voice low, but he swells up, gets red in the face, veins stand out in
his thick neck. Everyone on the set holds his breath, expecting an explosion.

Jewett stepped in the first time, hung the girl’s arctic fox coat across her
shoulders, put an arm around her slim waist, and walked her away into the
trees. He sat her down with him on a log, kept the consoling arm around
her, laid her head on his chest, stroked her back, crooned to her, dried her
eyes, smoothed her hair, told her something funny, and in five minutes had
her smiling damply—and shooting could resume. He has repeated this
routine until he has lost count. Either the director sends for him or, if Jewett
is on hand, he doesn’t wait, he moves in. Yet it hasn’t brought him close to



the girl. She never speaks to him or even smiles at him except at
those moments. This doesn’t worry him. What worries him is that
she speaks to, smiles at, no one. She seems awesomely alone.

Now he comes out of the steamy warmth and boiled-coffee smell of the
almost deserted little eatery into falling snow. To jam into the place with the
hungry first wave of actors and crew isn’t worth the jostling and the short
tempers of the sweaty, fat owner who cooks, the fat, sulky wife who snarls
the orders, the fat, pimply daughter who slogs back and forth carrying
the plates. The food is certainly not worth rushing for. Tonight’s was
meatloaf, mashed potatoes, peas and carrots from the freezer, leaden apple
pie. Yesterday it was mushy roast chicken. Tomorrow it will be frozen fish
fried in gummy batter-tempura, on the handwritten menu. Jewett has made
suggestions for improvements. “Sounds great,” the fat man said, “and if you
ever need a job cooking come see me.” Meantime the food remains unfit to
eat, but it beats the so-called meals that come tilting onto the set at noon in
a ribbed-aluminum catering truck. The young eat it. The older actors and
crew skip lunch. The director brings up food in handsome wicker hampers
from the kitchen of the writer’s French chef, and he and the writer and the
lady for the day disappear into a trailer to eat it. No one knows what it is,
but the rumors never omit peacock tongues. Jewett pines for his own
kitchen. He puts himself to sleep nights reciting recipes.

The sad girl’s big mobile home parked back among the trees, windows
already dark, is a cheerful enough looking vehicle but for some reason it
reminds him of a giant coffin. He is walking, shoulders hunched inside a
down parka, hands pushed deep into pockets, beside Rita Lopez, also in fox
fur, though hers is far from new. It is even a little mangy. Rita has been an
actor even longer than Jewett has, in parts monotonous and repetitive in
their way as his. She started as the brassy-voiced girl friend of the ingenue,
crude, oversexed, but warmhearted. Then the funny-sad floozy with the
heart of gold. Then, when movies grew brave enough to call a whore a
whore, Rita was a whore, with a heart, by then, of mush. When the years
marked her face and she got too heavy in the bust and hips, she became the
cowtown madame. And finally she was the fleabag landlady in police
shows. In this film, she noses into the doings of her roomers and is killed
for what she learns. She and Jewett are both wearing boots, but hers are soft
leather, show tufts of fluffy lining at their tops, and zip up the sides. The



snow creaks under their boots. Snowflakes settle on Rita’s long, false
eyelashes.

Jewett stops. “Doesn’t that child have a mother?”

“Kimberly?” Rita walks on. “What does she need with a mother? She’s
got you.” Rita stops, turns, comes back to him. “Oliver, she’s not a child.
She’s twenty-five, been married and divorced. There aren’t any children in
this business. You know that.” She takes his arm. “Come on. We’ll freeze to
death out here.”

“She ought to have someone with her.” Jewett leaves the road, walks
down among the thick gray tree trunks, raps on the door of the mobile
home. The door clatters to his knock. “Kimberly?” he calls. “Are you all
right?” No answer comes. He raises his cold hand to knock again, but he
doesn’t knock again. “Kimberly?” He stands, irresolute, feeling foolish,
overprotective, interfering. He stuffs his hand into its pocket and
trudges back up to the road, where Rita stands watching him with
a mocking smile that twists a corner of her mouth.

Behind her looms the Antlers, a tavern that was probably once a stable
for the horses that used to drag the big wagons and sledges when this was
logging country in the 1890s. The place i1s a slumping frame hulk, freshly
painted red, with a neon sign over its door. Crossed skis are nailed to the
door. From inside the place, through the old boards, leaks the twang of
country-and-western music. From young throats come whoops and hollers,
cowboy style. Dancing boots stamp and stutter on drum-hollow planks.
Jewett asks Rita to wait a minute, crosses the perfect whiteness of the road,
works the heavy iron latch of the door, and peers inside. A whirl of purple
and orange satin shirts, a glitter of silver belt buckles, a smell of beer, the
cutting edge of amplified guitars. A girl’s slim body snaps like a
whip aboard a mechanical rodeo bull that bucks and rocks below the flick
and glitter of a turning ball of mirrors. She is not Kimberly. Kimberly is not
in the Antlers. He didn’t think she would be. He shuts the door, making sure
the latch catches because a wind has risen, driving the snow. Leaning into
it, head down, he returns to Rita, shivering in the road.

“Why isn’t she in there having fun?” he says.

“Because she’s the star.” Rita takes his arm and starts him toward the
motel. “These days, one picture, and you’re a star, right? A superstar. She
can’t socialize with them. What are you, some kind of Communist? Maybe
on the last night. Even these cheap bastards will throw a party on the last



night, won’t they? Stale crackers, moldy cheese, and two lousy jugs of Red
Mountain?”

“Will she even be here by the last night?” Jewett looks over his shoulder
for another glimpse of the mobile home, but the night and the snowfall
obscure it. “That is one unhappy girl, Rita. She’s doping herself with
something, and she’s falling apart.”

“I hope you’re wrong, ” Rita says. “They’d have to reshoot all her
footage. If I liked this kind of weather, I’d have signed on with Napoleon in
1812.”

“She shouldn’t be alone,” Jewett says.

“That’s the best way to get your sleep.” Rita is regarding the Antlers.
“She makes more sense than they do.” She gives her head a shake. “Every
night till midnight. If I tried it, I’d drop dead on the set in the morning.”

“They’re young,” Jewett says. “You remember young?”

Rita snorts. “Who wants to remember?” She turns a key in the door of
her motel unit, stamps snow off her boots, pushes the door open, and steps
inside, where weak-watted lamps go on. She says, “Living through it wasn’t
enough?”

“Living through it was a narrow escape.” Jewett follows her into the
unit and shuts the door on the snow and the cold. He watches her shed the
coat and drop it on the bed. Her hat is fox also but with a sheen to it that
says it 1s much newer than the coat. She tosses the hat onto the bed, shakes
out her dyed red hair, rubs her hands, blows on them, and goes to fetch
plastic glasses from the bathroom. She digs a fresh pint of Old
Overholt from a suitcase of soft, fake cowhide. Rye is a man’s drink,
and Rita, for all her false lashes, lavish lipstick, long enameled nails, for all
her curves, is and always has been manly.

She sets bottle and glasses on a maple coffee table between two maple
armchairs that have thin cushions tied to overvarnished, spooled backs and
hard seats. The cushions are covered in a folksy patchwork quilt pattern that
has been used in the bedspread and the pleated curtains too. An oval
braided rug is underfoot. The walls are knotty pine. The lamps imitate
frontier coal-oil lamps, with frilled shades. The aim was coziness. Why
doesn’t the place seem cozy? Jewett drops his parka on the bed and brushes
snow out of his hair.

He says, “You can control it, can you—remembering?” He sits down
opposite her, digs a cigarette out of the pack in the pocket of his red wool



shirt, lights it with a throwaway lighter. “How?”

“Don’t keep scrapbooks,” she says. “Don’t keep pictures. Don’t watch
your reruns. Don’t listen to old songs.” A deck of cards buzzes and flutters
in her hands. “I really despise actors who keep scrapbooks. T did this in
“forty-eight, I did this in ’sixty-two.” Pathetic!” She deals. The cards
whisper across the scratched varnish of the tabletop. She thumps the
deck facedown in the middle of the table. “But what you really want to
avoid is bumping into old friends.”

“Too right.” Jewett gathers his cards together and arranges them in his
hand. Too many face cards. “When I climbed onto that bus and saw you
sitting there, I wanted to turn and run. Trouble is, I need the money.”

“Would anybody work on this piece of garbage that didn’t need the
money? Would I work with you?”

She doesn’t mean it any more than he does. They are happy to be
working together, pleased to be sitting again in the same room at night, a
room with a bed in it—though the bed of course is no more than a reminder
—and playing cards again after-dear God, how long has it been?—twenty
years. Either of them could, at any time, have picked up the phone and
talked to the other. They could have met for lunch or drinks or the
theater. Why not? On the other hand, why? No—it took a casting accident
to bring them together. That’s how the picture business goes. And after
these weeks of shooting, first here on location, then at the studio for
interiors, they will part with promises to keep in touch, but they won’t keep
in touch. They have long since learned to get along without each other. It
will take another accident to join them. And if he leaves the business, it will
take a miracle.

They lay down cards and pick up cards for a time in silence. Snow
whispers against the window. Now and then, a gust of wind rattles the
window, which is loose in its frame. The wind sings hoarsely in the tall
pines. Jewett wonders whether they will be able to shoot tomorrow. Will
those false building fronts stand against the wind? Won’t it take a long time
to clear the snow from the road up to the set? Will the storm stop by
morning? He is disgusted with the storm. This is March. Down on
the desert, the wild flowers are out, carpeting the ground. When the writer
of the script hears about the storm will he think of himself as a prophet? Or
as a god, even-creator of blizzards? He knows a few writers. Most of them
think that way when they get the chance.



Rita chain-smokes, leaving red lipstick on the butts that pile up in a
stingy glass ashtray. She pours tots from the flat bottle into the plastic
glasses. They sip the whiskey. Rita says, “That’s why you worry about
Kimberly.” She twists out her cigarette. It has no filter. It’s the short, old-
fashioned kind. In a moment, another hangs tough from a corner of her
mouth, smoke trickling up into an eye always half shut against the smoke.
“You don’t like the weather, either. You don’t like the picture. You want it
over with as soon as possible.”

“If the industry wants to be squalid, let it. I don’t want to be squalid.”

“And that’s why you take such care of her,” Rita says.

She knows him better than this. She is ragging him.

“I want to get out. I want to earn an honest living for a change.” He
picks up an eight and discards a ten. “There’s a little bakery for sale in my
home town. I’d like to buy it. I’'m a good baker.”

“I remember,” she says. “It was one of your ways of getting back at me
when I threw chairs at you and ran out and slammed the door and said I was
never coming back. When I came back, the place would be full of the smell
of baking bread. Beautiful.” She lays her cards on the table with a flourish.
“Gin!” Jewett blinks at the neat progression of low cards, sighs, bends,
and reaches to gather in all the cards. She says, “But that’s not the same as
getting up every morning at two and baking for a whole town. Actors go to
bed at two in the morning.” She doesn’t mean in the picture business. He
knows what she means. She is talking about the stage. “How long have you
been an actor, Oliver?” She knows, but he gives her an answer anyway.

“I got the idea at age six.” He shuffles the cards. “Six-year-olds make a
lot of mistakes.” He sets the deck in front of her, she cuts it and hands it
back to him. He begins to deal. “It’s taken me a half century to see that.”

“Please, Oliver, not midlife crisis.” She picks up her cards. “You’re a
failure, right?” She fans the cards in her fingers and the red nail enamel
glints in the lamplight as she shifts and tucks the cards. “You’ve wasted
your life?”

“Not quite all of it,” he says, “and I’'m going to start doing something
I’'m fit for while I’ve still got a few years left.” He arranges his own cards.
“When I saw that sign in Pfeffer’s window, I knew what it was.” He lays
down his hand to pour whiskey from the bottle, into her glass, into his.
“Something real, satisfying. Something I’'m good at.”



“If you weren’t good at acting”—she picks up a card and gets rid of
another—*“you’d have been a baker for the past forty years, whether you
wanted to be a baker or not. If you’re not good in the acting business, you
don’t last. You’ve lasted, dear.”

“I had something a little better in mind.”

“You mean you wanted to be Laurence Olivier?”

“I wanted not to be second-rate.” Jewett picks up a deuce and lays down
a jack. “You don’t know what that means, because you’re good. I don’t care
how they miscast you and waste you—you’re good, and you have the
satisfaction of knowing that, of knowing that everyone with intelligence in
the business and out of it knows it too.”

“Oh, la, sir,” she says, and lights a new cigarette from the stub of an old
one. “I have a funny face and a funny voice, dear. It’s the luck of the draw.
They pay me. It’s a boring way to earn a living, but it beats working.” She
draws a card and gets rid of another.

He says, “When you’re second-rate and too dumb to realize it, that’s one
thing. Too dumb, too egotistical, too easily flattered. But when you finally
see it, when you finally face the awful truth, you’re ashamed to show your
face. And an actor who’s ashamed to show his face is in deep trouble.” He
lucks out with another deuce and slaps down a ten. “My sister always said
I was a numbskull, but fifty years of it must be a record.”

“You learn your lines, dear, hit your marks, and look the other actor in
the eye. As old Spence said, that’s all there is to acting.” She sips some of
the whiskey from her plastic glass. The smoke is a blue halo around that
orange hair. “All you need is a break. Don’t be impatient. You get better-
looking every year. My God, if it could happen to Charles Bronson, why
not to you? It’s never too late, Oliver. Wait for it, love.”

“I’1l wait.” He picks up still another deuce, and, by Christ, discards an
eight. “Till I’ve saved enough to buy that bakery. That’s how long I’1l wait.”

“How is your sister?” she says.

He stares at her. He has forgotten that they ever met, Susan and Rita, but
they did. Susan arrived without warning, bad foot clunking up the long,
rickety outside staircase of a paint-flaking hulk of a house at the beach, on a
sunny Sunday morning. The summer of what—1954? It had to be. Rita and
he were still new to each other. The famous battles hadn’t yet
begun. They’d been making lazily delighted love on that bed in the tower
room with the curved glass windows. The moment comes back to him now



with a sharpness and sweetness so vivid he half stands up, the legs of the
chair catching in the braiding of the rug and almost toppling him backward.

“Something the matter?”” Rita says.

“Bathroom,” Jewett says, for an excuse. He goes to the bathroom door
and with the knob in his hand turns to tell Rita, “She’s dying. Leukemia.
The doctors don’t sentence you anymore—but she thinks she’s got a year.”

“Oh, God,” Rita says glumly.

He goes into the bathroom, uses the toilet, washes his hands, splashes
his face, uses the towel. Memory has ambushed him, as it so often does.
They meant to pack food and spend the day on the beach. But neither was
willing to let the other out of bed. Time stopped. There were moments of
high solemnity but there was much laughter and, in the end, because those
curved windowpanes acted like lenses, sweat that made their skins
squeak against each other. In a sharp smell of sweat he flapped into a blue
cotton happy coat. He went barefoot to answer the door. The noise of her
climbing should have identified Susan to him, but she was too far from his
thoughts. And there she stood, short, pudgy, crooked, in a dazzle of sunlight
off a yellow ship-lap wall. He was so surprised, he didn’t even wonder how
she had found him.

“Are you all right?” she asked through the screen.

“Fine.” He heard amazement in his voice. “Is anything the matter?” He
seemed unable to move from his place on the gritty kitchen linoleum. The
only way into Rita’s apartment was through the kitchen. “Mother all right?”

“Worried,” she said. “Wondering what became of you. I wouldn’t have
arrived on your doorstep like this, but you don’t seem to have a phone.”

“They cost money,” he said. “Which I haven’t got.” “Oliver,” she said
crossly, “it’s been three years.”

She meant since their father’s funeral. 1951. November. Rain. At the
dark house on Deodar Street, their mother had worn a stiff, white face, had
moved stiffly, spoken stiffly, controlling her temper. She had lost it after the
ceremony at the church, when they were in the undertaker’s limousine,
following the glossy blackness of the hearse to the cemetery, had lost it in
a bitter storm of tears and reproaches, which Susan had quieted. But under
the gloomy old cemetery trees that shed cold drops upon them while the
coffin went down into the grave, Susan had taken her turn at him—
muttering furiously, eyes on her prayer book. Why had he even come to the



funeral? In ten long years why had he never spoken to his father, never even
tried? What kind of hypocrisy was this?

“He was in the wrong,” Jewett murmured. The coffin had slipped a
little. Its dull pewter-colored bulk splashed quietly in the rain that had
pooled at the bottom of the grave. “He drove me out. He never called me
back.” He heard the words about returning to dust, and bent to pick up a
handful of wet earth and drop it down on the coffin lid. He turned back to
her. She was staring at him with flared nostrils, stony eyes. Rubbing the
mud from his fingers, he told her, “I wanted to please him. Nothing else
mattered to me so much. When I disgusted him instead, it seemed like the
end. Did he say he wished I’d come back? Did he ever say that?”

“He didn’t have to,” she said sharply. “Not to me. Really, Oliver—don’t
you ever think about anyone but yourself? Can’t you imagine anyone else’s
feelings?”

The minister, at the head of the grave, under a black umbrella held by a
grouchy-looking altar boy, closed his book and dropped it into a pocket of
his cassock. The boy clumsily hung a mackintosh over the old man’s frail
shoulders. Touching his cornered black cap, the minister came to shake
hands with the widow and orphans, and to wheeze ritual words of
comfort, then made off at a brisk totter down the grassy slope among
the tilting old headstones, the spongy earth squishing under his shoes. Susan
put away her prayer book and took her mother’s arm.

Jewett said quickly, “I came because I’m sorry. I should have tried to
patch it up. But don’t you see—it wasn’t something I’d done that made him
angry. It was something I was. Not something I could help, not something I
could change. So what was the use in trying?”

Susan looked at him with pity and scorn, turned with her mother, and
followed the clergyman and altar boy down toward the curving lane, where
the black cars waited. Jewett watched their retreat for a moment, Susan
tilting as she always did, his mother having a wobbly time because the
spike heels of her new black patent-leather pumps kept sinking into the
soft earth. He stepped again to the edge of the grave and looked down at the
coffin with its dark splash of symbolic earth. “I wanted to please you,” he
said. “The times I was able to please you were the proudest times I ever
knew. I was all right then. Those were the only times I was all right. You
want to remember that? I’d like it if you’d remember that.” He was crying.
Workmen trudged toward him from a stone shed. Wearing dull black



slickers, carrying shovels, they were coming to fill in the grave. They must
be used to seeing people cry over coffins. And who cared what they
thought? Still, he turned his face up to the rain, so they wouldn’t see his
tears.

“I know how long it’s been,” he said to Susan from the unkempt kitchen
on the second floor of the sagging old house at the beach. “Somehow, I had
the impression that it didn’t matter. That I didn’t matter.”

“What do you mean, you don’t have any money?” She glanced up at the
sun that was climbing toward noon. Its brightness made her wince. “Do you
think I could come in?”

“What?” He was startled and abashed and hurried to unhook the door
whose black screens bulged in their warped frame. “Come in, come in.” He
pushed the door wide. “Excuse the mess. We’re not much on
housekeeping.”

She looked him up and down. The happy coat was short. She made him
feel naked. The length and straightness of his legs made him ashamed. She
said, “You’re not much on clothing, either.” She limped indoors and he let
the screen flap shut. “Who 1s ‘we’? Not your fat friend Fogel—the one who
brought you home for the funeral in that pretentious car. He certainly made
himself scarce.”

“He doesn’t like funerals,” Jewett said.

“He doesn’t like you, either,” Susan said. “Not anymore. He was very
curt with me when I phoned yesterday to ask about you. He said he didn’t
know where you were and, what’s more, he didn’t care. Wasn’t he your
agent?”

“Past tense—you’ve got it,” Jewett said. “Excuse me—just let me see if
the coast is clear.” He peered into the tousled bedroom. The bathroom door
beyond was open, a big rainbow beach towel hanging crooked over it. A
shower splashed. Rita sang under her breath. If she sang aloud, neighbors
would come flocking with requests. He closed the bedroom door, went
back, and led Susan through the hall to the living room, where a
bay window faced the ocean across a street of patched asphalt and a beach
teeming with summer youngsters. Sea light was harsh in the room. He
cleared a dumpy tan daybed of paperback books and old copies of Daily
Variety and Hollywood Reporter. “Sit down,” he said. “It’s hot. Can I get
you something cold to drink?”



“Im all right.” she said, and sat. She peered up at him through her
distorting lenses, blinking. “What’s happened to you? We keep looking at
the movie ads in the papers. Your name isn’t there anymore. When we saw
it, we always went, and you know how I hate to go out.”

“I appreciate it,” he said.

“What went wrong? It’s that Fogel, isn’t it? I don’t trust people who
wear dark glasses in the rain.”

Jewett smiled wanly. “I’ll remember that.” He made to sit down and
remembered that he couldn’t sit down in the happy coat and not reveal what
Rita called the tropic zone. He said, “Let me put on something,” and turned,
and Rita stood wrapped in the rainbow beach towel in the doorway, drying
her hair. She wore it short in those days and its natural dark brown color,
almost black. She looked surprised when she saw Susan. Jewett said, “My
sister, Susan. This is Rita Lopez.”

Susan gaped. First at Rita. Then at him. She moistened her lips with her
tongue, and her voice came out faint. “Are you— are you married?”

“I am,” Rita said brightly. “He isn’t.”

Susan’s face flushed. Her clumpy little fists dug into the padding of the
daybed and she struggled to get to her feet, crying at Jewett, “What about
what you are? What you told me at Daddy’s funeral? That you couldn’t help
it, you couldn’t change. What about that?” She did manage to stand up,
almost falling forward from the effort. “You could help it. You could
change.”

“I didn’t know that then,” Jewett said. He looked for Rita, but she was
retreating down the hall. “I don’t know it now. Things happen we don’t
expect. Did you expect it? Be honest, now. You’re surprised as hell.”

Susan was staring after Rita. “What does she mean—she’s married?”

“She means her husband walked out on her when the studios blacklisted
her, and she couldn’t get parts anymore and support him in the manner to
which he’d grown accustomed.”

Susan’s face lost color. “She’s a Communist?”

“Her father was a Communist,” Jewett said. “In Mexico. In the period
when they wanted democracy and everybody was fighting everybody else
about it. 1917. He was dead before Rita was born. She’s not a Communist.”

“But it’s because of her that you’re not working,” Susan said. “Oh,
Oliver, why? You were doing so well.”



“Will you let me change my clothes, please?” he said. “It’s not that
simple. Will you wait?” She didn’t have words, but she nodded, and
plumped down on the daybed again. Jewett bumped into Rita, who was
coming out of the bedroom in jeans and a red-check gingham blouse. She
put a quick kiss on his mouth, then wrinkled her nose.

“Whoo!” she gasped. “You stink.”

“I can’t think how it happened,” he said.

She went off to the kitchen. He shed the happy coat and got under the
shower to wash off the stink of sweat. He couldn’t find clean pants and
ended up kicking into the crumpled, grubby white sailor pants he found on
the floor beside the bed. He couldn’t find a shirt, either, but it was too hot
for a shirt anyway.

In the living room, a brown quart bottle of Acme beer sweated on the
battered coffee table. Rita sat on the other end of the daybed with a glass of
beer. A glass of beer untouched stood in front of Susan. She stared at it. In
high school a boy had invited her out. She thought it was because he cared
for her. He got her drunk on beer and brought his friends to laugh at her
when it made her sick. She had not touched beer or anything else alcoholic
since. Not that Jewett knew of. Smoke hung in the hot air. Rita chain-
smoked even then. She was saying:

“I was acting in a play in a little theater off Sunset, and scouts come
around to those, scouts from the studios, looking for new actors. Not me.
I’m not new and I’m blacklisted anyway. But new kids. And Ziggy Fogel
came with Oliver. They were sleeping together, you know.” Rita was a
model of discretion. “Ziggy had rescued him from some janitor’s closet in
New York in 1948 and brought him back out here and got him into
pictures.” “During the war,” Jewett said, “I’d had some pretty fair parts on
Broadway. 1 thought it was because I could act.” He bent over the table to
fill a water-spotted glass with beer from the chilly bottle. “It wasn’t.” He sat
on the dusty floor and crossed his legs. “It was because all the good young
actors were in the service.”

“Oh, Oliver,” Susan said.

“It’s true. How true it was, I learned when they came back from Europe
and the Pacific and suddenly nobody wanted me anymore. Cockroaches
were my only friends. We lived together on a share-and-share-alike basis.
Until Ziggy saw me in some butchered Shakespeare outdoors in the summer



for the poor unwashed, you know, and decided the movies needed one more
pretty face.”

“Oh, Oliver,” Susan said again. “Stop.” She looked to Rita for help.
“He’s very good. Isn’t he very good?”

“I make it a rule never to go to movies,” Rita said, and grinned at him
over her beer glass.

“When I left him for Rita”—Jewett got to his knees and took a cigarette
from Rita’s pack on the table and lit it from the flame of Rita’s Zippo, and
sat cross-legged again—*“it made him spiteful. He warned me I’d never
work in this town again.”

“But you’re not a Communist,” Susan cried. “That’s so unfair!”

“It would be unfair,” Rita said, leaning forward to twist out her cigarette
and light another, “if he was a Communist. What the hell’s that got to do
with a person’s right to earn a living?”” Susan looked desperate. “But what
will you do?”

“He makes a mean taco,” Rita said. “Worst comes to worst, I’ll hock my
ass for ten pounds of hamburger, and we’ll peddle tacos to the hungry on
the beach.”

“We’re working,” Jewett said hastily. “Don’t worry. Life 1s full of
ironies. All the other Communists, who really are Communists, adore Rita.
A bunch of them have got a little-theater group. She’s in all the plays. They
pay Equity. And because she’s in the plays, I’'m in the plays. They think I’'m
a Communist too. Some of them are very great actors.” He looked at Rita.
“Get Susan some tickets, all right?” Rita set down her glass, hopped off the
couch, went away. “They even praise my work. They know better. But
politics makes liars like nothing else. All the same, I’'m glad. I’'m learning a
lot.”

“But you’re getting in deeper,” Susan wailed.

“How’s the painting going?” Jewett asked.

“The gallery closed,” she said wanly. “I took my pictures around, up and
down La Cienega. God how I hate it—the way strangers stare at me. They
wouldn’t take them. It was charity on Zimmerman’s part. Poor man. I went
to see him in the hospital. His face is all twisted. He drools, Oliver. |
couldn’t understand a word he said.”

“You’ll be all right,” Jewett said. “When things can’t get worse, they get
better. New York taught me that. What about the advertising agency? At the




funeral, didn’t you tell me they kept phoning, trying to get you to come
back?”

“I don’t want to do that. I did it for so long. I’'m taking pottery classes.
But it’s not going to work. I just end up looking like a mud pie, and
everything comes out crooked. Like me.” She gave a grim little laugh.
“What we are—that’s what we make.” Her shoulders sagged. “Oh, 1
suppose I’ll go back to the agency. What else is there?”

Now, in the smoke-stuffy motel unit, the snow blowing outside, whiskey
warm 1n the veins, Rita clucks over her cards. “Poor woman. She had rotten
breaks from the start, didn’t she? Crippled? Now this.”

“She’s rich and famous,” Jewett says. “It took her a while to learn what
she was supposed to do. Not half as long as it’s taken me.” He picks up the
last deuce, lays down his hand for her to admire, and says, “Gin.”

Rita grunts and, cigarette smoldering short in a corner of her painted
mouth, one eye squinting, gathers up the cards and reaches for the
cardboard box they fit into. Jewett drinks off his whiskey. He says:

“She even found a man to marry her, finally. She loved him. Very much.
Unluckily, he was blind.”

Rita cocks a painted eyebrow. “What is this, some kind of sick joke?”

“No, 1t’s a fact. And Lambert’s trouble was that he wouldn’t admit it.
And it killed him. He stepped in front of a car one night. And I’ve been
watching her, and I’d say she gave up on life right then. It just took death
seven years to get around to her. Love was all she ever really wanted.”

“We all want what we can’t have.” Rita slips the pack into the box.
“What we’ve got, that’s no good to us. That’s why I kept throwing plates at
you.” She sighs. “Listen, love, I’'m pooped. Go off to bed, Oliver, okay?”

He stands stiffly. “I like remembering the house at the beach.” His
watch tells him he has been back there in 1954 a long time tonight. “Don’t
you?”

“It was hell,” she says, “but we had some fun.” She tucks the rye bottle
back into the suitcase, picks up the fur coat and hat, and hangs them in a
stingy closet. “I got a lot of target practice.” She laughs.

“Your aim wasn’t too bad by the end.” He picks up his parka from the
bed and works himself into it. ““You damn near killed me.”

It was a clear day like that other day, but eight years later. And this time,
kids were witnesses, little kids, Connie’s snotty-nosed, grubby-handed little
redneck kids, watching big-eyed from open windows, hanging arms and



legs over the stair rails, grinning gap-toothed at Rita flinging Jewett’s
clothes down that long rickety outside staircase at him, then pitching the
drawers the clothes had lain in, then rushing back inside the
apartment, dragging out the cheap little chest and heaving that after
him. Accurately. It broke his left arm. Or the fall did.

And this time, she wasn’t sorry, tearful, apologetic. She didn’t go all
frantic with love and sympathy, the way she used to when she cut him with
flying glasses or scalded him with pots of hot coffee. This time she spat
down on him, ran back inside, slammed the door. She didn’t even phone for
an ambulance. One of the strangers in bathing trunks who had clustered in
the street, attracted by Rita’s loud curses in Spanish and English, and
gaping up in amazement at the poor naked bastard trying to get back up the
stairs—one of them phoned for an ambulance. And asked Jewett for his
dime back as the attendants were sliding Jewett into the truck.

“You want to forgive me now?” She struggles to pull off a wildly striped
turtleneck sweater, orange, scarlet, magenta, green, over her head. “I didn’t
know what I was doing, all right? What could I do, what could we do?” She
drops the sweater on her chair. Her bra looks strong as canvas, holding up
the massive breasts. Her flesh is an old woman’s, mottled. He turns his eyes
away. She says, “Connie was the problem, Connie and her kids.”

“No,” he says bleakly, “it was me. I didn’t want us to be finished,
couldn’t accept it, couldn’t bear the thought.” He zips up the parka. “And
you didn’t have the heart to tell me I was a fifth wheel. You were kind as
long as you could be. No wonder you kept losing control.”

“Kind? Me? Shit. I couldn’t have looked after them without you.” She
goes into the bathroom. Water splashes in the hand basin. He hears her
make spluttering noises. She is washing off her makeup. She calls, voice
echoing off the hard, shiny surfaces of the bathroom, “I lied to myself that I
could. But it went to pieces right away. Twenty-four hours a day with
nobody but Connie? Forget it.”

“Good night,” he calls, pulls up the hood of the parka, opens the door.
The cold is breathtaking. He drags the door to after him, hunches his
shoulders, puts his head down, and makes for his cabin. Connie used to grin
when Rita threw things at Jewett. Rita would have needed a target, it was
her nature. With Jewett gone, Connie would have become the target. God
knew, she was big enough—beautifully proportioned, but tall and large-
boned, a Michelangelo sybil bred in an Arkansas sharecropper’s shack. She



wouldn’t have liked being Rita’s target—not after Otto, her 360-pound
meat-cutter husband who had beaten her up at every full moon for eleven
years before she fled to Rita. Does Rita really believe it was her boredom
with Connie that put an end to the two women living together? Maybe.
Time can do funny things to truth. More likely, Rita said that tonight
to make Jewett feel better—as if it mattered now. His scars only hurt when
it rained.

The key to his unit is warm because he has been clutching it in his
pocket. The lock is cold. The motel room, identical to Rita’s, is warm and
smells vaguely of perfumed room-deodorant spray. It is tidy. The maid has
built a neat stack on the dresser out of the script he left in the bed, the
floppy blue crossword puzzle book, the paperback novels. His big, two-
speaker portable cassette player stands on the bedside table under the lamp.
He presses a button and it begins to play a Brahms quintet. He sheds the
parka and looks at his own bottle of whiskey. Scotch will taste wrong after
the rye, but he pours himself a nightcap anyway. He tried to telephone Bill
before supper and didn’t get an answer. It’s pretty late now. He’d better let it
go. He removes his boots, stacks pillows, lies on the bed propped up by the
pillows, lights a cigarette, and slowly works on the scotch.

What did he say to her that morning to make her so mad? They were in
bed together. She had tiptoed in with mugs of coffee and had slipped
between the sheets naked beside him before he was awake. This didn’t
happen often—not after Connie and the kids moved in. Rita slept with
Connie. The kids slept all over the place, kitchen, bathtub, couch, floor.
There were four of them—they only seemed like a dozen. And it was an
event when Rita sneaked in to be with Jewett. He glowed about it.

They made drowsy love, marveling in whispers at each other, as if their
bodies held nothing but surprises, as if they hadn’t been together this way
two thousand times before. And then, with the coffee mug at his mouth, he
said something. And she began yelling at him and hitting him, first with her
fists, then with the straight chair she’d propped under the doorknob.
And that was why he was naked out there on the bright morning stairs, arms
over his head to keep the missiles from crowning him, feet tangled in his
flung clothes.

He gives his head a baffled shake, gets off the bed, goes into the
bathroom for aspirin, washes it down, switches off the bathroom light, goes
back to the bed. He was trying to get back up the stairs. No point in that. He



could have put on what she’d flung at him, covered his nakedness right
where he stood. Why was he trying to get back up the stairs? To make it
right with Rita, grab hold of her and keep hold of her till she
stopped raging? She was much smaller than he. He was stronger. He
had done it before. But it wasn’t that—mnot this time. This was their last
battle, the end of the war—and he knew it.

He stands scowling beside the bed, taps ash from his cigarette into the
little ashtray, tastes the scotch, and remembers Darlene. The smudged faces
of all the kids he sees with a sharpness no amount of time will ever dim.
God, they are grown-ups now, even Bubby—sneak, bully, four years old.
But Bubby doesn’t figure in this. It’s Darlene, the oldest, twelve. He gives
his head a shake and stubs out the cigarette. Can this be true? Was
it Darlene for whose sake he was trying to get back up those stairs?

He remembers her—all elbows, knees, thin white face, straw hair
straggling over it, big eyes filled with pain and longing. He sees her
standing in a dirty rag of a dress, on Ocean Front Walk, hands clasped
behind her, staring up at the blind man who played there, a scruffy little dog
asleep at his feet, a tin cup attached to a wheezy accordion mended with
soiled adhesive tape. The scrawny child was spellbound, everything
else forgotten—including the smaller kids whom she was supposed to mind,
to keep from drowning, stealing, falling under the merry-go-round, making
themselves sick on greasy french fries. He sees her at a summertime park,
where a band played on a portable stage, sees her stick-thin arms and legs
moving in an awkward dreamy dance on the grass in the shadows of the
trees. He sees her face, washed for the occasion, wet with tears on the night
he took her to a symphony concert at Hollywood Bowl.

Could he have saved her for the kind of life she ought to have had?
How? He sits on the bed and pulls the boots back on. He shrugs into the
parka and yanks the hood up. He makes sure he has his key, then pulls open
the door and goes out again into the snow. The wind is at his back now,
pushing him along the white street. Music still twangs from the Antlers. Its
sign is a pinkish blur through the falling snow. He crosses the invisible road
and moves into the trees, wading in drifts, just able to make out a yellow
glow of small windows in Kimberly’s mobile home. He raps the door again.
Does he hear her voice? “Kimberly?” he calls. “Are you all right?”

The door jerks open. She stands there in jeans and a sweater, the light
behind her making her hair shine like shredded silk. “Will you please leave



me alone?” she says. “Will you please just leave me the hell alone?” And
she slams the door.

In the morning, the storm has stopped. A yellow machine with a high
glass cab, driven by a youth in a green earflap cap and mackinaw, chugs up
the logging road ahead of the vans that carry actors and crew. The machine
scoops up the snow from the road and blows the snow away into the trees.
It is a pleasant sight, if monotonous. Jewett watches it, seated cramped
beside Rita, paperback book in his lap, a finger stuck in it to keep his place.
Kimberly’s Alfa-Romeo is buried in snow, so she rides in the van this
morning. She doesn’t make it more crowded. She is too thin for that. Jewett
does his best not to look at her.



April

JEWETT HELPs Susan up the cracked cement stairway under the
dark deodars to the house. It is slow going. She has lost weight, but she
depends on him for half her strength, and her bad leg gets in the way. She
feels sick and weak, and he feels old, and they stop to rest every few steps.
It 1s always worst on the sixth and final day of each month’s series of
treatments, which this is. Both of them have become attuned to the
fine shadings of wretchedness, which darken with each day’s treatment.

He has learned to take empty back streets home from the distant
University Medical Center, because it is always necessary to stop at least
once so she can open the car door and miserably vomit into the gutter. It
isn’t nice. It is unsanitary and antisocial, but she stubbornly refuses to use
the plastic container with lid he has stowed in the car. (It is her car she
insists they take, with tiny stuffed toy replicas of Lambert’s dogs dangling
from strings off the rearview mirror.) She is repelled by the idea that Jewett
will empty and wash the container. When he brings up the idea, she
threatens to hire a nurse. And that puts an end to it.

The day is sunny but cool, and the retaining wall against which they
lean, side by side, catching their breaths, is cold. The rusty moss is thick on
this portion of wall. The pine needles are thick and slippery underfoot,
making the ascent harder than it might be. Yet he hasn't swept them away
because they form a cushion, and he is afraid that sometime he may lose his
grip on her and she will fall. It is important that she not cut herself. If she
starts to bleed, it will be hard to stop, maybe impossible. The chemicals that
drip into her veins during these dreary five-hour sessions will in time, if
they haven’t already, end her blood’s ability to coagulate. Then there is the
danger of infection. Week by week she is losing her ability to fight
infection.

The danger is worst in the days following treatment, when a common
cold could turn swiftly to pneumonia, and this chilly spring he has made her
bundle up. She wears an old stocking cap that started life a cheerful blue but
has faded with the years to a sickly lavender. Moths have been at it, and



through the holes her pale scalp shows. All her fine, white, old-
woman’s hair has fallen out. She won’t let him buy her a new cap. Over her
protests, so that she can make a neat appearance at the medical center, he
has hauled her heaps of soiled clothing to the dry cleaner’s and to the
laundromat: he rather enjoyed sitting in the blank white room on a chair of
flimsy molded orange plastic, warmed by winter sunshine through plate
glass, reading while the washers sloshed and shuddered. But her clothes are
all old, faded, threadbare, and she refuses to let him take her to buy new
ones.

“A waste of money,” she says. “I’m dying, remember?”

Now they commence climbing again, he with an arm tight around her,
lifting, she making low, miserable sounds under her breath. These switch
him back in time fifty years. After the polio, she had to go for therapy to the
hospital three days a week, to try to regain the use of her leg. He pleaded to
be allowed to go along in the Model A when their father drove her in the
early mornings, having carried her in his arms down these long steps—
though she could manage them, slowly, wearing her brace. Jewett sees his
father’s straight back, lean shoulders lifted against Susan’s weight,
disappearing down the steps, the dark tree branches shutting him from sight.
Jewett ran to his mother, who was dressing for school, and hopped around
her, tears in his eyes, begging to go to the hospital with Susan.

“Idle curiosity,” his mother said, “is an unattractive thing in a civilized
person. I’d suggest you do your best to suppress it.” She bent to give her
bobbed hair a hurried brush in the dressing-table mirror. “Starting now.”

“But it’s not idle curiosity,” he said. “I want to help her.”

“Casuistry”’—his mother put on a little tight-fitting brown felt hat—*"is
even less attractive.” She brushed past him to lift down from a rattly hanger
in the closet the light jacket that matched her skirt and hat. Her blouse was
pale yellow silk, with a floppy bow at the throat. Alice Jewett had no use
for what eight-year-old Oliver already understood to be a rule of life— that
teachers had to look dowdy. She always looked pretty, even in those
pinchpenny Depression days when they’d had to sell his father’s Dodge to
help pay Susan’s medical bills, so Alice didn’t get to drive her trim Model
A anymore. And no one could pay lawyers, so his father had to knock on
doors in the evenings, trying to sell cheap life-insurance policies.
‘Casuistry’ means,” she told Jewett, “making up pious excuses to cover
impious motives.”



From the built-in oak drop-leaf desk in the living room she gathered
student papers she’d sat up late last night correcting and stuffed the papers
into her neat briefcase. She frowned at her pretty little gold wristwatch.
“Magdalena’s late again.” She kissed the top of Jewett’s head and ran for
the front door. “If she comes before you leave for school, tell her I won’t
need her Friday. Tuesday, next week.” She was out the door and her high
heels were rattling across the hollow porch boards when she called back,
“And her money is in the cookie jar.” Then she was off, slim and brisk as a
girl, down the long steps to wait for her ride.

“My motives are not impious,” Jewett called after her before he shut the
door. He touched his hair where she had kissed him, and put his fingers to
his nose to smell the trace of her perfume those quick kisses always left.
But he did it without thinking, from habit. He was scowling, angry with her.
It wasn’t idle curiosity. She didn’t know, his father didn’t know. They
were too busy and too worried. Susan’s brave smiles could conceal from
them how she felt. Jewett knew. He was with her more than they were, and
he had time to pay attention.

Susan’s therapy went on and on, and she was tired of it and full of anger
and despair because her leg was hardly getting better at all. She cried. He
knew. He had caught her at it, and the sound of it was bitter. He never told
her. She was trying hard to appear strong and hopeful. It would be cruel for
him to tell her he knew she cried. But he did know-nothing could
change that. And he wanted to help her. He felt sure that if they let him go
with her to the hospital, he could help her. His father and his mother didn’t
understand how alone Susan felt, having to get better all by herself. He
understood, and it was mean to let her go on alone when he could help.

He went to the kitchen, dragged a chair across the blue linoleum,
climbed on the chair, opened the cupboard, and took down the cookie jar,
heavy pale brown pottery with California poppies painted on it, egg-yolk
color. He set it on the shelf and lifted the lid. Inside, his hand found a little
wax-paper packet. He unfolded it. There were six wilted one-dollar bills.
He must be wrong. He climbed down off the chair, separated the bills, and
laid them out on the counter. He was not wrong. None of them was a five or
a ten. Magdalena was gray-haired, heavy in the hips and breasts, and her
ankles swelled out over the tops of her worn, misshapen shoes as she
waddled about. Every Tuesday and Friday she came early and worked all
day, vacuuming, sweeping, mopping, washing dishes, making the window-



panes shine, leaving a cedar-oil gloss on the furniture. On Tuesdays, she
also ran the washing machine and hung the clean clothes out on the line,
and brought the dry clothes indoors and folded them and put them away,
smelling of starch and sunshine. On Fridays she stayed and cooked dinner.
And three dollars a day was what they paid her. He wrapped the bills in the
wax-paper packet and dropped it back into the cookie jar. He put the lid on
the cookie jar, climbed on the chair again, slid the cookie jar back into the
cupboard, and shut the door.

He had meant to take coins so as to ride a bus to the hospital. He had
never ridden a bus alone, but he knew where the hospital was, and knew
how to ask directions from a bus driver. He couldn’t take Magdalena’s
money. Not even if he could persuade himself he was only borrowing.
Casuistry, his mother said. You weren’t borrowing if you knew you’d never
be able to pay the money back. He set the chair in its place at the
kitchen table and left by the back door so he wouldn’t meet
Magdalena toiling up the stairway from the street, puffing and panting.
She would scold him for starting late to school. He fought his way through
the thick brush and untrimmed trees in back of the house to the street above.
He wished he had a bicycle on which to roll swiftly down the hill. He didn’t
have a bicycle. He walked to the hospital.

It seemed a long way. He was afraid he would arrive too late, that
Susan’s session would be ended, that their father would have come back in
the Model A from his law office to pick her up and fetch her home again.
He kept reading clocks through store windows. Then he saw the hospital
looming up white and tall on its hilltop, windows catching and flashing
back the sunlight, and it no longer seemed far. His legs were tired, but
he made them go faster, climbing the strange streets of shacks and broken
fences. It was a Mexican district. Maybe Magdalena’s house was
somewhere here. A dog came running at him, and he stopped dead still,
afraid. But the dog only sniffed at his shoes and trouser legs. It didn’t try to
bite him. It went on.

The hospital was big and confusing to him. But he told a round-faced
woman in starchy white about his sister and her leg. He rode the elevator
and followed children in wheelchairs, old men with twisted faces, hobbling
on crutches, to the physical-therapy room. It was like the gymnasium of the
high school where his mother taught. Except no one here was playing
basketball, as had been the case at the high-school gym when his father



took him there. Everyone here was crippled. Most of them wore pajamas
and bathrobes and bedroom slippers. They were all being helped to stand
and walk by nurses or by young men in white jackets and white trousers.
From somewhere, Jewett heard the echoing cries and splashes that
meant there was a swimming pool. He was short, and found it hard to see
between the many cripples. No wonder Susan was discouraged. All these
cripples. He dodged this way and that, looking for Susan. He saw her, far
away across the room.

She stood between long parallel bars of yellow wood. She had pushed
up the sleeves of her sweater, and stringy muscles showed in her thin
forearms. Her knuckles were white from gripping the bars so hard. Her face
was tight. A red-haired, plump young man was leaning his freckled face to
hers, nodding, urging her to try. Her leg would never get strong if she didn’t
put weight on it. Did she want to wear that heavy brace forever? Susan
wasn’t looking at him. She was looking down at her bad leg, which swung
foolishly, and appeared to Jewett frail, not up to any weight.

She was making those low, miserable sounds under her breath. They
broke Jewett’s heart. He lunged toward her. She didn’t see him. She tried to
take a step on the bad leg. It gave under her, she lurched, and the bar caught
her in the armpit. It jarred her and she winced. The young man’s big,
freckled hands came out to keep her from falling. He smiled, and she smiled
back at him, heaving herself upright again. The smile was so brave and
false that Oliver felt a surge of pity and cried her name. She turned. “Oh,
Oliver, no!” She looked stricken. She let go the bars and dropped in a heap
on the gray buttoned canvas mat beneath. Jewett ran to her, fell to his knees,
and threw his arms around her. She was sobbing. He said, “I came to help
you.” But he knew, too late, that he hadn’t helped. He had only made her
more miserable....

When he unlocks the front door, she stops making the sounds. He helps
her through the house, past the silent loom, down the hall to the back
bedroom, which he has made clean and tidy and brightened with fresh
wallpaper. He lets her down gently onto the bed that he keeps always fresh
now with clean sheets, pillow slips, blankets. He unzips and gets her out of
her awful old mackinaw jacket, and helps her lie back against the pillows.
He removes her scuffed little shoes, sets them by the bed. She shuts her
eyes. “Television?” he asks. The set is old, black and white, but she stares at
it these days, not up to the effort of reading. She shakes her head. He stands



gazing down at her. She looks as if she might die, right now, this
afternoon. But he knows there is no cause for alarm. If not by this
evening, then by tomorrow, she will be working, some of her color
will return, and for three weeks, until the next set of treatments, she’ll be a
fair replica of her old self, able to joke, maybe even able to hope.

She begins to snore softly, and he slips off her old blue knit cap and
stands inspecting it, poking a finger through the biggest of the moth holes.
He recalls when it was bought, and why. The winter of 1932-33. For skiing.
Because she finally did regain the use of that leg—such use as it would ever
be to her. The brace hung for a while in her closet, then was taken to
the garage to hang off a nail, the metal rusting, the pads graying, curling
away from the metal, the straps stiffening and cracking.

She changed when she could do without the brace. The change was
temporary, but he didn’t know that. Instead of lying in bed all day, reading,
drawing, painting, she wanted to walk. Not alone, no. Jewett must walk
with her. Later, she tried to run, and did run in a crazy, lurching way, and
pestered Jewett to race her along the tilted street at sundown, when no
cars passed, when neighbors were busy indoors. She wouldn’t play in the
gym at school for fear of being ridiculed. But early on Saturday and Sunday
mornings, she made Jewett play basketball with her on the quiet street, a
barrel hoop nailed up over the garage doors. The hoop is gone now, but the
nails that held it are still there. He hated basketball, he was no good at it, he
wanted to be alone with his little cardboard stages, his little cardboard
actors, but he played with her, played with her to help her leg grow strong
—while his father slept, his father who loved basketball.

Then she saw a short subject about skiing. In those days, all four of
them went, one night each week, to the movies at the Fiesta down on Main
Street. Two features, a newsreel, a cartoon, and sometimes a short like the
skiing one. The flower face of Freddie Bartholomew flickers in Jewett’s
mind’s eye now, in dense black and white, weeping. Joan Crawford, big
eyes outlined in black, a black spit curl at her ear, comes sneering through a
bead curtain. Ugly old Marie Dressier howls at Wallace Beery in lashing
rain aboard a storm-tossed tugboat. And tiny skiers squat as they whisk
down a long chute, then fly above pine trees in long, heart-stopping
trajectories, before they come to earth. She wanted to do that—fly.

Instead, she broke her leg. She learned to ski first, crookedly but loving
it, and with a great sense of triumph. She whizzed down slopes around Big



Pine. Jewett liked the look of the snow but not the cold of it. He shivered
and however much his father sighed, never kept his skis on for long, though
he skied with natural grace and almost never fell. He preferred to sit in
the Model A with the heater humming, the heater bought specially for these
weekend treks up to the snow, and read. If there’d been a radio, he’d have
listened to the radio, running down the car’s battery. But it was the time
before car radios.

Then Susan found a little ledge to jump off. It wasn’t three feet high.
But her leg wasn’t strong enough for even such a jump, and the bones
snapped. She had sneaked off alone to try this jump, sure her father
wouldn’t let her if he learned about it. So she lay alone in pain in the snow
for a while before they found her. The bone mended poorly, and three
operations were needed to make the best of it. And after that, she returned
to her old habits—never getting out of bed again unless she absolutely had
to.

Jewett drops the cap on the bedside chair and leaves the bedroom, softly
shutting the door. In the kitchen, he washes the breakfast dishes—they got a
late start this morning. It is hard for him to hurry her to the torture he knows
lies ahead, so they often get late starts. He has something she likes in mind
for supper, and he cuts up a chicken and some big, floppy fresh mushrooms.
She won’t eat more than a few small bites, so he wants the bites to please
her.

Also, this is the last meal he will cook for her for a week. He will make
enough to freeze a couple of packets that she can easily reheat if she will—
though usually she won’t. Packets from last week lie close-stacked in the
grudging old freezer compartment, gathering snow—from last week, from
the weeks before. He coaxes her, mildly scolds her, tries to exact
promises, but he is losing the struggle to keep her weight up. Five nights on
the living-room couch is his limit. To move in, he’d have to dislodge those
twine-bound heaps of weaving from his old room. Where to? The garage is
full of them already. And short of moving in, being here, every day and
night, he can’t keep her eating. It’s hopeless—one week out of four is
already too many for Bill. Susan is not Bill’s sister. Bill has no use for his
own sisters.

“Dying?” Bill says. “We’re all dying, for Christ sake.” He stands naked
in the steamy bathroom, peering into the shaving mirror. He pushes at his
thick, dark hair, pushes it back from his smooth, clear forehead. “I’m sure



as hell dying. Look at that.” He faces Jewett, thrusts his head close. “My
stupid hair is coming out by the handfuls.” He taps the back of his head,
lowers his head. “Look there. A bald spot big as a dollar.” There is no bald
spot, but Bill gives Jewett no time to say so, which is probably just as well.
Bill faces the mirror again, lifting his upper lip with two fingers. This plays
hell with his diction, but Jewett gets the gist of it. “My fucking gums are
receding.” He lets his lip go. He talks into the mirror. “You know what
happens next? Your teeth start to fall out.” With flattened hands, he drags
down on his cheeks so the red inside his lower eyelids shows. “Look at me.
Will you look at me for once? I’ve got as many wrinkles as a fifty-dollar
suit.”

“Stop pulling at your face.” Jewett regrets sounding like a mother, and
puts his arms around Bill from the back, hugs him, kisses the nape of his
smooth, brown neck where the neatly trimmed hair is still damp from the
shower. “Anyway, fifty-dollar suits are the ones that never wrinkle, never
stain, look as awful after years of wear as they did in the store. Nothing
can harm them.” He caresses Bill’s chest and flat belly.
“They’re nonbiodegradable.”

“Yeah, well, I’'m biodegradable,” Bill says, “and I’m biodegrading fast.
No wonder you don’t want to come home anymore.” He picks up a red
comb and works on his hair. “I’m getting old and ugly.”

“You don’t know what old is, you don’t know what ugly is, and you
don’t know what dying is.” Jewett lets him go, turns away. “Come on. I’ll
fix you a beautiful breakfast. You’ll feel more cheerful then.” He walks
along the hall.

Bill shouts after him, “I know you’re never here.”

A film of dust lies over all the shiny surfaces in the kitchen. Not the
bedroom, not the bathroom. They’re immaculate. So probably is the rest of
the place—he was too tired to notice last night. But the kitchen is neglected.
Why is it the people he loves can’t feed themselves? He can guess how Bill
has survived—on afternoon cheese and wine at the gussied-up canyon
houses of interior decorators, on brunches of quiche and Irish coffee on
Malibu sun decks among keepers of Beverly Hills boutiques. Bill excites
these types with his easy masculinity. What do they excite him with—how
easily he excites them?

Jewett, briskly sponging counter tops, stove top, breakfast bar, the red
cushions of the barstools, can’t think of another reason why Bill flocks with



these chichi queens, in their skinny-ass designer jeans, shirts open to the
navel, sunlamp tans, and loops of thin gold chains at their withered throats.
Bill doesn’t feel superior to them—of that Jewett is certain. There is always
something wistful and lost about Bill in their shrieking company—Ilike a
little brown sparrow among flamingos. Yet he keeps going back. It saddens
Jewett, but seemingly it doesn’t sadden Bill, so Jewett does his best not to
question or comment anymore. Bill works for decorators. That’s probably
explanation enough—along with the fact that he adores parties.

The supermarket date-stamp on the package of sweet Italian sausages
puts it a little past. He cracks the clear plastic butchers’ wrap and sniffs.
They will be all right if he washes the grease off. He rinses the sausages
carefully under warm water and lays them in a skillet over a low flame and
puts a lid on the pan. The tomatoes have gone a bit soft and one or two of
them have developed black spots. He washes the red, smooth skins, cuts
away the spots, and chops the tomatoes fine. He observes the eggs carefully
as he cracks them into a red bowl. They appear as fresh as supermarket eggs
ever do these days. He cuts butter into a pan and starts it melting. He beats
the eggs. And he hears Bill come into the kitchen, smells his cologne and
his cigarette smoke.

“The treatments are brutal. She can’t drive herself,” Jewett says, and fits
the coffee maker together and puts coffee into it. “It’s only one week out of
the month.”

“And every Saturday,” Bill says. “And it was three weeks in March.
That fucking chain-saw movie.”

“That wasn’t supposed to take so long,” Jewett says. He goes to the
breakfast bar, where Bill has placed himself, shakes a cigarette from Bill’s
pack, and lights it with Bill’s lighter. “They fired Kimberly Wells. There
was nothing to do but shoot everything over again with the new girl. I
explained that.”

“You missed every meeting of the renters’ association. You missed the
meeting with the city council. Building snowmen with Rita Lopez. I’ll bet
when she stuck the carrot on, 1t wasn’t for a nose.”

“You’re confusing her with the roles she played in those old movies.”
Jewett pours boiling water into the coffee maker. He peeps under the lid at
the sausages, which sputter. He finds a fork and tenderly rolls the sausages
over. They have begun to brown, and they smell fine and fresh. “She’s as
indifferent to sex as a Camp Fire Girl. You can’t be jealous of old Rita.”



“She wasn’t indifferent to sex when you lived with her. I know you. You
wouldn’t live with anybody who was indifferent to sex. Not for eight
years.”

“She liked fighting better,” Jewett says. “Anyway, that was twenty years
ago.” Again, the thought makes him a little dizzy. “Bill, we played gin
rummy—Ilike down at the senior citizens’ center? No two golden-agers
could have been more chaste. We’d never even have met except that both of
us needed the money from that disgusting picture.”

“You had laughs,” Bill says sulkily.

“We needed all we could get, believe me.” Jewett lifts down from their
brass hooks red mugs marked with big white initials, O and B. These were
Bill’s notion some Christmases ago, like the monogrammed red bath
towels. Jewett has yet to see the point. He is careful always to give Bill the
O mug, always himself to use a B towel. He hoped this might draw an
explanation from Bill. It never has. It made him mad at first, and
grumpy later, but never rational. Jewett keeps at it to test his
father’s repeated assertion that the key to success is never giving up. Jewett
lives in hope—and curiosity. He fills the mugs now, stirs sugar and cream
into the O mug and sets it in front of Bill. “It’s true, I missed the renters’
meetings.” Jewett stubs out his cigarette in the ashtray. “But I earned the
rent, all right?”

“You don’t want to face facts,” Bill says. “Rent won’t help if they
convert this place to condominiums. We’ll have to buy. And you’d have to
do fifteen chain-saw movies to earn that kind of money.”

“That 1s certainly a fact I don’t want to face.” Jewett returns to the stove
to cook the eggs with tomato mixed up in them, to scoop the eggs onto
plates, to lay the sausages on the plates beside the eggs. “What about the
injunction?” Jewett sets the plates on the breakfast bar. He has forgotten
forks and napkins. He fetches these, the napkins red, of course. He sits on
the red-cushioned stool beside Bill. “Didn’t you say the renters were going
for an injunction?”

Bill unfolds the napkins and lays it in his lap. He is wearing worn old
corduroys stiff with spilled varnish and dotted with paint, but the napkin is
ceremonial. He says, “If the city council won’t act. We’re giving them
another week, and then we go into court.” He stabs at a sausage with his
fork, and hot grease squirts his faded red sweatshirt. The sweatshirt, sleeves
torn off to show the hard muscles of his brown arms, is part of his



work outfit, like the corduroys, and has often been used as a paint rag. All
the same, he says “Shit!”” and wipes at the grease spots with his napkin. “If
we get the wrong judge, you and I will be out on our ass in the street.” He
forks a chunk of sausage into his mouth and chews. “This is no movie,
buddy. This is reality.” Bill is at his least winning when he calls Jewett
buddy. Jewett wonders what Bill thinks his days with Susan are. He
doesn’t ask. The other man’s reality is rarely so real as one’s own. Isn’t that
what’s behind acting—the attempt to make strangers share another
stranger’s reality? Behind writing too, painting, music, dance. Bill isn’t
without sensitivity. He sometimes walks changed out of a theater. He rarely
reads, but Jewett has known books to change him. Eating quietly, Jewett
decides that Bill is simply absorbed for the first time in his young life in a
political cause, fighting alongside a crowd of like-minded people. This can
be a heady experience, obsessive, apt to blind a man to anything else. At the
risk of being called buddy again, Jewett asks tentatively:

“Would it be so bad—getting kicked out of here? It’s only an apartment.
We can find another.”

Bill chokes, hurriedly drinks coffee, gulps, wipes his mouth with the
napkin, stares at Jewett over the napkin as if he can’t believe what he has
heard. “Are you serious?”

“You mean it’s a matter of principle?” Jewett asks.

“Wrong. Don’t you know what this place is to me? ‘Only an
apartment’?” He lays down the napkin. He appears stunned and injured. “Is
that what it is to you?”

Jewett is nonplussed. “Isn’t it? What makes it so special? Your beautiful
pieces. But we can take those with us wherever we go.”

“Ah, Christ.” Bill looks ready to cry. Turning away, wagging his head in
mournful disgust, he gets off the stool and crosses the kitchen, carrying the
red mugs. He rinses them at the sink and fills them again with coffee. Jewett
gets the O mug this time. Bill doesn’t sit down beside him again. He stands,
holding his B mug, studying Jewett, who does his best to keep his face
blank. “You really don’t know, do you? You had a home— you’ve still got a
home, your sister is still in it. You were born there, grew up there with
parents who looked after you and fed you and sent you to the same school
all your life. You had a home.”

Jewett nods. “Yes. All right. And?”



“This is the first home I ever had. The only home. Did you ever stop to
think of that? This is the first place I ever lived more than six months
running in my whole life. This is the first place I ever lived with anybody I
wanted to live with, anybody I loved, anybody who loved me.” Tears fill his
eyes. He picks up the cigarette pack, shakes a cigarette from it, lights
the cigarette. “This is the first place I was ever happy in my life.” His
mouth begins to tremble. His voice wobbles. To keep from crying, he
shouts at Jewett. “Now do you understand, you cold bastard? It’s not just
another goddamn apartment. This is my home, Oliver. This is my home!”
And he can’t help it—he starts to cry.

Jewett gets off the stool and takes him in his arms, holds him tight, they
sway together. Jewett strokes Bill’s back. “Don’t cry,” he says. “Don’t cry. |
didn’t know. I’'m not a cold bastard, Billy. I understand, now. Don’t cry
anymore. [ understand.”

Bill clumsily kisses his mouth. “I’m sorry I said that.” He hiccups,
reaches for his stool and sits down, wipes his face on the red napkin. “I
didn’t mean to shout at you. But I don’t want to go back to drifting around.
I had that, Oliver.” He hunches miserably over the coffee mug, smoking,
sniffling a little, wipes his nose on the napkin. “Trailers—shut up with half
a dozen babies. You ever smell one of those dinky old trailers with half
a dozen little kids in diapers when you have to keep it shut up in the rain?
You ever eat cold cereal a week running for every meal? Eat out of
whatever cans your old lady could rip off at the supermarket when nobody
was looking—okra? You want to try okra cold out of the can sometime. You
don’t know what you’ve been missing. You ever try fitting in at a school
where none of the kids ever saw you before, and your tennis shoes are
rotting off your feet? He’d take me and one of my sisters and stop the car in
front of some house and we’d go to the door and say we were lost, and
could we please use the bathroom, and he’d keep the old lady talking while
we found her house money and picked up any little items we could hide in
our pockets and hock later. Summers, he’d canvass new towns in a pickup
truck with asphalt cans in the back, long-handle brushes, ladders, selling
roofing jobs, getting down payments and never going back. He had twenty
dodges. We were lucky he was only in jail half the time. Dolan Haycock.
Father of the year. Shit!”

“Forget it,” Jewett says. He has of course heard this litany before. But
not lately. He is disturbed that it still haunts Bill. “It’s over. You’re all right,



now.”

“Was all right.” Bill gloomily crushes out his cigarette, gloomily
swallows coffee. “Everything’s going sour, all of a sudden. We’re losing
this place. Your sister’s dying. You’re never home.”

“It can’t be helped. It won’t be forever.”

Bill grunts skeptically. “And I’m losing my looks.”

“You are not losing your looks,” Jewett says. “Bill, you are not yet
thirty-two years old. You are a very young man. This is ridiculous. I’'m here
every minute I can be.”

“You get along fine without me,” Bill mumbles.

“I breathe in and out,” Jewett says. “I’m sorry you feel neglected. Just
put up with it for a while, all right? And stop imagining things. You’re
beautiful. I love you.”

Bill sighs and sits straight. “I have to go to work.” He slides off the
stool. “How is she? Don’t think I don’t care. But losing this place is all I
can think about. We had happy times here. Every room. I don’t want to
leave them behind. We’d never be the same anyplace else.”

“That’s crazy.” Jewett laughs so as not to sound exasperated. “We’ll be
the same no matter where we go. And maybe we won’t have to go at all.
You’re fighting back. Why won’t you win?”’

“Because money talks,” Bill says. “Especially to politicians. And we
haven’t got that kind of money.” He picks up the cigarette pack and lighter
and stuffs them into a pocket of the corduroys. “If we did, we wouldn’t be
renters, would we?” He brushes Jewett’s mouth with an absentminded kiss,
and walks out.

“She’s all right,” Jewett says to the empty kitchen. “She’s as well as can
be expected.”

They sit on the long, windowed porch at the Skipper’s, under drooping
strings of signal pennons whose crimsons, blues, greens have faded to an
almost uniform gray. The bentwood chairs at the small square tables are
rickety. The tablecloths are mended. Jewett and Bill lazily drink coffee and
brandy and smoke cigars. They never smoke cigars anywhere else.
While they ate crabmeat salad, sand dabs fried in butter with toasted sesame
seeds, washing the food down with a crisp Chablis, they watched the sun
set, a bulging red fireball. The sun has drowned in the ocean now. Far out,



long streaks of cloud are flame color, slowly turning smoky. Overhead, the
sky has a green luster that will soon fade.

Jewett leans his forehead against the windowpane. Below, at the foot of
the ragged bluff on which the old wooden restaurant perches, little beach-
running birds skitter on long legs among the jutting rocks and in the foam-
edged tide. Spotlights shine down on them from the restaurant, but they
don’t seem to care. There are no gulls, no cormorants, no noisy sea lions
now. Maybe the birds enjoy the extra feeding time the spotlights give them,
even if it cuts in on their sleep. He doesn’t know where they sleep. He
wonders. He turns to tell Bill to look at the birds, and a hand appears
between his face and Bill’s. A hearty voice says:

“Oliver Jewett, how about that!”

Jewett looks up, frowning. No one has ever asked him for an autograph
in a restaurant. No one ever will—not by his reckoning. Why should they?
So who is this bald man, sagging jowls, pouches under his eyes, drip-dry
suit of baby blue, blue shirt of oxford cloth a little too tight where his belly
bulges? Red light glancing off the sea gives his face a false rosiness, but
there 1s nothing false about his smile. It looks delighted. Jewett
rises awkwardly, unsure, and takes the proffered hand, but he must look as
blank as he feels, because the man says:

“You don’t recognize me, do you? Fred Heinz.”

“Good God!” Jewett laughs and gives him a clumsy hug and a couple of
slaps on the back. “Where in hell did you come from?”

“Illinois. I manage a television station there. Been in L. A. for a network
convention. Fly home tonight, damn it.” He turns and calls, “Joanie?” And
a stocky, gray-haired suburban matron in a beige double-knit suit punished
by an aircraft seat comes to shake Jewett’s hand and smile with neat false
teeth. “My wife, Joan?” Heinz sounds almost as if he were asking Jewett to
confirm this identification. “Oliver Jewett.”

Her handclasp is damp. “Fred’s always thrilled when you turn up on TV.
He always makes it a point to watch.”

“And then she has to hear all about New York,” Heinz says, “for the five
hundredth time.”

His expression is innocent, his tone all self-effacing good humor, but
Jewett knows he is lying. Joanie may hear about the long flights of stairs up
to that crack-windowed room where the heat seldom climbed to the
radiators, where cockroaches poured in a black rush down the drains when



you switched on the bathroom light, about the greasy hot plate behind the
tin shutter doors, about the sardines and crackers and the cutoff credit at
every deli within a mile, about their waiting tables for one free meal a day,
about the super seizing Heinz’s typewriter for the unpaid rent. She may hear
about Jewett’s failed auditions in clothes borrowed from other actors, about
how he lined his shoes with cardboard after walking the soles through
from producer to producer, about how the little-theater group in
the abandoned church put on Heinz’s play and never paid him as they’d
promised. But she hasn’t heard, and never will, how the two boys, twenty-
one, twenty-two, kept each other warm under thin blankets in winter, and
consoled each other for their daily failures and dashed hopes—and how
they laughed, holding each other tight, in bed.

Jewett is stunned by the recollections that rush into his mind. It’s been
thirty-five years. He’s scarcely ever thought of these things. Yet now, it’s
suddenly as if they’d happened yesterday. Except to look at Heinz—pufty,
gray, gone to pot. What became of the skinny kid with the beautiful grin
and the thick sandy hair he kept pawing out of this eyes while he crouched
over that ugly typewriter, rattling away with four fingers, ribbon growing
frayed and pale, yellow pages spouting out of the machine? Jewett searches
the slack face before him now for traces of that wild obsessive ambition. He
doesn’t find any.

Joan Heinz appears to be talking. Jewett blinks and gives his head a
shake so as to make himself hear her. “But it must have been absolutely
gruesome.” She laughs. The sound of it is artificial. “I can’t understand how
anyone can be nostalgic about it.”

“We were so young,” Jewett says, “we thought we were having an
adventure.”

“Sure,” Heinz says. “The bad bits didn’t matter. We were going to be
famous. All geniuses have to starve first.”

“Strengthens the character,” Jewett says. Plainly starve is only a word to
Heinz now. He hasn’t gone hungry in a long time, by the look of him.
Jewett wonders how he likes being manager of a television station in
Illinois. Is it any worse than acting in chain-saw murder movies? He doesn’t
ask. Instead he looks at Bill, who stands up. “Bill Haycock, Joan Heinz,
Fred Heinz.” Jewett watches the man’s face as Bill shakes his hand.
Something sad and regretful happens to Heinz’s jollity. The way he looks



Bill up and down suggests to Jewett that he has, after all, gone hungry for a
long time.

“Are you an actor too?”” Joan Heinz asks Bill.

Bill shakes his head and says to Heinz, “How does somebody get to
manage a TV station?”

“He goes in as a newswriter and has luck,” Heinz says.

“You musn’t think we watch a lot of television,” Joan Heinz tells Jewett.
“But Fred notices when you’re going to be on and makes an occasion of it.
It’s so empty, so addictive, such a waste of time. And really, there’s plenty
of guilt, just taking your living from it.”

Heinz gets red in the face. “The money’s nice. Don’t tell them the
money isn’t nice.”

“No more playwriting?” Jewett says.

“The money’s nice, of course, but—" Joan begins.

“I might get back to it when I retire,” Heinz says. “I’m creative all day.
After eight hours, I’'m out of gas. I hear some people can write after dinner
—not me.”

“He has to sleep off the double martinis,” Joan says. She is not speaking
to anyone in particular. She is frowning into the shadowy main dining
room. She grabs Heinz’s arm. “Look. Those people are trying to take our
table.” She raises a hand, calls out to the waiter, and hurries off.

Heinz looks grim. Not about her going, but about her picture of how he
lives. He doesn’t try to erase it. In self-disgust, he fills it out. “So I can
wake up in time for double scotches to clobber me for the night—well, at
least till three in the morning, Scott Fitzgerald’s dark night of the soul.” He
makes a face. “What went wrong? You’re still acting. How come I’'m not
writing?” “Because you’ve got good sense,” Jewett says.

“To hell with that. You made it. Maybe I was good too. Maybe I gave up
too soon. Now I’ll never know.”

“Forget it. I didn’t make it, Fred. I was not good, and I never will be
good. And believe me, there’s no satisfaction in learning that. If I can find a
way out of the acting business, [’'m going to take it. You were the smart one.
The money is good. Stop drinking. Take a walk before dinner, take a walk
before bedtime. Stop regretting.”

Heinz sighs and shakes his head. “Doesn’t anybody end up satisfied in
this life?”

“Nobody who wants very much,” Jewett says.



“Are you coming or not?”” Joan is back, agitated. “People are lined up,
waiting for tables. It’s embarrassing sitting there alone with them staring at
me.”

“Right. Coming.” Heinz works up a smile. “Listen, this was great.” He
pumps Jewett’s hand, pumps Bill’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Haycock.”
With Joan tugging at his sleeve, he fumbles a business card from his wallet
and gives it to Jewett. “Let’s not lose touch, now,” he says. “You must fly to
New York sometimes, in your business. If you get a layover at O’Hare,
give me a ring.” Joan drags him away. He shouts over his shoulder, “I’ll
drive into town and we’ll have a drink.”

“I’1l do that,” Jewett says, and sits down again.

Bill is already seated. He tilts his head. “You were lovers. How does it
feel, seeing him again after all this time? The nineteen forties, wasn’t it?”

“December 1947. He got pneumonia. His father came from Rockford
and dragged him home.” Jewett pushes the card into a pocket and tries his
coffee.

“That was a year before I was born,” Bill says. “How does it feel? |
can’t imagine how it would feel.”

The coftee is tepid. Jewett looks for the waiter. “He weighed about a
hundred thirty. Lots of hair. When there was money from home—his home,
not mine—I went to the barber. I was the one who had to look neat for
auditions. Haircuts didn’t help.” Jewett catches the eye of the waiter, a
stoop-shouldered, middle-aged son of the fearsome Portuguese lady. Jewett
holds up his coffee cup and brandy glass. The waiter nods. “When Fred was
gone, my hair grew long. I couldn’t keep the room. I slept a lot with friends
and, when I’d used them all up, with men and boys I’d never seen before
and would never see again, just to have a place to sleep in out of the cold.
Sometimes I got breakfast, sometimes not.”

The waiter comes with the coffee urn and two more little slim glasses of
brandy. He fills the cups and takes away the empty brandy glasses. Jewett
goes on:

“When I got breakfast, I was set for the day, which I mostly spent in the
public library with the bums and bag ladies—the other bums and bag ladies.
When I got filthy enough, ragged enough, hungry enough, I put my pride in
my pocket and shlepped around to a little theater I knew. I swept the place
out, scrubbed the toilets, painted flats, rigged spotlights, anything, and they
let me sleep there and gave me pocket money. Then an actor got sick or



drunk or something and I got a part. It turned my luck around. I was seen
and hired for the summer Shakespeare plays. Because of my hair—what
else? Men cut their hair short in those days. The city of New York could
save the price of a wig. Wigs weren't a dimestore item in the forties.”

“It wasn’t the hair,” Bill says wearily. “Why do you always put yourself
down?” He stirs sugar and cream into his coffee. “You still haven’t
answered my question. How did it make you feel-—seeing him again?”

Jewett shrugs. “Sad, what else?” He smiles to himself. “I had a
nickname for him—the Ivory Mischief. It’s a quote from someplace, I don’t
know where. That’s what he was like, white and smooth to the touch, like
ivory.” Jewett shakes his head. “Lean and good to hold. Now he’s a bag of
lard, isn’t he? And about as mischievous as a sea slug. Sad, Bill, that’s all.
Time is not kind.”

“Are you different too?” Bill says.

Jewett gives a small, bleak laugh. “I thought I was wonderful, beautiful,
talented, and that the world would one day be sorry for how it was treating
me.” His cigar has gone out in the ashtray. He knocks burnt wrapper and
ashes off it with his table knife and relights it. “Fred kept me from dying of
self-pity by making 